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PREFACE
The celebrations of the United Nations Day of Vesak originated from the General
Assembly of the United Nations on the 13 December 1999, Session No. 54 and Agenda item
174. The General Assembly proposed to recognize the Vesak Day as an international day
and to organize appropriate activities at the United Nations Headquarters as well as other
United Nations offices. From the year of 2000 onwards, each country has acted, in turn, as
co-coordinator in organizing the Vesak Day celebrations at the United Nations Headquarters.
The International Council for Day of Vesak (ICDV) has continuously organized
the Celebrations of the United Nations Day of Vesak every year. As a consequence, the United
Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), has accredited the International Council
for Day of Vesak (ICDV) with a special consultative status.
In this connection, it’s one another occasion which Thailand has been honored
and entrusted by the International Council for Day of Vesak (ICDV), under the great
support of the Supreme Sangha Council and the Government of Thailand, to organize
the 12th International Conference on United Nations Day of Vesak during 28th – 30th May 2015
at Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University, Wang Noi, Ayutthaya and the United Nations
Convention Centre, Bangkok.
In order for this Conference to be conformed with the current World Crisis, the main
theme of the Academic Conference is entitled “Buddhism and World Crisis” with
the 4 sub-themes; (1) Buddhism and World Crisis: Buddhist Response to Social Conflict,
(2) Buddhism and World Crisis: Environmental Degradation, (3) Buddhism and World Crisis:
Buddhist Response to Educational Crisis, and (4) Buddhism and World Crisis: Buddhism and
Asean Community. The present book is an attempt of the scholars from around the world to
answer the question of how Buddhism can response to the current World Crisis.
As the President of the International Council for the Day of Vesak (ICDV), I feel very
thankful to all academic contributors, MCU staffs and volunteers who have dedicated their
physical and mental energies in preparing and producing the books to distribute in the above
mentioned event. Hopefully, this book will contribute to the dissemination of Buddhism and
Buddhist studies.

The Most Ven. Prof. Dr. Phra Bhra Bhrahmapundit
Rector of Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University
President of International Council for the Day of Vesak
Committee of Sangha Supreme Council of Thailand
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BRIEF SUMMARIES OF ACADEMIC PAPERS
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO SOCIAL CONFLICT
Peaceful Village – by Ven. Assoc. Prof. Dr. Phramaha Hansa Dhammahaso
This paper discusses peace and some of the reasons why peace is hard to attain. After
discussing some ancient instances of social conflict, the paper moves towards discussing
a model peaceful village in SriSaket Province, and the designs of the MA Program in Peace
Studies at Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University. The paper concludes with a four-fold
strategy for attaining peace.
Buddhist Response to Social Conflict: Some Practical Buddhist Suggestions for
the Resolution of the Problem Of Social Conflict – by P.D. Premasiri
This paper is about achieving peace and problem solving through the author’s highly skilled
and experienced presentation of Buddhist psychological and social issues. With apologies to
the author, the editor had to remove most of the Pāli terms in the paper over font-presentations
– out of time considerations in inserting the proper letter-characters, but the translations of
the terms, of course, remain in the article. The author asserts: our own psychological
dispositions affect our social actions so we must possess more insight in order to better defend
ourselves from unwholesome responses or reactive activities. When we improve our minds,
we can better affect the world.
Economic Conflict Resolution: A Buddhist Perspective – by H.S. Shukla
This paper advocates self-responsibility because of dependent origination. The paper stresses
that economics is not the goal of Buddhism, but it is the goal of the householders, since
monastics are to renounce the material world. Despite the ample amount of teachings on
the subject of remaining in relative homelessness, materials should only be pursued if it accords
towards the spiritual life and the purification of the mind. Economics or our desire for materialism
is behind the multifaceted unwholesome mental motivations, an aspect of our selfishness.
Live and Let Others Live: Buddhist Aspects in regard to International Humanitarian
Law for the Resolution of War and Conflict – by Ven. Karagaswewe Wajira
This paper asserts that wars are an old concept, and this may never change, but the contexts
for each war differs. The paper discusses the international laws of armed conflict – possessing
principles that protect non-combatants and restricts weapons; laws of armed conflict also discuss
legalities for war and how soldiers should appear as such, and not mix in with civilians.
Although the paper could have uses a more in-depth examination of the laws for armed conflict, it
provides random quotations about peace and other topics from the Dhammapada and other texts.
Neo-Buddhist Movement in India: Critical Investigation on a Recent Experiment of
Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Applied Buddhism to Resolve Social Conflicts and Social Apartheid
in India – by Kirtiraj D. C
This paper utilizes the available statistics to demonstrate how caste violence is still ongoing in
India, and how more and more conversions into Buddhism occur, and through the aspirations
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of younger generations, the fascination with Buddhism will increase, and the confidence in
Ambedkar Buddhists will raise – reviving Buddhism in India, and generating positive social
change.
Buddhist Social Conflict Management Approach – by Nishadini Peiris
This paper aims to resolve social conflict, suggesting that the way forward is through a textual
study and trying to prove some points through sutta-analysis, as if that will provide the rationale
for managing a social conflict. The paper asserts that anyone making trouble must be a sick
person.
Rethinking Rebirth: A modern Buddhist challenge to justification of prevailing myth,
inequality and social injustice – by Ratnesh Katulkar
This paper is about the doctrine of rebirth and its interpretation as being oppressive; the paper
also advocates for the elimination of rebirth and the continuity of consciousness from Buddhist
doctrine, so that Buddhism can be more accessible to people around the world.
Applicability of Mettābhāvanā for the Suppression of Social Conflicts – by Wasantha
Priyadarshana
This paper is about taking the textual interpretations of mettābhāvanā as the model for improving
social conflicts. The paper provides an ample discussion on anger – something many students
can use towards any future considerations.
The Analysis of Social Conflicts in Three Pāli Canonical Discourses – by Ven. Mahinda
Deegalle
This papers examines three discourses and suggests that the answer for ending conflict and
poverty can be found within these texts.
Adoption of Buddhist Counseling for the Alleviation of Social Conflicts Caused by
Menacing Drugs – by Ven. Yatalamatte Kusalananda
This paper is about taking proper measures to eliminate the socially menacing problem of drugs
from our society. The paper aspires to suggest that trough Buddhist counselling, the problems
can end, despite the pressures from the social-environment.
Relevance of Buddhist Doctrines to the Solution of Religiously Motivated Violence
(Terrorism) – by Arvind Kumar Singh
This paper discusses terrorism, and how Buddhism is not immune from this problem; however,
the main issue being illuminated is the need to protect Buddhism from this problem.
Buddhism and Social Conflict in the Age of Rational Modern Capitalism: A Weberian
Reading of Early 20th-Century Euro-Buddhism – by Sebastian Musch
This paper is about assessing the status of Buddhism in Europe, nearly 100 years ago. Buddhism
has often been supported as a replacement for Christianity, and since there is no restrictions
to knowledge in the modern globalized society, a reprised form of Buddhism is still seen as
a more viable replacement for old religions as a response to our troubled world.
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Meditation for UN Peacekeeping Soldiers: A Note of Caution – by Brian Victoria
This paper is about the role of the UN in peacekeeping operations, and how Zen Buddhism is
used to scrutinize conflict through skillful word-play, and the paper concludes properly with
the suggestion for Buddhists to travel over the Earth for the benefit of the many who haven’t
yet heard the Buddha’s peaceful message. We can surmise that Buddhists are not playing
a leading role in global conflicts.
Buddhist Perspectives on Transnational Restorative Justice – by John M. Scorsine
This paper suggests that every conflict has a loser and a victor, and therefore even for the losers,
some justice must be rewarded to them, in order for peace to be maintained after the conquest
was achieved by the victors. The paper suggests that mercy, compassion and wisdom are
the qualities for the stabilization of a nation aspiring for peace and unity. Without
a compensative form or justice, or restorative justice, little can be achieved towards peace.
The paper examines the proper literature from the UN to determine their stance, and the way
forward, with Buddhism playing a role in satiating conflict.
Transcending Religions, Transforming Traditions: The Liberation Spiritualties and Ethics
of the Dalai Lama and Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar – by Anna King
This paper discusses different controversial figures for Buddhism – each one advocating for
different ideals, but both for the freedom and the termination of their conflicts.

BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION
A Lifestyle of Buddhist Temple: a Sustainable Eco-Environmental Community – by
Ven. Jinwol Lee
This paper discusses the basic history of Korean Buddhism and the popular mediation technique
most commonly advocated from a Korean sect of Buddhism, and how temple-stay visits are
important for learning more about Korean Buddhism. It also features a glimpse of the life
of Mahakassapa and Ananda as the early patriarchs of the Korean system, to validate it as
an ancient and direct lineage, through Bodhidharma and the many Korean masters, onward until
beyond today. The paper stresses that temple-stay visits, tea-ceremonies, and manual labor are
very important for entry into the Dhamma.
Buddhist Response to Environmental Degradation – by Sangmu Thendup
This paper discusses many general environmental issues from the textual and academic
perspective.
Global Warming and Environmental Protection: Buddhist Activism – by Niharika Labh
This paper begins with a proper discussion of scientific perspectives needed to improve
Buddhist studies but later stays within the framework of a textual study, and then concludes
with how all of what was said confronts our contemporary situation.
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Using Buddhist Ethics as a Framework for Sustainable Development – by Matthew
R.G. Regan
This paper presents a statistical tone that suggests our condition is near dire, and then progresses
with a sound ethical foundation for pursuing our future through Buddhist ethics, and even draws
on non-Buddhist literature to emphasize certain points, and concludes with a sound doctrinal
perspective that would benefit anyone reading and those seeking progress and improvements
for the world.
A Study on the Role Performed by Buddhist Temples in Response to Environmental
Degradation in Sri Lanka – by W. M. Dhanapala
This paper seems like a research proposal discussing the issues within Sri Lanka, and in
particular the functions and benefits of Buddhist schools, and how they can be used to improve
awareness into environmental issues that plague the island.
Auguring Eco-optimism through the Buddhist Approach – by Neekee Chaturvedi:
This paper is about pretending that there is no Buddhism in the world, and what if people
actually had compassion and the other Buddhist characteristics to assist in correcting what is
wrong with our world. From this idea, progress can be made, when we behave and perform
properly. There has been too much material development, and as a result: we cannot sustain
ourselves in this technological direction. We no longer live with the earth, we exploit the Earth.
The author places Buddhist ecology within the dialogue on our species’ relationship with
the environment, and also discusses a few environmental projects by some Buddhists that have
been influential.
Buddhist Ethics towards preventing the Ecological Crisis in Asia – by Ramesha
Jayaneththi
This paper wants to discuss radical-ecology as a concept as a new way to look at the world
through the use of forest temples
Religious regulation of humanity’s interactions with the environment: Can Buddhism
meet the challenges of modernity? – by Devin C. Bowles
This paper precisely presents the subject-matter in the way that is envisioned when discussing
Buddhism and Environmental Degradation. Although it discusses non-Buddhist material –
through the presentations of the extinct cultures – it does address the fact that Buddhism is not
meeting the requirements of adequately facing the challenges of the modern world. It effectively
asserts that we are not regulating our relationship with the eco-system and our suffering is
increasing. It rightly suggests that the UNDV has been discussing the issues for nearly a decade
and matters have gotten worse, nothing has improved. We should have a better comprehension
of facts and implement better or more effective strategies for conquering the degradation.
The paper again asserts, although Buddhists have the intellectual tools, little is being done in
their own nation to actualize philosophy, converting ideas into practicality – praxis. Political
participation becomes the new force for citizens to implement upon their governments and
agents responsible for degradation.
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Sustainable Energy for Sufficiency Economies: Methodological Insights from
Buddhism – by Peter Daniels
This paper discusses the viability of sustainability through factoring the Buddhist view to
manage the results of our actions. The paper briefly mentions the Sufficiency Economy ideals
of His Majesty, King Bhumibol Adulydej, before moving into a cosmological determination,
leading towards the emphasis on dependent origination as the key element for comprehending
the principle of cause towards the effect of our current state of suffering. The paper measures
the greenhouse-gasses footprint of the Buddhist nations. From the measurements, the paper
surmises that sustainable energy is what the Buddhist scholars should be advocating for, and
ensuring that nations and agent become more responsible. Greater research and development
is also a key factor towards this progress.
The Noble Eightfold Path: Buddhist Response to Environmental Degradation – by
Rahul K Kamble
This paper discusses environmental degradation through the four noble truths, dependent
origination, the Noble Eightfold Path, and other general doctrinal statements. The paper then
progresses and discusses a greener way through the middle-path, and abruptly concludes with
an arrow diagram representing the gradual development of environmental conservation.

BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS
The Educational Crisis: How the debate is framed and how Buddhist wisdom may
apply – by Geoffrey Bamford
This paper is about framing the debate for determining a way forward through education
through investment into the lives of children, and states that there is not enough education
and there is also the dilemma of the wrong type of education. He mentions that states no longer
hold power, because the multinational corporations dictate global affairs and how nations must
divide any allotments given to them. The quality of education has even reduced the effect
for students to feel any sort of intimacy – and many relationships are now online.
Mindfulness is now a cliché for education-experts – although they may have only a general
idea of its true potential as expressed in Buddhism. Mindfulness is set up as a mental-health
exercise. The author is expressing the placement of mindfulness in education can be useful
towards overcoming obstacles or challenges against effective learning. Mindfulness is the key
towards effective learning.
Negotiating Buddhist Priorities for Education – by Hudaya Kandahjaya
This paper is about building temple schools in Buddhist monasteries. It contains two partial
case-studies and comes to an incomplete conclusion.
Revised Role for Buddhism in ASEAN: Conquering the Education Crisis – by Dion Peoples
This paper is about trying to improve the quality of Buddhist studies education. It begins
by showing the vision, mission, and goals of the IABU; and shows how the IABU can be
a powerful association as a shareholder within ASEAN, and how MCU can be more effective
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in leading with the proper wisdom to illuminate the world. This is expressed through, as
an example, adopting solar energy – since MCU is the host for the UN conference, it should
engage into global affairs more efficiently. It promotes the ideals of ASEAN, and it also promotes
the conclusion reached by the International Association of Theravāda Buddhist Universities
(IATBU) approved curriculum for their Buddhist studies programs – most of these schools are
also in the International Association of Buddhist Universities (IABU). It questions why these
stakeholders are not more effectively involved in promoting the affairs of Buddhist Education.
It challenges authorities to function properly. The paper does not promote idealism, it provides
realistic solutions that have been tried and tested. MCU has hosted the UNDV Conferences,
but the campus has not improved upon the suggestions of our scholars. Dr. Peoples also
provides portions of his research on neurosciences and Buddhist Critical/Analytical Thinking
Skills – which should provide the proper remedies for the solutions we seek to end the crisis
in Buddhist education.
Mindfulness and Religious Diversity: a New Pedagogical Application – by J. Abraham
Vélez de Cea
This paper is about classroom mindfulness towards religious diversity. The paper presumes
that mindfulness is missing from classrooms and that is behind the educational crisis.
The paper espouses a secular variant of mindfulness – although there is nothing ‘religious’
about Buddhist-based mindfulness. The paper advocates for the fact that students never absorb
the contents in a textbook, it advocates for a certain textbook for courses on various religions,
which tries to present the subject in objective and sympathetic ways – while the lecturer
glosses over politics and the various religions, but focuses additionally on the medical benefits
of meditation. For a final project, the scholar demands that the student visit a temple of another
religion and observe and interview those who attend.
New Dimensions For Humanitarian Care: A Project On Mindfulness-Based Pain
Management Education – by Padmasiri de Silva
This paper is about programs that deal with post-traumatic stress syndrome, and how it is
an important topic for the UN ECOSOC. The paper emphasizes the transformative properties
of meditation – viewable in the results of MRIs and the deepening of empathy. Physical pain
and emotional pain are closely related, according to the research into trauma.
Educating through Dancing: An Alternative Approach in Response to Educational
Crisis - A Case Study of Buddhist Community in Central Java – by Wilis Rengganiasih
Endah Ekowati
This paper is about implementing cultural dancing into curriculum as a means to assist in curing
the education crisis. Different types of people respond to different catalysts, so this paper is
important in this way, illustrating the development of person/personality characteristics.
Village of the Five Precepts Project: A Case Study of Naraiwittaya School and
the Sustainability of Students’ Self-Development – by Sermsap Vorapanya
This paper is about a village Buddhist school that promotes the five precepts, and participation
in Buddhist ceremonies so that young people are properly trained to be equipped for life’s
challenges despite the circumstances of their living conditions
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Rehabilitation of Prisoners through Vipassana meditation – by M.W. Jayasundara
This paper is about the problem of the increasing numbers of inmates in Sri Lanka and
how the activity of participating in vipassana mediation is improving or transforming
their behavior and perceptions, despite being incarcerated.
Challenges and Opportunities Posed to the Transmission and Preservation of
Buddhism by the Increase in Higher Educational Migration among Ladakhi
Buddhist Youth in India – by Elizabeth Williams-Oerberg
This paper is about how youths leave the village setting and migrate to the big cities
to pursue education or other opportunities and how they must hold onto their
Buddhist upbringing and adapt to the challenges that the modern lifestyle brings to
the social-struggle. When the Ladakhi communities have questions over Dhamma,
they often debate until the point becomes clear and the truth is attained – and all of
this is done through transformative logic as the students mature into adulthood with
the proper Buddhist views.
Who Listens? World Crisis As Kōan – By Ricardo Toledo
This paper is about demonstrating how koans work – it’s a good demonstration, certainly
for people who are a part of a tradition which does not utilize these mental devices.
Mindful Leadership – Another Perspective And Approach To Current World Crisis
By Examining The Vietnamese Buddhist Monks In America’s Leadership Practices
And Their Contributions To Society – by Phe X. Bach & W. Edward Bureau
This paper is a sociological investigation of the opinions of temple abbots and it basically
presents a blueprint for better living, towards harmony and peace.

Buddhist Response to Educational Crisis: Locating Space for Creating and
Sustenance of ‘Just Society’ – by Anand Singh
This paper is about adequately using the Buddhist doctrines to eradicate ignorance and
the need to develop the intellect. It’s a very thoughtful paper that deserves several readings
and contemplation over the perspectives.

Gotama Buddha in the Eyes of Modern Biographers – by Harkiman Racheman
This paper discusses the various biographies of the Buddha through the concept of
reality and patriarchy.
Buddha as Therapist: Conversations and Meditations – by G.T.M. Kwee
This paper is about seeing the Buddhist as a therapist and sets up a curriculum for Buddhist
psychology courses.
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Reestablishing the Analytical Thinking of Students: A Buddhist Solution to the Modern
Educational Crisis – by Kustiani
This paper discusses the dangers of plagiarism and online gaming, as factors for the decrease
in the intellectualizations of students. Most are void of any sort or critical thinking or analytical
thinking, and just prefer to take the easy route in school. We should do better to create
paramatho manussa.

BUDDHISM AND ASEAN COMMUNITY
The Influence of Oral Communication Strategies used by Buddhist Monks in ASEAN
Countries – by Thaweesak Chooma, Sinsuek Moongkun, Phramaha Somphong Unyo
This paper is highlighting the importance of second-language acquisition, as ASEAN is forming
and English is the official operating language for ASEAN. Different nations have different
levels of English-literacy, and more measures are needed to get nations up to the expected
levels. To make up for poor language skills, this paper discusses alternate listening strategies,
to facilitate greater comprehension of the working language.
Contribution towards the Peace and Happiness of ASEAN Community through the Practice
of Buddhist Filial Piety – by Yuande Shih
This paper discusses the duty of the child towards his/her parents as a principle element in
Buddhist culture, a common feature throughout ASEAN. Such respect is needed, because many
social problems can be solved through greater attention to our elderly populations. There are
many Chinese people living in ASEAN, so this Confucian element and its Buddhist element are
presented. This is important not only for what to do for your parents, but also what to expect
from your own children – everyone learns and performs their social responsivity, expectations
become actualized.
Exploration of Cultural Exchanges in Buddhism between China and ASEAN –
by Li Hujiang
This paper discusses state-sponsored relic-tours and other forms of tourism as a culturalexchange, as well as forming institutional-education bonds between ASEAN and China.
Prapheni Heet Sibsong: The Tradition of Merit-making with Ethical Commitment to
the ‘Other’ – by Dr. Dipti Visuddhangkoon
This paper is about the version of monthly merit-making ceremonies found throughout
northeastern Thailand. The paper discusses the nuances of each monthly communal activity,
which also serves as cohesion for improving the Buddhist communities. These rituals or
ceremonies are also found in other ASEAN nations, and have their own ethnic variances.
From this paper, we can see how Buddhism is put into action at the village level. Often
conference papers deal with personal-level matters or macro-scale generalizations. This paper
is an important observation to see how Buddhism is operative, in the intermediate sense.
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Buddhist Cultural Exchange Programs in Thailand: A Model for ASEAN Interreligious
Dialogue – by Dr. Brooke Schedneck
This paper discusses encounters with Buddhism through cultural tourism, and discusses to some
extent those distinction from actual Buddhist practice, done though highlighting: the Monk
Chat Program with a northern branch of MCU which educates students from various ASEAN
nations; temple stay and meditation retreat programs. The paper discusses these foreigners
coming into a Buddhist nation, and it discusses immigrant non-Buddhist arrivals coming into
the nation, but both groups: the tourists and the immigrants have different experiences when
confronting the local Buddhists who are only trying to live in stability, peacefully.
Buddhism, ASEAN and the Case of Myanmar – by Jeff Waistell
This paper critically discusses to some extent, top-down perspectives upon Myanmar, from
an outsider’s perspective. It’s more of a paper about what ASEAN should do, and less about
what it is actually doing or encouraging nations to pursue to improve the lives of their citizens.
The paper appears to suggest that if a nation adhered more closely to Buddhism, then it would
better fit into the schemes of ASEAN and the endeavor for regional development.
Death of the Mekong, River of Buddhism – by Khanh T. Tran
This paper discusses the fragile ecosystem of the Mekong River, ASEAN’s main river. It
discusses the various dam projects, and the environmental degradation that is ongoing.
There is no more transportation of silt by the river, since it is all being trapped upstream by
the Chinese sponsored dams. The author reminds us that there are power-source alternatives:
solar and wind that are less destructive for the people of ASEAN, people relying most on
the Earth, for their livelihoods.
Study of Buddhist View on Women Empowerment in ASEAN Region – by Saw Yee Mon
This paper is about the empowerment of women across ASEAN. Women hold major roles
in ASEAN societies. Women have done, are doing and can do great things for humanity – and
certainly within ASEAN.
The Contemporary Basic Morals in Sharing and Working Together for ASEAN Economic
Community (AEC) in 2015 – by Petcharat Lovichakorntikul and John Walsh
This paper focuses on a lot of charts, taken from some Buddhist scholar, to reach its conclusion
that Buddhists must be economically and individually strong.
Recalling Past, Recognizing Present and Reinforcing Future: A Buddhist Design for
Realization of ‘One Identity’ Goal of ASEAN Community – by Dr. Sushma Trivedi
This paper is about finding commonalities between the people of the various nation-states
comprising ASEAN, and the development of Buddhist tourism through the revival of
abandoned sites. More research though must be done to come up with a list of invaluable sites
to consider for a pilgrimage circuit.

(16)

Buddhist Contribution to Building a Collective Sentiment of Unity among the ASEAN
Community – by Shyamon Jayasinghe
This paper is about the challenges to ethnic-identity, a main concern amongst the people
in the ASEAN socio-cultural community. Culturally, there are many disagreements amongst
the people, owing to the ancient antagonisms in the region, despite this new call for unity
within the ASEAN Economic Community. (AEC). The author urges building up a dual
approach towards creating the necessary unity within ASEAN: stressing equality and tolerance
leading towards the common good.
Religion and cultural effects in the ASEAN community – by Bhante Chao Chu
This paper is about the ancient cultural basis of the various communities in ASEAN, and
how cultural predates any notion of nationalism – archeological evidence supports this claim.
The paper further considers points as traveling and living observations bolster the written
perspectives. The paper concludes with a plea for unity.
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Ven. Assoc. Prof. Dr. Phramaha Hansa Dhammahaso
Director of the Office, International Association of Buddhist Universities
Master’s Degree Program on Peace Studies
Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University, Thailand

Introduction
There is conflict and violence in the present world. Immediate examples that come to
mind are the current situations in Iraq, Palestine and in the south of Thailand. What we wish
to see is solutions to these those problems by peaceful methods, for instance negotiation and
mediation, but, even though, sometimes, some groups might attempt to use such methods, in
the end: conflict and violence still remain a constant. It is as though neither conflict nor violence
will ever die out in human beings or societies.
It might be the case that human beings interpret or define peace in different ways.
As a result, they also have different thought and actions. This leads us to seek tools for managing
conflict and violence in a different ways. From this, I would like to consider the meaning of
peace that is ascribed as defined by scholars, especially from the Buddhist perspective.
Lest this prologue sound unduly negative, let me hasten to add that, as we are all
aware, Buddhism is not a monolithic structure, and there are also certain underlying features
of Buddhist teachings that may be conducive to the furtherance of peace. What I wish to do
in this paper is to explore one of these features by drawing on a particular western concept of
peace and providing an introductory sketch of how this might provide a foundation for peace
in Buddhism.

What is peace?
In order to answer this question, which refers to the key term in this discussion,
first of all, I will begin by defining the expression ‘peace’ itself.
According to the Webster dictionary, peace means “freedom from war”1, which is
“to stay without war” Moreover, Alvin Toffler2 and Disaku Ikeda3, who were experts in
the way of ‘non-violence’, point out that “arising from peace is appearance of war”. However,
Johan Kaltung, suggests that ‘peace does not only mean the ‘appearing of war’, but it is a state
of ‘non-violence.’4
1
2
3
4

‘Webster’ New College Dictionary Boston, (New York: Houghton muffin company, 1995), p. 808.
AlwinTofler, War and Peace in 21 century, (Bangkok: Nanmee book, 2,000), p. 252-256.
Santi Isarovuthakul translated, True Peace, Volume 2, Speech of Disaku Ikeda, (Bangkok: Songsiam, 1991) p. 267.
Johan Gultung, “Violence Peace and Peace Research”, in Journal of Peace Research. Vol.6 VI, 1969, p. 171.
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These statements come very close to our concept of the definition of peace. That is
“without war or violence, peace will occur”. In other words, following this idea, if we depart
from war, we become absolutely peaceful.
From a Buddhist perspective, the word ‘peace’ contains two level meanings. Firstly, as
an ultimate truth, it means ‘Niravana’: the State of mind that does not have passions, such as
desire, ignorance and delusion. In another words, whenever our mind is not under the control
of passions, it is calm and peaceful. So, we are able to call ‘true peace’.
Secondly, in general truth, ‘peace’ means human beings and societies might have
conflict with each other, for instance conflict of data, interest, structure and value, but they
attempt to choose the best option by negotiation or dialogue without violent action.
Therefore, ‘peace’ in term of Buddhism has much more to say that “not only when
human beings and societies have problems with each other, they do not solve problems by
using violence, such as war, beating, killing and so on, but they also have loving-kindness
and compassion with other people in the world.
In fact, one might define peace as follows: there is a slightly different thing between
the western scholars and Buddhism. The former attempts to focus on external peace; whereas
the latter is aware of both external and internal peace.

Why is peace very essential to human beings and societies?
There is no less suffering in the world today than there was in the past, and there are
no fewer problems. Indeed, it could be said that there are now more problems and greater
unhappiness than ever before. This suggests that the solution to our problems, and to those of
society as a whole, does not lie in knowledge or control of the external world.
Furthermore, in the present world, whenever human beings and societies conflict
with each other they resort to violence, instead, they should resolve the problem by using
reconciliation rather than violence as a tool in order to manage conflict, ‘peace’ is the best
alternative way. I, therefore, propose to show why peace is so essential to human beings and
societies and how it can be used to manage conflict?

Peace brings loving-kindness to human beings and societies
From a Buddhist perspective, whenever our minds have peace particularly inner peace,
it is very easy to build loving-kindness and give it to other people who need help. Loving-kindness
means we understand the feelings and needs of other people. We are encouraged to take positive
action when we are represented with an appropriate opportunity to help those who are in need.
Human beings are not independent of each other. That is why human being must love
each other. So loving-kindness or Metta is like bridge that builds harmony between human
beings and societies.
Clearly, because of just peace, we are able to have loving kindness and be happy
as well as helping other people unconditionally.
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Peace brings happiness to human beings and societies
My question in this case is: why do human beings have so many possessions in their
lives, such as money, cars, and houses, but are still unhappy with all this. The reason is that
they receive every day is not true happiness but false happiness. In fact, true happiness does not
arise if our minds do not have peace. Not only can peace can build true happiness but it also
brings it to other people who follow us or live beside us. Moreover, happiness and suffering
are states of mind, and so their main causes cannot be found outside the mind. The real source
of happiness is inner peace. If our mind is peaceful, we will be happy all the time, regardless
of external conditions, but if it is disturbed or troubled in any way, we will never be happy, no
matter how good our external conditions may be. External conditions can only make us happy
if our mind is peaceful. We can understand this through our own experience. For instance,
even if we are in the most beautiful surroundings and have everything we need, the moment
we get angry any happiness we may have disappears. This is because anger has destroyed our
inner peace. Therefore, peace is important for building happiness within human beings and
societies. Without peace, our world will be permeated by both conflict and violence, until no
one helps, understand or love anyone else.

Peace brings solidarity and harmony to human beings and societies
Solidarity in this sense is like ‘social energy’ that arises from cooperation within human
beings and societies to help each other. It means the way in which we are able to find values
and agreement in each group. In order to establish solidarity and harmony in societies, we first
have to build peace in our minds. Because it leads us to positive behaviors, such as speaking,
listening, walking and living. Therefore, peace is very important for building solidarity and
harmony. If we do not have it, it is impossible for the world to have happiness and cooperation
in many activities, such as prevention of terrorism and global warming. To sum up, the reasons
why human beings and societies should have peace or why peace is so important to them is that
world cannot survive without peace. Peace is like a bridge that joins between human beings
and societies. Without this bridge, it is impossible for people to talk and share happiness and
suffering with each other.

Why do not mankind and society have peace?
There are many reasons why human beings and societies do not have peace in present
world. First of all, we will consider this term as it is understood in Buddhism. We may
conclude that, from a Buddhist perspective, the causes of those are multiple. They include
desire, arrogance, and delusion.
Desire refers to acquisitiveness and aspirations. Acquisitiveness includes the need
to ‘possess’ material goods and also people, whereas aspirations concern the wish for status,
power and position. Furthermore, the world’s natural resources would be sufficient for all
the world’s people, but a greedy person always wants more, because materialist and capitalist
societies do not have unlimited raw materials. Such societies, therefore, will go to great lengths
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to obtain all the available resources, even though this means depriving other groups. Failure
to negotiate results in conflict.
We can illustrate this with reference to the following story from Buddhist scripture:
the Brahmin Aramadanda asked Mahakaccayana, ‘What is the cause of conflict between
a king and a king, Bhramana and Bhramana or wealthy person and wealthy person?’ The latter
replied that whenever human beings grasp tightly, adhere, or are sexually aroused or held by
desire5, they come into conflict. Also, parents and children, siblings and other relatives come
into conflict, quarrel and attack each other because of desire.6
According to Tipitaka, Koliya and Sakaya, who are relatives of the Buddha, fought
because they wanted water for agriculture, and the kings Pasenadi of Kosala and Ajatasattu
fought because they wanted to control part of the land which is on the border between their
countries. When we analyze these two examples, we can see that conflict arose between these
people because they were controlled by desire.
However, in my view, desire in this case covers the need for power, too. Power in itself
is neither good nor bad, but in this case, ‘power’ refers to politics, money and social control.
These kinds of power tend to corrupt the mind: The love of power leads to the desire for even
more power and control. When everybody wants power, conflict arises, because nobody wants
to be subject to the power or authority of anybody else.
Arrogance refers to human beings’ preference for showing themselves that they are
better than other people in term of status, personality, property, education, work or knowledge.7
As a result, somebody who has been insulted sometimes disputes, quarrels and even kills.
In this case, the Buddha said that anyone who really likes to say and think that he is better than
other people, is highly likely to come into conflict within his society.8
A good example of this is the case of the kings of Sakaya who believed that they were
racially superior to all the other kings of Jambudipa. They therefore refused to associate with
or marry into other groups. When the king Pasendi of Kosala, who came from the ordinary
people, wanted to marry a relative of Sakaya, they brought him a slave. Not long afterwards,
he had a son, Vithuthapha. The kings of Sakaya did not want to welcome him, when he went
to visit them in the Kipilapat. When Vidudabha learnt that he was not their grandson, but
the son of a slave, he and his soldiers went to kill all the kings of Sakaya.
For this reason, the Buddha said that Bhikkhus should not claim that they are better
people because they observe many precepts or have great merit.9
Whenever people are arrogant, they do not like to listen to or understand each other.
In general, active listening is extremely important, because it involves opening one’s mind in
order to understand another person’s feelings and needs. However, selfishness obstructs creative
thinking, causing an inability to accept a diversity of views.

5
6
7
8
9

Ang. Tuka. (Thai) 20/38/83.
Khu. Chu. (Thai) 30/136/443-444.
Khu. chu. (Thai) 30/103/351-353. Compare in Khu. ma. (Thai) 29/178/508-501.
Khu. ma. (Thai) 22/77/231.
Khu.ma. (Thai) 29/153/420.
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Delusion is a form of ignorance, which can be compared to a shadow over the mind that
prevents us from seeing things as they really are. Thus, good and evil can become confused;
advantages can be perceived as disadvantages (and vice versa).10
The Buddha said, ‘Whoever holds extreme opinions quarrels very easily11 and
has difficulty avoiding disputes.’12 On another occasion, the Mahakaccayana asked the Buddha
what the cause of conflict between monks was. The Buddha replied that whenever monks refuse
to accept different views from their own, cling to material things or are sexually aroused or
controlled by desire, conflict very easily arises.13
According to the Tipitaka, conflict arose between Vinayadhara Bhikkus and
Dhammadhara Bhikkus in Kosambi, even though they had been good friends before, because
they had different views on the interpretation of the Vinaya.
Summarizing the above, most conflict arises from desire, arrogance and delusion, all of
which the Buddha counselled against, because they prevent clear thinking and impede effective
social and professional relationships. Whenever a human being can be brought to understand
this, inner peace becomes possible, and this is the basis for true happiness in human society.

From a Peaceful Village to Peace in Thai Society
There are two kinds of peace discussed in the present times: inner peace and outer
peace. The author believes firmly that one aspect to fostering peace in society is that ‘the roots
of international or global peace must begin at the village level.’ Village communities are made
up of three vital parts: the household, the monastery, and the school. One essential question
for development is how we can develop and integrate these three parts of village life, so that
one creates a stable and sustainable peaceful village (‘Peace Village’), endowed with a healthy
‘immune system.’

In response to this question, the Master’s Degree Program (in Thai) on Peace Studies
at Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University (MCU) is determined to develop a model
10
11
12
13

Khu.ma. (Thai) 29/115/341.
Khu.ma. 29/82/243.
Khu.su. (Thai) 25/803-807/694.
Ang.thuka.a. (Thai) 2/38/48.
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village community. Ta Koy Nang Village (Tambon Sawai, Amphor Prang Ku, Sisaket Province,
Thailand) has been selected as the original ‘Peace Village.’ This project began on 2 November
2012. Various activities and projects have been initiated, including participation in disaster
management and village restoration on account of the recent flooding. The framework for
developing this Peace Village follows four principal strategies:
1) Physical Development: the development of peace must begin by developing
the physical environment or external conditions so that they promote sustainability for human
beings. In this context, Chinese development plans emphasize: ‘Food first, Speech later.’ This
corresponds with the Buddhist principle: ‘Hunger is a great illness; sustaining the body is
fraught with difficulty/ conditioned phenomena are subject to stress.’ Hunger and poverty are
important variables that the government must manage to ensure people’s survival and existence.
If these issues are not solved, they breed wider social problems, like robbery and theft in order
to physically survive.

From the project’s inception up to the time of the flooding, it has worked together with
state agencies, regional administrative organizations, and private individuals, as well as with the
Miracle of Life Foundation, in order to improve the physical conditions of the village, including:
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Donating necessities for survival during the time of the flooding. Repairing the main
road entering the village which is linked to Surin Province, where there was no danger from
flooding. Requesting support from the Prang Ku Hospital and from public health authorities
in Prang Ku on issues of health and sanitation.
Inviting district development officials to offer career advice and support to those
villagers whose entire rice crops were destroyed by the floods. The current project that is being
coordinated and managed is the development of the main village water supply. At the present
time, the village has an old water tank that can no longer be used. By repairing and replacing
some of the equipment, it can be used once again.
2) Behavioral Development: the five precepts are considered the fundamental basis
for building peace in the village. The five precepts create a sanctuary, a gift-space free from
fear (abhaya-dāna), which dispels mutual mistrust and fear. We shall start by making the village
a sanctuary, a gift of a place that promotes forgiveness and a freedom from fear.

Here, the values of community life emphasize loving-kindness, mutual respect,
the honoring of other people’s property and spouses, right speech, mindfulness, and refraining
from the pathways to ruin (apāya-mukha). This project has led the villagers to recognize
the importance of these qualities. It has begun with developing the children at the Ta Koy
Nang Village School, by organizing events to foster virtue and ethical conduct. Guest speakers
from the Dhamma Wardens Group/ Dhamma Protectors Group have been invited to teach
the students and adults, by organizing events both in the monastery and out in the community.
The villagers have been reminded to apply the five precepts as a way of practice for building
stability in their lives and for maintaining harmony in the community.
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3) Mental Development: the project holds firmly to the Buddhist principle: ‘A welltrained mind leads to happiness.’ A well-trained and well-developed mind also leads to inner
peace, as confirmed by the Buddha’s words: ‘There is no greater happiness than peace of mind.’

Following this principle, events are organized to develop the minds and hearts of
the villagers, including the village leaders, the teachers, the householders, and the students, in
order to bring about a good quality of mind, mental health, and mental capability. Events for
developing the minds of the students are organized at the school by way of the Camp of Virtue.
The event of chanting at New Year’s in the monastery is also organized, at which time
one chants and meditates for peace. Chanting books are distributed to the villagers so that they
can learn the chants and recite them each evening before going to sleep.
This mental development allows the villagers to more easily adjust and adapt to any
emergencies or natural disasters that may occur. Moreover, it leads them use to these obstacles
and difficulties as a means to develop a positive outlook, leading to even greater stability in their
lives. After one year of organizing such projects on mental development, it has been observed
that the villagers have an increased ability to maintain a positive attitude and are better able to
adapt to and deal with obstacles and difficulties in their lives.
4) Intellectual Development: based on the Buddhist maxim, ‘Wisdom is the world’s
beacon,’ the project has invited more than fifty doctoral students in the field of ‘Buddhist
Seminars and the Way of Peace,’ Master’s Degree students of Peace Studies, and volunteers
to participate in a Seminar on Peace.
This has provided the opportunity for the villagers to share some of their everyday
challenges and difficulties. At the same time, the question has been posed to the villagers on
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how they wish for Tah Koy Nang Village to develop in order for it to become a ‘Peace Village,’
and their opinion has been asked on the effectiveness of the project’s undertakings in light of
this objective.

From this evaluation, the project received many replies, which will be ordered according
to importance. There will be an ongoing discussion with the villagers on these matters, so that
Ta Koy Nang Village can become a Peace Village in the truest sense.
To succeed with this project, it is essential that the villagers’ wisdom proficiency is
enhanced by way of ‘peaceful discussion,’ both formal and informal, on these four principal
areas of safeguarding wellbeing. This way, the villagers will become confident that they can
build a truly peaceful community – a Peace Village – in the Buddhist 26th century.
In sum, the four principal strategies are: 1) physical development, 2) behavioral
development, 3) mental development, and 4) intellectual development. The Peace Village stems
from the simultaneous development of both inner and outer peace. The development can be
marked as ‘horizontal’ in the sense that it spans both inner and outer development, rather than
focusing exclusively on a ‘vertical’ expansion of material wellbeing. The participants in this
project are confident that Ta Koy Nang Village can act as a model community for a Peace
Village for many years to come. This confidence is based on the stability of the three institutions
mentioned earlier, of household, monastery, and school. These three factors are united in action
and spirit, developing on the basis of learning, understanding, and prosperity. They function
together in harmony, amongst a feeling of kindness, a sense of the common good, generosity,
mutual respect, and a belief in the tradition of using peaceful means.
Peace in Thailand will never be possible if we are unable to foster peace in the many
74,956 villages. Peace in society begins with peace in the village. The Master’s Degree
program in the field of Peace Studies at Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University (MCU)
is thus determined to foster peace by creating a model Peace Village in a small area of land in
Northeast Thailand. This village may then act as an example and inspiration for building peace
in Thailand and around the world.
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Conclusion
It’s very apparent that conflict and violence will never be eliminated from our society
despite our repeated attempts at civilization. Different cultures and different people have
different interpretations of what peace really entails. Peace-management can be a very
burdensome field to engage into. Buddhism provides answers at stabilization and tolerance –
measures towards true peace.
We may often fail to recollect that the two most important people in human history to
advocate for peace, were of the warrior-class in ancient-India. Both the Jain’s Mahavira and
the Buddha came from important warrior-caste families that likely fought against other states.
It’s well known that the Buddha mediated several disputes over water-rights and governmentsystems, as well as organizing the Sangha and settling individual disputes through the creation
of the Vinaya. The Buddha created a whole systemic-structure for generating peace: between
antagonists in the external world and with the internal chaos of the mind.
Materialism does not bring happiness; in fact the purpose for something like
Buddhist economics is to fully comprehend what happiness is, and it has nothing to do with
material-happiness which fades over time. We might really consider equanimity as being
a key factor in the management of our senses, since suffering is something that no one wants
and too much happiness leads towards a seeking of extremes and dangerous overconsumption.
The desire and greed, very distant from self-interest and what is necessary for life,
is what is driving many nations to war upon other nations. People are looking at distant
places to exploit and plunder rather than finding novel ways to develop domestically.
Arrogance is brought up and denounced, yet there may not be a need for arrogance if such
a person was given equal footing in which to perform; but if the arrogant person was being
suppressed, the arrogance would only arise if he was fully capable of achieving desirable
results. There seems to be some disadvantage and the arrogant person considers that there is
a need to seize the advantage. People who are labeling others as arrogant perhaps hold the wrong
perspectives towards the one they are criticizing. The protagonist may just be the seemingly
arrogant individual who must prove his value to the antagonist. We are talking about peace,
here, but sometimes a person becomes mindless and neglects to place peace in the hearts and
minds of others.
To move beyond the din of dogma or espousing rhetoric, MCU’s Peace Studies
Program actualized or transcended theory towards practical applications, and selected a village
to transform, through praxis – through four strategies: (1) Physical Development (2) Behavioral
Development (3) Mental Development (4) Intellectual Development
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When Gotama, the founder of Buddhism embarked on what he conceived as
the noble search, the ultimate goal he had in mind was the attainment of a state of supreme
peace. The Buddhist goal of Nibbāna can be seen as the attainment of inner calm, and inner
peace or harmony. Nibbāna is often referred to as peace (santi). Referring to the widely
prevalent conflicts among adherents of different religious and philosophical dogmas of his time,
the Buddha pointed out that the truth of Nibbāna is the single truth, realizing which people could
put an end to all disputes.1 According to the Buddha what he taught pertained to the realization
of that truth, which enabled people who realized it to live in peace. Being questioned by
a Sākyan, regarding the nature of his teaching, the Buddha responded that his teaching was for
the purpose of enabling people who transformed themselves in accordance with what he taught
to live in the world without coming into conflict with anyone.2 There is no doubt that in these
instances the emphasis in the Buddhist teaching was regarding the possibility of any individual
who conforms to the Buddhist teaching and way of life to live in the world without engaging
in conflict. Buddhism admitted that it is really possible for those who effectively educate and
train themselves, to live among the hateful without hatred, to live among those enslaved by
craving without craving, to live among the deluded without delusion.
But how could this help in resolving the problem of conflict at the level of the larger
society? This is often the question to which Buddhists have to respond when some critics of
Buddhism point out that Buddhism is far removed from social concerns, and maintain that it
is supposed to teach only a way for individuals to attain deliverance from samsāric suffering.
A question that has to be answered in dealing with a theme like Buddhism and World Crises is
whether the Buddhist teachings are relevant only to those who make up their mind to withdraw
themselves from any engagement with world crises and seek their own individual salvation, or
whether they are relevant also to a serious engagement with those crises with a view to resolving
them, developing appropriate insights and adopting positive strategies.
The teaching of the Buddha recognizes and includes social conflict in the wider
predicament of suffering in its elucidation of the four noble truths. In the Mahādukkhakkhandha
Sutta (discourse on the great mass of misery) conflicts that occur at different levels of the social
1
2

(Verse 884)
(Majjhimanikāya (Pali Text Society) Vol. I, p. 109).
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life of people are explained as part of the mass of suffering that human beings are subjected to
due to no other cause than their pursuit of objects of sense desire (kāma). Human experience
of conflict, in whatever form it arises, could be seen as signifying part of the first noble truth
of suffering. The pursuit of objects of sense desire with intense craving that leads to it can be
conceived under the second noble truth dealing with the cause of suffering. Conflict occurs at
the level of the family, between parents and children, between siblings, between members of
the same social class, and also between states.3 In the same context it is mentioned that wars
are fought between states resulting in immense destruction of life and misery to humans using
extremely destructive weapons. This last point is relevant to a discussion of the ‘Buddhist
Response to Social Conflict’ in the context of the immensely destructive wars that have occurred
in the recent past, wars that are being fought at the present time, and those that are likely to
occur in the near future at both international and intra-national levels.
There are several discourses of the Buddha dealing with a causal analysis of conflicts.
In all these instances, the explanatory principle that Buddhism appears to have applied is that
of Dependent Arising. The emphasis in the explanations provided is clearly on the crucial
psychological conditions related to conflict. The most important canonical discourses that
provide explanations in terms of psychological causation are the Sakkapañha and
the Mahānidāna Suttas of the Dīghanikāya, the Kalahavivāda Sutta of the Suttanipāta,
the Madhupiṇḍika and the Mahādukkhakkhandha Suttas of the Majjhimanikāya. Reference
was already made above to the explanation given in the last mentioned Sutta.
According to the Sakkapañha Sutta, among different species of living beings inclusive
of the humans conflict can be seen as an endemic social disease.4 Answering Sakka’s question
relating to the origin of such conflict, the Buddha gives a psychological explanation saying that
the most proximate psychological cause for conflict among living beings is their being fettered
by envy and miserliness. Envy and miserliness also have as their proximate cause the likable
objects, situations, and conditions of the world with which people interact with their senses.
There are objects and circumstances in physical nature that are attractive and productive of
pleasure (piya) as well as repulsive and productive of displeasure to perceiving subjects.
The psychologically experienced pleasantness or unpleasantness and the consequent inclination
of the mind to be enamored or repelled by the objective bases of such inclination are recognizable
causal realities. It is explained as a subjective attitude having desire (chanda) as its condition.
The mind acquires a bias in favor of the pleasant and a repulsive feeling towards the unpleasant.
Such desire is dependent on thought activity (vitakka) which in turn is traced to the automatic,
uncontrolled, obsessive and proliferating process of unwholesome thought.5
In the Mahānidāna Sutta the standard principle of Dependent Arising is applied in
the explanation of the specific circumstance of the arising of conflict. The explanation here,
like in the contexts mentioned above, is in psychological terms. The origin of conflict is
traced to the perceptual experience arising from the interaction between the internal world of
sense faculties and the external world of sense objects. It is clear, that in this context as well
as others in which the Buddha analyzes the perceptual process, conflict is seen as an aspect
of the wider predicament of suffering (dukkha) caused by an unenlightened response to one’s
3
4
5

Majjhimanikāya Vol. I, p.86)
Dīghanikāya (PTS) Vol.2, p. 276.
Ibid. p. 277.
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sense experience. According to the Mahānidāna Sutta, the crucial point in this psychological
process is sensation (vedanā), which arouses craving. Craving is the basic drive for the pursuit
(pariyesanā) of objects of sense desire. It is craving that drives people to obtain the desired
thing. They attribute much value to their gains (lābha) with their judgments fixed upon them
(vinicchayo) leading gradually to an intense feeling of passionate attachment (chandarāgo)
to those objects and getting thoroughly immersed in them culminating in a strong sense of
clinging or grasping (pariggaho). Then those objects become the cherished possessions of
the person concerned giving rise to a miserly attachment to them. At this point one makes all
possible effort and takes all necessary measures to protect what is firmly grasped as one’s own
possessions. It is due to the intense effort made to protect what is grasped as one’s own from
any form of external threat that conflict often arises.6
Buddhist psychological analysis uses a concept that encompasses within its meaning
the complex psychological activity that engenders conflict in the form of a common behavioral
response to perceptual experience in association with a host of other latent psychological
tendencies. This psychological activity, conceived in Buddhism as papañca is what we referred
to earlier as the unenlightened response to sense experience. The Madhupiṇḍika Sutta draws
attention to the need to insightfully understand how one gets entangled in the process of
papañca which puts oneself in a position of vulnerability to be overwhelmed by uncontrollable
proliferation of automatic and unwholesome thoughts.7 This Sutta presents a profound
psychological analysis showing how wars and conflicts begin in the minds of people. When
people are under the sway of thoughts of papañca they are, as a matter of causal necessity,
drawn into conflict. It is to be noted that in the Sakkapañha Sutta explanation mentioned above
conflict is ultimately traced to obsessive thought processes.
The Kalahavivāda Sutta of the Suttanipāta, of which the title of the Sutta itself signifies
‘quarrels and disputes’ in the world offers a psychological explanation which is in agreement
with the others already mentioned above.8 This Sutta is included among a group of Suttas
in the section called Aññhakavagga devoted mainly to focusing attention on the psychology
of human conflicts. In the Aññhakavagga attention is drawn to two main causes of conflict.
The first emphasizes the dogmatic clinging to beliefs, ideologies and individual opinions
as a major source of conflict. The second emphasizes the craving and clinging to objects
of desire. It is from the latter perspective that an explanation of conflict is given in
the Kalahavivāda Sutta. In this context too, the fact that conflict is associated with much
distress and unwholesome emotions such as miserly feelings is mentioned. Conflicts arise due
to objects that people desire to acquire. They arise among people who behave in the world with
minds dominated by greed. The desires and goals of people are determined by a strong sense of
attachment (chanda). This situation arises dependently beginning with the interaction between
mind and matter and the sensory process triggered by it. According to the Kalahavivāda Sutta
sense impression (phassa) arises dependent on name and form. It is in the nature of things that
things of the world stimulate the senses giving rise to savory and unsavory experience relating
to sense impressions giving rise in turn to a strong sense of attachment.

6
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A highly potent source of social conflict that the teaching of the Buddha draws
attention to is the dogmatic clinging to views, opinions and ideologies. They may take the form
of religious dogmas, political ideologies, moral opinions, philosophical theories and so forth.
Tenacity and fanaticism that is often observed in the realm of religious beliefs can be considered
as a clear case in point. The Buddha points to the tendency among people to cling dogmatically
to their own personal and subjective opinions claiming ‘This alone is true and everything else
is false’. People get involved in hostile debates due to their strong attachment to views.9
The Paramaññhaka Sutta of the Suttanipāta says: “When people extol a certain view as
the highest among dogmatic views, they see everything other than that as inferior. Therefore,
they cannot transcend disputes”10 Tenacious clinging to dogmas is a latent tendency of
the mind recognized in the teaching of the Buddha. People find it extremely difficult to discard
mistaken opinions they hold because those opinions have been determined by their preferences,
likes, dislikes, prejudices and biases. In the Suttanipāta attention is drawn to the reluctance
a person shows to go beyond a dogmatic belief to which one has been led due to one’s own strong
desires and inclinations.11 In the Pasåra Sutta the Buddha points out that people are attached to
their own dogmatic opinions and claim that ultimate salvation is possible only by subscribing
to the dogma that each party separately holds. In this manner they talk about the excellence
of their own opinions which are merely grasped by them as their own individual ‘truths’.12Where
conflicts arise due to disagreement in opinions, each party to the conflict attempts to
rationalize one’s own prejudices resorting to logic and reasoning which often turns out to be
rhetoric and sophistry.13 Several Suttas of the Aññhakavagga of the Suttanipāta draw attention
to the ridiculous nature of attachment to opinions while extolling a spirit of open-minded
tolerance in respect of disagreements in ideology and belief. The Buddha engaged in
a profound psychological critique of the sources of conflict occurring in the sphere of ideologies,
religious, moral, philosophical, or political. The Buddha advised his disciples using the simile
of the raft not to grasp even his own teaching as a dogma, but to utilize it for attaining the goal
of crossing over the miseries of existence. In the same context he warned his disciples against
mishandling his teaching pointing out that if even his teaching is wrongly grasped it will be as
harmful as grasping a venomous snake by its tail.14
In whatever context violent conflict occurs, human behavior exhibited under such
circumstances is looked upon in Buddhism as ethically unwholesome. From the Buddhist
ethical perspective, acts of body, speech and mind that manifest under situations of conflict are
to be characterized as nothing but various forms of evil unwholesome states. The roots of all
unwholesome behavior, according to Buddhism are greed, hatred and delusion.
So far we have noted the Buddhist analysis of the deep-rooted psychological causes
of social conflict. Apart from analyzing such causes the Buddhist teaching has been realistic
enough to recognize in addition certain proximate causes associated with the material
conditions of life that lead to conflict. Such recognition is no doubt, in conformity with
the Buddhist teaching on Dependent Arising as the central explanatory principle applicable to
9
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most events relating to human behavior. Conflict often occurs as a reaction to various forms
of oppression and deprivation in the social life of people. In the Cakkavattisīhanāda and
the Kūñadanta Suttas of the Dīghanikāya it is pointed out that when the economic order of
society is such that a substantial section of the community is reduced to destitution, people rebel
against that social order. According to the Kūñadanta Sutta, the failure on the part of the state
to look after the essential needs of the people, drive the people who are deprived of their needs
to resort to crime and rebellion against the state. The imposition of penalties to deal with such
a situation does not produce the desired results. According to the Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta,
any social order that does not address the problem of economic poverty creates conditions for
social unrest resulting eventually in the total breakdown of the moral standards of society, and
the end result of it could be a catastrophic war of destruction. The important point that Buddhist
social philosophy makes regarding the occurrence of such economic disparities in society is
that the root cause of it is explainable through the Buddhist analysis already presented in terms
of its psychological ethics.
Ethnic and religious tensions, economic disparities, violation of fundamental human
rights, resulting sometimes in social tensions escalating into destructive wars are nothing
but symptoms of the underlying roots of unwholesome behavior. They could be effectively
overcome only by means of clear understanding resulting in a transformation of the emotive
constitution of human beings. The root causes of suffering and tension within each individual
is not different from the root causes of man-made suffering and tension witnessed in the larger
society. The answer to the question that we raised at the beginning of this discussion, ‘How
could Buddhist teachings help in resolving the problem of conflict at the level of the larger
society?’ is implicitly contained here.
It is evident that intense competition for the acquisition of the limited material resources
of the world is a highly potent source of conflict in the modern world. It is an undeniable
fact about the world that its material resources are limited. It is also an observable fact about
the world that human sympathies are also limited. It is this limitedness of human sympathies
that the teaching of Buddhism signifies by the term ‘miserliness’. There is nothing we can do
about the limitations concerning material resources except bringing about a change of attitude
relating to them. As the Buddhist teaching has noted, envy (issā) arises in persons deprived
of the opportunity to enjoy the material goods that others enjoy. It has the characteristic
of producing a hateful and envious feeling when desirable material enjoyments which are
deprived to oneself are abundantly enjoyed by others. It becomes even stronger when the group
suffering from deprivation, feel that those goods are acquired by others through unjust means.
Miserliness is explained as the tendency to cling to one’s possessions without any concern for
the plight of others, with no intention to share one’s possessions with others. Envy would not
occur in situations where there is unlimited abundance of material to satisfy everyone’s desire.
Miserliness would not occur where people’s sympathies are not limited. Envy and miserliness
are the root causes of conflict. The proposed Buddhist solution is having clear insight into
the situation, and making use of the human potential to expand human sympathies so that
people could live in a world in which certain resources for satisfactory human living are limited,
cultivating an ethics of sharing.
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The psychological truths that Buddhist teachings draw attention to in the analysis
of conflict apply to conflicts that occur at the level of the smallest social unit, the family, and
extends to much larger areas of social relationship based on diverse forms of identity. Identities
could be based on ethnicity, religion, politics, culture, world-view, ethics etc. It is to be noted
that conflicts that appear to be based on differences in group identity such as ethnicity often
have a connection with economic disparities due to dominance by the majority group having
a specific identity over a minority in every sphere of life. In some situations even a group
which is numerically in a minority happens to exercise control and dominance over a larger
group due to having behind it political and military power. In such situations the unwholesome
psychological tendencies that engender conflict take a collectivized form within each group.
The absence of a spirit of tolerance in the face of differences in identity in the context
of human relationships, tend to lead to a breakdown of harmonious human relationships.
The fundamental ethical principle of Buddhism that takes into account the legitimate interests of
all living beings, that all living beings seek happiness, and are averse to unhappiness and pain,
however different they may be in other respects, demands treating others as one would expect
oneself to be treated by others. In any social context where this ethical principle is ignored,
the law of the jungle takes over causing conflict and disruption in society.
In the Buddhist explanation of social conflict there is greater emphasis on
the psychological origins of it as opposed to explanations provided purely in material terms.
The Buddhist point of view is that while material conditions are recognizable among the variety
of conditions that lead to conflict in society, the most crucial and root conditions that need to be
dealt with in eliminating conflict belong to cognitive and emotive factors in the human psyche.
All practical approaches to achieve durable harmony and peace in society are required to give
due consideration to problems relating to human understanding of reality and the motivational
patterns related to such understanding as important determinants of social behavior.
Buddhism does not favor the view that conflict is a necessary means to social progress.
Conflict has been considered under some systems of political ideology as necessitated by
the historical process of evolutionary development of society. It was conceived as an inevitable
part governing the dialectics of material conditions determining social change. This doctrine
which advocated violence as an effective means of social change as part of the inevitable
historical process gave rise to a major conflict based on differences of political ideology leading
to the establishment of two rival camps that posed constant threat to world peace in the recent
past. Although the influence of such dogmatic ideology has ceased to play a major role in
the contemporary global context the power blocks that emerged out of the mutually opposing
dogmas do seem to remain intact.
The opposition between two major political ideologies that originated from opposing
theories of social change and development still has an influence on major nations of the world.
Those major power blocks that hold the respective political ideologies compete to maintain
their dominance among weaker nations of the world producing constant global tensions.
In addition to this divide based on political ideology new militant groups fanatically dedicated
to religious identities have emerged posing a great threat to world peace. This has given rise
to a conflict of cultures in which sharp divisions of world powers into opposing blocks has
become evident. One of the major reasons for the threat of war involving the major powers
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of the world today is the existence of these irreconcilable differences of political ideology and
cultural or religious dogmatism.
Each block seems to be operating with the intention of attaining global dominance by
spreading its own ideology. Heavy militarization of modern nations occurs with expansionist
intentions on the one hand and with protectionist intentions on the other. The current thinking
appears to conform to the common, traditional and unenlightened way of thinking according to
which the best way of keeping peace is by being in readiness for war. This gives rise to more
and more development of destructive military weapons and investment of immensely large
proportions of resources which could otherwise be used for the well-being of mankind on
the production of armaments. The end result of all this is the constant threat of a third world war.
What practical measures can be proposed in accordance with Buddhist thinking, taking
cognizance of the circumstances outlined above, to avert an impending major global conflict
with disastrous consequences for mankind? Buddhist teachings have drawn attention to
the role of the political leadership in upholding principles of good governance for the effective
maintenance of social harmony and peace. Taking into account the wide prevalence of
the monarchical system of government in India during the early Buddhist period, Buddhism
introduced the concept of the just and moral ruler called the ‘Wheel Turning Monarch’ in
the sense that such a ruler is supposed to establish a political order of society on the basis of
principles of ethics and morality (dhamma). A political leader of that caliber is described as
a just and moral ruler (dhammiko dhammarājā) who rules with dependence on nothing but
morality or justice, honoring, respecting, revering, worshipping, and esteeming morality or
justice. He keeps dhamma as his flag, and dhamma as his emblem and he is governed by
dhamma itself.15 It is also said that such a ruler desires territorial conquest not by the use
of military force or weapons of war but by the strength of justice or morality. In Buddhist
political philosophy the militaristic, imperialist policy of aggression for the purpose of territorial
expansion has been condemned. It is attributed to the insatiable greed of rulers as noted in
the Raññhapāla Sutta of the Majjhimanikāya.
The Raṭṭhapāla Sutta of the Majjhimanikāya, for instance mentions of wars that
originate from aggressive intentions of greedy heads of state, a phenomenon that must have been
frequently experienced in all parts of the ancient world. Raṭṭhapāla was the son of a wealthy
family who realized the vanity of all riches and decided to follow the Buddha’s way of peace
even against the wishes of his wealthy parents. Raṭṭhapāla who resisted all attempts on
the part of his parents to lure him back to a life of sensuality happens to meet king Koravya who
inquires as to whether he renounced the world due to any losses he had to face in the material
conditions of living. In response to this enquiry, Raṭṭhapāla points out that it is not due to any
deficiencies or deprivations in the requisites of a sensual life that he renounced the world, but
due to realizing the unsatisfactory nature of sensuous greed itself. In this instance he points
out how heads of state engage in destructive and aggressive wars due to their insatiate greed
for power and wealth and bring destruction upon themselves as well as many others:
A king wins territories on earth through aggression as far as the surrounding ocean.
Yet not being contented with that, he desires territories even beyond the shores.
15
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The king and many others die and they abandon their bodies with unfulfilled desire. In
the world there certainly is no point of ultimate satisfaction with regard to sense desires.16
Buddhism attempted in every conceivable way to differentiate between expediency
and morality in political action. This approach of Buddhism clearly differentiated it from other
well-known modes of political thinking such as those represented in the Arthasàstra tradition
of India. Buddhism makes reference to a science called khatta-vijjā, which obviously is
a reference to the political science of the Indian people. In the Indian context it was studied as
an instrument for the retention and advancement of political power. It appears to have taught
mainly the principles of expediency based on one’s material interests. Buddhism did not approve
of this approach, mainly because according to it, world hegemony was the ideal set before
a sovereign ruler of a state.17 Buddhism was against the principle of pursuing any means for
gaining political ends. According to Buddhism ‘the Wheel of Power turns in dependence on
the Wheel of Justice’.18 Referring to the response of the Buddhist scriptural tradition to
the political philosophy of the Arthasàstra, U.N. Ghashal points out that Buddhism condemned
politics as a ‘dismal science’ based upon a creed of absolute selfishness and ruthless cruelty.
In order to remedy this situation Buddhism pleads most impressively for the application of
the standards of morality to the affairs of government.19
Advocating the separation of politics from ethics the early Arthaśàstra works considered
the acquisition and preservation of dominion the primary aim of their science.20 Kautilya placed
the king’s interest and the interests of the ruling dynasty over and above principles of morality.
He advocated the flagrant violation of morality for political ends.21 Territorial conquest by rulers
was considered to be in keeping with the Dharma. Manu advocated fighting wars for
territorial conquest when the king was strong enough to do so.22 This political doctrine idealizing
imperialist aggression, war and violence was entirely rejected under the Buddhist principles of
good governance. It was against such a political doctrine that Buddhism proposed the novel
idea of a just and ethical universal ruler, a Wheel Turning Monarch. The well-known Buddhist
emperor who was influenced by the Buddhist ideal gave up his policy of imperialist aggression
and adopted the Buddhist principle of ethically based governance earning for himself the title
‘Dharmāsoka’.
An important practical principle that could be derived from Buddhist political thought
for the purpose of averting conflict and promoting global peace is the due recognition of
the role of political leadership in preventing conflicts that assume international dimensions
and taking all practical measures for nurturing and establishing such leadership. According
to the Buddha, the moral attitudes and commitments of those who give direction to nations
as their leaders, determine to a considerable extent the moral standards of entire societies.
If the leadership moves away from principles of morality, whole societies down the line move
away from morality. As the Buddha observes in the Adhammika Sutta of the Aṅguttaranikāya:
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

Majjhimanikāya (Edited by Lord Chalmers Pali Text Society, London 1960) Vol. II, p.72.
Dhamma, Man and Law p. 25
Le Mahàvastu Ed. E. Senart, Paris 1882, p. 277.
A History of Indian Political Ideas (Oxford University Press 1959) pp. 4-5.
Ghoshal p. 81.
Ibid. p. 153.
Ibid. p. 183.

20

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO SOCIAL CONFLICT

When cattle are crossing a (waterway), if the leading bull goes crooked
all of them go crooked as the leading one has gone crooked.
Even so, among humans, if one considered the chief behaves unethically,
the rest will follow suit.
If the king is unethical, the whole country rests unhappily.
When cattle are crossing a (waterway), if the leading bull goes straight,
all of them go straight as the leading one has gone straight.
Even so, among humans, if one considered the chief, indeed conducts oneself ethically
all the rest follow suit.
If the king is ethical, the whole country rests happily.23
Buddhist political thought also considers the ruler as a representative of the people.
This concept of political leadership is established under the very institutional structure of
states governed by democratic principles. Therefore, under the currently existing systems of
government in a large part of the democratic world people have not only the opportunity but
also the responsibility to see that their rulers represent the interests of the people. Making
war or peace should not be left entirely in the hands of the political leadership without being
guided by the people’s will.
Leaders of nations obsessed with power are often seen to embrace hegemonic ambitions
resulting in the creation of global insecurity and tensions. Global promotion of people’s
movements for peace compelling national leaders intoxicated with power to change their
aggressive policies in respect of international relations in a way that becomes conducive to
the promotion of peace could be proposed as an effective Buddhist solution to the problem
of conflict.
It was noted above that according to Buddhism, human behavior at both individual
and social levels is determined by certain unwholesome psychological roots. Terms with
psycho-ethical signification used in Buddhism to account for such a state of affairs are those
like āsava (cankers or influxes) and anusaya (latent unwholesome tendencies of mind).
According to Buddhism, a durable and stable behavioral change in human beings is possible
only by means of the cultivation of insight and understanding that results in the elimination
of such āsava and anusaya. Education of the masses for the promotion of peace and harmony
in society by giving an important place to a system of education that pays attention not
merely to factual knowledge, but also to wisdom and emotional intelligence resulting in
the elimination of cankers and influxes is a very important practical measure that could be
adopted in minimizing conflict.
It was noted above that sectarianism and dogmatism in the sphere of religious and ethical
values become potent sources of extremism threatening global peace and harmony. The United
Nations has already adopted a charter which encompasses a certain core of ethical principles
conducive to the promotion of global harmony and co-existence amidst cultural diversity.
Under the contemporary circumstances the global community needs to let go of the tendency
23
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to cling strongly to their factious opinions on the nature of a wholesome worldview, religious
dogmas and life values on the one hand, and work towards reaching unanimity on a system of
core beliefs and values on the other. Adoption of a system of core beliefs and values which
are non-sectarian with emphasis on principles of a common Dhamma as advocated during
the reign of Asoka, the Righteous ruler of India who was inspired by the teachings of the Buddha
will undoubtedly be immensely conducive to peace and harmony.
As the Buddha observed in the Sakkapañha Sutta, there is no doubt that people have
a great desire to live without hatred, without resorting to armed conflict, without malice and
without enmity. But the fanning of mutual hatred is often promoted by corrupt leaders with
ulterior motives. Under the existing circumstances where there is obvious proliferation of
deleterious weapons of war the global community is perfectly aware of the dangers of war.
Therefore, Global promotion of people’s movements for peace compelling aggressive national
leaders intoxicated with power to change their social and political policies in a way that
becomes conducive to the promotion of peace can also be considered as a necessary and
effective practical measure to be adopted.
In concluding this discussion attention is drawn here to the instruction of the Buddha
given to his disciples for the promotion of peace, harmony, endearing mutual relationships,
mutual respect, friendship, non-conflict, unity and oneness within the Bhikkhu community.24
The six principles of living mentioned in this context to be cultivated in a community confirm
what we have mentioned in the above discussion as principles derivable from the Buddhist
teaching. The first three principles relate to an adjustment of people’s bodily verbal and
mental behavior in such a way that both in secrecy and in public their actions are compassionate.
The fourth is that they identify a common core of ethical values conducive to the promotion
of securing harmony in social living and adhere to them in secrecy and in public. The fifth is
that whatever ethically earned gains, even as much as the food that is within the confines of
the monk’s begging bowl should not be enjoyed without sharing it with other members of
the order. The sixth is that they should attempt to reach a consensus on a wholesome
worldview that has the practical consequence of leading to the goal of liberation from
suffering. As opposed to these principles the Buddha points out elsewhere six qualities that are
considered as the root causes of conflict behavior. They are (1) being hateful and grudging,
(2) being contemptuous and aggressive, (3) being envious and miserly, (4) being fraudulent
and hypocritical, (5) having mean desires and wrong opinions and (6) holding with tenacity
to one’s own dogmatic opinion and having difficulty in letting go of one’s mistaken opinion.25
All world crises resulting from human interactions are, according to Buddhism the result
individual and group behavior of the humans rooted in unwholesome qualities of mind.
The solution to it is to transform the very inner roots governing human behavior with insight
and understanding. People who have achieved such transformation are also required to give
leadership for the effective transformation of the rest of the society.
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Economic Conflict Resolution: A Buddhist Perspective
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Buddhism, being a practical and scientific discipline, conceives the physio-psycho
and socio-economic system of thoughts. Buddha was a very practical thinker. He, searching
out the ethical, social, economical and religious problems in the way of leading the balanced
peaceful life for the attainment of the final goal, diagnosed the causes of respective problems
and their method of resolutions too, which are available in the canonical, non-canonical and
commentarial literature. Nothing is escaped from the teachings of the Buddha essential for
the cultivation of physical and mental ability as both are reciprocally interdependent working
simultaneously. The present paper is intended to deal with physical aspects concentrating on
the economic conflict resolutions especially in Buddhist perspective.
Economics enunciated firstly by Kautilya deals with socio-economic ethical human
values but with the discrimination of caste, class and society, whereas Buddhism holds the view
of equality - ‘sabbe pāṇā samasamakā’. It signifies the equality in the sense of an achievement
in spirituality and not in materiality. “The principle of equality that recognizes the autonomy,
uniqueness and potential of each person should not be confused with the mass egalitarianism”
(N.S.F.B., 208) in the material world. The discrimination might have compelled the people
for struggle that gives rise to conflicts in the society.
Plato and Aristotle’s literature also contains the economic thoughts crystallized into
science in the industrial era. It seems that no subject-wise division of thoughts was made in
the beginning. Subsequently, the subject-wise divisions and sub-divisions of thoughts with
particular specialization of the area concerned were made with the advancement in the way of
life. Economics was one of the same divisions with narrow body of knowledge less concerned
with human activities. Today what we call modern economics is the outcome of the need of
time forwarded and developed by Adam Smith, Marshall, Robinse, Keynes, J.R. Hicks and
others. Adam Smith defines the term ‘economics’ as a science of wealth meaning to the way
of earning and spending the wealth for sustenance of life. The other contemporary economists
are more or less of the same ideas exploring the field of economics. But no one has taken into
consideration of any ethical human values, while earning or spending the wealth. Actually, it is
a data based economics dealing with only the theories connected with production, consumption
and distribution ignoring completely the ethical norms of human behavior.
The present economic system is mainly based on the concepts of the aforesaid
economists. The two opposing forces that are posing threats to world peace today are based on
the two theories: philosophy of free trade and dialectical materialism, which were propounded
*

Professor, Dept. of Pali Buddhist Studies, Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi, (U.P.) 221005, India
E-mail: harishankar5150@gmail.com

23

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO SOCIAL CONFLICT

by two distinguished personalities Adam smith and Karl Marx respectively about two hundred
years ago. Socialism, capitalist democracy and other socio-economic systems are based on
the views of past thinkers (B.E.P., 5). An extensive development and over wide expansion
of science and technology being engaged in modernization of the whole physical and mental
working system of the world economy has resulted into the growth of materialism through
rapid enhancement of industrialization under capitalism as an impact of which the modernity
comes out of the existing situation and now it has become the global social culture that had
begun in Western Europe in the sixteenth century and has extended throughout the world to
the present. It includes all pervasive individualism both politically as liberalism and
economically as capitalism that has made possible the immense wealth and technology that
pour forth an ever accelerating output of goods and services through exploitation of labor
(N.S.F.B., 68). There, happens a clash, between dictatorials and individuals suffering from
unsatisfactoriness. The violent thoughts harboring in the mind of the people ignited them
for confrontation and conflict, though conflict and suffering are initiated and maintained by
dictatorship. It can only be settled down by dropping our personal addiction to the struggle and
through non-violent peaceful dialogue. The Buddha has rightly pointed out that:
Na hi verena verāni, sammantidha kudācanaṃ,
Averena ca sammanti, esa dhammo sanantano (Dhp. V. 5).
It means hatreds never cease through hatred in this world; through love alone they cease.
This is an eternal law. In many places the Buddha advises us not to retaliate but to practice
patience at all times, at all places and even under the provocation (Dhp., p. 7; Kakacūpama
Sutta, Mn.). Thus, Buddhism teaches self-responsibility and the inevitability of the law of
cause and effect.
The present era is the age of materialism that governs the global economic system of
the world economy promulgated by spontaneous growth of industrialization under capitalism and
thereby modernity respectively with proposition of any ethical norms essential for inculcation
of human values, with a view to procure maximum profit by less investment in production of
goods using low quality of raw materials, paying minimum wage to the labors and by fixation
of higher price of commodities in accordance with demands in the market, that depend upon
the utility of the respective commodity. Price-fixation also corresponds to the notion of demand
and supply in the perfect competitive market under monopoly, where there is a conflict among
producers, consumers and in between these two. Capable consumers enjoys an endless range
of conveniences, comforts and consolations without any limitation of resources, whereas
an incapable ones are unable to enjoy them, but no one claims that enjoyment will bring them
greater wisdom or peace of mind which is the main objective of Buddhism, rather it encourages
greed, selfishness, hatred, ill-will and exploitation rather than love, sharing and compassion.
Consequently global free market capitalism developed and thereby global economic conflicts
arise creating many problems which require its replacement by much more equitable and
egalitarian global economy backed by a system of authentically democratic global decision
making (N.S.F.B., 69, 161-65). The institution of democratic co-operative system where
production and consumption could be carried out in common and collective ownership sharing
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everything that are available in the community of monks support this view (Vin. II, 146-79),
yet how far it would be successful in the case of global economy, it cannot be apprehended
because of differences in the status of economy, culture, behavior, climate, habits and in
the way of living as a whole of different nations under the domain of materialism.
Today, it is profound, pervasive and dominant specially in the sphere of industrialization
being engaged in exploitation of nature, which culminates and accelerates one to step up in
the process of achievement of spiritualized goal, the state of Nibbāna, but the materialism
being reached an unprecedented level of its progress has captured the world economy under
capitalism without any care for humanity that creates hurdle in the development of one’s
spirituality by polluting the mind of the people. Human beings are insatiable animals because
of being born with ignorance in the world of desires, the root cause of suffering, on which
the world is established (Sn. I, 38). The reason behind dukkha is unsatisfactoriness caused
by unfulfilled desires due to limited resources. It is ever increasing with more new products
available in the market produced by industrialists for acquisition of more and more wealth.
It is the materialism that grips the mind, of the people and the man loses the sense of his
responsibility towards others due to having the mind rooted in greed, hatred, ill-will and delusion.
Consequently, he becomes selfish that being intensified gives rise the tendency for hoarding
more wealth even by adopting the ill methods of earning because of vigorously inclined to
the material world under the dire need of money. An ordinary person (puthujjana) perceives
the worldly materials even the earth, water, fire, air, beings, etc. and conceives them to be
mine because he does not understand the true nature of material world because of his sensuous
infatuation with materials, which are always fleeting and universally flexible. Hence, material
world is obviously perceived in modern perspective responsible for existing global economic
crisis and conflict.
It is true to the fact that economics is not the goal of Buddhism. The goal of Buddhism
is to eradicate the suffering of mankind. The purview of suffering is enlarged comprising of
its all kinds whether social, political, economic or spiritual. So, it is a misinterpretations that
Buddhism is nothing to do with material world. What I observed during my research is that
there is a large number of suttas, which throw an ample light on the subject of economics with
the norms to be observed in daily life while performing our respective duties.
Buddhist economics is an ethic based economics dealing with economic activities of
mankind and ethics guide us what to do and what not to do, what is lawful and what is unlawful
earning, how to earn and how to spend and so on. It is not only related to material aspects but
also to the humanitarian as well as spiritual aspects. The Buddhist economics begins with
the statement that “yaṃ picchaṃ taṃ na labhati pi dukkhaṃ”- Not getting what one desires is
suffering, occurred is the first discourse delivered at Isipatanamigadāya in Varanasi (Mv. 13).
Therefore, it is said that more we desire, more we suffer; less we desire, less we suffer.
The ‘Fire Sermon’ illuminates that- “All things are on fire – with the fire of passion, with the fire
of hatred, with the fire of infatuation, with birth, old age, death, lamentation, misery, grief and
despair are they on fire”. (Mv. 34). By the terrible twentieth century, humankind had developed
sufficient technology, wealth and organization to inflict on itself death and every kind of
suffering on an unprecedented scale and now we are facing with three interrelated conflagrations;
firstly, violence, war and terrorism spilling over from previous zealous, secondly, structural
violence of transnational free market capitalism and thirdly environmental degradation and
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incompatibility exponential growth of material consumption with a finite ecosystem (N.S.F.B.
159). As such unsatisfactoriness, frustrations, hatred etc. are murmuring silently in the mind
of the people to activate for struggle to earn more to fulfill the desires, yet no one can claim to
fulfill all the sensuous desires because of clinging towards new products available in the market
and unplanned excess expenditure in proportion to income. It effects adversely the physical
and mental capability causing conflict starting from the level of family to an international level.
The Buddha has propounded some ethical guiding principles as to how should one earn and
how should spend (Dn. I, 3-10; An IV, 375-77). The Sigālovāda-sutta puts forth before us
a systematic and well planned schedule of expenditure of our righteously earned income (Dn. III,
145). It impels one to proceed on for the purification of mind that makes one capable to acquire
the true nature of materials to be used in worldly affairs for leading balanced peaceful holy life.
Here, in the present context it seems desirable to raise a question on how does
Buddhism perceive the material world? Buddhism perceives material phenomena in the world
as fleeting and universally flexible subjected to cause and effect according to the Buddhist
theory of causation (Paticcasamuppāda), and is characterized by three distinguished marks
namely, impermanence (aniccatā), suffering (dukkha) and substancelessness (anattatā). All these
three are interrelated and interconnected. Therefore, it would be proper to take into consideration
collectively of all these three features of material world. A man’s all socio-economic activities
are molded by understanding the basic nature of their concepts, which form the basis for
the development of Buddhist economic thoughts leading to the enjoyment of sensuous objects
being detached from material phenomenon. The realization of their true nature through intuitive
knowledge (wisdom) is the path to purity for Nibbāna. According to Mahāsudassana Sutta
and Satta Suriyuggamana Sutta (An. IV, 100-6), whatever things are in the external physical
world, all such things are compounded and conditioned which are impermanent, unstable and
undependable. There should be disenchantment with regard to these things and release from
them (Dn. II, 199; An. IV, 100-6). Finally, the whole idea is conceived in this verse:
“Aniccā vata sanṅkhārā uppāda vaya dhammino,
uppajjitvā nirujjhanti tesaṃ upasamo sukho.” (Dn. II, 199)
(Indeed all compounded things are impermanent, subject to rising and falling. Having
arisen they die, their appeasement is happiness.)
Hence, Buddhism is less interested with material world. He has not given much
importance to material form. He does not consider material welfare as an end in itself. It is
only a means to an end which is indispensable for balanced peaceful living with happiness
and in achieving the supreme goal. Therefore, Buddhism recognizes certain minimum material
conditions favorable for spiritual progress. (W.B.T., 81).
Is materialism responsible for economic conflict? It is evident from the foregoing pages
that under the domination of materialism man’s desire is increasing continuously like a flow of
river for getting more and more materials of each quality directing by craving and activated by
clinging to lead a normal, comfortable and luxurious life without having the knowledge of
the true nature of material world, though it depends upon the purchasing power of mankind, still
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he cannot restrict on the rising tendency of his desire. Both modern and Buddhist economists
agree on the point that wants are unlimited. It arises one after another endlessly. It is a natural
phenomena of materialism that provokes individuals for consumption of goods available in
the market. Individual lays more stress on the consumption of materials to lead a lofty life and
spends more on luxurious things without any consideration of other essential commodities.
Thereby, all the members in a family or of the society are being adversely affected both mentally
and physically. Ultimately there happens a conflict in the society.
As pointed out by Ken Jones that the high modernity is the root cause of conflict due
to personal identity and its inner voidness that insatiably needs require to be fulfilled. Now
these needs have been commodified into the whole culture of consumerism, which has become
its popular religion of free market economy. As David Loy puts it in his book ‘A Buddhist
History of the West: Studies in Lack’ that “consumerism is the most successful religion of all
time, winning more converts more quickly than any previous belief system or value system in
human history”. However, the fruitfully success of consumerism depends upon the individual’s
purchasing power to possess and consume the market offered goods, but it seems world-wide
impossible due to persistence of distinct gap between rich and poor, which is widening and
more important the number of people falling into poverty is increasing alarmingly in the most
of the industrialized country wherein the variation in the level of living is existing alarmingly
(N.S.F.B., 164-65).
What are the economic areas of conflict? The Buddhist economics deals with both
individual as well as state based economy which discusses the economic problems pertaining
to both individual and state. Life is itself a full of conflicts of different kinds. The economic
conflict is motivated by craving for wealth in the material world and the mind being clung
with particular commodity activates the respective sense-faculty to do the needful actions for
the fulfillment of desires. The man strives in ignorance for the sustenance of his life that harms
the quality of life. This is a human nature.
The basic needs are: food, clothing, shelter, medicament and education for spiritual
development. These are made available through the production by agriculture, industry, trade,
business, transportation etc. All these working systems require labors of different levels. In
Tipitaka we find threefold analysis of labor such as (1) Physical or manual labor (unskilled
labor), (2) Mental labor (skilled labor) and (3) Spiritual labor. The first type of labor is put forth
for production of goods and services. The farmer by tilling the land and crafts by engaging in
his crafts spend physical labor. The tradesman in organizing his activities and a government
servant through administration spend mental labor. All these labors work for self-benefit as
well as for the benefit of others. The third one is spiritual labor who operates within oneself
regulating their thoughts by eradicating bad thoughts and cultivating good ones. Primarily, this
brings about the well-being of others (B.E.P. 172-73). The physical labor is considered as being
low even today. This short of attitude is specially found in societies which are caste-ridden and
have been subjected to colonial exploitation of labors.
Participation of labors is required essentially everywhere in the field of economic
concerns, especially in the production of goods to be used in our daily life for sustenance and
protection of life. In most of the private concerns, very poor wage is paid to manual labors in
under developed countries by the owner of the concern, who always likes to procure maximum
profit. As a result, unsatisfactoriness among labors spreads and the labors go on strike that
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compels them for regular struggle. Ultimately, conflicts among labors, consumers and producers
become prevalent in the society.
Consumption is the second phase of conflict, which affects directly the production of
goods, though the consumption of goods depends upon the purchasing power of consumers and
the utility of the commodities. Purchasing power varies from person to person depending upon
the income, nature, habits and behaviors of consumers. Thus, consumption is said to be one
of the goals of economic activity or it is the satisfaction of desire. Modern economics defines
consumption as simply the use of goods and services to satisfy the demands, whereas Buddhism
proposes two kinds of consumption such as, right consumption and wrong consumption. Right
consumption of goods satisfies the desire for true well-being. It is a consumption with goal and
purpose. Wrong consumption of goods and services arises from craving to satisfy the desire for
pleasing sensations or ego gratification (B.E. 41). Modern concept of consumption facilitates
one for hoarding of wealth that enhances disparity and conflict in the society. According
to Buddhism, wealth is not meant for hoarding. Rāsiya Sutta, Pattakamma Sutta, Pañcabhogadīya
Sutta and some other ones denouncing hoarding of wealth inspire for proper and equal
circulation of wealth that is referred to by the term saṁvibhajati in Rāsiya Sutta.
Distribution of wealth is one of the important areas for arising of conflicts in the society.
Though, Buddhist teachings are seen less interested in changing the current distributive system
of wealth than in cultivating the proper attitude toward wealth, which are defined as those of
giving and non-attachment. This is relied upon a karmic interpretation of social and economic
inequalities, which serve to justify them. This may be the ground of economic justice (N.S.F.B.,
218). Therefore, it is said that enjoyment of wealth by the rich without sharing it with those who
are less privileged is the major cause of social and economic conflict. The Buddha has made it
clear in the Kosambiya Sutta of the Majjhimanikāya. Therein it is said that even a meal should
be enjoyed by sharing. According to Vyagghapajja Sutta, the world looks down upon those
who enjoys food without sharing. The ill-fame of such an individual will cause damage to him.
Buddhism speaks not only of economic and material loss and that befalls such a person, but
also of spiritual decline that takes place. Such type of behavior increases desire for more and
more enjoyment of pleasure which leads bondage. Thus, it produces internal conflict instead
of internal peace (B.E.P., 202-3).
Conflict had also been prevalent during the period of the Buddha that occurred due
to misgovernance in the state as referred in the Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta. Even the Buddhist
order was not free from conflict that sometimes happened on the issue of procedural error in
course of ecclesiastical acts in Uposatha, Kaṭhina and Upasampadā ceremonies.
What causes the economic conflict in the material world? According to Buddhism,
Changing is inherent in all worldly phenomena subjected to cause and effect. The conflict
occurs automatically in the process of phenomenal changing. Even the human behavior is not
an exception of this law. It (conflict) is manifested in both positive and negative ways, because
the seeds of conflict (raṇa) and non-conflict (araṇa) are the natural phenomena harboring in
the mind of the people due to having impressions of actions of the previous births (M.L.D.,
180-86). The Dvedhāvittaka Sutta also mentions that unwholesome and wholesome thoughts
are latent in the mind and they are activated accordingly finding the situation suitable to
the nature of mind, (M.L.D., 207-209).
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Conflict instincts one for further innovation and production of new things favorable for
the circumstances. What we see today an advancement of science and technology in material
world is the resultant of positive conflict. An evolution and dissolution of the universe is also
the outcome of the both positive and negative conflicts respectively. According to Aggañña Sutta
of the Dīghanikāya, the origin of creatures on the transformed solid sweet layer of the earth
in early beginning of the process of evolution happened because of conflict of desires among
creatures. Gradually different types of beings came into existence along with an appearance of
galaxy. The Araṇasutta gives an account of the causes that lead to conflict and the way that leads
away from conflict. Desire for sensuous pleasures gives rise first to sensuous desire and then
to conflict depending on five cords of senses that cause five types of conflict. Most of them are
related to economic activities, which provoke the people for enjoyment of sensuous pleasure,
that is only possible from the fulfilment of ever increasing desires, but it seems impossible to
satisfy all with limited means. Ultimately, the desire prompted by craving and clinging
respectively becomes furious and gives rise to conflict. In this context, Ajita Māṇava asked
several questions to the Buddha. He says that the rivers of desire are running in every directions.
How can we dam them and what will hold them back? What can we use to close the flood-gates?
The Buddha replies that any river can be stopped with the dam of mindful awareness. He calls
it flood-stopper. And with wisdom one can close the flood-gates (Sn. V, 3-4; N.S.F.B, 227-28).
Mind is the forerunner of all activities (Dhp., Vs. 1-2). It is pure by nature in spite of having
seven immoral latent factors (anusayas) caused by formations (saṅkhāras) of previous births.
The seven latent factors are: 1. sensual passion (kāma-rāga), 2. love for life (bhava-rāga),
3. aversion (paṭigha), 4. conceit (māna), 5. false-view (diṭṭhi), 6. perplexity (vicikicchā), and
7. ignorance (avijjā). Hence, it is said that the man is born with ignorance in the human realm
of the sensuous blissful plane of existence. It is pertinent that mind does not function alone.
Being associated with mental factors of different nature it starts its functioning according to
the nature of mental factors. Wherever it comes into contact with immoral mental factors and
due to their active role, the mind loses its natural character and become enveloped with
the layer of pollutions. The dominant immoral roots like greed (lobha), hatred (dosa)
and ignorance (moha) (A. Dh., 198).
Apart from these, there are some more immoral mental factors which play
the significant role in creating agitation and conflict in the society. They are: shamelessness
(ahirika) fearlessness (anottappa), restlessness (uddhacca), envy (issā), worriness (kukucca)
and so on. They provoke the mind of the people for involvement in immoral actions that break
the stability of peace in the nation being initiated thereby the people struggle for the fulfilment
of sensuous desires for the benefit of self (C.M.A., 83-84). Ultimately, the whole social and
economic working system is disintegrated. Directly or indirectly the production of goods,
distribution and consumption are adversely affected and then there arises a conflict among
producers and consumers. As the mind is motivated by desires and acts through respective
sense faculties, so enjoyment of sensuous pleasure pursues one to enjoy more and more, that
at last create economic crisis and conflict.
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Araṇavibhanga-sutta gives an account of the causes of conflict which facilitate
the social and economic conflict; they are as follow:
1. An utterance of covert or overt sharp speech is a state of conflict, when it is in practice
of dealing with producers, consumers and business men.
2. Pursuit of self-mortification is another factor that affects the market price of consumable
goods through demand and supply.
3. Though extolling and disparaging are not directly connected with economic activities
but with social environment that also affects economic behaviors negatively creating
conflict in the society.
4. Enjoyment of sensuous pleasure through five cords connected with sensuous desire is
the provocative of lust, which is more effective especially in rising economic conflict.
5. Insistence on local language and overriding of normal usage put the economy downwards
of the nation creating conflict.
It is evident from the text that the dispute between Sākyana and Koliyana arose on
the issue of the division of water of the Rohinī River in the month of Jeṭṭha mūla when there
was drought. A violent quarrel arose between the people of both sides for the use of water.
Such type of natural calamity adversely affects the production of goods because of which
people suffer, irritate and become frustrated due to this, the economic conflict arises (D.P.P.N.
763). These are the factors responsible for causing economic conflict in the material world.
Can economic conflict be resolved? If yes, How? Nothing is impossible in the world,
Economic conflict resolution as a way of life and as a social norm is essential for resolving
the intractable problems of the contemporary world, but it is the higher third that offers
an approach that goes down to the roots (N.S.F.B., 15). The Buddhist view of economic
conflict resolution is based on the acceptance of the fundamental features of phenomena,
such as change, the recurrence of the evolutionary process, environmental change, oneness of
mankind as well as social and economic needs, individual differences and so on. According
to this view, all changes in the society for both good and bad are the outcome of the conflict
among these numerous factors. The interaction and conflict among these factors give rise to
social and economic institutions, sustain them, destroy them and even pave the way for the rise
of new social and economic institutions. (B.E.P., 105).
It is clear from the answer to the question on the causes of economic conflict that material
enjoyment with deep engagement for the fulfilment of the sensuous desires is the root cause of
the global economic crisis and conflict. There are a number of suttas that contain the discourses
of the Buddha regarding material enjoyment focusing the way to enjoyment without being
deeply engaged in them. The Ariyavaṁsa Sutta, Rāsiya Sutta, Kāmabhogiya Sutta, Araṇasutta
and others too present an elaborative discourse on the philosophy of material enjoyment. These
suttas refer to an encroachment into sensual pleasure and enjoying them with much addiction to
them. It means the enjoyment of wealth with deep attachment and engrossment which entails
one for rude and economically rough behavior by misconduct and misleading the society that
helps in creating economic crisis. Therefore, the Buddha has discarded it putting under extreme
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form of conduct which is vulgar and harmful. Hence, one should give up such practices for
the removal of suffering caused by social and economic conflict. (Mv. 13-15)
Five cords of sensuous pleasures, such as forms, sound etc. are the prominent desired
matters, which are provocative of lust. As there is no end of enjoying such joyful pleasure rather
it increases specially in materialism, where there is a large number of goods for enjoyment
through consumption. It compels an ordinary untrained persons to go on for engrossment of
lust that creates social and economic conflict. Thus, enjoyment is constantly emphasized
in Buddhism. Such type of enjoyment should not be pursued, developed and cultivated
to minimize or to stop the arising of conflict. (M.L.D., 1083)
As wealth is a source of enjoyment, so it initiates one for hoarding of wealth more
and more to satisfy the thirst of desires by adopting any sort of the ways of earning being
aggravated by craving, though it is impossible to rise up from craving. It connotes a state where
an employer of wealth finds oneself difficult to get away from enjoying. The Nivāpa Sutta says
that in such a situation one falls into infatuation and heedlessness that causes abnormality in
man, which represents a very acute state of alienation. Such addict loses self-mental balance
and becomes abnormal and blind to see the reality. He devotes all his time for the acquisition
of money either through good or bad means. However, an excess enjoyment of wealth can be
minimized through the mindful awareness of the evil consequences of excessive enjoyment.
It can be done only through the perception of the true nature of existence by the right view.
It inspires one to control both inner and outer conflict.
Another way to control the rising tendency of enjoyment is a way to generate
contentment with self-belongings like the monks who are contented with their robes, almsfood
and dwellings. (M.L.D. 309). But it seems impossible in the case of house-holders who are
living in a family with relatives. They require more money to maintain the family taking care
of all. The Buddha has advised the people to earn the wealth up to forty years of age as much
as possible through their respective profession of right livelihood. In this context he has
also prohibited to adopt wrong way of livelihood, (Mn. III, 139). Wrong ways of earning
livelihood are also enumerated from which the people are required to keep themselves
aloof. (Dn. I, 3-10). The endorsement of these things have been made with a view to prevent
the arising of economic crisis and conflict.
The insatiability is considered in Buddhism as human nature. Modern economists
also admits that wants are unlimited, which are creation of insatiable mind. Contentment can
never be found even with an abundance of sensual objects. It is true, the one who possesses
more houses and properties, vehicles, money and such other things should be quite content, but
it is not so. It is seen that there is more discontentment, restlessness, unhappiness in affluent
countries, where wide spread of crimes, rape, and murder are seen in large number that shows
discontentment prevailing in the societies of European countries and America. (B.E.P. 223),
Buddhism confidently remarks that not even the shower of gold coin does contentment arise
in enjoyment of pleasure; aptly explains this insatiable nature of human mind, (Dhp., V. 186).
The Raṭṭhapāla Sutta of the Majjhimanikāya tells us that the world is deficient, unsatisfied and
a slave of desire. Further it also explains how man being overwhelmed by the desire engage
in amassing wealth. The man dies without being fulfill his desires, because there is no sensual
satisfaction in this world. (Mn. II, 54). Thus, it is clear that contentment is not inherent in
the object of senses.
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The knowledge of the true nature of the worldly phenomena is the only way to leash
the endless desire. The Vijjāsutta of the Aṅguttaranitkārya also says that knowledge is
the forerunner of wholesome things. (Gs. V 148-5). All worldly objects of senses are conditioned
things and marked by three charateristics namely, impermanency, suffering and
non-substantiality. When these objects come into contact with sense organs, there arises either
liking or disliking or neutral feeling. What we like, that develops attachment, and what
we dislike that develops hatred. There arises clinging towards what we like to possess
and continuously enjoy. But we are unable to possess them forever, because they are changing.
This creates unhappiness and restlessness in us. When we truly become aware of the fact
that we cannot become content or happy by amassing these objects and enjoying them, there
would occur some sort of mental change with regard to these objects and it is of no use
of amassing them. This brings about a restraint to our enjoyment that begins to operate
with inner change through observance of the true nature of phenomena. (Indriyabhāvanāsutta.
(Mn. III, 152) and Nibbedhikapariyāya (An. V. 410) explain lucidly these ideas.
It is more pertinent to draw the attention towards five precepts that help us in
leading peaceful socially and economically balanced life essential for resolution of global
socio-economic problems. Five precepts are the refraining from killing, stealing, sexual
misdeeds, telling lie and from taking intoxicants. (Kn. I, 3-4) First three curtail physical
misdeeds playing role in both socio-economic affairs. The fourth one puts a restraint on
vocal ones in dealing with economic affairs, whereas the fifth one controls over all and puts
the balanced state of mind. All these generate the feeling of universal friendliness,
non-covetousness, family- feeling, true reaction and balanced state of mind respectively, which
prepare the background for the functioning of ethic based economic activities, which would
prepare the congenial atmosphere for the global resolution of economic crisis and conflict
(A.B. 118).
What I have observed being a student of Economics and of Buddhist lore, is
that the middle path, avoiding two extremes, viz. indulgence in sensuous pleasure and
self-mortification, comprises of eight constituents known as Noble Eight-fold path. It paves
the way to solve the problems of life, whether it is physio-socio, spiritual or of economic
concerned. Right-action and Right-livelihood are the two pertinent constituents that directly
correspond to the Buddhist economics, though all the factors of the path are invariably
interrelated and they help each other in resolving the every type of problems in life that makes
the economy sound and balanced. Right-view makes one capable to distinguish between right
and wrong actions. The Mahācattārisaka Sutta emphatically says that the clear understanding
of the distinction between right and wrong livelihood is one’s right-view. (Mn. III, 135-40).
The Aṅguttaranikāya two presents three authorities (adhipateyya) namely, self-conscience
(attādhipateyya), public opinion (lokādhipateyya) and compliance with the dhamma
(dhammādhipateyya) that help to distinguish good from bad (An. I, 136-38). The Right-resolution
makes one determined to observe right livelihood for earning the wealth. The Right-speech
(sammā-vācā) trains one in public dealing with social and economic affairs in right way being
completely detached from unwholesome vocal actions that causes the arising of conflict as
pointed out earlier and performs the right actions (sammā kammanto) observing the way of
right-livelihood (sammā-ājīvo) for earning the wealth through right-effort (sammā-vāyamo)
with mindful (sati) concentration (samādhi). Thus, all the factors being interrelated paves
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the way to make one’s mind and body sound essential for economic conflict resolution and
for economic growth. The Mahācattārisaka Sutta also explains the interrelationship of these
factors and their role in resolution of social and economic conflicts.
At last, the question arises as to how can material welfare be helpful for spiritual
progress? It is fact that most of religions talk about the supramundane sphere than
the mundane affairs and believe in the things more connected with next life. It is only
the Buddhism that talks about the happiness of both spheres in respect of material and
immaterial phenomena, (Dhp., Vs. 16, 18). It considers material welfare as a means to
an end. This is why, one of the constituents of the Noble Path propounded by the Buddha
is Right-livelihood which refers to lawful earning through respective professions. It makes
an individual a person fit to march towards the final goal. The Vaḍḍhisutta of
the Aṅguttaranikāya mentions ten aspects in which a person prospers. These are: land
and fields, wealth and possessions, wife and family, servitors and retinue, beasts of burden,
faith, virtue, learning, generosity and wisdom. Thus, Buddhism does not ignore the material
welfare that makes the body sound and capable to proceed further for mental culture to procure
the knowledge of reality. However, in the present scenario of the domain of materialism,
the world is deeply engaged in the development of physical world putting aside the ethical
human values, that affects adversely the whole physical and mental working system breaking
out the normal situation and turns it into the struggle, crime, crisis and conflict in the society,
what we see in the developed countries. The Buddha is nowhere seen against the material
progress, but against the attachment with material world. Therefore, he propounded
the doctrine of egolessness (anatta) which cuts across the barriers of selfishness, greed and
avarice in the human world. Once this barrier is broken, the healthy human relations are
possible, that inspires us for balanced material as well as spiritual progress.

33

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO SOCIAL CONFLICT

Bibliography and Abbreviations
A.B.= Shukla H.S., 2001, Ed. Aspects of Buddhism, Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi.
A.Dh.= Abhidhammāvatāro, Ed. Tiwary Mahesh, Pāli Parieṇa, New Delhi, 1987.
An.= Aṅguttaranikāya (vols. I-V), Ed. Kashyap J., Pāli Publication Board, Nalanda, 1959.
B.E.P.= Hettiarchchi Dharmasena, 2001, Buddhist Economic Philosophy, Sri Lanka.
B.E.= P.A. Payutto, 1994, Buddhist Economics, Buddhadhamma Foundation, Bangkok,
Thailand.
C.M.A.= Bhikkhu Bodhi, 2006, Comprehensive Manual of Abhidhamma, Buddhist
Publication Society, Kandy, Sri-Lanka.
Dn.= Dīghanikāya, (Vols. I-III), Ed. Kashyap J. Pāli Publication Board, Nalanda, 1959.
Dhp.= Dhammapada, Ed. Narada, Taipei, Tiwan, 1993.
D.P.P.N.= Malalasekera G.P., 1995, Dictionary of Pāli Proper Names, Munsiram Manoharlal
Publisher Pvt. Ltd, New Delhi.
Gs.= Book of Gradual Sayings, Vols. I-V (Tr.) 1986, Woodward F.L., P.T.S., London.
K.A.= Kautilya Arthshāstra, Shamshastri R., Mysur, 1929.
M.L.D.= Middle Length Discourse (Tr.), 1995 Nāṇamoli Bhikkhu and Bodhi Bhikkhu,
Buddhist Publication Society, Kandy, Sri Lanka.
Mn.= Majjhimanikāya, Vols. I-III, Ed. Kashyap J., Pāli Publication Board, Nalanda, 1958.
Mv.= Mahāvagga, Ed. Kashyap J., Pāli Publication Board, Nalanda, 1956.
N.S.F.B.= Jones Ken, 2003, New Social Face of Buddhism, Wisdom Publication, Boston,
U.S.A.
Sn.= Saṁyuttanikāya (Vols I-V), Ed. Kashyap J., Pāli Publication Board, Nalanda, 1959.
Vin.= Vinayapitaka (Vols. I-V), Ed. Kashyap J., Pāli Publication Board, Nalanda, 1956.
W.B.T.=Rahul Walpola, 1972 (Rept), What Buddha Taught, Corporate Body of the Buddha
Educational Foundation, Taipei, Chinese Taipei.

34

L
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to International Humanitarian Law for the Resolution
of War and Conflict
Ven. Karagaswewe Wajira
Temporary Lecturer, Department of Pāli and Buddhist Studies
University of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka

Introduction
This Paper on the theme of ‘Live and Let others Live’ is a Buddhist approach in
relation to International Humanitarian Law (IHL). Although Buddhism and Law are generally
accepted as two separate disciplines which came into existence at different levels, it appears that
Buddhism addresses some aspects of law in a timely manner. The difference is that Buddhism
is more conceptual and ethical and not theoretical like modern law. Since the contemporary
world is different from the time that the Buddha lived, some people may think that the Buddha’s
vision is not applicable to the modern world. According to them, present conflicts or wars are
considered as to be new problems which should have new solutions. But the reality is that only
the context of the conflicts have changed, the structural nature of conflicts is the same.
International Humanitarian Law is like a bridge linking two parts fought or separated
due to an armed conflict or war. Before Buddhism flourished, movement of people in Indian
society (especially in Brahman culture) was restricted to some degree by the demands of
the caste system. Buddhism, originating as a monastic movement within the Brahman tradition
of the day, caused changes in the system of society detached from different groups and quickly
expanded in a distinctive direction. This is the fountain head of Buddhism with regards to IHL
although society had not been separated due to war.
Buddhism is a very humanistic religion. It is indeed a philosophical approach that
goes beyond a religion and is very tolerant and not concerned with labels such as Christian,
Islam, Hindu or Buddhist. That is why there have never been any wars fought in the name of
Buddhism. The Buddhist approach is an urgent necessity that should be taught by the all parties
in the human society in the modern world to make the world free from wars and conflicts.
The Buddhist viewpoint is very helpful in the prevailing of peace in a deeper understanding.
The aim of this paper is to discuss some special points related to Humanitarian Law in
the resolution of war and conflicts. In addition, it aims to demonstrate the relevance of Buddhist
ethics which are invaluable in conflict resolution.
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International Humanitarian Law
International Humanitarian Law (IHL) is a part of International Law that is the body of
rules governing relations between States. As a set of rules and principles, IHL aims to intervene
and resolve armed conflict. Therefore it is mainly known as the law of war or the law of armed
conflict. IHL seeks, for humanitarian reasons, to limit the effects of armed conflicts. It protects
persons who are not or are no longer participating in the hostilities and restricts the means and
methods of warfare”1. Accordingly, IHL covers two areas as follows:
1. The protection of those who are not, or no longer, taking part in fighting.
2. Restrictions on the means of warfare - in particular weapons - and the methods of warfare.
Such as military tactics.
A major part of IHL is contained in the four Geneva Conventions of 1949. Nearly
every state in the world has agreed to aside by them. The conventions have been developed
and supplemented by two further agreements the additional protocols of 1977 relating to
the protection of victims of armed conflicts. Other agreements prohibit the use of certain weapons
and military tactics and protect certain categories of people and goods. However IHL operates
with the followings which are related with wars.
•

Victims of Armed Conflicts

•

Methods and Means of Warfare

•

Naval and Air warfare

•

Cultural Property

•

Criminal Repression

•

Opening of Hostilities

•

Natural Powers

•

Prevention and Punishment of Genocide

•

Prohibiting Environmental Modification techniques

•

Mercenaries

•

Arms Trade Treaty2

International Humanitarian Law is sometimes similar with Human Rights Law.
Both IHL and Human Right Law aim to protect the life, health and dignity of human beings.
But these two bodies of law have separately developed and are contained in different treatises.
Human Rights Law is a very vast area connected with different fields whereas IHL applies
to only armed conflicts and wars.”3
1
2
3

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/what-international-humanitarian-law#.VNjQi_nF9n0
https://www.icrc.org/IHL
https://www.icrc.org/eng/war-and-law/ihl-other-legal-regmies/overview-other-legal-regimes.htm
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The nature of IHL is twofold as moral and legal. Therefore the Handbook of
International Humanitarian Law mentions that “throughout its history, the development of
international humanitarian law has been influenced by religious concepts and philosophical
ideas”4. As the most of religions are moral, restrictions on hostile activities are to be found in
religious teachings. But the above treatise does not make any reference to the Buddhist approach.
This article will cover that deficiency.

Buddhist Aspects in regard to International Humanitarian Law
Some people question whether Buddhism addresses on law that we consider those of
laws which govern society. Hastings, a well-known scholar has said that there is no Buddhist
law”5. But it must be stated that Buddhism consists of well codified enforceable rules of conduct.
There is a close relationship between moral and legal notions. The Buddha had taught in
the sixth century BC the need to recognize rightness in every aspect of human conduct the Noble Eightfold Path of Buddhism. This comprised right vision, right thoughts, right speech,
right action, right livelihood, right efforts, right mindfulness and right concentration, all of
which in combination provided a code of conduct covering all human activity”6.
The relations between the Sanghas, which transcended the boundaries of states were
regulated by laws and all the Sanghas abided by a common philosophy known as the Dhamma
and a common constitution and code of laws called Vinaya.”7 In this article, the relationship
between Buddhism and law, as a whole, will not be illustrated. Only the points which are
related with International Humanitarian law are discussed here under three headings as follows;
•

Wars intervened by the Buddha

•

Peaceful Exchanging between States

•

Buddhist Ethics to Stop Wars and Conflicts

Wars intervened by the Buddha
As mentioned before, International Humanitarian Law aims to control or prevent wars
which are very destructive for the society. Few wars happened between people are noted during
the Buddha’s period, namely;
•

War: between King Kosala and King Ajasatta

•

War: between Sākya and Koliya

•

War: between Vidudabha and the Sakya clan

•

War: between King Ajāsatta and Vajjis

Dieter Fleck, (Ed), The Handbook of International Law (Second edition), (New York: Oxford University Press,
2009),15
5
K.N. Jayatilleke, Dhamma: Man and Law, (Dehiwala: Buddhist Cultural Center, 2006), 1
6
C.G. Weeramantry, An Invitation to the Law, (Pannipitiya: Stamford Lake Pvt Ltd.1982), 23
7
K.N. Jayatilleke, 90
4
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Only the wars that the Buddha involved in have been taken into consideration here.
The Buddha directly involved with the war happened between Sakyans and Koliyans who
were his relatives”8. Once there arose a situation of a fierce battle between Sakya and Koliya
clans over the issue regarding farming by the use of the water of the Rohini River. Observing
the possibility of the killing of innumerable beings, Buddha intervened there. The dialogue
between the Buddha and his relatives is as follows:
The Buddha:

Why are you going to battle each other?

Kings: 		

Quarrel is about water, Reverend Sir.

The Buddha:

How much is water worth?

Kings: 		

Very little, Reverend Sir.

The Buddha:

How much are Khattiyas worth?

Kings: 		

Khattiyas are beyond price.

The Buddha:
			
Kings: 		
The Buddha:
			

It is not fitting that because of a little water you should destroy
Khattiyas who are beyond price.
Silent
Great Kings, why do you act in this manner? Were I not here
present today, you would set flowing a river of blood.

Then the Kings stopped the war immediately. In the above context when Buddha is
referring to the Khattiyas as beyond being priced, he certainly meant of every human being
as more priceless than those external material things that the humans are having conflict in
day to day life. Here, Buddha shows two paths: first, to have dialogue in order to track down
the heart of the problem, and second, to choose the best possible solution. As it is apparent from
the above example, according to the Buddha, the objective of any solution process should be
well identified and properly evaluated before departure for its solution.
As mentioned in the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta, another war that the Buddha tried to
prevent was the war which was going to happen between King Ajāsatta and Vajjis. King Ajāsatta
was the strongest king at that time. Vajjis too were strong. King Ajāsatta wanted to invade
the Vajjis’ kingdom. Then he sent a minister named Vassakāra to the Buddha. Buddha said that
once, Brahman, I dwelt at Vesali and there it was that I taught the Vajjis the seven conditions
leading to welfare. So long, Brahman, as these endure among the Vajjis, and the Vajjis are
known for it, their growth is to be expected, not their decline. Thus it appears that so long as
Vajjis follow the seven condition of welfare taught by the Buddha they cannot be defeated by
any enemy. The seven conditions are as follows:

8

Jātaka V, PTS, 412-414
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1. Vajjis have frequent gatherings, and are their meetings well attended.
2. Vajjis assemble and disperse peacefully and attend to their affairs in concord.
3. Vajjis neither enact new decrees nor abolish existing ones, but proceed in accordance with
their ancient constitutions.
4. Vajjis show respect, honor, esteem, and veneration towards their elders and think it
worthwhile to listen to them.
5. Vajjis refrain from abducting women and maidens of good families and from detaining them.
6. Vajjis show respect, honor, esteem, and veneration towards their shrines, both those within
the city and those outside it, and do not deprive them of the due offerings as given and
made to them formerly.
7. Vajjis duly protect and guard the Arahats, so that those who have not come to the realm yet
might do so, and those who have already come might live there in peace.”9
Good practices among the nation provide protection and not allowed to wage war
against them. On the other hand Buddhism never accepts invading neighbor lands having waged
wars.
Another war that the Buddha intervened in is noted to have taken place between King
Vidūdaba and Sakyans. King Vidūdaba was angry with Sakyans who were the relatives of
his mother. Once prince Vidūdaba went to see his mother’s relatives and at that time Sakyans
insulted him because his mother was a low caste woman. Sakyans cheated the king Kosala in
marriage with giving a low caste woman named Vasabhakatthiya. After the death of the king
Kosala, his son Vidūdaba became king. Then he thought to revenge from the Sakyans. He went
three times to wage a war against Sakyans. First three time Buddha sat near the border of
the Sakyan country and met the King Vidūdaba and talked with him. King Vidūdaba knew that
the Buddha wanted to stop the war. Then he returned without fighting. These occasions clearly
prove how well the Buddha fitted into the role of a reconciler. The Buddha’s statements tally
with some aspects of IHL and mostly goes beyond IHL.

Peaceful Exchanging between States
Development of humans depends on interaction between states. For that peaceful
relations are very important. Humanitarian Law leads to introduce humanitarian factors which
are supportive to make this situation. Otherwise people are always in danger of doubting with
others. There is a well-developed philosophy of the state and law in Buddhist texts and a statement
of the principles that should govern interstate relations”10. Ven. Punna’s discussion with
the Buddha as mentioned in the Puṇṇa Sutta is important here to be noted.

9
10

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.16.1-6.vaji.html
K.N. Jayatilleke, 2-3
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The Buddha:
			
Punna: 		

With this concise teaching from me, Punna, in what country will
you take up your abode?
In Sunāparanta.

The Buddha:
			

The men of that country are violent, cruel and savage. If they are
to abuse you and revile you there, what would you think?

Punna: 		
			

I shall think, that the good folk of Sunāparanta were really nice
people, in that they forbore to strike me.

The Buddha:
Punna: 		
			
The Buddha:
Punna: 		
			
The Buddha:
Punna:
			
The Buddha:
Punna: 		
			
The Buddha:

If they strike you?
I shall think, that the good folk of Sunāparanta was really very nice
people. They forbore to pelt me with clod.
If they pelt with you clods?
I shall think, that the good folk of Sunāparanta was really very nice
people. They forbore to cudgel me.
If they cudgel you?
I shall think, that the good folk of Sunāparanta was really very nice
people. They forbore to knife me.
If they knife you?
I shall think, that the good folk of Sunāparanta was really very nice
people. They forbore to take my life.
If they take your life?

Punna: 		
If they take my life with a sharp knife, I shall think, ‘There are
			
disciples of the Blessed One who horrified, humiliated, and
			
disgusted by the body and by life - have sought for an assassin,
			
but here I have met my assassin without searching for him.’
			
That is what I shall think, O Blessed One. That is what I shall
			think, O One Well-gone.
The Buddha:
			
			

Good, Punna, very good. Possessing such calm and self-control
you are fit to dwell among the Sunāparantans. Now it is time to do
as you see fit”11.

Though the reference here is to monks and the monastic community, it could be valid
for any community or country. The discussion clearly shows how people should communicate
with others not hating because hostility cannot be used as a path of conflict resolution according
to the Buddhist conviction as well expressed in the Dhammapada that ‘hatred is never ceased
by hatred; through love alone they cease.”12 There is no room for violence in Buddhism.
There is a story in Sakka Samyutta in mythical setting on how to respond when faced
with anger from a king in a different kingdom. The story goes on the battle of Deva and Asura
11
12

Samyutta Nikāya IV, PTS, 60-63
Dhammapada, Verse no 5, 8
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used mainly for didactic purposes although Buddhism being a non-theistic religion has not
shown much interest in myths.”13 The Buddha addressed the monks and said the story as follows;
In the past there was fight between devas (gods) and asuras (titans).Vepacitti the chief
of the Titans addressed the Titans, ‘Friends, in this battle between the gods and Titans if
the Titans win and the gods be defeated, seize Sakka the king of gods by his neck and binding
him with the fivefold bond bring him to my presence, to the city of the Titans’. Sakka the king
of gods too addressed the gods, ‘friends, in this battle between the gods and Titan if the gods
win and the Titans be defeated, seize Vepacitti the king of Titans by his neck and binding him
with the fivefold bond bring him to my presence, to the Sudhamma assembly.
Finally gods won that battle and the Titans were defeated. Then the gods of
the thirty-three binding Vepacitti, the king of the Titans’ neck with the fivefold bond took him
to the presence of Sakka the king of gods, in the Sudhamma assembly. Then Vepacitti the king
of the Titans from the time he was brought to the Sudhamma assembly, his neck bound with
the fivefold bond, until he left the hall, was scolding and reviling them.
Then Mātali, the charioteer said stanzas to Sakka and Sakka replied for those said by
Mātali. The dialogue which took place between Sakka and Mātali, provides a good illustration
on Buddhist conflicts settlement procedures especially between states.
Mātali: 		
			
			

Could it be you are afraid, Sakka, or weak, that you forbear like
this, though hearing such insulting words from the mouth
of Vepacitti?

Sakka: 		
			

I am neither afraid nor weak, yet I forbear Vepacitti. How it is one
who knows, like me, would get provoked by such a fool?

Mātali: 		
			

More angry will a fool become. If no one puts a stop to him. So
let the wise restrain the fool by the use of a mighty stick.

Sakka: 		
			

This is the only thing, I deem, that will put a stop to the fool,
Knowing well the other’s anger, one is mindful and remains calm.

Mātali: 		
			
			

This very forbearance of yours, Sakka, I see as a mistake. For when
a fool reckons like this, ‘From fear of me he does forbear’. The dolt
will come on stronger still like a bull the more that one flees’.

Sakka: 		
			

Let him think whatever he likes, ‘from fear of me he does forbear’.
Among ideals and highest goods none better than patience is found.

		
			
			

For whom strength is the strength of fools. It is said of the strong
‘He is weak’. For the strong, guarding the Dhamma,
contentiousness is never found.

		
			

It is indeed a fault for one who returns anger for anger. Not giving
anger for anger, one wins a double victory.

		
			

He behaves for the good of both, himself and the other person.
Knowing well the other’s anger, he is mindful and remains calm.

13

Cetiya Witanachchi, Conflict and Its Resolution in a Buddhist Myth, Dhamma and Vinaya: Essays in Honor of
Ven. Prof. Dhammavihari, (Colombo: SLABS, 2005), 305
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In this way he is healing both: Himself and the other person.
			
The people who think ‘He is a fool’. Just don’t understand
			the Dhamma.”14
Though these verses look old, the truth behind them is timeless. The teachings of this
Sutta are very helpful to minimize the recurrence of a war. The individual who was defeated at
the battle is in a wrathful and angry mood. Instead of forgiving them and having mercy on such
individuals many are encouraged to fight by some other means. Certain statements made by
the driver Matali of that dialogue, encouraged the chief of gods for war once again. But being
intelligent he evaded the situation. This is what people should think through this mythical story.
There is a mention of two policies, each of which has been pursued by kings in
the Rājovāda Jātaka. One is summed up as follows “He meets force with force, mildness
with mildness; he wins over the good with good and conquers evil with evil”15. The other is,
“He conquers wrath with kindness, evil with good, greed with charity and falsehood with
truth”16. This latter policy is acknowledged as the superior.

Buddhist Ethics to Stop Wars and Conflicts
In examining present wars and conflicts, it can clearly be seen that taking prosperous
lands, changing or exceeding boarder of the country, fundamentalism, fanaticism, greed for
natural resources and political power are the main causes. According to Buddhism all problems
arise due to the defilements of the human mind such as lust, greed, hatred, jealousy, suspicion,
pride, arrogance and ignorance. Someone’s defiled state of mind becomes a bigger violent
conflict between two parties. The aim of Buddhist ethics is to prevent problems which occur
in the human mind. Buddhism does not admire temporary solutions at all. It seeks completely
cure the human mind. It must be noted here that many teachings can be found in Buddhism to
stop war and conflicts.
According to Buddhism all men are equal (samasamā). Man belong to one species.
Owing to his oneness, of which he is ignorant, national pride (avaññatti), racial feelings
(jātivitakkā) and national feelings (janapada vitakka) were ultimately mistaken notions”17.
This conception is of importance for the doctrine of human rights and the notion of the equality
of sovereign states, which is derivative from the notion of equality of man. In the Vāseṭtha
Sutta the Buddha says that although there are different species among plants and animal, man
constitutes one species. Despite the minor observable differences in the nature of hair, color
of the skin, shape of the head etc.”18 These ideas were expressed by the Buddha to condemn
the Brahmanical claims regarding the four fold caste structure created by the God.

14
15
16
17
18

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn11/sn11.004.olen.html
Jātaka II, PTS, 3-4
Jātaka II, PTS, 3-4
K.N. Jayatilleke, 90
Sutta Nipāta, PTS, 116-119
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The Buddhist ethics explains that sīla (morality) has the characteristic of harmonizing
peoples’ actions of body and speech. The doctrine of pañcasīla19 embodies the Buddhist concepts
of inter-state relations in speaking of the equality of states and necessity for peaceful coexistence,
based on non-aggression, non-interference, mutual respect of each other’s’ sovereignty as well
as mutual benefit”20. As mentioned in Buddhism, a wise person does not think of hindering
one’s self development, or of others’ or of both oneself and others’ self-development but he
would always think of the welfare of oneself, of others, of both oneself and others and in fact
of the welfare of the whole world (sabba-loka-hitameva).”21 According to this any act which
obstructs the quest for freedom, happiness, perfection, knowledge, security, or peace, etc., is
a wrong act and one which promotes or helps the quest for these is a right act.
Business of weapons (sattha vaṇijjā) is completely prohibited as mentioned in
Buddhist scriptures.22 In the IHL conventions, use of some kinds of weapons have been
prohibited. But there is no sanction of the use of weapons in Buddhist ethics even for one’s
own security.
Some ethical sayings mentioned in the Dhammapada which is considered as
the handbook of Buddhists are given here.
•

He abused me, he beat me, he defeated me, he robbed me, in those who harbor such thoughts
hatred is not appeased”23

•

The others know not that in this quarrel we perish; those who of them who realize it, have
their quarrels calmed thereby”24

•

All tremble at the rod. All fear death. Comparing others with oneself. One should neither
strike nor cause to strike”25

•

Victory breeds hatred. The defeated live in pain. Happily the peaceful live, giving up
victory and defeat”26

•

One should give up anger. One should abandon pride. One should overcome fetters.
Ills never befall him who clings not to mind and body is passionless”27

•

Conquer anger by love. Conquer evil by good. Conquer the stingy by giving. Conquer
the liar by truth”28

•

He who wishes his own happiness by causing pain to others is not released from hatred,
being himself entangled in the tangles of hatred”29

19

Pañcasīla are refraining from killing beings, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying and using liquor and intoxicants
J. J. G. Syatauw, Some Newly Established Asian States and the Development of International Law, (The Hague,
1961) Ch. IV, 212-219
Anguttara Nikāya, PTS, 69
Anguttara Nikāya III, PTS, 208
Dhammapada, Verse 3, 6
Dhammapada, Verse 6, 9
Dhammapada, Verse 129, 123
Dhammapada, Verse 201, 175
Dhammapada, Verse 221, 189
Dhammapada, Verse 223, 190
Dhammapada, Verse 291, 233

20

21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
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•

Self-conquest is indeed far greater than the conquest of all other folk”30

•

Happily do we live without hate amongst the hateful; amidst hateful men we dwell
unhating”31

All of these statements tell us not to be hateful and to be compassionate for the sake
of all beings. This is the vision of Buddhism.

Conclusion
The Buddha was a reconciler of those who are in conflict and an encourager of those
who are united. According to Buddhism, if the seeds of war are planted, the harvest of war has
to be reaped; if the seeds of peace are planted, the harvest of peace is to be reaped. Causes for
war and conflict are to be realized for solutions. The Buddha had pointed out that human life
is worthier than what men fight for. It is clear that an appropriate method of conflict resolution
is possible only through reconciliation of the parties involved. From a Buddhist point of view,
reconciliatory methods of conflict resolution are more useful than the coercive methods.

30
31

Dhammapada, Verse 104, 98
Dhammapada, Verse 197, 173
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Introduction
The Neo-Buddhist Movement is one of the most effective Identity based New Social
Movement in Modern India led by the architect of the Indian constitution and the Human rights
champions of India’s former untouchables, Dr Babasaheb Bhimrao Ambedkar. The sole purpose
of this movement was to put an end to the age old social conflict arising out of untouchability,
discrimination and atrocities perpetuated against the low caste untouchables by the upper caste
Hindus. The untouchables constitutes more than 17% of India’s population today and are
historically called by different names like oppressed class, depressed class, Dalits, Ashuts, etc.
The British government under the parliament Act of 1935 and the Indian government after
the independence listed all the untouchable castes in India in a single common schedule and put
them in constitution as scheduled castes. The situation of the Scheduled castes in India even
after the 65 years of the self-rule has not changed much. Sangharakshita1 a western thinker and
a Buddhist by choice who spent much of his time in India and worked with the untouchables
to the spread of Buddhism in India and also claimed to be closed to Dr Ambedkar rightly
described the situation of the untouchables in India in 1980’s in the following words:
“There are at present 100,000,000 Untouchables in India, the vast majority of who are
underprivileged in every sense of the term. Each year between four and five hundred of
them are murdered by their Caste Hindu compatriots, while thousands more are beaten,
raped, and tortured and their homes looted and burned. An incalculable number of them
are not only subject to social, economic, and religious discrimination but daily suffer
personal harassment and humiliation. In the course of the last thousand or so years
saints and reformers have sought to ameliorate the lot of the Untouchables – none of
them with any great success. The latest and most heroic of these attempts was made
by Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, himself an Untouchable by birth, who came to
the conclusion that there was no salvation for the Untouchables within Hinduism and that
they would have to change their religion. In October 1956 he and half a million of his
Sangharakshita western Buddhist missionary lived in India for more than 20 years and was closely connected
with the neo Buddhist Movement in Maharashtra and had personally met Dr Ambedkar in that regards.
1
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followers therefore became Buddhists, thus bringing about the renaissance of Buddhism
in India and initiating a religious and social revolution of major significance. Though
the sufferings of the Jews in Nazi Germany and of the blacks in white supremacist
South Africa are well known and widely discussed, the no less horrifying sufferings
of the Untouchables at the hands of the Caste Hindus, as well as Ambedkar’s heroic
efforts to emancipate his people from their age-old slavery, have remained virtually
unknown outside India’.2

Conflicts and Conversions
Conflicts and Conversions
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Table No. 1 presented below is self-explanatory of this fact.
Table 1: Scheduled Caste/Tribes and their Religions in India
Religion
Buddhist
Christians

Scheduled Caste Scheduled Tribe
32%
7.1%
09%
56.0%

Total
39.1%
65.0%

Sikh

21%

0.9%

21.9%

Hindu

38%

35%

73.0%

(Lajwant Singh, 2015)

(Lajwant Singh, 2015)

According the Sachar committee Report4 2006, revealed that scheduled castes
and scheduled tribes of India are not limited to4 the Hindu religion. The sixty one round
According the Sachar committee Report 2006, revealed that scheduled castes and
survey
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65% Hinduism.
SCs and STs follows Christianity, and 73% of them
we look at the latest data on the situation of the former untouchables the
followsIfHinduism.
situation seems to be the more or less same or worsen in some cases. The census of
India data on the crime against scheduled caste recoded more than 33,000 cases of
2
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3
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If we look at the latest data on the situation of the former untouchables the situation
seems to be the more or less same or worsen in some cases. The census of India data on
the crime against scheduled caste recoded more than 33,000 cases of atrocities against
the Dalits on all India basis per every year and on an average 600 Dalits are murdered and
1500 Dalits women are raped by the caste Hindus every year during preceding 5 to 6 years as
shown in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Comparative Incidence of Crime against Scheduled Castes
Sr.
No
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

(1)

8
9
10

Crime-heading
(2)
Murder
Rape
Kidnapping &Abduction
Dacoity
Robbery
Arson
Hurt
Protection of Civil Rights
Act
SC/ST (Prevention of
Atrocities) Act
Others
Total

% Variation
in 2012 over
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2011
Year

(3)
626
1,457
482
51
85
225
4216

(4)
624
1,346
512
44
70
195
4410

(5)
570
1,349
511
42
75
150
4376

(6)
673
1557
616
36
54
169
4247

(7)
651
1576
490
27
40
214
3855

248

168

143

67

62

-7.5

11602

11143

10513

11342

12576

10.9

14623
33615

15080
32712

14983
32712

14958
33719

14164
33655

-5.3
-0.2

Source: Census, 2011 (provisional)

(8)

-3.3
1.2
-20.5
-25.0
-25.9
26.6
-9.2

Source: Census, 2011 (provisional)
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Table 3: Forms/Sites of Untouchability in order of their Prevalence
Form/site for Practice of
Untouchability
Entry into savarna nonDalit House
Interdining
Entry into places of worship
Treatment of SC women by
non-SC women
Cremation and burial
grounds
Assess to water facility
Marriage processions on
public roads
Sell by SCs in milk collection
Centers (co-operatives)
Barber services

Village
Practiced

% not
Practiced

73.0

314

17.0

73

430

70.1
64.0

305
337

21.8
29.2

95
154

435
527

52.7

282

29.9

160

535

48.9

256

46.0

241

524

255

43.5

229

527

229

49.9

241

483

46.7

162

48.1

167

347

46.6

229

41.3

203

491

48.4
47.4

48

Village not
Practiced

Total
survey
Villages

%
Practiced

and bureaucratic structures the phenomenon called untouchability is quite rampant in
India even today. The short documentary film ‘Untouched India’ by a south Indian artist
and writer Mr Stalin has documented the visual images and audio visuals depicting the
wide prevalence of the untouchability even in 21 century in Indian states. The
nationwide study comprising of the 11 major IndianBUDDHISM
states byAND
theWORLD
ActionCRISIS:
Aid in the year
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2006 has a lot to speak about this in their report.
Table 3: Forms/Sites of Untouchability in order of their Prevalence
Form/site for Practice of
Untouchability
Entry into savarna nonDalit House
Interdining
Entry into places of worship
Treatment of SC women by
non-SC women
Cremation and burial
grounds
Assess to water facility
Marriage processions on
public roads
Sell by SCs in milk collection
Centers (co-operatives)
Barber services
Washing up clothes by
washer man

Village not
Practiced

Total
survey
Villages

%
Practiced

Village
Practiced

% not
Practiced

73.0

314

17.0

73

430

70.1
64.0

305
337

21.8
29.2

95
154

435
527

52.7

282

29.9

160

535

48.9

256

46.0

241

524

48.4

255

43.5

229

527

47.4

229

49.9

241

483

46.7

162

48.1

167

347

46.6

229

41.3

203

491

45.8

194

43.2

183

424

Source:
‘Untouchability in Rural India’, Action Aid (2006)
Source: ‘Untouchability in Rural India’, Action Aid (2006)

Are Neo Buddhist/Ambedkarites Victims of Caste Atrocities and Conflicts?
The government data do not give the breakup of the incidence of crime religion wise
and caste wise. The Neo Buddhists are not treated as separate from the other Dalits and hence
the figures indicated above do not tell us exactly how many of these atrocities were actually
committed against the Neo Buddhist. But, in a study conducted by me in the year 20065 and
by some others confirmed that most of the victims of such caste based atrocities were Neo
Buddhist/Ambedkarites people since they are the ones who do not accepts Hindu’s way
of life, their domination and barbarism. Instead, due to the teachings of Dr Ambedkar and
Buddha, they resist, retaliate and take them head on unlike the other untouchable’s caste that
still continue to follow Hinduism and are very submissive and helpless in dealing with the caste
Hindus and their unjustified and inhuman activities. The neo Buddhist in other parts of India
like Karnataka, Gujarat, Uttar Paradesh, Rajasthan and Bihar and Tamilnadu are also targeted
on trifle issues by the caste Hindus in a systematic manner. Maharashtra, the home state of
Dr Ambedkar is one of the most progressive and industrially developed state in western part of
India. However The state has witnessed the worst heinous kind of atrocities against the Neo
Buddhist in the recent times, the most famous the Khairlanji incident 0n 26 September 2006
in which four members of a Buddhist family including mother and daughter were brutally
butchered by the caste Hindus.

This was a Maharashtra Government Sponsored study conducted in Jalana District of Maharashtra in the year
2007
5
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Review of Literature
The Neo Buddhist Movement in India under the leadership of Dr Ambedkar claimed
the legacy of Shakyamuni Gotama Buddha. He was the first according to Dr Ambedkar and
his followers who fought a lifelong battle against the caste system or Brahmanism. This is
the general opinion of the neo Buddhist Laity in Maharashtra. In the year 2013 a Burmese Monk
Ven. Pandita who lives in Sri Lanka visited India and was asked to deliver a public speech on
Buddha’s social thought in Pune City.6 In his address he opined that Buddha never cared for
the society…he was not a social reformer but worked for the individualistic perfection of man
and asked his disciples to live at secluded places, away and isolated from the society and attained
your solvation from the samsara. This is a typical orthodox worldview of Theravāda Buddhism,
cherished by many of the Theravāda Bhikkhus. The Pāli canonical literature is extensively cited
by the orthodox Buddhist monks to support their viewpoint. There are some other Buddhist
scholars who openly refuted the claims made by them and argued that the Buddha’s doctrine
is basically and principally a social doctrine. The slogan Bahujan Hitay, Bahujan Sukhaya
(For the Benefits of many, for the happiness of many) is often quoted by the scholars tilted to
Buddha’s social reformatory character.
However, it will be interesting to take brief survey of the different viewpoints on these
issues to make the things more clear. To begin with which caste a Buddha should belong to has
not been revised in Buddhism up to the pre-sent day according to Ernst Waldschmidt.7 He points
out to the Lalitavistara which says: a Bodhisattva can by no means come from a lower or even
mixed caste. The Bodhisattvas appear only in two kinds of lineage, the one of the Brahmanas
and of the warriors (kshatriya) in which of the two high castes they were born depended on
the fact which of the two had the better reputation at that particular moment. Lower castes
have never had the chance to consider Buddha among them namely because they don’t have
a good reputation. Ernst Waldschmidt finally concludes that the preference of the Kshatriyas
and the Brahmans in ancient Buddhism leaves no place for doubts that Buddha and the so called
impure castes were entirely separated from each other and Buddha had nothing to deal with
the dalits and the downtrodden sections of the society. He also refers to Hans Wolfgang
Schumann8 who statistically proved that almost all of Buddha’s disciples were high caste
people and that the Brahmans comprised the majority of the Sangha. Consequently, to understand
Buddha as a radical social reformer or even as a liberator of the Dalits, is an un-historically
backward projection of modern wishes on a typically religious authority. Especially social
reformatory Neo-Buddhists in the East and West make use of such an ideological construct.9
He asserted that no religion could destroy the Indian caste system throughout the history and
hence the claims made by the Buddhist and Neo Buddhist do not withstands.
But Lal Mani Joshi10 has altogether different views about the Buddha and his social
revolution. He argues that there was a constant struggle between Brahmanism and Buddhism
right from the days of the Buddha to the time of the effacement of Buddhism towards
the beginning of the second Millennium. This struggle he argues is proved by the Pāli Texts,
6
7
8
9
10

The lecture was organised at Pune University campus, Dept of Pali & Buddhist Studies, 2013 date not available
Ernst Waldschmidt(2001)
Hans Wolfgang Schumann: Der historische Buddha, München 1992, cited by Edmund Weber, 2001
Ibid
Lal Mani Joshi, (2008)
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the Sanskrit Buddhist Texts, the Upaniṣads, the Dharma Sūtras of Brāhmaṇas, the Purāṇas,
the philosophical treatises of both traditions and it is confirmed in some cases by archaeological
evidence and foreign notices. This struggle according to him ended only with the exit of
the Buddhism from the Indian scene. He even blames a famous Indologist Dr Pandurang
Waman Kane for misleading the people on this account.11 Anne M. Blackburn (1993) in her
article Religion, Kinship and Buddhism: Ambedkar’s Vision of a Moral Community observed
that Dr Ambedkar looked at Buddha’s struggle as an Indigenous cultural response to degraded
Aryan society. The dominant society at the time of Gotama Buddha, according to Ambedkar,
was a Brahmanical Aryan community leading a socially and religiously degraded way of life.
Buddha led a revolution against the Brahamanical anarchy and was succeeded in containing
the Brahmanism. To my mind this goes with the spirit and legacy of Dr Ambedkar who had
time and again argued that the history of India is nothing but the history of struggle between
Brahmanism and Buddhism and vowed to retransform India into a Buddhist India in his
life time, the dream he cherished till the end of his life. Birendra Nath Prasad 12 cites N. N.
Bhattachrya, who observed that even after decades of research there is no serious study of what
Buddhism actually did in Indian History. To what extent could it transform the caste-based social
order, patriarchal structure, and what was its relationship with the state? Now, one can strongly
rejects the observation made by N Bhattacharya who seems to be blind towards the historical
contribution Buddha and his Dhamma have made to the world civilization. It is because of
the Buddhism that millions of excluded people in south Asia and more particularly India are
living a dignified and respectful life after their conversion.
Valerian Rodrigues 13 did not agree with the scholars who hold the opinion that by
converting to Buddhism, Ambedkar did much harm to the secular project in India, reinforced
obscurantism and sought a radical alternative to the conditions of Dalits in India. He believed
that Dr Ambedkar thought that modernity, as an invention of human reason, science and mode
of interaction, cannot endure without being anchored in religion. This marks him off from most
of the significant thinkers in the West and draws him close to some of the thinkers on modernity
in India such as Aurobindo, Iqbal and even Gandhi who all invoked a certain centrality to
religion under conditions of modernity. When subjected to such a scrutiny, Ambedkar thought
Buddhism scores over other religions. Therefore he thought that Buddhism comes closest to be
the religion for our age, the age of modernity. It is not merely the ‘religion of the oppressed or
an engaged and emancipatory religion which of course to an extent it was, but something that is
in tune with man’s deepest and most profound striving.14 According to Dutch scholar Koenraad
Elst (2001), Neo-Buddhism is a mistake. For him, Dr. Ambedkar opted for Buddhism mostly
on the wrong assumption that Buddhism was an anti-caste reform movement. (2001, 11.9)
In contrast to the Buddha as social reformer that Ambedkar paints Elst argues that the Buddha
“was quite unambiguous about the futility of worldly pursuits turn away from the world to
focus on spiritual exercises. Walpola Rahula 15 emphatically denied the image of the socially
removed Buddhist. He argues that those who think that Buddhism is interested only in lofty
ideals, high moral and philosophical thought, and that it ignores the social and economic
11
12
13
14
15

Dr P W Kane ignores the fact that Buddha had any disputes with Vedicas and Hindus on caste and Varna
Birendra Nath Prasad (2006)
Valerian Rodrigues (2011) in Dr Ambedkar on Modernity and Religion
Ibid
Walpola Rahula (1985)
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welfare of people, are wrong. The Buddha was interested in the happiness of the people. To him
happiness was not possible without leading a pure life based on moral and spiritual principals.
But he knew that leading such a life was hard in unfavorable material and social conditions.
Rahula points to places in the Pāli scriptures where the Buddha is recorded as teaching that one
need not become a renunciant to attain high spiritual states, that particular minimum material
condition, that the society should provide, are favorable to spiritual success.

Neo- Buddhism Response to Caste Hindus in Modern India
In his introduction of the Indian constitution to the Constituent Assembly, Dr B R
Ambedkar makes clear his view that caste is the primary obstacle for India to become a unified
nation. He said:
“I am of opinion that in believing that we are a nation, we are cherishing a great
delusion. How can people divided into several thousands of castes be a nation?
The sooner we realize that we are not as yet a nation in the social and psychological sense of the world, the better for us. For then only we shall realize the necessity
of becoming a nation and seriously think of ways and means of realizing the goal....
The castes are anti-national. In the first place because they bring about separation in
social life. They are anti-national also because they generate jealousy and antipathy
between caste and caste. But we must overcome all these difficulties if we wish to
become a nation in reality. For fraternity can be a fact only when there is a nation.
Without fraternity, equality and liberty will be no deeper than coats of paint.”16
In Dr. Ambedkar’s model Dalit social and individual transformation is to be achieved
through three related tactics. First, political participation through legislation and the electoral
process a system he helped design as the architect of the Indian constitution. Second, economic
advancement through educational improvement and third, rejection of Hindu religion and
conversion to a rationalized and socially engaged Buddhism.17

Educate, Agitate and Organized
This is the famous ‘mantra’ (formula) given by Dr Ambedkar to his followers.
Ambedkar’s each word spoken and written is a command to millions of people in India.
His advised that education is a milk of tigress and whoever drinks will roar. He himself was
an example for them. He was the most educated Indian of his time and till today here is no one
to challenge his educational might. It is because of these that the Neo Buddhist community is
most educated community in India. They are next to Christians as far as educational advancement
is concern. Because of their educational development they were able to enter into government
Speech given by Dr B R Ambedkar in Constituent Assembly in 1949, reproduced by Ahluwalia 1977 recited
by Seth Joshu Josephson (2011)
17
Ibid
16
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they were able to enter into government services. Today, Neo Buddhist have largest
numbers IAS officers amongst all the other religious minority and non-converted Hindu
services. Today, Neo Buddhist have largest numbers IAS officers amongst all the other religious
Dalits. The highly qualified Buddhist youths are settled in different countries all over
minority and non-converted Hindu Dalits. The highly qualified Buddhist youths are settled in
the world and are fighting the cause of their fellow brothers either individually or
different countries all over the world and are fighting the cause of their fellow brothers either
collectively by the name various Ambedkarites International organizations like Dr
individually or collectively by the name various Ambedkarites International organizations like
Ambedkar International missions. The Ambedkarites in UK were instrumental in
Dr Ambedkar International
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bringing Equality law18 in England and indications are coming that it will soon be a
Equality law18 in England and indications are coming that it will soon be a reality. The Act
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is held up by the powerful upper caste Hindu lobby operational in UK. The change brought
Theby
change
broughtcan
outbe
byseen
the even
education
seenalso.
evenThis
in the
also.nights
This
out
the education
in the can
ruralbeareas
has rural
givenareas
sleepless
has
given
sleepless
nights
to
the
caste
Hindus.
Their
frustrations
and
discomfort
is
to the caste Hindus. Their frustrations and discomfort is manifested in the form of increase in
manifested
the formagainst
of increase
in violence
atrocities
Neo
Buddhists
violence
andinatrocities
the Neo
Buddhistsand
living
in ruralagainst
areas. the
Table
below
shows
living
in
rural
areas.
Table
below
shows
the
picture
of
Maharashtra
state
in
2014.
the picture of Maharashtra state in 2014.
Table 4: Incidents of Caste Conflicts Resulting in the Brutal Killings of
Buddhist/Dalits in Maharashtra During the year, 2014 19
No of Incidents
Month/2014
District
Name of the Victim
of Murders
3 April, 2014
25 April, 2014
28 April, 2014
2 May , 2014
22 May, 2014
3 October, 2014
21 October, 2014

Jalana
Aurangabad
Ahmednagar
Pune
Gondia
Ahmednagar
Ahemadnagr

1
1
1
1
1
3
2

Manij Kasab
Umesh Aage
Nigtin Age
Manik Udage
Salve
Jadhav Family
Chavan Brothers
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Non-violence. Use of force was never acceptable to Lord Buddha, Dr Ambedkar choose to
follow the path of Buddha because the dictatorship of any kind was not acceptable to a true
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The state can use non-violent measures to oppress, but how can revolutionaries pursue aims to overthrow such
the ideal. However, it was the words of a great Buddhist-Socialist, the former Prime Minister of Myanmar, U Nu,
a violent and oppressive state using non-violence, when the oppression never ceases, and people continue to die.
who said, to the effect: Karl Marx taught only a fraction of a speck of dust compared to the Buddha’s teachings.
Marxist revolutionaries can justify their actions against state-crafted oppression, often done against or without
the consent of the people, and now: often constructed before our modern era, prior to our births. Buddhism may
only be the ideal. However, it was the words of a great Buddhist-Socialist, the former Prime Minister of Myanmar,
U Nu, who said, to the effect: Karl Marx taught only a fraction of a speck of dust compared to the Buddha’s teachings.
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dictatorship is weak.20 According to communist theory state will wither away because nothing
can be sustained merely by force. Dr Ambedkar argues that the only things that can sustain
after the force is withdrawn is religion. But to the communist religion is anathema. Ambedkar
found that their hatred to religion is so deep that they will not even discriminate between
the religion which are helpful to communism and the religion which are not. Their objections
to the religions is that they makes people other worldliness and made them suffers poverty in
this world. Such a charge cannot be level against the Buddhism because it does not promises
heaven to the weak and the poor instead encourages them to acquire property in a lawful way.21
He drew our attention to the wonderful achievement of the communist Russia and warns
that humanity does not only want economic values, it also wants spiritual values….man
needs material comfort…but man must grow materially as well as spiritually, but communist
philosophy consider man no better than pigs.22 That is how he evaluated the two great men and
accepted Buddha as his Guru.

Organizational Response: Expansion of Neo Buddhism amongst other
Middle Caste and Low Caste Hindu.
The Neo Buddhist Movement was so far limited to the Mahars in Maharashtra,
Chamars or Jatavas in Uttar Ptadesh, Malas in Andhra Prdesh, Paswan in Bihar and Meghawal
community in Rajasthan. They were the staunched Ambedkarites but it has now finding its
echoes in some other caste mostly the other backward caste in Maharashtra and some other
states. Now a days the two parallel home coming (Gharwapsi) programs are running by
the Hindu under RSS23 brining the Christian and Muslims back to Hinduism. There are two
more movements of conversions initiated by the middle caste OBC24 Hindus and Low caste
Dalit Hindus to convert themselves to Buddhism. Very recently more than 80,000 Hindu Dalits
in Gujrat, Kota District were converted to Buddhism so as to escape the day today conflicts at
the hands of savarna Hindus. The two prominent campaign that are going on for bringing back
all the backward caste into their original Buddhist fold are ‘OBC on the Path of Buddha’25 and
second campaign is Chalo Buddha Ki Ore (Lets Go to Buddha).26

Political Response
Republican Party of India was the political wing floated by Dr Ambedkar. It became
operational immediately after his death and had huge success in 1957 general election and state
assembly elections of different states including Maharashtra. the party own 29 seats in all over
India including 17 MLA seats in Maharashtra27, the largest number of Neo Buddhist MLAs
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

Ambedkar B R in Buddha or Karl Marx(1987) p. 459-460
Ibid
Ibid, P, 462
Rashtry Swayam Sevak Sangh established in 1925 is a Hindu fascists Organization.
Other Backward caste Movement now becoming a religious movement just like Neo Buddhist
Its campaign run by Satyshodhak OBC movement Under Hanuman Upare, in Maharashtra
It a campaign run by a prominent Hindu Dalit Adv, Kolikar to Convert Hindu Dalits into Buddhism.
J V Pawar (2002) Vol. 1
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ever got elected at any time in the history of Neo-Buddhist movement. In the Parliamentary
elections also 9 Members of parliaments were elected throughout India. RPI candidates P. T
Borale became the first Mayor of Mumbai in the same year.28 After that the political graph of
the Republican Party went down and ultimately culminated into the formation of Dalit Panther
in 1980’s. It was a kind of a militant organization in line with the Black Panther in South Africa
to physically protect the Neo Buddhist from the violence and atrocities perpetuated by upper
caste Hindus in villages and cities, Dalit panther splits after doing a remarkable work till
the end of 1980’s on the issue of ideology.
There were two camps one having a tilt towards the Marxism and the other towards
Buddhism. The Neo Buddhist Political power remained divided into different factions after
1990 in Maharashtra but the new party Bahujan Samaj Party(BSP) having ideological based
of Dr Ambedkar resurged in North India under the leadership of Shri Kanshiramji who was
groomed as a leader in Maharashtra by the fellow Ambedkarites in Pune. The party had
a tremendous success in Uttar Pradesh and Bahan Mayavati became the Chief Minister of
Uttar Pradesh for the fourth times so far. Even today, it has more than 100 MLAs and is major
opposition party in UP state assembly. Apart of these there are many political parties, their
factions and sub-factions operational in Maharashtra and all over India. All of them have
Ambedkar, Buddha and Mahatama Phule as their icon and ideologue but no missionary zeal
for the cause Dr Ambedkar dedicated his entire life.

Conclusions
Caste violence, atrocities, discrimination, deprivation, untouchability and exclusions
these are the major sources of the conflicts between the High caste Hindus and the minority
Buddhist/Neo-Buddhist. The Neo Buddhist are becoming more and more assertive due to their
educational advancement and economic development. The legacy of Buddha and Dr Ambedkar
never allows them to take up arms in their hands and fight out the cause, instead, following
the footsteps of Buddha and Dr B R Ambedkar their responses to the societal conflicts are
continued to be in a democratic framework. The constitution of India is the powerful instruments
of the social change if implemented in a right sprit, but unfortunately it is not. The Buddha
Dhamma Movement is now occupying the empty political space and more and more people
mostly youth is getting attracted towards the Dhamma. This is a welcome steps for bringing
Dhamma Raj in India in days to come.

28

Ibid.
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Introduction
Social conflict can be define as struggle for agency or power in society. Some social
scientists identify conflicts as a process which contributes to social evolution. Buddhism also
agrees with the fact that, social evolution occurs due to conflicts of individuals. But the question
one should raise on social conflicts is whether the evolution of the society, which occurs due
to it, is positive or not? Therefore Buddhist teachings gives more attention to the root-cause
and the outcome of social conflicts. On the other hand it also gives attention to preventing
social conflicts and resolving social conflicts as well. Purpose of this research is to find out
the Buddhist approach on social conflict management, which can also be used as a model for
managing social conflicts in the modern world.

Methodology
Documentary study specially focusing to Pāli Tipitaka is the method used to collect
data, and content analysis is the method to analyze the data.

Results
Buddhist conflict management approach consider three main aspects namely: causes
for conflicts, preventing and resolving conflicts.

Causes for Conflicts
According to Buddhist teachings conflicts occur due to the craving. Mahānidāna Sutta
in Digha-Nikāya explains step by step how the craving leading to the conflicts due to the mental
stages occur in the individuals mind. See Figure One:
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Therefore it is clear that the base of social conflicts is craving.1 According to
Aggañña Sutta: the evolution of society was based on the craving of individuals, making negative
effects to the individuals as well as the environment. Sutta explains the state of the individual
and the environment at the beginning of the world. Then it explains how the changes occur
in the individual’s physical and mental states and the environment due to the actions taken by
the individual based on the craving in his mind. The steps explain in this Sutta gives detailed
illustration for the steps given in the Mahānidāna Sutta regarding the relationship craving has
with social conflict. (Figure: 2). It shows that even though society evolves due to the individual’s
actions which caused social actions and conflicts, it negatively effects the mental and physical
state of the individual and the environment. So it is clear that social evolution occurs due to
craving’s negative effect towards the individual and environment.
Therefore prevention of conflict in the society is needed. For that there should be
a clear understanding of how the craving effect to the individuals behavior? The basic mental
components of the person: Rāga - Passion, Dōsa - Hate, Mōha – Delusion derived from
craving. The Vivādhamūla Sutta in the Aṅguttara Nikāya give six causes for social conflicts
which based on these three mental components.
Angry and grudging
Merciless and spiteful,
Selfish and envious
Crafty and deceitful with evil
View and wrong view,
Holding on to his view and giving it up with difficulty2.
Therefore it is clear that to prevent the social conflicts, individual should overcome
those three mental states.

Prevention of the Social Conflicts
Most conflicts occur due to a misunderstanding of social roles for individuals. Therefore
Buddhist teachings encourage social roles for individuals. When social roles are defined, they
mainly focus not the rights of the individual, but the rights of the others that should be protected.
As a member of the main society, or member of any other social institution, as a work place,
family, or community he belongs to, he should mainly focus to protect the rights of the others.

Mahānidāna Sutta – DN II, p 86-89: “Seeking is dependent on craving, acquisition is dependent on seeking,
ascertainment is dependent on acquisition, desire and passion is dependent on ascertainment, attachment is
dependent on desire and passion, possessiveness is dependent on attachment, stinginess is dependent on attachment,
defensiveness is dependent on stinginess, and because of defensiveness, dependent on defensiveness, various evil,
unskillful phenomena come into play: the taking up of sticks and knives; conflicts, quarrels, and disputes;
accusations, divisive speech, and lies.”
2
Vivādhamūla Sutta – AN IV, p 90-91.
1
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Sigālōvāda Sutta in Digha-Nikāya explains the relationships individual is having
through out of his life in the six categories as follows:
1. Parent – Child relationship
2. Teacher – Student relationship
3. Husband – Wife relationship
4. Friend – Friend relationship
5. Employer – Employee relationship
6. Layman – Clergy relationship
There it explains individual’s responsibility for other parties according to the social roles
he has to play. The Sutta summarizes the relationships individual should maintain throughout
life; but more detailed descriptions of each relationship can also be found in other places in
the Tipitaka; for instance: employer - employee relationships is one of the above six. According
to Buddhist teachings, a person earn money to fulfil following needs:
1. Earn livelihood rightfully
2. Use earnings correctly
3. Not to owe anyone any thing3
To fulfil the first need person should use his skills and capabilities to earn rightfully. This
means earning wealth without harming others in harmless ways like to a bee that gathers honey.
To fulfil the second and third needs, he should maintain the following relationships correctly:
•

Relationship with parents

•

Relationship with spouse and children

•

Relationship with neighbors or friends

•

Relationship with teachers

•

Relationship with clergies4

So it is clear: one purpose of earning is to maintain the other relationships mention
in Sigālōvāda Sutta.5 The qualities and role of the employer is described in Anuruddhamanāpakāika Sutta and Uggaha Sutta in Aṅguttara Nikaya. According to it a person who manages
employees should have following qualities.
1. Energetic and clever in all tasks
2. Able to organize and manage others to do the tasks
Anuruddhamanāpakāika Sutta - AN V- p 58-59, Uggaha Sutta AN V- p 204-05
Sigālōvāda Sutta – DN I-p 306-07, Licchavikumāra Sutta - AN III p 120-125
4
-Do5
Licchavikumāra Sutta - AN III, p 120-125
Sigālōvāda Sutta – DN III - p 302-03
3
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3. Knowledge of who does the work and who does not do the work
4. Knowledge of the sick, the powerful and the weak
5. Ability to divide the eatables and nourishments among them according to the order to be
obtained.6
This shows that person who manages a work organization should be a role model to
the employees. And also every employee should have confidence that his employer is treating
him in a reasonable manner.
When the employer fulfil his responsibilities correctly, he can receive the expected
outcome from the employees.
•

Without waiting to be ordered, they start work early and do it till late and perform duties well

•

Take only what is given

•

Uphold the good name and fame of the employer7

These behaviors can be seen only from a highly motivated employee. If these outcomes
are not shown, employer should check where his management went wrong. On the other hand
both employer and the employee both should not forget the main purposes of their earning.
If we take the family as an institute in the society, it has two types of relationships.
1. Husband – Wife relationship
2. Parent – Child relationship
Among these two kind of relationships, parent has two kind of responsibilities.
1. Managing a good relationship with the spouse
2. Managing a good relationship with children
Parents are role models for children. If they provide a good type of image to the children,
their children will become good members to the society. Therefore in many places, the Sutta
Pitaka discusses how one can maintain the ideal husband-wife relationship, and parent-child
relationship.8 If parents maintain their responsibilities properly, they will get the fulfilment
of the expectations they have on children.
1. Supporting parents
2. Doing parents work
3. Protecting the clan in the future
4. Keeping the heritage
5. Offering merit to parents after their death9
6
7
8

9

Anuruddhamanāpakāika Sutta - AN V- p 58-59, Uggaha Sutta AN V- p 204-05
Sigālōvāda Sutta – DN I-p 306-07
1st and 2nd Nakulasamajīva Sutta - AN II –p 116-19, 1st and 2nd Saṅvasa Sutta II – p110-15, Mahāmaṅgala
Sutta – KN V –p 80-83
Putta Sutta - AN III - P 66- 67
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In this manner all the relationships described in Tipitaka are defined as a two way
process. Both parties are having equal responsibility to maintain a relationship. Whether
the relationship is maintained properly or not can be measured according to the outcome receiving
from the other party. For that each party should know the expected outcome of the respective
relationship. So it is clear that when it comes to relationships Buddhist teachings give special
care to define the role of each relationship as well as the expected outcome.
Government is described as a social institute in Buddhist teachings. Citizens are
the human resource of the country, whom manage, through the social structure. As a manager
who manages the country, a ruler has to manage his citizens well. For that he should have
a broad vision to see the country as an organization that he has to manage. He should understand
human resources are the most important resource he has, and use correct management techniques
to manage it. The Chakkavattisihanāda Sutta explains the responsibilities of the government
towards the nation. According to it, the ruler has a responsibility to be virtuous. Because
quality of the ruler affect his nation and the environment.10 According to the Adhammika Sutta
if the ruler of the country is virtuous, it will spread throughout the country and it will affect
the environment positively. As a result all seasonal circles run smoothly and the outcome of
the environment shall be nourishing. So the people of the country will become healthy.
If the ruler of the country is not virtuous it affects up to the seasonal changes, and the food,
people eat. As a result people of the country will become sick. Therefore the ruler should practice
five precepts himself and advise to practice it throughout the kingdom and acknowledge
the Dhamma as a master, establish guard, ward and protection according to Dhamma for his
own household, his troops, nobles and vassals, Brahmins and householders, town and country
folk, clergies, beasts and birds.11 The ruler should take the responsibility for the prosperity of
the country. He should introduce a mechanism to share the income with all the citizens. Before
collecting income-tax from the citizens, the ruler must make the necessary arrangements to
develop the country.12 For that he should provide facilities to people according to their ability
and capacity, to provide the necessary goods and services as follows.
•

For those devote themselves to keeping cattle and the farm, ruler should provide food and
seed-corn to them.

•

For those devote themselves to trade, the ruler should give them capital.

•

For those devote themselves to government service, ruler should give them wages and food.

When ruler do this, people of the country will pay the taxes correctly and also have
faith on him.
So it is clear that Buddhist teachings discussed the social roles mainly focusing to
the rights of the other members of the society. On the other hand it describe the limitations of
the each role. As a result it prevent the mixing up the roles with each other.
Other than the different kind of social roles Buddhist teachings encourage individual
to play the role as the member of the main society by protecting the basic rights of the other
members. According to the Puññbhinanda Sutta, there are five types of alms, which are: pristine
of long standing, traditional and ancient, unadulterated, never before adulterated, which are
10
11
12

Adhammika Sutta - AN II- p140-43,
Cakkavattisihanāda Sutta - DN III - p100 -03
Kūtadanta Sutta –DN I -p262 -263
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not adulterated, which will not be adulterated not despised by wise ascetics and Brahmins.13
These five alms are:
1. Giving up the destruction of life and abstains from it.
2. Giving up the taking of what is not given and abstains from it
3. Giving up sexual misconduct and abstains from it.
4. Giving up false speech and abstains from it
5. Giving up wines liquors and intoxicants which are the basic for negligence and abstains
from it.
By abstaining from these five things, a person gives to immeasurable beings, freedom
from fear hostility and oppression. By giving them up that person also enjoys immeasurable
freedom, from fear, hostility and oppression. As mentions above, protecting rights of the other
members in the society, individual gain merits in this world and also after the death. Rāja Sutta
in Aṅguttara Nikāya says that one can see the outcome in this world of abstaining from five
sins or doing them. According to it, he may not punished by the government because of his
actions. Other than that individual may gain following benefits by protecting other’s rights.
1. Does not blame himself
2. The wise will praise him
3. Good reputation spreads
4. He dies an unconfused death
5. After death he increases in status and is born in heaven14
And also because individual who did not protect the rights of other members in
the society he may punished by the government because of his actions.15 And also there are
five dangers for him as follows.
1. He blames oneself
2. The wise will blame him
3. Bad reputation spreads
4. He will be confused in death
5. After death he decreases in status and is born in hell16
So it is clear: protecting other’s rights can gain good outcome, while not protecting
other’s rights he has to suffer. This knowledge will motivate the individual to protect the rights
of the other members.
13
14
15
16

Puññbhinanda Sutta, AN V - p 166-71
Duccarita Sutta –AN III- p 436-37
Raja Sutta -AN III- p 338-43
Duccarita Sutta – AN III - p -436-37
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To protect the rights of the other members of the society, one should self-disciplined.
Therefore Buddhist teachings encourage the individual to discipline himself. The Kakacūpama
Sutta in the Majjhima Nikaya asks the individual to discipline himself without depending on
the other person’s actions. Most of the conflicts occur due to the verbal communication. Buddha
categorized the verbal communication of the others into fivefold ways as follows:
1. At the right time, or not at the right time
2. The false or the truth,
3. With kindness or roughly,
4. For the good of someone, or for his disaster,
5. With thoughts of loving kindness, or with anger
Each category is twofold with positive and negative characters. Whatever the way
communication occur individual should not disturbed his mental state. At any situation he should
remember that he shouldn’t change his mind state, he should not utter evil words, and he should
abide with compassion and loving kindness, without an angry thought, and should pervade that
person who uttered those words with thoughts of loving kindness. If he can maintain his mental
state that manner, nobody can disturb his mental stability. Effort of others to disturb that person
will become an effort of a person who comes with hoe and basket and try to destroy the earth
by digging here and there, throwing earth here and there, spitting here and there, urinating here
and there and saying, be without earth; or a person who comes with various colors of dye and
try to draw pictures in the space; or a person who comes with a burning grass torch and try to
dry up the river Ganges. If an individual train his mind to this state he can even tolerate any
physical harassment without changing his mind. That is why Buddha stated that even if robbers
cut ones limbs one after another with a two handled saw, if one’s mind be defiled on account
of that, he has not done the duty in Buddha’s dispensation. Even at such a state even individual
should train his mind to maintain the loving-kindness he used to practice. If one can maintain
this level of mental stability he will not contribute to any social conflict.
This shows that reversing the mental state of individual to the state which described
in the Aggañña Sutta as the original state at the beginning of the world is the best solution
to prevent social conflicts. Cūagosiṅga Sutta explains how it help to maintain the harmony
among individuals. Not only will that it benefited to the individual in this world and after
death. Mettanisaṅsa sutta in Aṅguttara Nikāya give eleven benefits one can gain by practicing
loving-kindness as follows17:
1. Sleeps pleasantly,
2. Awakes pleasantly,
3. Does not see evil dreams,
4. Becomes loveable to humans
5. Becomes loveable to non-humans,
17

Mettanisaṅsa Sutta –AN VI-p 644-45
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6. The gods protect him;
7. Fire, poison or a weapon do not affect him;
8. The mind concentrates quickly,
9. His face becomes clear,
10. He dies unconfused,
11. If he does not realize further, is born in the world of Brahma
Not only that, in the Mahapuññbhai Sutta in the Aṅguttara Nikāya, the Buddha gave his own
experience of practicing good.
“Do not fear to do good. Pleasantness is a synonym for good. I know of enjoying
the results of pleasing and agreeable good, done long ago. I developed the thought of
loving kindness for seven years and did not come to this world for seven forward and
seven backward world cycles.”
And also received following states as an outcome of practicing loving kindness during
that period.
During the forward world cycles become the god of radiance
During the backward world cycles the born in an empty paradise of Brahma.
Thirty six times become Sakka the king of gods.
Innumerable hundreds of times become the righteous universal monarch.18
As we discussed above, Buddhist teachings encourage the attadipattya or
self-discipline by highlighting the benefits one can gain through developing his mind to the state
of social friendliness. This motivating the individual to prevent from involving or contributing
to social conflicts.

Resolving the Social Conflicts
Social conflicts occur due to the actions of the individuals who do not have
self-discipline. To guide and discipline them, there is a need of rules and regulations. Rules
and regulations are involved with punishments. When solving conflicts, Buddhist approach
mainly focusing to prevent the future conflicts by helping the individuals, those who cause
the conflict, to discipline themselves. According to Buddhist concept the person who does not
have self-discipline is a sick person. The punishment given to the individuals who cause
the conflict should be a treatment to them. So the action that is taken should be a treatment for
the illness. The rules and regulations should focusing on this aspect. Therefore after following
procedures and punished if someone is punished, that punishment should lead to cure the person.
It is a responsibility of the community to facilitate the person, who under goes the punishment,
to get cured. When the punishment is completed he should report it to the community and ask to
18

Mahapuññbhai Sutta -AN IV) p -412-13
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accept him as a member again. If he is cured then he should be accepted. All needed guidelines
were given in the Buddhist teachings rereading the punishments and the procedures to check
whether the person got cured or not.
Therefore in Buddhist tradition purpose of pointing out a wrong deed, is to help that
person to correct that deed. That is why it says one who desires to accuse another, should
internally establish himself in five things, and then accuse the other. The five things are:
1. I will talk at the right time not out of time.
2. I will tell the truth not the untruth.
3. I will talk politely, not roughly.
4. I will tell the essential not the useless.
5. I will talk with loving kindness not with anger.
It is a community’s responsibility to inform the person who accused, whether he is
accusing according to above five aspects or not.19 Buddhist teachings categorize issues which
cause to social conflicts into four categories. They are:
1. The disputes concerning Dhamma and Vinaya
2. The accusations concerning offences
3. The commission of offences, which are to be dealt with by the offenders’ undergoing
prescribed penalties
4. The duties of the members of the community20
Cause for any social conflict can be categorized under these four. Before resolving
the conflict it should be identified, under which cause the conflict occur. Rules and regulations
are guiding the person to understand the limitations of the society. When one go beyond these
limitations social conflicts occur. Therefore it is advised to resolve the social conflicts within
themselves as a team. Buddhist approach introduce seven ways to resolve conflicts by
the members of the society. The seven methods are:
1. Sammukhā Vinaya: Verdict of ‘in the Presence’. This means four parties: in the presence
of community, in the presence of the involved parties to the conflict, in the presence of
Dhamma and Vinaya conflict should be settled.
2. Sati Vinaya: Verdict of Mindfulness. This means verdict of innocence is given in
an accusation, based on the fact that the accused remembers fully that he did not commit
the offence he is accusing of.
3. Amūŀha Vinaya: Verdict of Insanity. This means that innocence is given in accusation based
on the fact that, accused was out of mind when he committed the offence in the question.
As a result he is absolved of any responsibility of his action.
4. Patiññayakaranaya: Verdict of Acting Accordance with What is Admitted. If the offender
confess honestly the offence as it happens, verdict is given accordingly. This will not apply
if offender lies.
19
20

Kakacūpama Sutta – MN I – p 318-23
Cattari Adhikaranani, Samathakkhandhaka, CP I, p 376-435
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5. Yebhuyyasikāva: Verdict of Acting in Accordance with Majority. When the members cannot
settle the conflict according to normal procedures, and if the members start to accuse each
other, then the decision should be taken by majority vote.
6. Tassapāpiyaysikāva: Verdict of Acting Accordance with the Accused’s Further Misconduct.
This refers to a situation where the accused try to mislead the community about his actions.
When this happens community carried out a formal act of further misconduct and against
him as an added punishment for being so uncooperative to require the formal interrogation
in the first place.
7. Tinavatthākaranaya: Verdict of Covering over as with Grass. This refers to situation in
which both parties of dispute realize that in the cause of their dispute, they have done much
that is unworthy of a contemplative. If they were to deal with one another for their offences,
the only result will be greater divisiveness. Thus both sides agree to make a blanket
confession. To close the case. 21
These seven methods are focus on settling the issues and making friendly environment
within the society. According to the situation it should be selected the method to resolve
the conflict. At the end of the resolution process harmony in the society should be established.
Therefore it is advised that try always to solve the problems in the society by the Sammukā
Vinaya as it settled the conflict with the consent of all parties effect and involve. If it is not
they should try the other methods.
When resolving conflicts main attention should be given to resolve the conflict
according to the Dhamma. But it doesn’t mean that identifying the one who goes against Dhamma
should be punished by the society is a must. Find out justice and punishing the offender is not
solving social conflicts always. Resolving all conflict in one common method may cause to
the further advancement or negative effects to the society. Buddhist conflict management
approach mainly focusing to resolve the conflict without having further advancement or negative
effects. That is why Buddhist tradition use seven methods to resolve conflicts. For instance
if many people are involving in any conflict, if try to identify the offenders, many should be
punished according to the law. But that will create another conflict due to the other parties
whom effect by the punishment. Or sometimes offences of other parties also revealed and
sometimes there may not any single person who is not involve in offences. When that sort of
situation occur Buddhist tradition recommend to follow the procedures of Tinavatthākaranaya,
or Verdict of Covering over as with Grass and close the case.
On the other hand covering up the conflicts and closing it without further investigation
cannot done for every conflict. If that happens members of the society may get a wrong idea,
that any wrong doing can covering up so easily. Therefore members of the society should
identify the individuals who create conflicts whenever possible by using Sammukhā Vinaya
Patiññayakaranaya, Yebhuyyasikāva and Tassapāpiyaysikāva. The individuals whom wrongly
accused, and the individuals who are having obvious mental disorders should not be punished.

21

Adikarana Samatha, Samathakkhandhaka, CP-I, p 332-435
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So it is clear that all the methods using in Buddhist tradition are mainly focusing to
resolve the conflicts without further advancement of the situation or being complicated.
1. Sammukhā Vinaya - Verdict of ‘in the Presence’. This means four parties: in the presence
of community, in the presence of the involved parties to the conflict, in the presence of
Dhamma and Vinaya conflict should be settled.
2. Sati Vinaya – Verdict of Mindfulness. This means verdict of innocence is given in
an accusation, based on the fact that the accused remembers fully that he did not commit
the offence he is accusing of.
3. Amūŀha Vinaya – Verdict of Insanity. This means that innocence is given in accusation based
on the fact that, accused was out of mind when he committed the offence in the question.
As a result he is absolved of any responsibility of his action.

Conclusion
According Buddhist teachings, conflicts occur due to craving. Social evolution occurs
due to craving having negative effects upon the individual and environment. Buddhist teachings
encourage the Attādipattya or self-discipline by highlighting the benefits one can gain through
developing the mind to the state of social friendliness. This motivates the individual to prevent
from involvement in or contributing to social conflict. Buddhism encourages individuals to
protect others rights by providing benefits by protecting others rights, in this world as well as
after death. On the other hand when social roles are defined, it also raises the limitations of
each role, which prevents mixing up roles. Main purpose of resolving conflicts according to
Buddhist teachings is to maintain the harmony of society. Conflict resolution should be done
according to the need and the consent of society. So it is clear that the social conflict manage
ment approach of Buddhism has a broad view on managing conflicts. Like any other model
or theory used to resolve conflicts, the Buddhist social conflict management approach also
can be used to resolve conflicts.

References
Bhikkhu Thanissaro (1994), the Buddhist Monastic Code, Mettā Forest Monastery, USA.
Buddha Jayanthi Tripitaka Series Volume 1-40, Government of Ceylon.

68

R

Rethinking Rebirth:
A Modern Buddhist Challenge to Justification
of Prevailing Myth, Inequality and Social Injustice
Ratnesh Katulkar*

Buddhism is a unique religion in the world because of its matchless fundamental
teachings such as Anishwarwad (No God Theory), Anantmvad (No soul doctrine), not to
believe in infallibility of religious texts, Anicchavada (Law of Impermanence) and others which
makes it so different to an extent that it does not properly qualifies the sociological definition
of a Religion1. However, against these above mentioned unique theories of the Buddha,
the prevailing concept of ‘rebirth’ in Buddhism brings it on a similar footings with other religions
especially the Indic religions2; further the observance of rituals accentuate to categories it in
the definition of religion. The concept of Rebirth which has its basic roots in the Chhandogya
Upanishad3 is of course a universally accepted doctrine in Buddhism across world and
traditions—with a little change from its Hindu counterpart. In Buddhism the evidence of
rebirth is present in the oldest Pāli canonical Tipitika which is believed to be original words
of the Buddha. In the Maha-Assapura Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya 39.19), the Buddha said to
recollect his manifold past lives4:
One birth, two births, three births, four, five, ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty,
one hundred, one thousand, one hundred thousand, many aeons of cosmic
contraction, many aeons of cosmic expansion, many aeons of cosmic
contraction and expansion, [recollecting], ‘There I had such a name, belonged
to such a clan, had such an appearance. Such was my food, such my experience
of pleasure and pain, such the end of my life. Passing away from that state,
I re-arose there. There too I had such a name, belonged to such a clan, had
such an appearance. Such was my food, such my experience of pleasure and
pain, such the end of my life. Passing away from that state, I re-arose here.
According to Oxford dictionary of Sociology, Sociologist have defined religion by reference to the sacred
rather than to belief in a god or gods, because it makes social comparison possible; for example, some variations
of Buddhism do not involve a belief in God. p. 643.
2
All the Indic religion Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism and other minor religious sects believe in rebirth. This concept
is so ingrained in Indian psyche that even the Indian Christians and Muslims too practically believe in this concept
despite the fact that there is concept of rebirth in their religions.
3
The concept of rebirth is first appeared in the Rig Veda which later became an established concept of all Indic
religions.
4
See: http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.039.than.html - accessed on 14 April 2015 - This is a section
reflected in other suttas such as MN 4.27, or Dīgha Nikāya 2.93-94.
1
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Rebirth is not restricted only to Theravāda countries such as Sri Lanka, Thailand,
Myanmar but the followers of Mahayanist or Vajrayanist sects and their various offshoots
such as Pure Land, Western Buddhist Order (TBMSG), Lamaism, etc., in various parts of
the world such as Tibet, China, Japan, Korea and the Buddhists of United Kingdom, etc.,
firmly believe this concept is a core and fundamental teaching of the Buddha. Thus, whenever
there have been any attempt to question the validity or logic behind ‘rebirth’, the majority of
the Buddhists easily shut it down.5
However it is interesting to note that despite its presence in various Buddhist traditions,
‘rebirth’ is not a core teaching of the Buddha who propagates his Dhamma with ‘Dhammacakka
Pavattana Sutta’ where he lay stress on the middle path; and explained the ‘noble eight fold
path’: samma ditthi, samma sankappo, samma vacha, samma kammanto, samma ajivo, samma
vayamo, samma satti and samma samadhi. All these steps are practical and a perfect way to
end one’s sufferings and to live harmoniously in the world. This is no doubt a basic need of
the Buddha’s Dhamma - if a layperson follows these teachings s/he would naturally led to
the life of perfection which is another name of Buddhahood.6 Thus a person could be a Buddhist
without having belief in rebirth. But on the other hand those Buddhists who insist on believing
in ‘rebirth’ as reality seldom realize that their belief is harmful to society as it creates undue
distinctions between humans and justifies these divisions to such an extent that it affects
the egalitarian fabric of the society. It is known that human society irrespective of regional and
socio-economic locations is always ready to differentiate and discriminates certain class of
her people on the basis of numerous biases such as gender, race, class, caste, color and creed.
Belief in rebirth either in the form Hindu teachings or Buddhist teachings or any other teachings
quite softly paves a way to justify these differences and discriminations by relegating these
distinctions as the impact of one’s past live evil karmas. Ancient Hindu texts, including
the Gita, propagate the same underlying message to justify discrimination on the basis of sex
and caste. Buddhism however discards the existence of soul yet its emphasis on the continuity
of consciousness however ultimately results in the justification of exclusion and discrimination
in society. For instance, a traditional Buddhist scholar Dr Shundi Tachbana opines7:
Some people suffer from poverty and physical weakness, or their social status is low.
They are placed in theses unhappy conditions—though it is true that poor, weak or
lowly conditioned people are not always unhappy - because they have committed sinful
actions in their previous existences.

Dr Ambedkar who converted to Buddhism along with five lakh of his supporters tried to rationalize the concept
of rebirth and karma. He distributed his rational version of Buddhism to world Buddhists but the traditional
Buddhists rejects his version by saying that it is not Buddha’s Dhamma but Ambedkar’s Dhamma. Traditional
Buddhists also discards the attempt of western Buddhists and sometime refuse to believe them as Buddhists.
See http://www.insightmeditationcenter.org/books-articles/articles/should-i-believe-in-rebirth/
6
The Four Aryan Truths are also part of Dhammachakkapavattana Sutta, which traditionally hints at rebirth but
here it more as metaphor.
7
Karma in ‘Buddhistic Studies ed. BC Law p.704
5
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In the Abhidhamma Pitaka, it is mentioned that the effect of past live evil of karma of
Gautam Buddha resulted in his birth as a child of a poor fisher woman.8 So the caste and class
based hierarchies also found to be attested in Lalitavistar9:
The (Bodhisattva) with his divine eye, perfectly pure and surpassing the human,
the Bodhisattva saw sentient beings passing away and being reborn, in good castes
and bad castes, good destinies and ill destinies, low and high.
The inhuman and unjust teaching of rebirth doesn’t end here it further extended to
include birth of as a women, transgender, slave, differently able, sick, and born with deformities,
and animal— as a result of one’s past live karmas. Not stopping with the birth in a so called
miserable life, the Pravrajyīntarīya-sutra10 went further to justify the slavery and discrimination
against unprivileged people on the ground of deeds of one’s past live karmas:
If, Mahanama, a householder is given to four modes of behavior, he [will have to
endure] adverse conditions: he will be born again and again, born either blind, dullwitted, dumb, or as an outcaste, always living in misery, always a victim of abuse.
He will become a hermaphrodite or a eunuch, or be born into lifelong slavery. He [may
also] become a woman, a dog, a pig, an ass, a camel or a poisonous snake, and [thus]
be unable to put the Buddha’s teachings into practice.
In India, the Dalits continued to be discriminated and excluded on this ground, so
in Tibet until annexation of China, the slavery and sexual abuse of women was sanctified.11
The karmic rebirth also justifies domestic violence. A Thai Buddhist feminist Ouyporn
Khuankaew shares her personal experience that how her family accepted the misbehavior and
ill treatment of her father towards them on the ground of karmas; she also shares other incidents
in Thailand where domestic violence is being sanctioned and justified on similar grounds12:
A close friend of mine had a ten-year marriage with a husband who was an alcoholic.
With immense suffering, she went to see a monk and ask for spiritual guidance.
The monk said to her, “Be patient and keep making more merit (puñña) so that one
day the accumulated merit will help (to) improve your life.” That same monk gave
similar advice to her friend whose husband was having an affair with another woman.
The monk told her friend, “There is nothing you can do about it. Keep being nice to
him. Do not ever challenge his behavior, because you have done bad karma to him in
your previous life.
Abhidhamma in Daily Life, Ashin Janakabhivamsa ed. U Ko Lay p.213
Quoted from Rebirth and Western Buddhist’ Martin Willson p.13
10
Nagarjuna in Sutra-samuccaya. Eng. transln: Bhikkhu Pasadika, Linh-Son Publications d’ Etudes Bouddhologiques,
No.7, p.25. quoted in ‘Rebirth and Western Buddhist’ Martin Willson p.15
11
There are many unattested stories available in web describing sexual abuse of Tibetan women by the monks.
12
Buddhism and Domestic Violence: Using the Four Noble Truths to Deconstruct and Liberate Women’s Karma
in Rethinking Karma
8
9
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The continuous efforts to impose rebirth thus attacks the foundation of the Buddhism
which is otherwise humanist in nature and is based on the foundation of ‘liberty, equality and
fraternity’. This dogma being illogical, inhuman and unscientific is a biggest stumbling block
in the propagation of Buddhism and questions the authenticity of great humanist Mahakarunik
and brings the Buddha down below the founders of other religions. However, as the propagator
of this concept largely comes from the traditional Buddhist strongholds they failed to realize
that this concept is harming the propagation of Buddhism to the new individuals. In India, this
concept gave a tool to the academicians to oppose Buddhism and to establish supremacy of
Hinduism. For instance, a well know privileged-caste-Muslim historian Irfan Habib charged
the Buddha for perpetuating caste system in India13. A similar charge on the Buddha was
levied by Y Krishan14 a well acclaimed Hindi author Rahul Sankrityayan who at time became
a Buddhist monk and credited for collecting and translating a large volume of Buddhist literature
ultimately left Buddhism on same ground.15 At present a comparatively less able but famous
writer Dharmaveer also been frequently criticizing the Buddha.16
Rebirth thus unnecessarily creates conflict between rationalists and Buddhists and
giving rationalists an undue chance to supersede Buddhism, which otherwise qualifies humanists
and rationalists in all grounds. This is precise reason that there had been successful attempts
by modern Buddhist individual practitioners and propagators not only to question the concept
of rebirth but to discard it.
Dr Ambedkar in his book, ‘The Buddha and His Dhamma’ says that it is incorrect
to believe Pāli canon as the original words of the Buddha. He argues this issue on a ground
that as the art of writing was not developed at the time of the Buddha. Therefore to preserve
dhamma, Bhikkhus had to memorize what they had heard but as the Buddhist canonical literature
is as vast as ocean. Therefore to memorize all this was indeed a great feat so there is always
possibility of misreporting the teachings of the Buddha. Ambedkar listed five such cases
mentioned in the Alagaddupama Sutta, the Mahakammavibhanga Sutta, the Kannakatthala
Sutta, the Mahatanhasankhya Sutta and the Jivaka Sutta. Rebirth and Karma being much
popular in Brahmanic religion would have led to incorporate the Brahminic (Hindu) tenets into
the Buddhism. Referring this case PL Narasu, says, ‘All these superstitions in Buddhism are
the lingering taints of the atmosphere of Brahmanism and Jainism which surrounded Buddhism
in its initial stages. No wonder that an overgrowth of these smothered the life out of Indian
Buddhism by “Hinduization”. A creed based on the belief in the administration of justice in
a future life, tends to deteriorate through the play of unworthy motives.17 Ven. Bhikkhu
Buddhadasa stressed further that the adulteration in Buddhism was not merely at the Buddhist
period but is still continuing he says18:

See, Essays in Indian History: Towards Marxist Perspective
Y Krishan ‘Buddhism and Caste’ in ‘The Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies, Vol. 9,
1986’.
15
See, Bauddha Darshan, Rahul Sankrityayan
16
He is propagating the Buddha as inhuman and anti-Dalits, his articles frequently appears in famous Hindi monthly
‘Hans’.
17
Lakshmi Narasu, Religion of the Modern Buddhist, p.126.
18
Buddhadasa Bhikkhu: Karma in Buddhism: A Message from Suan Mokkh p.4 in Rethinking Karma
13
14

72

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO SOCIAL CONFLICT

Nowadays, wrong teachings concerning karma are publicized in books and articles by
various Indian and Western writers with titles such as “Karma and Rebirth.” Although
they are presented in the name of Buddhism, they are actually about karma and rebirth
as understood in Hinduism. So the right teaching of Buddhism is misrepresented.
In Secular defense of Buddhism, Dough Smith challenges a quotation of Pāli canon
(mentioned above) with a following rational argument19:
If we assume a life lasted on average twenty years, a hundred thousand births takes
us to a time some two million years ago. Modern humans (homo sapiens) originated
some ten thousand prior births ago, on this scale, so at that time the Buddha would
have been remembering prehuman ancestors. That’s to say, over ten thousand births
ago, the bodhisatta (as he would have been at the time) could not have been born into
the human realm, since there were no humans. And although the origins of language
are foggy, that is probably well before modern languages arose. Yet there is no mention
in the suttas that his appearance, food, or clan lifestyle would have diverged radically
from the settled towns of 5th c. BCE India. If we take that time period back to the aeons
of cosmic contraction and expansion, the problems only ramify. Around 700,000 to
a million lifetimes ago we are into the pre-hominid. At this point there is certainly no
developed language, and the bodhisatta would have had no name. He could only have
been one or another variety of animal, but even so, animals only go back about 600-700
million years. Prior to that it’s not clear the bodhisatta could have been reborn on Earth
at least that would be the case if we assume that only animals have the consciousness
available for kamma and rebirth.
If one argues that the Bodhisatta, may have been born in other planets is not validate
as Smith further claims20:
Of course, the Buddha could have been reborn on other planes or planets, but once
again there is no mention of vast divergences in body plan, language, culture, or
surroundings that would indicate such a rebirth. Indeed, the evidence provided in MN
39 is consistent with a world in which humans always existed in a way much as in
the Buddha’s own time. If this is evidence for rebirth, it is not very convincing. More
convincing would have been some otherwise inexplicable stories about social, linguistic,
and morphological change as the Buddha retreated into memories of the distant past.
But the Buddhist intellectuals Dr Ambedkar and Ven. Buddhadasa don’t end with
criticizing rebirth but they instead explain the rationale behind its meaning and discarded
the dogma of continuation of same self human life after death. Dr Ambedkar opined21:
19
20
21

http://secularbuddhism.org/2013/05/29/a-secular-evaluation-of-rebirth/
Ibid.
The Buddha and His Dhamma
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The Buddha denied the existence of the soul. But he is also said to have affirmed
the doctrine of karma22 and rebirth. At once a question arises. If there is no soul, how
can there be karma? If there is no soul, how can there be rebirth? These are baffling
questions. In what sense did the Buddha use the words karma and rebirth? Did he use
them in a different sense than the sense in which they were used by the Brahmins of
his day? If so, in what sense? Did he use them in the same sense in which the Brahmins
used them? If so, is there not a terrible contradiction between the denial of the soul and
the affirmation of karma and rebirth? This contradiction needs to be resolved.
Ven. Buddhadasa opposed the traditional concept of rebirth and explains it in another
scientific and logical way in the following words23:
Rebirth occurs every time one does a deed, and that rebirth occurs spontaneously at
the moment of action. We need not wait for rebirth to happen after death, according
to the usual worldly understanding. When one thinks and acts, the mind changes
spontaneously through the power of desire (taṇhā) and clinging (upādāna), which
immediately lead to becoming (bhava) and birth (jāti) in accordance with the law
of dependent origination (paticcasamuppāda). There is no need to wait for physical
death in order for rebirth to occur. This truth should be realized as the true teaching
of Buddhism, as a core principle of the original, pristine Buddhism that states there is
no self (attā) to be reborn.
A Theravāda monk, Ven. Bhikkhu Vinita who is though from believer in the traditional
form of rebirth however, presents also presents it in a scientific form. He says24:
Truth is, death occurs every moment of our lives. Cells in our bodies live and die and are
replaced by newly generated cells. We get reborn every moment. This life continuum,
or existence, is like the river that flows seemingly constant, seemingly an entity.
But no single drop remains the next day of the watery column that had formed the river
the day before. From a Buddhist viewpoint, when that life continuum - that existence - is
interrupted, the present manifestation of the stream of kamma-energy is transformed.
This event is what we know as death.
This is a noble and logical explanation of rebirth and seems to the correct meaning
that the Buddha wanted to use in his Dhamma; however, the only problem in this explanation
is that Ven. Buddhadasa did not spoke on the question of what happened after death? Here
Dr Ambedkar says that a body is composed of four elements prithvi (earth); apa (water);
tej (fire); and vayu (air), when a human body dies these four elements does not dies with
the body but they join the mass of similar elements floating in akash (space).When the four
22
23
24

Dr Ambedkar explains dictum of Karma simply as “Reap as you sow” in this very life.
Buddhadasa Bhikkhu: Karma in Buddhism: A Message from Suan Mokkh p.5 in Rethinking Karma
http://www.buddhistdoor.com/OldWeb/bdoor/0003e/sources/rebirth.htm
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elements from this floating mass join together a new birth takes place. Dr Ambedkar further
stressed that the elements need not and is not necessarily from the same body which is dead.
They may be drawn from different dead bodies. However, one should not draw a conclusion
that when these four elements meet in space a human being would suddenly be formed,
rather it is and explanation that a life (maybe in form of microorganisms) is the result.
Thus Dr Ambedkar says, the Buddha’s view is in consonance with science, which affirms
energy is never lost; annihilation in the sense that after death nothing is left would be contrary
to science for it would mean that energy is not constant in volume. It is only in this sense that
the Buddha could be said to have believed in rebirth.
Among the non-believers there are a few western Buddhists for instance Gill
Fronsdill25 who discards rebirth as mere metaphor. ‘Rebirth and similar concepts are not a part
of most westerners’ cultures, so many western Buddhists, as well as some eastern Buddhists,
take rebirth as a metaphor, rather than literally….The many gods and demons, heavens
and hells, that some traditional Buddhists accept as real, are things that strain our credibility.
And rebirth strikes many of us as a metaphor rather than a literal reality. Because of these
things, to some traditional Buddhists we are just not Buddhists at all. (George Boeree 2002)26
The traditional Buddhists however with some of their western followers for instance
Francis Story27 and Stevenson28 tried to present the evidences of rebirths but these stories were
very well discarded by various western Buddhist scholars29 and practitioners.
The misconception of rebirth in Buddhism occurs only by the wrong understanding
of this term which in original text is not ‘rebirth’ (Punarjanma) but re-becoming
(Punarabhava)30. This is the precise reason that wherever the instances of rebirth (actually
re-becoming) appears in the Pāli texts there is complete denial of transmigration of soul or
soul like any other element. In fact in Milindapanha, Bhikkhu Nagasena gave examples of
mango and lamp to explain re-becoming, where he says that from one flame thousands of lamps
could be flamed without transmigration of original flame or from one mango thousands of new
mangoes could be grown without transmigration of the original mango. Both these examples
are sufficient to show the continuity of race or life rather than rebirth of an individual after
her death. It is interesting that if Bhikkhu Nagasena was believer in rebirth, he than instead of
giving examples of fruits and lamps could gave examples of his own past lives (the so-called
lives before being born as Nagasena, which were later added in the Milindapanha).
The traditional Buddhists however insist that a life is possible only when a ganddhabba31
is present at the time of copulation of male and female, who while watching the sex if attracts
towards male, a female is born or if he attracts towards female, a male is born. However with
the development of modern science it is now well established that for a birth of child there
is need of presence of only two elements-- female egg and male sperm. Development begins
with fertilization, the process by which the male gamete, the sperm, and the female gamete,
http://www.insightmeditationcenter.org/books-articles/articles/should-i-believe-in-rebirth/
C George Boeree, An introduction to Buddhism, Dharmafower.net p.
27
http://www.budsas.org/ebud/ebdha179.htm
28
http://www.near-death.com/experiences/reincarnation01.html
29
http://www.insightmeditationcenter.org/books-articles/articles/should-i-believe-in-rebirth/
30
Former Theravāda monk and now Lay Professor CD Naik, insists that ‘rebirth’ is not a Buddhist term rather it
is ‘re-becoming.’
31
Thupten Tenzing, Karma and Rebirth in Buddhism, Bulletin of Tibetology p.18
25
26
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the oocyte, unite to give rise to a zygote32. Further determination of sex of child is also known
to be dependent of chromosomes. Not only this there are now not only the development of
tube babies possible but also surrogacy has been started, matter does not stops here now even
creation of human clones is possible. In none of these mode of birth whether natural or through
artificial means presence of ganddhbba or patisandhi is needed.

Conclusion
The traditional concept of rebirth is thus not only discarded by using simple logical
thinking but it is also refuted in the scientific researches. Yet its popularity in common mass
and the Buddhists is because of a human weakness of clinging and attachment. We humans
are so deeply attached to our dear and near ones that we can’t tolerate their departure even by
the death33 therefore to make ourselves connected with the dead, rebirth gives a hope. But this
concept instead of providing healing to humans has ultimately become an instrument to justify
inequality and injustice. The Buddha rightly said ‘attachment brings sorrow’. The belief in
continuity of consciousness is also against the Buddha’s fundamental teaching – the principle of
impermanence. If the rebirth is taken out of Buddhism, it would be easy to propagate Buddhism
to new individuals across world and could provide hope and support to all those who are being
treated as despised and underprivileged on the grounds of gender, caste, class, race, health etc.

T.W. Sadler, Langman’s Medical Embryology (10th edition, Philadelphia, PA: Lippincott Williams & Wilkins,
2006, p. 11): quoted from http://liveactionnews.org/life-begins-at-conception-science-teaches/
33
It is said that Ms. Rhys David becomes attracted towards Buddhism as she found concept of rebirth in it because
she wanted to see her dead son back to his life.
32
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Introduction
Eradication of internal and external conflicts (antojatā, bahijatā) is highly emphasized
in early Buddhist Perspective as its main objective. Moreover, the source of every kind of human
conflicts is recognized in early Buddhist perspective as the human mind. In order to resolve such
human conflicts, the transformation of human mind from defiled mentalities (desire, hatred,
delusion) into skillful mentalities (loving kindness, compassion, ultraistic joy, equanimity)
is repeatedly prescribed. Three fold training: morality (sīla), concentration (samādhi), and
wisdom (paññā), has been advocated as the gradual path leading to acquire such possible mental
transformation which will be finally caused to realize the liberation (nibbāna) which is known
as the ultimate mental wellbeing free from every types of conflicts.
The very sophisticated and comprehensive Buddhist perspective on human conflicts
and their resolution approach reveals its present applicability and the possibility of resolving
conflict in the global context. Various researches have been successfully done, showing
the Buddhist contribution that could be used to resolve numerous human conflicts in
the modern world. But it has not been yet successfully done how far the Buddhist psychological
understanding of human conflicts and conflict resolution could be applied to realize the modern
human conflicts and their resolution. Therefore, the main objective of this research is to
understand the Buddhist psychological overview on the human conflict and their resolution,
loving kindness meditation (mettābhāvanā) will be used here as the tool of understanding
Buddhist psychological overviews on human conflicts and resolutions. As early Buddhist
perspective on human conflict is extended to broader area, the focus on human conflicts will
be narrowed down here only to social conflicts and their resolution. Extra attention will be
paid here on the Visuddhimagga in order to understand the Buddhist psychological approach
towards the conflicts resolution based on mettābhāvanā.

Psychology of Loving-kindness
Besides Mindfulness of breath in and out, the cultivation of loving kindness (mettā) is
recognized as a common form of tranquilized meditation (samatha bhāvanā). In the three fold
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classification of Right Thoughts (sammā saṃkappa) in the Noble Eight fold path, the thoughts
of good will (avyāpāda saṃkappa) denotes as the loving kindness. And it has been understood
there of as a skillful mentality comes under wisdom. Therefore it is very clear that loving
kindness is not regards as a mere emotional mental element. But this skillful mentality (mettā)
is recognized as a mental element that is to be cultivated as an insight factor. The practical
operational aspect of loving kindness is to be understood here as compassion (karuņā)
Achievement of this practical operational aspect or compassion (karuņā) is impossible if one
has not properly cultivated the loving kindness. Sympathetic joy (mudithā) is another skillful
mental ability supports to tolerate other advancements and progress without any slight jealousy.1
The positive way of bearing other progresses and alleviation of hatred, is the cultivation
of loving kindness. Poise or well-balanced life is also recognized in the Buddhist ethical conduct
as a result which is to be acquired through cultivation of loving kindness. According to
the Pāli discourses, all means in this life for the earning of merit are not equal to one sixteenth
part of the value of mettā which is an emancipation of the thought. The epitome of the cultivation
of loving kindness is well elaborated in the following admonition.
Just as with own life
a mother shields from hurt
her own, her only, child,
let all embracing thoughts
for all that lives be thine
an all-embracing love
for all the Universe
in all its heights and depths
and breath, unstinted love,
unmarred by hate within
not rousing enmity 2

Psycho-sociology of Conflicts
Bheda (breach, disunion dissension, braking), virodha (obstruction, hindrance,
opposition, enmity), viggaha (dispute, quarrel), vivāda (dispute quarrel, contention), kalaha
(quarrel, dispute, fight), saṅghaṭṭhaņa (rubbing striking, bracelet), are the Pāli terms that have
been used in early Buddhist context in order to recognized various aspects of conflicts.4
Instead of dividing conflicts into intrapersonal or interpersonal, Buddhism trends to recognize
their psycho-sociological causes as to come up with their relevant approaches of resolving.
As it is derived from the Buddhist discourses like Sakkapaññha Sutta of the Dīghanikāya,
mettaṃ upekaṃ karuņaṃ vimuttiṃ, āsevamāno muditañca kale, sabbena hokena avirajjhamāno, eko care
khaggavisānakappo (Sn, stanza 73 )
2
Sn. v. 149, mātāyatāniyamputtaṃ, āyusa ekaputtamanurakkhe, evampi sabbabhātesu, mānasamnhāvaye
aparimanāṃ
1
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Madhupiņḍika, Araņavibhaṅga, Dhammacetiya suttas of the Majjhimanikāya, Kalahavivāda
Sutta of the Suttunipāta, Vivādamula Sutta of the Aṅguttaranikāya, the influence of the noxious
trio (desire, hatred and delusion) is elaborated as the psychological fact of various forms of
the intrapersonal conflict which finally cause interpersonal or social conflicts. Apart from this
suttas, the suttas just like Cakkavattisihanāda and Kūtadanta of the Dīghanikāya directly point
out that the poverty as the immediate cause of the various kinds of social violence and social
conflicts. Greed (lobha) hatred (dosa) and delusion (moha) are understood as the intrinsic
psychological influences which are mutually caused to interpersonal conflict. Greed which
is of three fold namely kāma-tanhā (craving for sensual pleasure), bhava–tanhā (craving for
self–preservation), and vibhava–tanhā (craving for annihilation) is recognized in the early
Buddhist teachings as the genesis of internal conflicts. Circumstances against to kāma–tanhā
(craving for sensual pleasure) and bhava–tanhā (craving for self–preservation) will be caused
to generate the avoidance desire as the form of anger, hate and malevolence. The individual
who is under the sway of anger is unable to perceive the things correctly. This is moha
(delusion) which makes serious conflicts whiting individual and among a group of individuals.
This psychological process is well documented in the Aṅguttaranikāya as “ He/she who under
the sway of anger becomes ugly he cannot sleep in comport, his mind is constantly disturbed,
when a person in over whelmed by anger, he does not know what is right and wrong and is
unable to understand even what is beneficial to himself, when anger become most intense one
loses all sense of discrimination and does not hesitate to kill even his own kith and or in the
end even himself (A.IV, P, 98 ). In respect of removing such immoral motives, charity (alobha)
compassionate love (adosa) and wisdom (amoha) will be originated as the moral motives
leading to inner happiness (ajjhatta sakha) and peace (sānti) within individual and among
a group of individuals. According to Buddhist psychological understanding, it is impossible to
practice charity (aloha) unless someone has not cultivated loving kindness or compassionate
love. Delusion is recognized here as an increased immoral aspect of greed (lobha). Therefore
loving kindness is well recognized in Buddhism as the moral root which is to be cultivated
in order to bring about inner happiness (ajjhatta sukha) and peace (sānti) whiting individuals
and among a group of individuals. In this research paper, all Pāli words that are here used in
order to understand conflicts, have been selected from English–Pāli Dictionary (by Ven. A.P.
Buddhadatta, Oxford, PTS rep, 1992) and from Pāli-English Dictionary (eds. T.W Rhys Davids
and Stede William. London: PTS rep. 1979.)
The sociological basis of the origin of conflict has been elaborated in several early
Buddhist suttas. The Cakkavattisihanāda Sutta and Kūtadata Sutta of the Dīghanikāya show
that poverty (dāliddiga), as the main root cause of generating various social violence and social
conflicts. As it is well said in the Cakkavattisihanāda Sutta that goods not being bestowed
on the destitute, poverty grew rife, from growing rife stealing increased, from the spread of
stealing violence grew space, from the growth of violence the destruction of life became common.
Therefore in respects to resolving social violence and social conflicts caused by poverty, to be
removed from the country, a well-planned economic program should end up with progressive
qualities for the individuals of the entire country. The interest of such development of
the country and in order to lead the people to acquire such material and spiritual progress,
well-being mentality of king is a must. A king, who processes with such well-being mentality,
is known as righteous king. Among the various qualities of the righteous king (dhammiko
dhamma rājā) loving kindness is recognized as the foremost mental quality.
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Anger Management and Conflict Resolution
Tendency towards self-annihilation (attantapa) and social annihilation
(parantapa) are understood as the reaction of hatred character (dosa carita) towards his or
her failures. When anger becomes more intensive sudden physical mental changers could be
recognized. Changes of sleeping patterns, physical and mental painfulness, physical ugliness,
fatigue, anxiety, stress, irritability, are further seen from the hatred characters. The most
intensive sudden changes of hatred character cause to reduce libido. Due to reducing libido,
duties and other activities are not properly done. The acquisitiveness is very weak. As a result
of the negligence of performing social norms and duties, brings him the ill fame which is caused
to increase the intensity of social annihilation further. Taking into consideration the various
bad effects of hatred towards individual and society, various anger management strategies and
are suggested.

Positive Aspiration towards Oneself
The dearest person for oneself in this world is oneself. This truth should be
understood by the meditation at first. As it is mentioned in the Visuddhimagga, if a person
does not understand that how much he/ she loves him/herself, is very difficult to lead someone
towards the cultivation of loving-kindness meditation. Therefore, it is very clearly said there
that, an individual who tries to quench anger should cultivate loving kindness, at first, towards
oneself. Thereafter he/she will be able to suppress anger towards the other hostile person or
the most disliked situations. The method in order to cultivate loving-kindness towards on self
is discussed thus “May I be happy and free from suffering or May I keep myself from enmity,
affliction and anxiety and live happily. This is the first attempt taking oneself as the example of
cultivating loving kindness. As a result of cultivating loving kindness, one can achieve many
benefits for oneself. Such benefits are well documented in Buddhist discourses as one sleep well
without bad dream, people regards one in a kind way, one is protected from attacks whether
from people or animal, the mind becomes more easily concentrated. In fact if one is able to
acquire positive aspiration, he/she trends to have a positive aspiration towards the society too.

Universal Love
In this strategy, the meditator is several steps ahead. Here, the meditator is not asked
to select any particular person as the meditative subject. In lieu of selecting any particular
person, the meditator cultivates limitless and boundless loving kindness to every sentient being
in this universe such as the weak (tasa), strong (thāvara) of all dimensions (dighā, mahantā,
majjhimā, rassakā, anuka thūlā) seen and unseen (diṭṭha and adiṭṭha) dwelling far and near,
born or awaiting birth. As discussed in the Mettā Sutta, the meditator is further advised to
cultivate a conscious radiation of uninhabited love (mānasaṃbhāvaye) to the entire world
(sabbalokasmiṃ), encompassing all directions (uddhaṃ adho catiriyañca), bereft of any vestige
of obstruction, hatred or enmity (asambādhaṃ averaṃ asapattām) Therefore this boundless
love is conducive to preclude unwholesome thoughts of ill-will to others and the wishing of
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harm to each other (byārosanā patighasaññā, naññamaññassa dukkhamiccheyya). The thought
of loving kindness should be developed (mettaṃ cittaṃ bhāvayaṃ) day and night.3 And
in the final analysis, it is said that just as a mother who loves her own child, the meditator
also should be able to cultivate loving-kindness to all sentient beings in this universe.4
The Paṭisambhidāmagga shows five ways of the mind-deliverance of loving kindness with
unspecified pervasion such as “May all beings be free from enmity, affliction and anxiety and
live happily, may all breathing things…..all who are born…all persons…..all those who have
a personality be free from enmity affliction and anxiety and live happily.5 According to this
explanation, it is abundantly clear that meditator who cultivates living kindness is primarily
able to be free from enmity, affliction and anxiety while he/she is practicing mettābhāvanā.
And on the other hand, since this strategy is bereft of any particular person, the meditator can
easily promote his mind towards the loving-kindness.

Step by Step
The progress obtained from the first and second is used here to cultivate loving
kindness towards hostile or antipathetic persons. But in this strategy also, the meditator is
advised to pervade loving kindness not at the first to hostile or antipathetic person, but to
a respected person, a dear friend or a neutral person and finally to the hostile person.6 It is quite
clear that this strategy has been set up in a way of systematic desensitization for overcoming
anger. The Visuddhimagga repeatedly says that to put an antipathetic person in a dear one’s
place is fatiguing.7 Therefore the hostile or antipathetic person in this process should be kept
in the final stage. But, when the cultivation of loving kindness is promoted from the respected
person to hostile person as mentioned in the Visuddhimagga, the meditator will be able to start
cultivation of loving kindness even to a hostile or an antipathetic person also.

Self-admonishment
As mentioned in the Visuddhimagga, when a meditator is unable to subside his/her
anger, the next strategy is advocated there as self-admonishment. In this strategy, at first
the meditator is repeatedly asked to be patient8, Just after calming down, the meditator is remembered
the bad outcomes of anger.9 Early Buddhist discourses understand anger as the unwholesome
mental strength leading the human being into various unpleasant and sorrowful circumstances.
Sn v. 507.
Sn. v. 149 Mātā yatā niyaṃ puttaṃ, āyusā ekaputtamanurakkhe, vampi sabbabhūtesu, ānasaṃ bhāvayeaparimānam
5
Ps. ii, p.130.
6
Vis ix, p. 323.
7
Vis ix, p. 322.
8
(i) No higher rule, the Buddhas say than patience and no nibbāna higher than forbearance D ii, 49, Dh. 184;
Patience in force, in strong array: Tis him I call a Brahman, Dh. 399; No greater thing exists than patience, s.i, 22.
(ii) Bhikkhus, even if bandits brutally severed limb from limb with a two handled saw, he who entertained hate
in his heart on that account would not be one who carried out my teaching M, I, 129.
9
To repay angry men in kind is worse than to be angry first; ‘Repay not angry men in kind and win a battle hard
to win. ‘The weal of both he does promote, ‘his own and then the other’s too who shall another’s anger know ‘and
mindfully maintain his peace s. i. 162.
3
4
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Social, economic, physical and mental degenerations caused by anger are to be remembered by
meditator here, when anger comes to the most intensified stages.10 According to the analysis of
mettābhāvanā, intensified anger causes serious harm to one self and to the society. That kind
of angry person who brought big harm to oneself and to society will become a useless person
like fouled timber burnt at both ends.11 These admonishments are mentioned here in order to
overcome anger when one is being led by anger seriously.

Reflection on Good Qualities
In this strategy, the meditator is advised to seek any kind of good qualities keeping
away bad qualities of the hostile person away. Taking those any kind of slight good qualities
of the hostile person, as the subject of meditation reflected from his/her verbal, physical or
mental behaviors, the meditator is asked to cultivate loving kindness.12 Due to this strategy,
the meditator will be able to control even the most in intensified anger towards the hostile
person even.

Kamma Reflection
This strategy explains the way which is related to ethical conduct of the meditator
and the hostile person. Simply it can be mentioned as kamma therapy. When it is analyzed
the entire psychological function of kammic actions, everybody can understand it’s wholesome,
unwholesome and their outcomes either as good or bad.13 Anger is also understood in this context
as unwholesome mental phenomenon leading human beings into unhappy circumstances.
But it is said here that as a result of overcoming anger, oneself is able to promote his
potentialities into the utmost level either as supramundane or mundane. According to Buddhist
psychology everybody is born to this world with the seeds of becoming a Buddha, a Pacceka
Buddha, Arahant, Brahma, Sakka or Cakkavatti Rājā. (Universal Monarch)
Bhikkhus, there are seven things gratifying and helpful to an enemy that happen to one who is angry, whether
woman or man, what seven? Here, bhikkhus, an enemy whishes thus for his enemy “Let him be ugly” why is
that? An enemy does not delight in an enemy’s beauty. Now this angry person is a prey to anger, ruled by anger;
though well bathed, well anointed, with hair and beard trimmed and clothed in white. Yet he is ugly, being a prey
to anger. This is the first thing gratifying and helpful to an enemy that befalls one who is angry whether woman or
man. Furthermore, an enemy wishes thus for his enemy, “Let him lie in Pain”… “Let him have no good fortune”
…. Let him not be famous”…”Let him have no friends”….”Let him not on the breakup of the body, after death
reappear in a happy destiny in the heavenly world”; why is that? An enemy does not delight in an enemy’s going to
happy destiny. Now this angry person is a prey to anger, ruled by anger; he misconducts himself in body, speech and
mind. Misconducting himself thus in body, speech and mind, on the breakup of the body, after death, he reappears
in a state of loss in an unhappy destiny in perdition, in hell, being a prey to anger. A. iv. 94.
11
As a log from a pyre, burnt at both ends and fouled in the middle, serves neither for timber in the village nor for
timber in the forest, so is such a person as this I say A, ii 95; Iti, 90.
12
For one person may be controlled in his bodily behavior with his control in doing an extensive course of duty
know to all, though his verbal and mental behaviors are not controlled. Then the latter should be ignored and
the control in his bodily behavior remembered. Vis, ix, 328.
13
For you are the owner of your deeds, heir of your deeds, having deeds as your parent, deeds as your kin, deeds
as your refuge: you will become the heir of whatever.
10
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Bodhisatta Ideal
When the meditator is unable to overcome his/his anger by above mentioned strategies,
and then next strategy is advocated in the Visuddhimagga as reviewing the Buddha’s former
conduct as a Bodhisatta. As it is reflected from Jātaka stories as a Bodhisatta, he did not allows
hatred to pollute and corrupt his mind even his enemies tried to kill him by making various
wicked traps. Examples can be presented from Jātaka stories as Silava (Jā i, 261) Khantivādi
(Jā, iii 39) Cūladhammapāla (Jā, III, 181) Chaddanta (Jā, v, 51) Mahākapi (Jā, v, 71), Buridatta
(cp. 85) Campeyya (cp, 85) Saṅkhapāka (Jā, v, 172) Mātuposaka (Jā, iv, 90). These Jātaka
Stories represent ideals to cultivate mettā and to promote patience, even though at the risk of
his/her life. These ideals do not mean that the Buddhist follower should behave in a foolish way
when hostile and antipathetic persons try to destroy someone’s life. But it is emphasized that
hatred can’t be appeased by hatred, but it is appeased by non-hatred.14 According to Buddhist
way, an angry man should be won not by repaying angry, but by mettā. It is the way to win
a battle which is hard to win. Winning an angry person by mettā and patience causes to
promote both mental well-being.15 Therefore, it is again and again emphasized that when bandits
brutally severed limb from limb with a two handled saw, he who entertained hate in his heart
on that account would not be one who carried out the Buddha’s teachings.16 Above mentioned
particulars reveal that if someone is in a most difficult way to bear anger, then he/she should
suddenly remember the Buddha’s former conducts as a Bodhisatta how he conquered those
difficult circumstances by mettā.

Parental Love
Early Buddhist teaching of the round of rebirth is utilized here as a very fruitful
and significant strategy to quench anger and to promote loving kindness. In the context of
incalculable existences, we all have met as very closer relations. Sometimes, those relations
may be our previous mother, son, father, daughter, brother, or sister.17 When a meditator is
unable to overcome his anger, then he/she is asked here to remember this close relationship.
In that sort of occasion, the meditator should think thus: This person, it seems, as my mother
in the past carried me in her womb for ten months and removed from me without disgust as if
it were yellow sandalwood my urine, excrement, spittle, sent, etc. and played with me in her
lap, and nourished me, carrying me about at her hip. And this person as my father went by
goat paths and paths set on piles, etc., to purse the trade of merchant, and he risked his life for
me by going into battle in double array, by sailing on the great ocean in ships and doing other
difficult things and he nourished me by bringing back wealth by one mean or another thinking
to feed his children. And as my brother, sister, son, daughter, this person gave me such helps.
So it is unbecoming for me to harbor hate for him in my mind.18
Dhp. 5.
S.I, 162.
16
M.i, 129.
17
Bhikkhus, it is not easy to find a being who has not formerly been your mother, ...your father. …your brother,
your sister, …your son, …your daughter. S.ii, 189-90
18
Vis. Ix, 331.
14
15
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Reinforcement
When the meditator is still unable to quench anger towards the hostile person or angry
person, then the next strategy is suggested here as remembering the advantages of cultivating
loving kindness. As a result of understanding those advantages meditator will be able to
subside his/her anger. Those advantages are mention in the Aṅguttara Nikāya as “A man sleeps
in comfort wakes in comfort, and dreams no evil dreams, he is dear to human beings, he is
dear to non-human beings, deities guard him, fire and poison and weapons do not affect him,
his mind is easily concentrated, the expression of his face is serene, he dies unconfused, if he
penetrates no higher he will be reborn in the Brahma world19. In order to further strengthen
this reinforcement strategy, another method is advocated here as giving of a gift to the angry
person or receiving a gift from the angry person. Hatred already emerged in the perceptional
world is focused here to pushing off to the external surface and understand that there is nothing
but unwholesome and unnecessary thinking pattern. To understand this situation a gift is used
here as a very crucial object.

Emptiness
In the final stage, early Buddhist analysis of five aggregates, twelve bases, eighteen
elements are used here to provide the knowledge of cause and effect theory. Everything is
a result of many fold reasons. Therefore anger is understood here as a result of various kinds
of facts. But when those facts of anger into causes are analyzed, it seems that everything
depends on other things. If it is not this relationship, nothing is there when the meditator gets
this knowledge he/she will be able to eradicate his/her anger forever.

19

A. V, 342.
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Abbreviations
A:

Aṅguttara Nikāya

B.D:

Buddhist Dictionary

BL:

Buddhist Legends (Burlingame, Hos)

D:

Dīgha Nikāya

Dhp:

Dhammapada

Iti:

Itivuttaka

KS:

Kindred Sayings (PIS)

M:

Majjhima Nikāya

PED:

Pāli English Dictionary

PS Bro: Psalms of the Brethren (PTS)
PS Sis: Palms of the Sisters (PTS)
S:

Saṃyutta Nikāya

Sn:

Suttanipāta

Vism: Visuddhimagga
Vol:

Volume
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Today, we are going to examine three Buddhist discourses of the Dīghanikāya that will
help us understand how the historical Buddha as a religious teacher and philosopher saw and
dealt with social issues such as poverty, caste discrimination and crime.
Our globalized world is prone to confront many social conflicts. Problems appear in
many shapes and proportions. When we pay attention to the three Buddhist discourses examined
here, one thing becomes very clear. Neither the social conflicts that contemporary societies
confront nor the possible methods of resolving them effectively are ‘new.’
The three Buddhist discourses examined here clearly testify that even in pre-modern
societies, for example, in the society in which the Buddha emerged in the sixth century BCE,
there were many social issues. One major problem was caste discrimination. Poverty, theft,
and murder were also common.
Poverty is one of the most troubling social problems in today’s society. The United
Nations has identified poverty elimination as one of the most important Millennium Goals.1
Because poverty has become a serious economic and social problem, the UN has encouraged
member nations to prioritize projects that eliminate poverty.
The Buddha noted the crucial importance of elimin ating poverty and suggested solutions
to the feudal rulers. In the discourses, the Buddha shed some insights on the significance of
morality in wider society in the preservation of civil liberties, freedom and safety. The Buddha
proposed the importance of fair distribution of economic resources among people as a necessity
for creating healthy societies—also a necessity of statecraft.
The three discourses selected for this study are (a) the Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta
(Discourse on the Lion’s Roar of a Wheel-turning Monarch), (b) Aggañña Sutta (Discourse on
the Genesis of the World) and (c) Kūṭadanta Sutta (Discourse to Kūṭadanta). They are assembled
in the lengthy collection (Dīghanikāya) of the Pāli canon. All three discourses are attributed
to the historical Buddha. Today all three discourses are well known to academic communities
in Theravāda Buddhist societies in South and Southeast Asia. All three discourses illustrate
the importance of addressing social problems early on by the state itself in order to prevent
According to the UN, 1.2 billion of world population still lives in extreme poverty. See http://www.un.org/
millenniumgoals/poverty.shtml.
1
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decadence of moral norms, which might lead to many other related political, economic threats
to maintenance of healthy and stable societies.
Even in Buddhist societies of South and Southeast Asia, these discourses are not
adequately examined for their philosophical and ethical contributions in understanding the nature
and ramifications of social problems.2 The lack of analysis of these discourses in scholarship
can be explained partially, perhaps, one-sidedly, as the result of a shortsighted stance that social
issues are not the central concern in the teachings of the Buddha.
On the one hand, these discourses demonstrate the historical Buddha’s close attention
and observation of contemporary social issues in ancient India. On the other hand, they propose
the importance of a causal analysis in understanding properly issues of crimes and violence and
finding effective solutions to them. As narrated in the discourses the analysis of social problems
is in accordance with broader philosophical and ethical principles in the Buddhist tradition.
As recorded in the Aggañña Sutta the analysis of social problems such as the prevalence of caste
distinctions in Indian society is grounded very much on observable, empirical data.3 Solutions,
likewise, are also based on observable, empirical reality.
This paper is an investigation on the philosophical and social analyses that underpin
the three discourses mentioned above, highlighting moral dimensions of social problems such as
poverty. In understanding the value and relevance of these scriptures for modern world attention
to their causal4 and philosophical analyses is crucial. I hope to confirm that these scriptures do
have relevance for our contemporary understanding about how to address poverty in particular.

Section I: (a) Poverty and the Statecraft of the Wheel-turner in
the Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta
Buddhist traditions conceptualize the ideal ruler in a Buddhist polity as a wheel-turning
monarch. The idea of a wheel-turning monarch is expressed in Pāli by the term cakkavatti
and in Sanskrit as cakravarti (wheel-turner’). The ‘wheel-turner’ holds an unquestionable
authority over governance due to one key factor. That person’s sole strength and source of power
in the statecraft is dhamma (righteousness).5 The use of the word dhamma here can be broadly
understood as ‘justice’ as in the contemporary conversations of good governance. In fact
the Buddha begins the Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta by highlighting the significance of dhamma
to his community of monks:
Pioneering research on these discourses from Buddhist societies include that of K.N. Jayatileke (1920–1970),
Kamburupitiye Ariyasena (1981), D.J. Kalupahana (1933–2014), P.D. Premasiri, Gunapala Dharmasiri and Padmasiri
de Silva. In the western academy recent work of S.J. Tambiah (1976 and 1989), Richard F. Gombrich (1988)
and Steven Collins (1993 and 1996) have highlighted the importance of paying attention to these discourses in
understanding the Buddha’s social and economic philosophy.
3
For example, the Buddha’s explanation containing observable facts that all humans (belonging to all four castes
in the Brahmanic hegemonic proposition) are born in the same fashion as the Aggañña Sutta described: “Brahmin
women… are seen to menstruate, become pregnant, give birth and give suck… these brahmins… are (in fact) born
from vaginas. They are slandering Brahma, telling lies” (Collins 1993: 339).
4
For causal analysis see also Palihawadana (2006).
5
“dhammeneva cakkaṃ pavattati” (He rules according to dhamma), A.I.110.
2
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Monks, live with yourselves as an island, with yourselves as a refuge, with no-one else
as a refuge. Live with the Dhamma as an island, with the Dhamma as a refuge, with
nothing else as a refuge (Collins 1998: 602).
The wheel-turner’s administration receives wider recognition from his subjects as well
as from neighboring rulers because of his just governance guided by the Buddhist conception
of dhamma (righteousness).
It is useful to entertain the question what is this dhamma that is so special? How
might the dhamma contribute to good governance? The Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta advocates
the importance of adhering to the dhamma in following terms:
[D]epend on what is right (Dhamma), honor and respect it, praise it, revere and
venerate it, have Dhamma as your flag, Dhamma as your banner, govern by Dhamma,
and arrange rightful (dhammika) shelter, protection and defense for your family,
for the army, for your noble warrior client(-king)s, for Brahmin householders, for
town-dwellers and country-folk, for ascetics and Brahmin (-renouncers)s, for animals
and birds. Let no wrongdoing take place in your territory; if there are poor people in
your territory, give them money. The ascetics and Brahmins in your territory, my dear,
who abstain from drunkenness and negligence, who practice forbearance and gentleness,
each one conquering himself, calming himself, quenching himself, you should go to
them from time to time and ask “What, sir, is good (“wholesome”, kusala)? What is
not good? What is blameworthy, what blameless? What is to be practiced, what not?
Doing what would lead to happiness and benefit for me in the long run? You should
listen to them, and avoid what is bad (unwholesome, akusala); you should take up
what is good and do that. That is the noble turning of the Wheel-turning king (Collins
1998: 604; emphasis added).
This is a comprehensive explanation of what the dhamma is for a wheel-turning monarch
and how it may constitute the policies of good governance. The emphasis on the prevention of
injustice taking place in the administration is a crucial point highlighted. Attention to the levels
of poverty is also included as an aspect of compassionate policy. From time to time consultation
with stakeholders (in this case, wise and spiritual persons) is also an important strategy and
good corrective of good governance. This reliance on righteousness (dhamma) in the statecraft
enables the ruler to manage more effectively the disunity and chaos that will typically arise in
any circumstance of governance.
As the birth narrative of Prince Siddhārtha maintain, Asita, a seer known to have visited
his parents, predicted first that if the young prince who was destined to become the historical
Buddha had chosen not to renounce his royalty for the sake of becoming a ‘fully awakened’
person (P. sammā sambuddha), his optional destiny was to become a wheel-turning monarch
(P. cakkavatti). This birth narrative suggests the currency and familiarity of the notion of
a wheel-turner even before Prince Siddhartha’s birth and his subsequent awakening as
the historical Buddha.
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In the Pāli canon, the Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta (D.III.59-76)6 stands out as one of
the pre-eminent Buddhist discourses of contemporary relevance. Setting aside the mythological
aspects of the narrative of the cakkavatti7 it presents many useful details that inform us in
understanding Buddhist visions of the statecraft and the state’s centrality in resolving social
problems. Most importantly, it presents the just principles of good governance adopted by
the wheel-turning monarch.
In discussing matters related to good governance of the wheel-turning monarch,
the Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta provides an ancient strategy adopted in the statecraft.
As predecessors practiced, adherence to the laws of the cakkavatti enabled the wheel-turning
monarchs of the past to rule justly. Thereby, they were able to manage poverty. When
the wheel-turning monarch neglected pursuit of socially empowering policies, it is reported
that various forms of crime began to rise in the kingdom. The ancient practice of the cakkavatti
was a simple royal act: the wheel-turning monarch adopted a compassionate public policy.
When needed the wheel-turning monarch would grant wealth from the royal treasury to those
who were poor and those who could not make a livelihood by their own means. According to
the discourse, this was an ancient strategy adopted by cakkavattis in combatting poverty and
other social problems.
The mythological narrative also points to a significant problem that was occurring: for
a number of years, the ruler had disregarded the ancient tradition of supporting those who could
not make a living without state support. There was also significant neglect of the traditions and
consultations by the ruler. The text shows a causal link of these factors as contributing causes
to the economic and social decline of the society:
Your majesty, since you are governing the country according to your own opinions your
countrymen are not prospering as they did under former kings who turned the noble
turning of a wheel-turning king. You have in your territory, your Majesty, ministers,
councilors, chief financial advisers, royal guardsmen, doorkeepers and magicians; we,
and others, remember what the noble turning of a Wheel-turning king is. Come on! Ask
(us) about [it, and we will explain what it is]! (Collins 1998: 606; emphasis added).
This discourse maintains that as a result of this neglect of care, poverty grew quickly
leading to crimes such as theft and murder. When the ruler realized that poor people were
breaking the law because of their difficulties making a living, he initiated a policy of public
generosity—giving away wealth to those who resorted to theft in order to prevent them from
committing further crimes such as a possible escalation from stealing to murder:
[T]he noble warrior king…gave money to the man, saying “With this money, my good
fellow, you (can) provide yourself with a living. Look after your mother and father,
your children and your wife, set up a business, establish (regular) excellent gifts for
ascetics and Brahmins… (Collins 1998: 607).
For more on Cakkavattisīhanāda Sutta see Collins (1996a and 1998) and Tambiah (1976).
One can set aside mythological aspects such as the wheel-turner Dalhanemi mentioned in the beginning of
the discourse.
6
7
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The ruler’s assumption was that by giving wealth to the poor he could prevent social
problems such as theft and encourage poor people to re-engage with the feudal production
process. At that late stage of affairs, however, it did not work as anticipated.
Those who got used to committing crimes simply exploited the royal acts of
generosity as a further encouragement for committing crimes. They did not make an effort to
revive their livelihoods through righteous means. The narrative states that a large number of
people resorted to crimes such as stealing with the expectation that the ruler would assist them
by giving them further wealth.
Those who received wealth from the royal treasury, just consumed the wealth without
saving, without adding to the production process to generate new wealth. Without further
investment and with mere consumption alone, the received resources vanished quickly leaving
the poor just as poor. As a result, nothing was returned to the royal treasury in the form of taxes.
Thus the inevitable bankruptcy in the royal treasury was visible on the horizon.
When the ruler found out his strategy of granting wealth to the poor did not materialize
as he expected in the creation of employment opportunities, thereby increasing the wealth
of the state, he began imposing harsh punishment for crime: “If I give money to whomever
intentionally commits theft, then this theft will increase…Tie this man up tightly with a strong
rope…” (Collins 1998: 607). As a further deterrent, the ruler also began murdering criminals.
In return, his subjects, as his potential victims, began to gather weapons and attack villages,
towns and cities thinking:
What if we were to have sharp swords made, and [with them] make sure to prevent
people from whom we have stolen [from making it known] by destroying them
completely, by cutting off their heads” (Collins 1998: 607).
Once violence increased, everything got out of control, resulting in further violence.
Deliberate lying, the committing of sexual violence and incest, and lack of traditional moral
behavior, such as respecting parents, elders and religious leaders, became the norm. The Buddha
explained the tragic situation of state affairs as follows:
In this way, monks, money not being given to the poor, poverty flourished; because
poverty flourished, theft flourished; because theft flourished, weaponry flourished;
because weaponry flourished, murder flourished; because murder flourished, these
beings’ vitality decreased, as did their beauty; because their vitality and beauty
decreased, those who lived for eighty thousand years had children who lived for (only)
forty thousand (Collins 1998: 608).
The final outcome of all of that was the breakdown of all social norms and a state of
chaos in the broader society.
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Section II: Caste, Kingship, State in the Aggañña Sutta
Among Buddhist scriptures the Aggañña Sutta (D.III.77-94)8 is unique because
of its unusual doctrinal content on the origin of the state and its philosophical orientation in
the analysis of caste as a social organization. Apart from this discourse, there is no Buddhist
scripture that discusses evolutionary development of the world and the gradual establishment
of the state and kingship as a social and political necessity.
In ancient India, there appeared three different views on the origin of the state: two
of those views belonged to pre-Buddhist traditions and the third to the Theravāda Buddhist
tradition. The earliest Buddhist account of the origin of the state is found in the Aggañña Sutta
(Ariyasena 1981: 136).
Several discourses in the Pāli canon testify that the historical Buddha considered
the caste system imposed on society by Brahmanic hegemony as the gravest social problem
plaguing the Indian society. As a creative response to this static definition of social status of
humans, the Buddha asserted equality of all human beings. He designed his community, which
eventually came to be called the saṅgha, as embracing members from all castes.
Using observable data the Aggañña Sutta analyzed the origin and development of caste
in a critical manner questioning its very foundations. Against Vedic hegemonic interpretations
of caste, the Buddha’s interpretation highlighted the gradual development of the notion of caste
in Indian society on the basis of physical and occupational factors rather than the divinely
ordained creation of different classes of human beings into four major castes as narrated in
the Puruṣa sūkta (Hymn of Man) of the Rig Veda (X.90; MacDonell 1960: 195-203).
The Buddhist point of view of rejecting traditional caste distinctions in ancient India
highlighted the gradual differentiation of various groups of people who were equal to one
another in an earlier time.
Hindu mythology treated both kingship and the state as a divine creation (Ariyasena
1981: 138). Thus the ruler is responsible to divine beings. In comparison, the Buddhist position
holds a completely different perspective by placing emphasis on people who appoint the ruler.
The Aggañña Sutta stands out because it outlines an evolutionary genesis of kingship
and the world. It elaborates how people eventually came to appoint a king in order to manage
moral, economic and political issues that those communities faced. The evolutionary narrative
in the Aggañña Sutta represents a particular state in the evolution of society in a pre-political
era. All three Indian traditions, Buddhist, Brahmana and Jaina—accept that early humans
lived on the roots and fruits that grew wild (Ariyasena 1981: 139). The Buddhist account in
the Aggañña Sutta emphasizes the changing food habits of living beings and it is in accordance
with the evolutionary patterns of vegetation.
The Aggañña Sutta account notes the birth of three appellations associated with
the development of kingship: first, it presents the notion of mahāsammata9, an appellation for
the ruler. The ruler was not a hereditary king but a person appointed with some judicial powers.
The people elected him to that position to maintain law and order. To manage affairs of
the community, people entered into a contract with that person who appeared to fulfill the role
8
9

For Aggañña Sutta see Ariyasena (1981), Tambiah (1989), Gombrich (1992a) and Collins (1993)
For more on the notion of Mahāsammata see Tambiah (1989) and Collins (1996b).
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of a judge. It was a contract between an ordinary individual and society. It is actually an early
form of a government contracting for someone to help maintain law and order.
Eventually to identify that person another appellation kṣatriya10 was used. The term
kṣatriya means one who is the “lord of the land (fields).” This designation connoted
the relationship of the ruler to the land, a significant feature of feudal state of society.
At the final state, the name rājā (king) was invented. It meant the person who “rules the people
according to the law of the dharma.”11 This Aggañña Sutta explanation is an ethical etymology.
It is also notable the Buddhist conception of kingship had highlighted that the ruler is a servant
of humans rather than being a divine agent.

Section III: Proposed Economic Plan in the Kūṭadanta Sutta to
Overcome Poverty
The Kūṭadanta Sutta (D.I.173-85) narrates a troublesome story in which the kingdom
of King Mahāvijitāvi was ravaged by thieves and brigands. In that situation, rejecting
the proposal of holding a great sacrifice to remedy this reality, a wise Brahmin adviser advocated
the king to implement an effective economic plan to overcome the crisis of the state plagued
by poverty and crime. The economic plan proposed in the Kūṭadanta Sutta (D.I.127-49) to
tackle social problems such as poverty is a highly novel idea in ancient Indian religious thought.
The economic plan recognized the crucial importance of both the ruler and the state
to implement it. It was the state that had potential to initiate the process of generating income.
The plan encouraged further investment and rewarded those who worked hard and invested in
the production process. Fair distribution of resources to the needy was maintained and justified
while creating employment. The economic plan aimed to secure both economic and moral
development of society.
A fundamental assertion of this economic plan was the recognition of human volition.
Success of the economic plan largely depended on the importance placed upon human
initiative. Recognizing human volition to commit to economic production was a crucial factor
in implementing a successful economic policy.
The umbrella economic plan, actually the first proposed economic plan in Indian history,
aimed at eliminating poverty through the promotion of agriculture. The royal treasury granted
grain and fodder to those who cultivate land and raise animals.
Providing necessary capital to traders and businesses secured investment as well as
creation of new jobs. Proper wages for workers in the government service secured efficiency
in work and prevented bribery.

10
11

For Kshatriya see Gombrich (1992b).
“dhammena jane rañjetīti rājā.” For the notion of dharmarājā see Deegalle (2013).
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Conclusion
With a focus on three discourses of the Pāli canon, this paper has examined
the underlining philosophical and ethical insights of the Buddha in the analysis of social
problems, with the key problem being poverty. All three discourses establish a causal link
between the growth of poverty and the subsequent rise of lawlessness in society. The notable
doctrinal feature in this analysis is that—as in most religious explanations—these discourses
do not condone existential poverty as karmic retribution in this life for negative conduct and
livelihood in previous lives. These discourses are very much grounded in the recognition of
the impact of behavioral, economic, political and social forces combined with psychological
changes.
Why is study of these three discourses a particularly useful enterprise in
the contemporary era? They are important because they undermine all mystifications of poverty.
The discourses are clear that the Buddha understood that only a more equitable distribution of
wealth could avert crime, and ultimately social chaos. Economic systems are imperfect and
unpredictable. The state must intervene to regulate for a fairer distribution of wealth in order
to ensure social stability. This is the message of these three discourses, all of them dating from
the sixth century bce. There is nothing new about either poverty or its solution. Further,
the longer we wait to implement the obvious solution, the less likely it is to succeed, as
the moral collapse that both creates and is aggravated by social chaos is difficult to reverse.
The other usefulness of the study of these discourses is the overturning of the limited
and incorrect perception about Buddhism that it is primarily a call to personal, individual
introspection. What these discourses make clear is that the Buddha was equally concerned with
the health of the society as the collectivity of increasingly awakened individuals.
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Introduction
According to the UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime), drug trafficking
is a global illicit trade involving the cultivation, manufacture, distribution and sale of substances
which are subject to drug prohibition laws. Drug menace instigated by a complex process of
drug trafficking causes addiction, illegal interactions, detrimental livelihood, violence, crimes,
sexual harassment, violation of human rights, ethics, peace, justice, health, inimical behavior
and mental states.
As the UNODC reveals, around 200 million people take drugs at least once a year.
Of these, 25 million are regarded as drug dependent. Every year 200,000 people die from
drug-related illnesses. Young people are more susceptible to drug use. Prevalence of drug use
among young people is more than twice as high as drug use among the general population;
three times as high in the case of cannabis. The World Drug Report 2014 jointly issued by
the UNODC, WHO, the United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS and the World Bank shows
that the number of people who inject drugs are living with HIV.1 This drug menace overwhelms
every stratum of rural and urban societies adversely affecting the user’s mental and physical
health incurring detrimental impacts on the family, society and culture and eventually causing
social conflicts.
Therefore, the principal objective of this paper is to expose a methodology for
the alleviation and elimination of the drug menace through the adoption of Buddhist counseling
techniques.

Counseling Based on Buddhist Teachings
Buddhist counseling based on fundamental teachings of Buddhism can help addicts
of all kinds in various ways. Firstly, it encourages moderation, abstention and self-control.
Secondly, it encourages a sense of self-identity not based upon desires, but upon self-fulfillment
and self-respect that seeks to do no harm to oneself. It also encourages a harmless lifestyle,
love, compassion and equanimity which in turn encourage reflection and self-analysis.
1

World Drug Report 2014, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Vienna, United Nations, New York, p.9.
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Mindfulness, Wise Attention, the Four Noble Truths, Dependent co-arising, the Three Universal
Characteristics and the theory of Kamma should be adopted in this regard.
The first technique of utmost significance is the adoption of fundamental Buddhist
theories for the identification of multi-faceted causes of drug menace. The propaganda of
the commercials and social organizations and companies creating crooked and misleading
attitudes and also the influences of the peer groups and families, crude entertainment
programs and movies full of detrimental scenes of drug abuse, poverty, unemployment and
the association of evil friends are considered to be external factors which induce persons to fall
to drug addiction. Distress, frustration, stress, disappointment, immaturity of mental qualities,
ignorance, personality weakness, serious ill-health, etc. are the internal factors which conduce
to drug addiction.
Proper guidance to addicts through Buddhist psychotherapeutic counseling techniques
to strengthen their personality for getting rid of internal factors which cause drug addiction
is to be given, and such addicts should be gradually persuaded to transform their detrimental
behavioral patterns and unwholesome cognitive attitudes into the wholesome empowering them
to exorcise the drug menace that rouses social conflicts.

Physical Development through Buddhist Counseling
Making awareness of the detriments of addiction to drugs through Buddhist
counseling is of importance. Addiction is a physical and psychological dependency on
a substance or behavior. Referring to alcohol, drug abuse and smoking, addiction can take
the form of a compulsion. Minds inebriated by intoxicants cause hot-temperedness,
shamelessness, wickedness violation of ethics and entanglement in vices that make the entire
society conflict stricken endangering peace and harmony. However, as any form of addiction
is directly mind based and operated through body, this can be avoided through proper guidance
based on Buddhist counseling.
Firstly, significance of human life, maintaining good healthy body and healthy mind,
interdependence of mind and body and refrain from using drugs which directly affect body and
mind and the potential of mind should be made aware of.
Drug enthusiasts should be made aware that the fifth precept is abstention from
intoxicants that cloud the mind and mental faculties. The Buddha pointed out that intoxicants
could lead to loss of wealth, increased quarrelling, susceptibility to disease, losing a good
reputation, indecent exposure of the body and weakening of intellect as mentioned in the Dīgha
Nikāya. Words of a drunkard, drug addict or drug dealer are not trusted in assemblies, he is
despised by friends and associates, and he is not in demand for marriage since seems unable
to afford to maintain a wife as indicated in the Dīgha Nikāya.

Healthy Living and Wholesome Livelihood through Buddhist Counseling
Drug addicts should be made aware that a healthy body or a good physical condition
greatly contributes to the healthy living, successful pursuit of studies, uninterrupted working
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and leading a good married life. According to the Sukhavagga of the Dhammapada, health is
the most precious gain, contentment is the greatest wealth (ārogyaparamā lābhā - santuṭṭhī
paramaṁ dhanaṁ)2 q.v., desire good health, the greatest gain (ārogyaṁ-icche, paramañca lābhaṁ), one of the six gateways leading to great benefit of life as mentioned in
the Atthassadvārajātaka. Being in sound health or keeping good health is the primary
prerequisite for healthy existence. Therefore, any kind of intoxicants or any involvement in
business in intoxicants which jeopardize physical and mental health should be avoided.
It is reported that some innocent men, women and children have been murdered since
tips regarding drug trafficking were given to police. Drug addiction, domestic and international
drug trade have become a social conflict and major impediment to mental and physical health
in most parts of the world.
Drug addicts should be intelligently and convincingly persuaded to understand
the significance of right livelihood (sammā ājīva) emphasized in the Magga-vibhaṅga Sutta3,
the four conditions that conduce to a householder’s weal and happiness in this very life –
the accomplishment of persistent effort (uṭṭhāna–sampadā), the accomplishment of watchfulness
(ārakkha–sampadā), good friendship (kalyāṇamittatā) and balanced livelihood (sama–jīvikatā)4
elaborated in the Vyagghapajja Sutta5, refrain from unwholesome occupations (micchā ājīva)
such as trading in weapons, human beings, meat, intoxicants and in poison mentioned in
the Vanijjā Sutta6 restore peace in the society leading to end of conflicts.
Destruction of wealth, according to the Vyagghapajja Sutta7, occurs due to four sources
debauchery, drunkenness, gambling and intimacy with evil-doers causing conflicts in family
and social life but the abstinence from debauchery, drunkenness, non-indulgence in gambling
and companionship and intimacy with good friends and the refrain from the Six Channels of
Dissipation of Wealth (bhogavināsamukha)8 exposed in the Siṅgālovāda Sutta9 are conducive
to avoid conflicts in family and society.

Balanced and Righteous Life through Buddhist Counseling
The young and the elderly should be educated that a person knowing his income and
expenses should lead a balanced life, neither extravagant nor miserly, knowing that thus his
income will stand in excess of his expenses, but not his expenses in excess of his income as
the Dīghajānu Sutta reveals. The four sources for the increase of amassed wealth through
right livelihood or right living – abstinence from debauchery, abstinence from drunkenness,
non-indulgence in gambling, friendship, companionship and intimacy with the good should
The Dhammapada, Ch.15. V. 204. p. 177.
Bodhi, Bhikkhu, (2000) The Connected Discourses of the Buddha (SN) 45.8. WPB, USA. p. 1528.
4
Bodhi, Bhikkhu, (2012) The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha (AN), 8. 54. WPB, USA. p. 1194.
5
Ibid.
6
Ibid. (AN), 5. 177. WPB, USA. p. 790.
7
Bodhi, Bhikkhu, (2012) The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha (AN) 8.54. WPB, USA. p. 1194.
8
(1) Indulgence in intoxicants which cause infatuation and heedlessness, (2) Sauntering in streets at unseemly
Hours, (3) Frequenting theatrical shows, (4) Indulgence in gambling which causes heedlessness, loss of wealth
and ill-will (5) Association with evil companions and (6) The habit of idleness
9
Walshe, Maurice, (2012), the Long Discourses of the Buddha, (DN) 31. WPB, USA. p. 461.
2
3
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be developed to lead a simple and balanced life.10 Therefore, one is not to be engaged in drug
trafficking to earn quick and easy money, not to associate such friends or persons or not to be
employed in such business incurring social conflicts.
The five skillful ways of using righteously gained wealth earned through one’s efforts
and enterprise, amassed through his strength, piled up through the sweat of his brow as
disclosed in the Adiya Sutta11 give him pleasure and satisfaction and benefits like warding off
from calamities coming from fire, flood, kings, thieves or hateful heirs and keeping himself
safe. Sharing and enjoying of wealth acquired lavishly by a person of integrity according to
the Aputtaka Sutta12 by providing for his own pleasure and satisfaction, for the pleasure and
satisfaction of his parents, his wife and children; his servants and assistants; his friends and
for priests and contemplatives bring him happiness, and as Adiya Sutta13 shows, wealth should
also be spent on performance of the five oblations – relatives, guests, the dead, kings and devas.
Being moderate in consuming food and drink and placing a virtuous, principled woman or man
in the position of authority of handling wealth helps one preserve wealth for long according to
the Kula Sutta.14 The inspiration from the four types of bliss – the bliss of having wealth,
the bliss of making use of wealth, the bliss of debtlessness and the bliss of blamelessness
clarified in the Anana Sutta15 is very beneficial to avoidance and absence of mental conflicts.
Use of righteously earned money divided into four portions – one portion for consumption,
two portions for meaningful investment and the other portion to be saved as reserve in times of
need as illustrated in the Siṅgālovāda Sutta 16 strengthens the economic stability. As a whole,
all such actions with regard to righteous wealth cause no conflicts in one’s individual, family
and social life.

Behavioral Transformation through Buddhist Counseling
Drug addicts and those who are engaged in such activities should be made sensible
of leading a wholesome life endowed with ethical conduct as explicated by the Sikkhā Sutta
that an individual who practices virtue for his own benefit and for that of others abstains from
the taking of life and encourages others in undertaking abstinence from the taking of life.
He himself abstains from stealing and encourages others in undertaking abstinence from
stealing. He himself abstains from sexual misconduct and encourages others in undertaking
abstinence from sexual misconduct. He himself abstains from lying and encourages others in
undertaking abstinence from lying. He himself abstains from intoxicants that cause heedlessness
and encourages others in undertaking abstinence from intoxicants that cause heedlessness.17
Proper and timely guidance to help addicts to be engaged in meritorious activities like
giving alms, charity work, dhamma discussions, reading dhamma books, social work, religious
activities such as Bodhi Pujā, lighting lamps, offering flowers, and cultural activities pageants,
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

Op. cit. Vol. IV. 8.54. PTS. p. 189.
Bodhi, Bhikkhu, (2012) The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha (AN) 5.41. WPB, USA. p. 665.
Bodhi, Bhikkhu, (2000) The Connected Discourses of the Buddha (SN) 3.19. WPB, USA. p. 182.
Op. cit. 3.6. p. 665.
Bodhi, Bhikkhu, (2012) The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha (AN) 4. 258. WPB, USA. p. 615 – 616.
Op. cit. 4.62. p. 452.
Walshe, Maurice, (2012), The Long Discourses of the Buddha, (DN) 31. WPB, USA. p. 466.
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ceremonies, rituals, pilgrim making to sacred places, social institutes such as Temperance
Movement, Village Development Associations, Social and Religious Work Organizations, etc.
should also be given according to the temperament and character of addicts in order to make
wholesome behavioral transformation.

Cognitive Transformation through Buddhist Counseling
The cultivation of good mental qualities such as confidence in the Triple Jewel,
loving-kindness, compassion, altruistic joy, patience, right view, etc. will make one’s mind
happy, peaceful and calm and fortified with psycho strength. The mind endowed such
wholesome qualities is generally content, happy, peaceful and calm and malleable and amenable
for the enhancement of good mental states. Basic mental qualities maintained by an individual
as prerequisites for mental development that can be cited from the Sangīti Sutta are moral
shame and moral dread (hiri and ottappa)18, gentleness and friendship with good (sovacassatā
ca kalyāṅamittatā ca)19, straightforwardness and modesty (ajjavañ ca lajjavañ ca)20, patience
and gentleness (khanti ca soraccañ ca).21 The above factors are conducive to establish
a wholesome cognitive transformation in drug addicts and those who are engaged in drug
trafficking helping them to get rid of it.
Meditation on Loving– kindness (mettā bhāvanā), Concentration meditation (samatha
bhāvanā) and certain methods designated in Insight meditation (vipassanā bhāvanā) can be
adopted to cause wholesome cognitive transformation in drug addicts. When an addict begins
to practice meditation on loving-kindness first on oneself and then to others, he will come to
understanding that he is not to do anything harmful to him and others, gradually refrain from
taking intoxicants or deal in such activities which cause harm to him and others. When
mindful awareness or concentration is practiced, one will begin to see the nature of mind, flux
of thoughts and in the process a certain degree of control over his thoughts will be gained. This
self-control will help him to restrain his mind to alleviate drug abuse and eventually to get rid
of the addict or totally refrain from engagement in drug trafficking.

Conclusion
A counseling methodology based on Buddhist tenets to avoid unwholesome mental states
and behaviors caused by drug abuse giving rise to social conflicts and to enhance wholesome
behavior and wholesome cognition of any drug addict to get rid of addiction and trafficking
is to be adopted. Buddhist counseling based on fundamental teachings will enable an individual
to keep unspoiled and disentangled from the external factors which cannot be controlled
individually and develop behavioral and mental potential to control internal factors within
the individual in order to alleviate and eliminate drug menace which cause social conflicts in
the modern world.
18
19
20
21

Walshe, Maurice, (2012), The Long Discourses of the Buddha, (DN) 33 (5). WP. p. 481.
Op. cit. (7).
Op. cit. (13)
Op.cit. (DN) 33 (5) (14). WP. p. 481.
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Introduction:
In present world scenario, the human race has been in such a great need to be free
from conflict, ill-feeling, selfishness and strife. We are in dire need of peace not only in our
personal life at home and work, but also at the global level. In a desire to completely dominate
everything around them, humans have become the most violent being in this world. As we
know, among the burning problems of these days, terrorist actions spread fearfully all over
the world and they defy logic. Terrorist actions, in any way, are acute pain of humans which
require measures beyond logical thinking to find a solution. Terrorism has no religion.
The role of religion is to lift human beings to a higher place and take him to the realm of “reality”.
From time immemorial, religion has enabled humans to uphold their traditional values and
follow a civilized path. No religion permits terrorism. It is man who misinterprets the words
of scriptures to meet his own predilections. It is aptly said “The Devil can quote scriptures”.
Religious motivated violence (terrorism) is an act of violence by followers of one religious
group against followers and institutions of another religious group, often in the form of rioting.
Religious fundamentalism is considered a major driver acting as catalysts or as primary forces
for outbreaks of violence (terrorism). Religiously motivated terrorism is considered as the most
alarming terrorist threat today.
As we all know that terrorism has no religion. From time immemorial, religion has
enabled humans to uphold their traditional values and follow a civilized path. No religion permits
terrorism. It is man who misinterprets the words of scriptures to meet his own predilections.
It is aptly said “The Devil can quote scriptures”. Religious motivated violence (terrorism) is
an act of violence by followers of one religious group against followers and institutions
of another religious group, often in the form of rioting. In present world scenario, Religious
fundamentalism is considered a major driver acting as catalysts or as primary forces for outbreaks
of violence (terrorism). Religiously motivated terrorism is considered the most alarming
terrorist threat today. From beginning of 21st century, the horrors of terrorism continue to haunt
the world. Terrorist groups which justify their violence on Islamic grounds like Al Qaeda,
Hamas, Taliban, ISIS (latest entry), etc. come to mind first. But Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism
and other religions have given rise to their own forms of militant extremism. While discussing
the Buddhist response to terrorism, an attempt shall be made through this proposed research
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paper to view terrorism in the prism of the Buddha’s teachings. It is a fact that terrorism has
affected predominantly Buddhist states like Sri Lanka and recently Myanmar, but it is not
the purpose of this essay to discuss the response of states, Buddhist or otherwise, while confronted
with terrorism. “Terrorism is anathema to Buddhism, in fact to any religion”. The Buddhist
fight against terrorism can be summed up in two words, “Total Opposition”.

Sketching of terrorism in the world
From beginning of 21st century, the horrors of terrorism continue to haunt the world.
Terrorist groups which justify their violence on Islamic grounds like Al Qaeda, Hamas, Taliban,
ISIS (Islamic States of Iraq and Syria), etc. come to mind first. ISIS compels people in the areas
it controls, under the penalty of death, torture or mutilation, to declare Islamic creed, and live
according to its interpretation of Sunni Islam and sharia law.1 It directs violence against Shia
Muslims, indigenous Assyrian, Chaldean, Syria and Iraq.2 Amnesty International has accused
ISIS of the ethnic cleansing of minority groups in northern Iraq.3 UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights, urged world leaders to step in to protect women and children suffering at
the hands of Islamic State militants, who he said were trying to create a “house of blood”.
He appealed to the international community to concentrate its efforts on ending the conflict in
Iraq and Syria.4 In early September 2014, the United Nations Human Rights Council agreed
to send a team to Iraq and Syria to investigate the abuses and killings being carried out by
the Islamic State on “an unimaginable scale”. In August 2014, the United Nations accused
the Islamic State of committing “mass atrocities” and war crimes.5 Barack Obama, the US
President, in his speech to the 69th UN General Assembly calls on “Reject the cancer of violent
extremism.” It is high time to reject the ideology of terrorism and look deep into the Buddhist
doctrines in search of solution to this burning issue.
The world is in a period of transition and flux as it moves from the relative stability
of the bipolar model to a new political order, which has yet to be defined. Jason Burke stated
in Al Qaeda - The True Story of Radical Islam, “The disintegration of the Soviet Union and
the collapse of the Eastern European Communist regimes produced a power vacuum that enables
ethnic and religious forces long thought dormant to reassert them and contribute to the volatility
of post-Cold War (1945-1991) era. Violent extremist Islamic elements, often with the help of
state sponsors, now operate worldwide.”6 We see that Cindy Combs wrote in Terrorism in
the Twenty-First Century, “Nowadays, terrorism is a phenomenon that is becoming a pervasive,
often a dominant influence in our lives. It affects the manner in which governments conduct
their foreign policy and the way corporations transact their business. It causes alterations in
McCoy, Terrence (13 June 2013). “ISIS, beheadings and the success of horrifying violence”. The Washington
Post. 24 September 2014.
2
Abi-Habib, Maria (26 June 2014). “Iraq’s Christian Minority Feels Militant Threat”. The Wall Street Journal.
Retrieved 6 July 2014. (subscription required) Accessible via Google.
3
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-29026491.
4
Nebehay, Stephanie (8 September 2014). “New U.N. rights boss warns of ‘house of blood’ in Iraq, Syria”. Reuters.
Retrieved 24 September 2014.
5
UN accuses Islamic State group of war crimes Al Jazeera 27 Aug 2014 and “Syria conflict: Islamic State
‘committed war crimes’“. BBC News. 27 August 2014. Retrieved 2 September 2014.
6
Jason Burke, Al Qaeda - The True Story of Radical Islam, I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd, New York, 2004: 21.
1
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the role and even in the structure of security forces of the world. It forces us the humankind to
spend huge amounts of time and money to protect our public figures, vital installations, citizens
and even our system of government. It influences the way we travel and the choices we make
when we travel. It even affects the manner in which we live our daily lives. Our newspapers,
radios and televisions inundate our every waking moment with vivid details of spectacular
terrorist news from all corners of the globe.”7
“Terrorism is the systematic use, or threatened use of violence to intimidate a population
or government and thereby effect political, religious or ideological change. Acts of terrorism
are not intended to merely victimize or eliminate those who are killed, injured or taken hostage
but rather to intimidate and influence the societies to which they belong.”8 Modern terrorism
has come to be defined in part by the influential power of the mass media that terrorists
co-opt in their efforts to amplify and broadcast feelings of intense fear and anger. As a type
of unconventional warfare, terrorism is designed to weaken or supplant existing political
landscapes through capitulation or acquiescence as opposed to subversion or direct military
action. As stated above, the Lord Buddha has taught in the Dhammapāda: Hatred never ceases
through hatred in this world; Through love alone they cease.9 May be this is idealistic and
impractical, especially in the short term. We may have to find a way of protecting ourselves
in the short run. However, military retaliation should be avoided.10 How does Buddhism turn
the hate that is so prevalent in the world into love?
Here, it can be said that we are all vulnerable. Peter D. Hershock contributes in Journal
of Buddhist Ethics that, “For many of us, both in one’s own country and elsewhere, it was only
as the morning of September 11, 2001 (popularly known as 9/11), unfolded with relentless
and surreal force that we were stunned into a collective realization of this basic truth. We had
already known, with the certainty born of firsthand experience, that we are individually liable
to having accidents. We had known that we are all subject to apparently tragic turns of events
is – subject to the ignoble onset of illness or old age, the loss of children, the shattering of our
homes. What we had not known – and fully believed – is that our entire way of life could be
summarily, and perhaps sadistically, undone.”11 What struck us on 9/11 with the irresistible
and irreversible force of revelation was that the common ground of our secure and sane
coexistence could be torn out from beneath our feet and laid utter waste. We are all vulnerable
and are now in a phase of identifying both the proper answers to the new threats of
international terrorism, and of setting up a new world order, in which security and stability would
be ensured for a longer period of time with smaller efforts. It has become obvious that the fight
against terrorism must be a major long term objective of all the states.”12 Here in this paper
try to offer some general observations about terrorism and then, from a Buddhist perspective,
to begin reflecting on our broad strategies for responding to them and to the realization of our
individual and collective vulnerability.
Cindy Combs, Terrorism in the Twenty-First Century, Prentice-Hall Inc., New Jersey, USA, 1997: 6.
Chhabra Meenakshi, Spiritual Empowerment and World Peace: Humanity Struggles against the Many Faces of
Terrorism, Boston Research Center, Boston, 2001: 24.
9
Dh. 5.
10
Clarke Dave, Terrorism: Opinion on Its Causes and Cure, http://www.geocities.com, Accessed on 29/10/2014: 5.
11
Peter D. Hershock, From Vulnerability to Virtuosity: Buddhist Reflections on Responding to Terrorism and
Tragedy, Journal of Buddhist Ethics 10, East-West Center, Asian Studies Development Program, Hawaii, 2003: 22.
12
Mihail, Combating Terrorism – NATO and Trans-Atlantic Dimension, Dhyanavana Publication, Mysore, India,
2004: 9.
7
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Definition of Terrorism:
Defining terrorism is a hazardous task because it has been estimated that there are
well over one hundred different definitions of terrorism have been given till date. This disarray
reflects the highly polemical contexts in which the term is used so that the act of defining can
become a move in a campaign rather than an aid to thought.13 While defining terrorism, it is
very difficult to reach any consensus about it. Even the UN General Assembly has failed to
find an acceptable definition for terrorism. It is often said, and rightly so, that one’s terrorist is
another’s “freedom fighter”. For example, those, who are for Palestinians “freedom fighters”,
are for Israelis “terrorists” to be killed and exterminated. So also in Kashmir, those who are
“terrorists” for India are glorified as “freedom fighters” by Pakistan. The word terrorism is
being used widely by the media after the destruction of the World Trade Centre in New York
on September 11, 2001. Though it is difficult to define “terrorism”, those who kill innocent
and non-combatant people in large scale could certainly be categorized as “terrorist” without
learning on any political or economic interest of any particular nation.14 The definition of
terrorism varied form time-to-time, place-to-place and person-to-person. There are as many
definitions of terrorism as there are experts in the field.15
So, it is very difficult to give a definite definition to it as said by General Parvez
Mushararraf, President of Pakistan, who went to say: “Nobody can give an authentic definition
of terrorism and it should be left to the United Nation Security Council to evolve a definition
acceptable to all.”16 Therefore, it is difficult to define terrorism, but it is equally important
to search for a definition to understand, its significance. While the United Nations has not
yet accepted a definition of terrorism, the United Nations’ “academic consensus definition”,
written by terrorism expert A. P. Schmid and widely used by social scientists, runs: Terrorism
is an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action, employed by (semi-) clandestine
individual, group or state actors, for idiosyncratic, criminal or political reasons, whereby – in
contrast to assassination – the direct targets of violence are not the main targets. The immediate
human victims of violence are generally chosen randomly (targets of opportunity) or selectively
(representative or symbolic targets) from a target population, and serve as message generators.
Threat- and violence-based communication processes between terrorist (organization),
(imperiled) victims, and main targets are used to manipulate the main target (audience(s)),
turning it into a target of terror, a target of demands, or a target of attention, depending on
whether intimidation, coercion, or propaganda is primarily sought.”17 United Nations short
legal definition, also proposed by A.P. Schmid: an act of terrorism is the “peacetime equivalent
of a war crime.”18 In my view, Terrorism is the systematic use of terror or violence to achieve
political goals which targets of terrorism include government officials, identified individuals
T. Coady & M. O. Keefe, Terrorism and Justice: Moral Argument in a Threatened World Book Description,
Melbourne University, Melbourne, 2003: 8.
14
J. F. Sequeira OCD (ed.), Combating Terrorism: A Holistic Approach, Dhyanavana Publication, Mysore, India,
2004: 5.
15
D. P. Sharma, The New Terrorism – Islamist International, A. P. H. Publishing Corporation, New Delhi,
2005: 31.
16
D. P. Sharma, The New Terrorism – Islamist International, A. P. H. Publishing Corporation, New Delhi,
2005: 33.
17
M. C. Bassiouni (ed.), International Terrorism: A Compilation of U.N. Documents (1972-2001), Transnational
Publications, 2002: 51.
18
C. C. Combs, Terrorism in the Twenty-First Century, New Jersey, USA, 1997: 25.
13
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or groups and innocent bystanders. In most cases, terrorists seek to over throw or destabilize
an existing political regime (for example Iraq and Syria), but totalitarian and dictatorial
governments use terror to maintain their power.19

Religiously motivated violence (Terrorism)
Religious terrorism is terrorism by those whose motivations and aims have
a predominant religious character or influence. In the modern age, after the decline of ideas
such as the divine right of kings and with the rise of nationalism, terrorism more often involved
anarchism, nihilism and revolutionary politics, but since 1980 there has been an increase in
activity motivated by religion.20 Former United States Secretary of State Warren Christopher
said that terrorist acts in the name of religion and ethnic identity have become “one of the most
important security challenges we face in the wake of the Cold War.”21 Steven Weinberg has
argued that religion is the most important factor, famously saying “for good people to do evil
things that take religion”. Religious violence in India and the world includes acts of violence by
followers of one religious group against followers and institutions of another religious group,
often in the form of rioting. In India, Religious fundamentalism is considered a major driver;
with Hindu nationalism, Sikh separatism, Christian evangelism, and Islamic fundamentalism
acting as catalysts or as primary forces for outbreaks of violence.22 Religiously motivated
terrorism is considered the most alarming terrorist threat today. Seven years after 9/11and one
year after 26/11 Mumbai attack, the horrors of terrorism continue to haunt the world. Terrorist
groups which justify their violence on Islamic grounds like Al Qaeda, Hamas, etc. come to
mind first. But Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism and other religions have given rise to their
own forms of militant extremism.23 This article considers religiously motivated Violence or
Terrorism in India and how can we tackle this problems from Buddhist perspective. Religiously
motivated terrorism is considered the most alarming terrorist threat today. Groups that justify
their violence on Islamic grounds- ISIS, Al Qaeda, Hamas, and Hezbollah - come to mind first.
But Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism and other religions have given rise to their own forms
of militant extremism. In the view of religious scholar Karen Armstrong this turn represents
terrorists’ departure from any real religious precepts. Muhammad Atta, the architect of the 9/11
attacks, and the Egyptian hijacker who was driving the first plane, was a near alcoholic and was
drinking vodka before he boarded the aircraft. Alcohol would be strictly off limits for a highly
observant Muslim. Atta, and perhaps many others, are not simply orthodox believers turned
violent, but rather violent extremists who manipulate religious concepts for their own purposes.

Religious Cause of Terrorism:
Nowadays, never before in the history of the world, the human race has been in such
Ibid. 37.
Hoffman, The Confluence of International and Domestic Trends in Terrorism, The Journal: Terrorism and Political
Violence 9: 2.
21
Ibid. 185-199.
22
See http.//en.wikipedia.org, Religious Violence in India.
23
See http.//terrorism.about.com
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a great need to be free from conflict, ill-feeling, selfishness and strife. We are in dire need of
peace not only in our personal life at home and work, but also at the global level. In a desire
to completely dominate everything around them, humans have become the most violent being
in this world. As we know, among the burning problems of these days, terrorist actions spread
fearfully all over the world and they defy logic. Terrorist actions, in any way, are acute pain of
humans. They require measures beyond logical thinking to find a solution. Interest in Buddhism
is growing steadily worldwide, especially from people seeking answers in this current global
age of clashing ideologies, fanatical strife and senseless violence. Why is this interest now
growing so quickly? “Perhaps it is because more and more people now are recognizing many
facts about Buddhism. Among these, the most important one is that Buddhism is a religion of
true peace that has never advocated violence in its name and a religion that emphasizes
compassion, tolerance and moderation.”24 If we really want to stop terrorism in the world, we
can start right now in our home and work place: The art of peace is medicine for a sick world.
We want to cure the world of the sickness of violence, malcontent and discord – this is the way
of harmony. Practice of the art of peace is an art of faith, a belief in the power of purification
and faith in the power of life itself. It is not a type of rigid disciplines, or empty asceticism.
It is path that follows natural principles that must be applied to daily living. The art of peace
should be practiced from the time you rise to greet the morning to the time you retire at night.25
Religious zealotry creates the will to carry out mass casualty terrorist attacks;
proliferation provides the means. It is this nexus of will and means that has forever changed
the face of terrorism.26 Career terrorism experts began to argue in the 1990s that a new form
of terrorism fuelled by religious fervor was on the rise. They pointed to organizations such as
Al Qaeda, Aum Shinrikyo (a Japanese cult) and Christian identity groups. Religious ideas, such as
martyrdom, and Armageddon, were seen as particularly dangerous. However, as thoughtful
studies and commentators have repeatedly pointed out, such groups use selectively interpret
and exploit religious concepts and texts to support terrorism. Religions themselves do not
cause terrorism. In fact, the question “What causes terrorism?” is not quite the right question to
ask, because we will never be able to answer it. We cannot say that the presence of one factor
provokes terrorism in the same way that we can say with scientific certainty that certain toxins
cause diseases. If you listen closely to the explanations that are usually given as answers to
the question “What is terrorism?” you will find that they actually answer the question: “What
are the conditions in which terrorism is most likely to take place?” Sometimes these
conditions have to do with the people who become terrorists (they are described as having
certain psychological traits, like ‘narcissistic rage’) and some conditions have to do with
the circumstances they live in (a poor society, a formerly colonized society, for example).
Although many people today believe that religious fanaticism causes terrorism, but it is not
true. It may be true that religious fanaticism creates conditions that are favorable for terrorism.
But we know that religious zealotry does not cause terrorism because there are many religious
fanatics who do not choose terrorism or any form of violence. So there must also be other
conditions that in combination provoke some people to see terrorism as an effective way of
Ibid. 320.
Morihei Ueshiba, The Art of Peace, John Stevens (tr.), Shambhala Publications Inc., Boston, USA, 2002 : 44.
26
D. P. Sharma, The New Terrorism – Islamist International, A.P.H. Publishing Corporation, New Delhi,
2005: preface.
24
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creating change in their world.27 There is nothing inside any person or in their circumstances
that sends them directly to terrorism. Instead, there are certain conditions, some of which make
violence against civilians seem like a reasonable and even necessary option.

Buddhist Solution to Religiously Motivated Violence (Terrorism):
Buddhism is not strictly a religion because it is not “a system of blind faith and
worship,” owing any allegiance to a supernatural God. Buddhism does not demand blind faith
from its adherents. Hence mere belief is dethroned and for it is substituted “confidence based
on knowledge.” It is possible for a Buddhist to entertain occasional doubts until he attains
the first stage of Sainthood (Sotāpatti) when all doubts about the Buddha, Dhamma, and
the Saṃgha are completely resolved. One becomes a genuine follower of the Buddha only after
attaining this stage.28 Terrorism involves the gross violation of human rights, senseless killing
of innocent lives and social disorder. Act of terror may be carried out by individuals, groups or
states. Whether it is at national or global level, an act of terrorism is an act of crime, so these
evil acts bring destruction to individuals, society and to the world in its entirety and have
the tendency to destroy peace and harmony in addition to law and order. Therefore it becomes
necessary for us to seek effective ways and means of controlling and curbing all terrorist
activities in whichever form it appears.
The Buddha exhorted his first group of sixty disciples as follows: “Go forth, O Bhikkhus,
for the good of the many, for the happiness of the many, out of compassion for the world, for
the good, benefit, and happiness of gods and men.”29 This statement of the Buddha has
worldwide application. Buddhist texts, doctrines, and ritual practices advocate ahimsā, non-harming
or nonviolence. The Buddha reportedly told his followers:
All are afraid of the rod.
Of death all are afraid.
Having made oneself the example,
One should neither slay nor cause to slay.30
The first of the five precepts (pañca-śīlāni) admonishes us to refrain from taking life,
and early monastic codes list the taking of life as one of the four grave offenses. Mahāyāna
texts carry this rejection of violence forward; for example, the Daśabhūmika-sūtra proclaims
that Buddhists “must not hate any being and cannot kill a living creature even in thought.”31
Historically, Buddhists have formulated institutional and ritual supports for this ideal, as seen
in the uposatha ceremony when Theravāda monks twice a month recite the precepts and confess
C. C. Comb, Terrorism in the 21st Century, New Jersey, USA, 1997: 112.
See Ven. Narada Mahathera, The Buddha and His Teaching, Buddhist Missionary Society Malaysia, 1988, p. 282.
29
See Vinayapitaka - Mahākhadhako – Mārakatha.
30
See Dhammapada - Dandavaggo, v. 129.
31
Cited in Har Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit Literature (London: Kegan Paul, Trench,
Trubner, and Co., 1931), p. 199; quoted by Kenneth Kraft, ed., Inner Peace, World Peace: Essays on Buddhism and
Nonviolence (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992), p. 5.
27
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transgressions. The idea of revenge is rejected in Buddhism. Instead, the Buddha teaches
tolerance, compassion and forgiveness. The Buddha said, “In those who harbor such thoughts
as, “He abused me, he struck me, he overcame me, he robbed me, hatred never ceases... In those
who do not harbor such thoughts, hatred will cease.”32 Again The Buddha said, “Hatred never
ceases through hatred in this world; through love alone they cease. This is an eternal law.”33
According to the Yodhajiva Sutta, Buddhism does not glorify war. Neither does it encourage
Buddhists to sacrifice their lives for their beliefs. In fact, those who go to battle thinking that
they are doing their country or religion honor are misled.34 We are facing terrorist problem in
the all over the world.
Today application of Buddhist ethics of non-violence to the society should be given
at different levels. As far as less educated or uneducated ordinary people are concerned,
the strategy is moral education and Buddhist philosophy and training in conduct. The people
of all over the world should be deeply convinced that we must make the young generation
well informed in Buddhism and give them good training in Buddhist ethics of non-violence to
refrain them from terrorist activities. Those who observe and practice the five precepts which
are included in the Vinaya Piṭaka:
1. Not to kill any living being, not to do any harm.
2. Not to take what is not given by the owner.
3. Not to commit sexual misconduct.
4. Not to make false speech and
5. Not to drink intoxicants.
These ethics if followed, it could give guarantee that peace and harmony of society
will be restored. I wish to cite an example from Buddhist scriptures about a man who took
an extreme violence at one stage of his life but was successfully converted into a man of peace
by the Buddha. This is the story of Aṅgulimāla. Aṅgulimāla was subjugated and taken to
Buddha’s fold with loving kindness and made to realize the futility and essences of
non-violence.35
The next example is the emperor Aśoka (272-232 BC.). In the early days of Asoka
before he embraced Buddhism and had close association with Buddhist Saṃgha and was first
an individual terrorist, later State terrorist and known as Candasoka or ‘Asoka the Wicked’. First
he ousted his elder brother, the heir apparent and he had waged war for four years with his other
brothers and ministers and finally became the king of Maurya Empire. Later he extended his
state terrorist activities in the form of war against Kaliṅga. Aśoka won the war but thousands
of people died as the result. With this experience and the study of Buddhism, he was inspired
to give up his terrorist activities and to put into practice Buddhist ethics of non-violence while
following the Buddhist political theory of Dhammādhipateyya the supremacy of the moral law
taught by the Buddha as a universal doctrine of political philosophy. Asoka spread non-violence
32
33
34
35

See Dhammapada - Yamakavaggo, v. 3 & 4.
See Dhammapada - Yamakavaggo, v. 5.
See Samyutta Nikāya- Salayatana Vagga- Yodhajiva Sutta, No. 42.3
Majjhima Nikāya- Angulimāla Sutta, No.86.
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everywhere in his empire by other means such as Dharmalipi or the inscription containing
non-violent ethics. Also he spread it through Buddhist missionaries to nine countries in and
out of his empire. Here, we can observe how Caṅḍaśoka became Piyadassī Aśoka by followed
Buddhist ethics of non-violence. Another example was Aṅgulimāla who became Arhata. It may
be example of world that facing terrorism problems today. Our governments must learn from
Buddhist texts, doctrines, and ritual practices.
In the Aggañña Sutta,36 the king is said to be Great Elect because he is elected by
the people as a whole (Mahājana-sammato); his power is vested by the people and his duty
is to serve the people. The protection of the citizens and territory from external and internal
threats is one of the foremost duties of a government as told to King Kattiya in the Cakkavattī
Sihanāda Sutta.37 In Buddhist politics the ideal ruler, called Cakkavatti or universal monarch,
was instructed to learn about the norm (dhamma or the law of truth and righteousness). He
should provide the right watch, ward and protection for his own folk, army, nobles, vassals,
brahmins, householders, town and country dwellers, for the religious world, and for beasts
and birds. Throughout his kingdom he should not let any wrong-doing prevail. And he should
let wealth be given to poor in his kingdom because poverty is one major cause of terrorism.
Buddhism can teach humanity to walk the Middle Path of moderation and have a better
understanding on how to lead a richer life of peace and happiness. The Buddha said that we
must develop our own self in a manner that the light comes from within. The Lord Gautama’s
analysis was simple, what so ever is constituted is perishable. Suffering is caused by ignorance.
Ignorance has cessation by attaining enlightenment. He suggested that the Noble Eightfold Path
to reach the goal.38 In addition, the Buddha’s social teaching is cantered in the Four Sublime
Stations (Brāhmavihāra). These social emotions are meant to regulate our attitude and
physical behavior towards other people in society. This concept of Brāhmavihāra is very
important component for a social existence which can arouse in human mind a sense of
consciousness of the kind, necessary for a shared existence in society.39 In the ethical
development of a Buddhist, importance is attached to the development of heart-felt feelings of
loving-kindness and compassion, as outgrowths from generosity, as aids to deepening virtue, and
as factors undercutting the attachment to “I”, loving-kindness (mettā) and compassion (karuṇā)
are the first two of the set of four qualities which also included empathetic or appreciative joy
(muditā) and equanimity (upekkhā). Loving-kindness is the aspiration for the true happiness
of any, and ultimately all, sentient beings, for all these are like oneself in liking happiness
and disliking pain. It is the antidote to hatred and fear, and is to be distinguished from
sentimentality. Compassion is the aspiration that beings are free from suffering, feeling for
them; it is the antidote to the cruelty, and is to be distinguished from sadness. Empathetic joy
is joy of others, happiness at their good fortune; it is the antidote to envy and discontent and is
to be distinguished from giddy merriment. Equanimity is an even-minded, unruffled serenity
in the face of the ups and downs of life – one’s own and that of others – and comes from
developing the reflection that beings suffer and are happy in accordance to their own karma.
It is the antidote to both aversion and approval, but should be distinguished from indifference.40
36
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See Digha Nikāya- Aggañña Sutta, No. 27.
See Digha Nikāya- Cakkavatti Sihanāda Sutta, No. 26.
K. Sankarnarayam, Buddhism in Global Perspective (2 Vols), Somaiya Publication Pvt. Ltd., Mumbai, 2003:16.
Ibid: 18.
Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics – Foundations, Values and Issues, Cambridge University Press,

110

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO SOCIAL CONFLICT

It also ensures that impartially towards all beings, so that loving-kindness etc. is felt towards
equally.
The Buddha has advised everyone to abstain from killing. If everybody accepts this
advice, human beings would not kill each other. In the case where a person’s life is threatened,
the Buddha says even then it is not advisable to kill out of self-protection. The weapon for
self-protection is loving-kindness.41 One who practices this kindness very seldom comes
across such misfortune. Loving-kindness is stressed in such verses as: Conquer anger by
loving-kindness; Conquer evil by good; Conquer the stingy by giving; Conquer the liar by
truth.42 In order to practice loving-kindness, one must also be free from selfishness. Much of
the love in this world of self-centered, only a love of one is one own self. Not out of love for
the husband loved; but the husband is loved for love of self. Children are loved by the parents,
not out of love for the children, but for love of self. The gods are loved, not out of love for
the gods, but for love for self. Not out of love is anybody loved, but for love of self is loved.43
In the Saṁyutta Nikāya, the Buddha taught: “When embraced, the rod of violence
breeds danger and fear: Look at people quarrelling. I will tell of how I experienced dismay.
Seeing people floundering like fish in small puddles, competing with one another as I saw his,
fear came into me. The world was entirely without substance. All the directions were knocked
out of line. Wanting a haven for myself, I saw nothing that was not laid claim to. Seeing nothing
in the end but competition, I felt discontent. And then I saw an arrow here, so very hard to see,
embedded in the heart. Overcome by this arrow you run in all directions. But simply on pulling
it out, you do not run, you do not sink... Whatever things are tied down in the world, you should
not be set on them. Having totally penetrated sensual pleasures, sensual passions, you should
train for your own unbinding.”44 In this short autobiographical passage, the Buddha describes
his sense of dismay at the violence in the world, together with his important discovery: that
the only escape from violence is to remove the causes of violence from one’s own heart. To
remove these causes, one must first refrain from violence on the external level so as to create
the proper karmic context – more peaceful and honest – for extracting the causes of violence
on the internal level. The following passages from the Pāli Canon illustrate these two levels of
the practice, starting first with a few considerations on the principle of karma. The concluding
passages in this collection focus on the concept of papañca, or complication, as the internal
cause of conflict. In addition, we read the words of Professor K.T.S. Sarao, “Ahiṃsā to living
beings, which is the first precept in Buddhism, is based upon the principle of mutual attraction
and rightness common to all human beings. Will fully taking life means to disrupt and destroy
the inherent wholeness and to blunt feelings of reverence and compassion that form the basis
of humanness. This precept is really a call to life and creation even as it is a condemnation of
death and destruction.”45
New York, 2000: 104.
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Our Buddhist understanding is that the whole world is a holy land, and all the people
in it. Therefore, according to Buddhism, every human life is equally precious. His Holiness
the 14th Dalai Lama said that: “Human conflicts do not arise out of the blue. They occur as
a result of causes and conditions, many of which are within the protagonists’ control. Violence
undoubtedly breeds more violence.” Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh stated, “The root of
terrorism is misunderstanding, intolerance, hatred, revenge and hopelessness. This root cannot
be located by the military… Each one of us has the seed of awakening and insight within his or
her heart. Let us help each other touch these seeds in ourselves so that everyone can have
the courage to speak out.”46 The soil of our Holy Land has been baptized in blood countless
times in the name of power and religion. Great volumes of blood have been spilled. Has this
blood poisoned minds, or sanctified lives? What is truly holy? At the time when threats of
terrorism and war rage since 9/11, the manifestation of a true and lasting peace in the world
seems a far off fantasy. As Mahatma Gandhi once said, “The way of peace is the way of truth”.
We, as individuals, can do to build a meaningful and non-violence life.47 Violence naturally
flows from people scarred by greed, hatred, and delusion, who then create national entities
poisoned by these hungers and fears. A Buddhist social analyst David Loy suggests we see this
conflict ‘not as a holy war between good and evil, but as a tragic cycle of reciprocal violence
and hatred fuelled by a vicious cycle of escalating fear on both sides’.

Conclusion:
“Terrorism is a symptom of a sick society. Let us try to cure the disease rather than treat
the symptom.”48 This suggests a major difference between a Buddhist response to terrorism
and tragedy and those who recently have dominated American public discourse especially.
The difference can be brought into clear focus by examining the relationship between
the prevailing notion that freedom involves something like doing what we want, more or less
when and as we want – that is, exerting control in the management of our experience – and
the ease with which we resort to violent solutions to violence, both actual and threatened.
The logic of responding to violence with violence has much in common with that of fighting
fire with fire. “All beings tremble at the rod”49, says Lord Buddha, yet today the ominous
rod of terrorism has become one of the gravest problems that we face. As in A Statement
of Conscience, Bhikkhu Bodhi believes that, “No longer is the terrorist threat reserved for
the vulnerable public figure or the outspoken adversary. With their lightning speed and global
reach, our modern media of communication have given the terrorist cadres a tremendous new
power to intimidate whole populations. Far too often, the victims of their hits are the helpless
and innocent, struck down in a symbolic show of hate. This appalling increase in terrorist
violence pierces the moral consciousness at its core, leaving behind painful and persisting
wounds.”50 The Lord Buddha said, “There is no greater happiness than peace.”51 The ultimate
Thich Nhat Hanh, Calming the Fearful Mind, Parallax Press, California, 2005: 112.
D. R. Loy, The Non-duality of Good and Evil: Buddhist Reflections on the New Holy War, Faculty of International
Studies, Bunkyo University, Japan, 2001: 11.
48
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goal for a Buddhist is to reach the peaceful state of Nirvana and the means to reach this goal
must be peaceful. To be a Buddhist, one is first of all required to observe the five precepts,
to ensure that one does not take advantage of oneself or others. Being neutral towards all beings,
one can embark on the spiritual journey of meditation and reach tranquility of the mind, so
that eventually one might be enlightened and gain the insight or wisdom of seeing things as
they really are (pañña or prajña). The Buddhists call this the realization of total awakening or
enlightenment (bodhi). We must know that, in whole of the Buddhist history, “there has never
been a Holy War. Surely Buddhist kings have waged war against one another, and they may
even have claimed to be doing so for the benefit of humankind or the Buddhist religion, but
they could never quote any saying of the Buddha to support them.”52 As the Buddha was quite
clear in his renunciation of violence:
Victory creates hatred,
Defeat creates suffering.
Happily the peaceful live,
Giving up victory and defeat.53
In general, Buddhism holds the opinion that extreme violent activities, such as terrorism
as well as war and conflict among groups arise due to sensual desires. The Mahadukkhandha
Sutta, suggests that as long as human beings are driven by sensual desires, violent activities
such as using sticks and weapons to harm one another, verbal and physical abuses of each other,
are unavoidable. The total overcoming of violent activities seems to be impossible as long as
human beings have not completely eliminated their sensual desires. In violent circumstances,
generating a relatively peaceful state is the only lasting possibility for creating peace. Because
of the interdependent nature, various forms of terrorism are also conditioned by other
activities. By analyzing those causes which lead to terrorism and transforming violent contexts
into non-violent social realities, Buddhism shows a way out of the vicious circle of violence.
In summary, in conflict situations, non-violence is the desired end as well as the means to achieve
it. When we make non-violence a part of our daily lives, we water the seeds of a non-violent
society. And now, listen, for the peace of the world both inner and outer, all of us must keep
in the core of our heart the words of the Buddha: My mind wanders in every direction in this
world. But I cannot find anyone who is dearer than one own self. If in everybody the self is so
dear, so cherished, those who have loved themselves should not do harm to the self of others.

Sulak Sivaraksa, Seeds of Peace: A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society, Parallax Press, Berkeley,
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Buddhism and Social Conflict in the Age of Rational
Modern Capitalism: A Weberian Reading
of Early 20th-Century Euro-Buddhism
Sebastian Musch

During the first decades of the 20th century, a phenomenon grew popular among
the educated and open-minded. It soon captured the attention of writers and thinkers, and
a rich and wide-ranging literature on the subject appeared. It was not only a new mode relating
to the world, to society and the individual, but also often thought to contain a remedy for
the social conflicts that were threatening to tear apart European societies. This phenomenon
was the teachings of the Buddha.
By scrutinizing the writings of these early Euro-Buddhists, along the lines of Max
Weber’s theory of rational modern capitalism, I will shed light on the ways in which these
Euro-Buddhists envisioned a resolution to the raging social conflicts.

Religion and Rational Modern Capitalism
In November 1917, with the First World War raging across Europe, Max Weber, one of
the founding fathers of sociology, and even today still a towering eminence in this discipline,
gave his acclaimed lecture “Science as a Vocation” to students at the University of Munich.
Here, Weber coined the famous expression, “the disenchantment of the world,” which describes
the process of rationalization that does not necessarily entail a progress in general knowledge
but rather a different approach to the world, namely the idea that everything can, in principle,
be dominated through computation.1 The intellect thus establishes itself as the new reigning
sovereign of the world, which was subsequently emptied of meaning outside of ratio. Religions,
traditionally the normative forces, were broken into pieces under the pressure of relativism,
which will not, nor can, provide meaning to life. The leftover warring gods appeal with guidance
in life to the disoriented youth, and yet the wide range of choices lets them plunge even further
into confusion.2 The shattering of the public dominance of religion through the disenchantment
of the world made religions a private matter. These two features – the multiplicity of religious
options and the privatization of religion – made the arrival of Buddhism feasible. Religious
options other than Christianity or Judaism were now on the table. During the war years, Max
Weber also published his voluminous studies on Hinduism and Buddhism, which must be
read as “contrast studies” to his groundbreaking work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
1
2
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Capitalism (1905/06).3 Weber here highlights the question as to why neither Hinduism nor
Buddhism triggered the development of the process of rationalization that fuelled the rise of
modern bureaucratic capitalism, as European Protestantism, especially Calvinism, did.
The “elective affinity,” i.e. the reciprocal gravitation of Protestantism and capitalism towards each
other, despite not having a direct causality, leaves the question open as to why the subsequent
amalgamation appeared in a certain age and a certain period (early modern Europe) and not in
another part of the world, since modern rational capitalism would prove to be an immensely
successful model (“the most fateful form in our modern life”4) that would swiftly conquer
the world. Weber’s whole endeavor of comparative “sociology of religion,” as developed in
his The Economic Ethic of World Religions project, is directed towards the question “Why has
rational capitalism based upon calculation developed solely in the Occident?”5
The answer lay in how the previous normative forces, religions, related to the world
and what subsequent economical ethics they developed.
What Protestantism, Catholicism, Judaism, Hinduism and Buddhism have in
common is that they are all religions of salvations, religions that are basically in tension with
the world.6 Soteriology is rooted in a deep discontent with the world as it is and its presumed
irrationalism, and that is why religions of salvation develop a soteriological doctrine to
synchronize their expectations of a just, rational world with its cruel reality. However, religions
of salvations can be further distinguished along the lines of their soteriological content. While
certain religions (Calvinism, ancient Judaism, etc.) direct their soteriological goals towards this
world, i.e. inner-world asceticism, and try to rectify worldly matters, other religions of salvation
focus their soteriological efforts on the other-worldly realm and reject the world as such. Max
Weber saw “Old Buddhism” (that is, for Weber, Buddhism before Ashoka) as a religion of
the second type, as “the conceivably most radical form of pursuing salvation ever.”7 Weber’s
depiction of Buddhism in negative terms, as asocial, individualistic and favoring knowledge
over ethical conduct, is often at odds with the fervent early Buddhists and scholars featured
in this article.8 At times, his interpretation of Buddhism stands diametrically opposite to what
was considered favorable in Buddhism (its social, spiritual and ethical content) by most of its
Western proponents.
While I will not dig into the question of how these two very different interpretations of
Buddhism could arise, I will try to reconcile these two sides by combining Weber’s theoretical
approach regarding Buddhism with the notion of Buddhism shared by such figures as Theodor
Schultze and Paul Dahlke, among others. For a reconciliation between these two opposing
views, we have to take a closer look at the function of Buddhism within their respective world
views. Max Weber saw monastic Buddhism as a counterpart to the economic rationalism of
Protestantism. The soteriological aspect of renouncing the world prevents, in Weber’s eyes,
Detlef Kantowsky, 1985, 467.
Richard Swedberg, 2005, 25.
5
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the maturation of a rational ethics of economics.9 All rationalization is focused on oneself and
its other-worldly goals.10 The aforementioned figures who embraced Buddhism saw precisely
this lack of a rational ethics of economics as appealing. For them, Buddhism is a tool of social
cohesion, a remedy to social conflicts, which originated in the disenchantment of the world
that Weber himself had diagnosed in his lecture “Science as a Vocation.” However, Weber
was convinced that the exemplary religious leaders of the prelapsarian time could not persist
nowadays. “To lead the life of Buddha, Jesus, Francesco seems merely to be doomed to failure
under the technical and social circumstances of a rational culture.”11
Yet, at the bottom of this development we can find a quasi-dialectical process.
The decline of religion as the leading light of meaning, and the loss of absolute claims, are
caused precisely by the rise of religion. “Calvin did not desacralize [or disenchant] the world;
on the contrary, he turned the entire world into a monastery,” Fredric Jameson reminds us.12
But once the rise of rationalism is completed, it turns against its own ancilla, namely religion.
Protestantism is therefore what Jameson calls a “vanishing mediator,” i.e. the catalyzer of
inner-worldly rationalization, which then vanquishes religion.13 Here lies the fundamental
difference between these two views. Weber believes that the amalgamation of Protestantism
and capitalism had started an irreversible process which had pulled the rug from under its own
feet. The Buddhists, and Buddhism’s sympathizers, of this age (which in the following I will
subsume under the label “Euro-Buddhist,” because even though this article deals mostly with
German thinkers, “Europe” constituted their frame of reference) believed that this process
could be, if not reversed, at least mitigated. The vanishing of mediator had left an empty spot
which could now be filled with Buddhism.

A Time of Crisis and the Search for a Resolution
By analyzing the enthusiastic approach many of the following figures displayed towards
Buddhism, through the Weberian paradigm of the prevalence of modern rational capitalism
of Protestant persuasion, we can shed light on the function of Buddhism in these people’s
mind-set. They perceived the world as an ideological battleground in which a last reason must
be found. By infusing European intellectual life with Buddhism, they hoped to alternate
the mental and social structure. This meant de-emphasizing the other-worldly soteriological
aspects of Buddhism, and instead focusing on – in Weber’s terminology – its mystic and
yet rational aspect. Unlike many of their contemporaries, the Euro-Buddhists did not object
to rationalism altogether, but sought another rationalism that would provide meaning and
orientation.
Max Weber’s theses on rationalization, religion and capitalism received a cold reception
in his own age, and they were therefore probably unknown to the following figures as they were
to most others, even among the educated. A quite popular narrative during this period (and even
today) however states that the prevalent ideologies of materialism and scientific positivism were
9
10
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the main reason for the decline of religion during the 19th century. From the Enlightenment
onwards, religion in Europe only engaged in rearguard actions, losing territory to sciences,
materialism and the ensuing consumerism. At the threshold of the 20th century, religion had,
especially in the cities and among the educated, lost its appeal. Secularism went hand in hand
with the scientific positivism of this era, which with every achievement by the sciences seemed
to advance towards a better future. As Romain Rolland noted in 1915: “They believed in reason
as the Catholics believed in the Blessed Virgin.”14 But, slowly, a counter public sphere emerged,
first among the obscure and marginalized, and among artists and literati, often shunned by the
intellectual mainstream. As Eric Hobsbawm notes, these were “usually a café-table full of young
men speaking for the networks of friends they had made when they entered the École Normale
Supérieure in Paris or some self-selected leaders of intellectual fashion in the universities of
Cambridge or Heidelberg.”15 But even if adherents to this intellectual fashion only numbered
in the low tens of thousands, these were the people that became the loud proponents of a new
way of thinking, and many of those we consider the seminal thinkers of these days have to be
counted among them. Propelled by the powerful anti-philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, who
became, in the years after his death in 1900, the poster boy of almost every movement that
tried to challenge the hegemony of reason, Buddhism became a cultural and societal force and
often functioned as a projection screen for those desires and wishes of disillusioned Europeans.
In the academy, the hegemony of neo-Kantian philosophy and the dominance of
rationalism as the prevalent mode of thought during the final decades of the 19th century were
countered with the rise of irrationalist concepts or other, different, modes of rationalism.
Obviously, at turn of the century, the European process of enlightenment had reached
a watershed, where its legitimacy was continuously questioned. Not all of its achievements were
put into doubt by everybody, but what became clear to many was that a parochial, European,
kind of rationalism was due for an extension, most commonly towards the East. The German
exoticism of this era were an echo to a surge of feelings of insecurity. Buddhism was a place
outside, of otherness, to be sure, but one that maybe, precisely because of its vague profile,
its unfamiliarity, offered the promise of rejuvenation, even though arguments for its spiritual
superiority were often undergirded with reference to its old age. Yet, most Euro-Buddhists did
not position irrationalism, in its excessive instrumental form, as an alternative to rationalism.
They saw their times as an age of excess, which could not be remedied by reversing to another
extreme. They were looking for a middle way.

Euro-Buddhism as a Remedy
Theodor Schultze, at first a diligent state employee in Prussia, was one of the first to
become openly Buddhist in Europe. In 1893, he published his programmatic treatise, Vendata
and Buddhism as ferments for a future regeneration of religious awareness in the European
Cultural Sphere, in which he sought to establish Buddhist teachings as a new groundwork for
a religious and ethical revolution in Europe, which would disentangle religious doctrines from
reason.16 In his work, Schultze tried to revoke religion as an “ethical-social power of positive
14
15
16

Quoted in Eric Hobsbawm, 1989, 262.
Eric Hobsbawm, 1989, 260.
Later published under the title Der Buddhismus als Religion der Zukunft (Buddhism as the religion of the future)
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value,” a status that Christianity had lost in Europe.17 Only through a merger of religion and
philosophy could Europe be remedied. Exemplary for such a merger was Buddhism. The kind
of religion Schultze had in mind had not to be based on divine revelation, as in Christianity
and Judaism, but only on metaphysical underpinnings of some kind. Maneuvering away from
instrumental reason, Schultze remained careful not to embrace an irrational leap of faith.
For him, Christianity and Western philosophy had failed Europe, which now stood
at the edge of an abyss. Schultze draws a comparison to the decline of the Roman Empire, to
which the forces of Christianity and philosophy were also the harborers of havoc.
Schultze then proscribes two principles as having the healing powers for Europe’s
social conflict: one is compassion, which he equates with karuṇā and muditā; the other is amity,
which he equates with maitrī and mettā.18 These principles will raise the level of solidarity
among humans, and only in such a way can social conditions improve. The opposite to the quad
of karuṇā, muditā, maitrī and mettā is the Christian principle of love, which Schultze tries to
debunk as also purposeful and goal-oriented. Love is always based on a natural instinct or is
restricted in its scope. For Schultze, it is crucial for Europe to forsake the imperative approach
to ethics. Ethical behavior cannot be commanded (which would turn it into an instrument for
achieving a goal), but has to rise intuitively inside every individual. That is why Buddhist
maxims are not commands and imperatives, but rather advices, admonitions and instructions.19
Steering away from any eudaimonic approach to the notion of karma, Schultze brings to bear
the egalitarian structure of Buddhist ethics: “Its subjective foundation is the (intuitive)
awareness of the inner equality or identity of all living beings.”20 The human being is the vessel
of ethics, not just its instrument.
While Schultze also discusses the terms karuṇā, muditā, maitrī and mettā in relation
to karma and rebirth, his objective is mainly worldly: improving the social conditions of
this world. On an epistemological level, Schultze describes Buddhism as a combination of
“subjective Idealism” and “transcendental Realism,” which he pitches against the reigning
ideology of scientism.21 Schultze’s concept is similar to a construct which also features
prominently in the work of Paul Dahlke, a physician who became a devout Buddhist around
1900 and also founded the first European Buddhist retreat center, the Buddhistisches Haus, in
Berlin in 1923/24. In his book, Buddhism as Religion and Morality, Dahlke paints a picture of
Buddhism as the middle way between faith and science.22 Dahlke argues that the unity of
the organic being has been severed into two different spheres: one, faith, completely focusing
on the transcendental; the other, science, on the empirical.23 This dichotomy, which is inherent
to modern man and is deprived of its inner organic life, triggers social conflict. Modern rational
man lacks real religion and real morals, because he lacks a comprehensive Weltanschauung
that supersedes the dichotomy between faith and science. What Schultze and Dahlke share is
a synthetic conception of Buddhism, which can overcome contemporary binary divisions. Both
Cf.: Theodor Schultze, 1898.
17
Theodor Schultze, 1898, IV.
18
Theodor Schultze, 1898, 82 u. 143.
19
Theodor Schultze, 1898, 82f.
20
Idem.
21
Theodor Schultze, 1898, 142.
22
Paul Dahlke, 1923, 4.
23
Cf.: Paul Dahlke, 1923, 3.
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diagnose an ethical-social crisis due to man’s alienation from his natural organic unity.
Juxtaposing Buddhism against the West and/or Christianity allows a critique of the second order.
By emphasizing Buddhism’s commitment to social cohesion, versus Christianity’s failure to
do so, he points towards (Protestant) rational ethics as the main root of the current conflicts.
Dahlke then does not hesitate to put a spotlight on the fact that during war both sides claim
to march under the name of the Lord.24 The blending of the religious and political (i.e. in last
consequence, violent) spheres, blurs the sacred boundary drawn between the sacred and
the profane, by which the former becomes tainted through the bloody business of politics.
Ideals are thus tarnished by ideologies.
Buddhism thus becomes a master key which not only could have avoided
the outbreak of violence and can assure a peaceful future, but which also addresses the underlying
erroneous structure of European society. War, social disintegration and upheaval are results of
a misconstrued way of relating to the world. As people perceived the world in a wrong way,
since the metaphysical underpinnings of their lives were based on a misconception, it comes
as absolutely no surprise that European societies experienced a substantial crisis. The infusion
of Buddhism, however, could be the life-saving panacea that could retrieve Europe from its
spiritual cul-de-sac.
Dahlke, who spent several years living in Sri Lanka, laments the infusion of Sri Lankan
society with Western modernity and the penetration by its materialism as the starting point of
the erosion of traditional (and organic) order. The effect of money alienates the population
from its traditional Buddhist roots and the saṅgha.25 “Modern life evens out everything and at
the end only appreciates one kind of dignity: The dignity of richness.”26 Materialism results
as an emblem for the currents of scientism and rationalism, finding their expression also in
the lower classes of society, which do not necessarily subscribe to any scientific or rational
system, per se, but nevertheless succumb to it directly through their growing disregard for
tradition and the concentration on material possessions. That this is an essentially Western
capitalist development, which now even the Sri Lankan society is following, only underlines,
for Dahlke, the necessity and urgency of the dissemination of Buddhism in the West.
On a meta-geographical level, we can find here reciprocal counter-positioning as a globalization
of ideological foes. The Western devastating effect on Sri Lankan society has to be countered
by spreading the Buddhist doctrine in the countries of origin of materialism and scientism.
Dahlke clearly names his foe when he announces what the “capital vice of our time” is:
“The addiction to accumulate money. The state has no reason to fight this addiction, except
for some excesses. And so it prospers abundantly against all Evangelical commandments. Yes,
it does not even appear to collide with Christianity.”27 Without going further into Dahlke’s
manifold work, I will suggest that his, and to a certain degree, also Schultze’s, work implicitly
follows Max Weber’s paradigm of the disenchantment of the world through computation and
the rise of modern rational capitalism. Buddhism is both critique and remedy.

24
25
26
27

Cf.: Paul Dahlke, 1923, 39.
Cf.: Paul Dahlke, 1923, 331f.
Paul Dahlke, 1923, 332.
Paul Dahlke, 1923, 39.
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The Globalization of Buddhist Knowledge
The first translation of the Puggalapaññatti into German was made by Nyāņatiloka, who
was born in Germany under the name of Anton Walther Florus Gueth before being ordained
as a Buddhist monk in Rangun, Myanmar, in 1904. A critic praised the book, writing that it
is: “deeply entrenched by this sublime, detached attitude, which is characteristic for anything
Buddhist, and it proposes such noble ethics, which is hardly comprehensible for us Europeans
[…] Because of this further immersion and occupation with this world so strange to us is
a necessary counterpoise against the materialization of our civilization.”28 Here we find
a fundamental position often taken: materialization of civilizations could be fought off by
Buddhism, which, however, is hardly comprehensible to Europeans. But in a quite nascent
fashion can we find here the notion that by distancing oneself from Europe one can come closer
to this “sublime, detached attitude.”29 A gradual substitution of inner dispositions is preferential
to a shock therapy – the sudden and complete immersion into Buddhism. Thus, studying
the Buddhist texts in Europe is a vital alternative to migration to Asia. At this point, when
Europeans start to learn traditional Buddhist texts, and approach these texts with their own
problematic issues in mind hoping to find a resolution, Buddhism asserts itself as a cultural
force under the guise of capitalist globalization. Therefore, many of the problems caused by
globalization could also be solved by the peregrine nature of Buddhism, by its sublime and
subtle doctrine that easily adapts to new surroundings. Buddhism is therefore a fixed set of
teachings in a shifting form, while European thought (in its Greek, Christian, Jewish or some
hybrid version) has an unstable, erratic kernel which, however, is bound by its form.
Buddhism’s pivotal role in resuscitating Europe’s perishing soul is bound to its essentialist
core, while Europe suffers from its internally hollow core.
The German philosopher Rudolf Pannwitz depicts Europe in his most famous book,
The Crisis of European Culture, as a failed society.30 It was published in 1917, at the height
of the First World War, which Pannwitz constitutes as a severe crisis from which a solution
seems impossible. “There is no resort from the crisis of European culture in any feasible way,”
he states, primarily because, for Pannwitz, European culture is an oxymoron, a contradiction
in adjecto. “Culture is something oriental par excellence, something non-European, something
supra-European. […] We Europeans are at the margins of greatness and at the edge of an abyss.
[…] Do not confuse the orient spoiled by us and for us, this paradise for globetrotter,
mystagogues, adventurers, explorers, minister and retailers of colonial products, with the great
Orient of classical cultures, who is still alive in sceneries, the humans and customs, but whose
deeds excel in scripture.”31 Pannwitz advocates a European renaissance, not through expeditions
or colonialism, not through exploring the Orient first hand, but through studying and reading
the written works. He does not want to bring Europe to Asia, but rather the best, and only
the best, of Asia to Europe. Pannwitz then identifies two figures as the “greatest teachers of
virtue in the East”: “Gotamo Buddho” and “Kungfutse.”32
28
29
30
31
32

Oskar Schloss, 1924, 11f.
Idem.
Cf.: Rudolf Pannwitz, 1947.
Rudolf Pannwitz, 1947, 180.
Idem.
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Invoking these two names as prosopopeial incarnations of a universal set of virtues
that can construct a link between the dichotomic landmasses, alludes to a major trend that
is obviously crucial for understanding the European approach at the beginning of the 20th
century, namely the globalization of Buddhist knowledge. Since globalization has become
such a buzzword during recent decades, we should not forget that even before it entered
the jargon in the remotest corner of the earth, its effects were already noticeable over a hundred
years ago when an early form of globalization sent shock waves through many societies.
The colonialism of the great empires, an acceleration of global trade through new, faster, means
of transportation, and the already progressed industrialization of big parts of the world and
the subsequent emergence of labor migration as a mass phenomenon, had created a global
capitalist world.33 Knowledge of other parts of the world exploded and the number of
publications far exceeded that of previous decades. While former generations often had to
rely on literature in other, foreign, languages, which limited the dissemination of knowledge
to some privileged educated few, now even the common layperson who would be interested
in, let us say, China, could turn to an abundance of books in his or her own vernacular, which
often were even conceptualized as popular introductions to the topic. This was especially
the case for Buddhist literature. People like Pannwitz, who only had a very superficial
understanding of Buddhism, but also more serious scholars of Buddhism and those who actually
became Buddhists, could indulge in unprecedented numbers of books and journals.
As Eric Hobsbawm noted, while the earth became “a planet bound together ever more
tightly by the bonds of moving goods and people, of capital and communications, of material
products and ideas,” there was also a sense of a growing division in society.34 Estrangement
from the major forces – positivism, mass society, and rationalism – of these two opposing trends
was the result. Distrust in the advancements of technology and the sciences, a deep (sometimes
elitist) skepticism against mass society, and disappointment with Western civilization, became
a popular mind-set among the educated. It is in the nexus of globalization and estrangement
that the genesis of Buddhism as a popular phenomenon in European societies can be localized.
This Euro-Buddhism often advocated only at the surface a coalescence of the “spiritual
powers” of Asia and the “rational forces” of Europe, and instead most of the time tackled
the exceeding task of finding a cure for the internal European divisions. What distinguishes most
Euro-Buddhists from the augurs of irrationalism and pessimism was the fact that they did not
necessarily try to reach an irrational realm outside of rationalism, but rather an incorporation of
Buddhist doctrine into the sphere of ratio, a course correction, so to say, of an adamant belief
in the power of instrumental reason.

Buddhism – A Bridge over Troubled Waters
By emphasizing the cultural, religious, spiritual and psychological and linguistic
differences between the realm of Buddhism and the West, the Western proponents of a Buddhist
permeation to Europe constructed Buddhism first of all as a counter image to their own regimes,
institutions, political systems and ideologies, and secondly against the spiritual, cultural,
religious, and intellectual main currents. It is quite significant that while Buddhism was
33
34

Eric Hobsbawm, 1989, 13.
Eric Hobsbawm, 1989, 14.
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presented as imposable on two spheres, what a Marxist would call the base and the superstructure,
the proponents of Euro-Buddhism did not look at any alternatives on a superstructure level
outside of Buddhism. This is mainly because these Euro-Buddhists did not deploy Marxist ideas
in their transformative approach to society. They did not criticize the form of capitalism, i.e.
its institutions, but rather its spirit or habitus.35 It is the mentality of what Weber calls modern
rational capitalism that is seen by the Euro-Buddhists as the cause of social disintegration and
the root of social conflicts. While Protestantism, as the ancilla of modern rational capitalism, is
quintessentially ascetic, Buddhism is mystic and yet rational and therefore suitable for infusing
meaning into modern rational capitalism. The social epiphenomenon of modern rational
capitalism, namely social disintegration and alienation, are results of the excess of
instrumentally rational action. This is not necessarily faithful to Weber’s theorem of social
actions, but exactly what these Euro-Buddhists were getting at.
While Weber proclaims that Buddhism renounces any sort of action, may it be irrational,
passionate, rational and/or instrumentally rational, Euro-Buddhists would argue that Buddhism
is, to put it in Weber’s terms, inner-worldly value-rational and other-worldly instrumentally
rational.36 This means that while it argues for a goal-oriented (i.e. nirvana) rationalism in
other-worldly terms, it is socially conscious and cohesive in its inner-worldly orientation. Here,
again, we find the familiar notion of Buddhism as a bridge builder, whether between faith
and science, individual and society, or inner-worldly and other-worldly. And maybe it is this
notion that yields a lesson for today. As many of the social and economic conditions that
the Euro-Buddhists criticized still persist, it might be the time to reprise the role of Buddhism as
a critique of society. In a world divided, building a bridge might be the sharpest critique of all.

35
36

For Max Weber’s distinction between capitalist spirit and form, cf.: Swedberg, 2005, 263f.
Max Weber, 1996, 356.
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Introduction
As Buddhists are well aware, in the Vinaya Pitaka, Śākyamuni Buddha is recorded as
having said to his disciples: “Go forth, bhikkhus, for the good of the many, for the happiness
of the many, out of compassion for the world, for the good, benefit, and happiness of gods and
men. Let not two go by the same way.”1 As inspirational as these words are, they do not
necessarily provide a clear guideline as to exactly how and in what manner these injunctions are
to be put into practice. Herein lies the challenge for Buddhist practitioners in the 21st century.
For example, in recent years the UN has come to play an ever increasing role in
a multinational effort to address the ever growing, and ever more serious, problems afflicting
the human family and the environment that sustains all life. In light of the Buddha’s preceding
admonition this is a development to be welcomed and supported by all Buddhists regardless
of sectarian affiliation. Yet the question must also be asked, what, concretely, can Buddhists,
as Buddhists, contribute to the UN’s efforts?
In light of what can only be called a literal explosion of interest in Buddhist-inspired
“mindfulness” meditation in recent years, notably in Western countries, one clear contribution
Buddhism could make would seem to be exactly in this area. Buddhist-inspired “mindfulness
training” is increasingly being practiced in the US military, for as Dr. Daya Hewapathirane
recently noted: “In the US military mindfulness training includes ‘brain calming’ exercises to
improve performance. . . . It enhances attention, concentration and aim.”2 This suggests that
similar training might profitably be given to soldiers, whether Buddhist or not, attached to
UN-sponsored “Peacekeeping Missions” (aka “Peacekeeping Operations”).
Although not directly addressing this issue, Dr. Hewapathirane writes that Buddhists,
or at least Buddhist clerics, have been missing out, so to speak, by not taking more active or
leading roles in the popularization of meditation.
Although lectures and public talks and discussions, publications, workshops, forums,
Quoted in Elizabeth J. Harris, “Detachment and Compassion in Early Buddhism.” Access to Insight (Legacy
Edition), 30 November 2013. Available on the Web at: http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/harris/bl141.html
(accessed 16 February 2015.
2
Hewapathirane, Daya. “Mindfulness: A Secularized Buddhist Practice in the West,” 5 August 2014. Available
on the Web at: http://www.buddhistchannel.tv/index.php?id=70,11957,0,0,1,0#.U-R8toCSxqo (accessed 8 August
2014).
1
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seminars, courses, retreats and other forms of intense interactions on the subject of Mindfulness
practices are conducted in the West, it is rarely that these Mindfulness Trainers and Experts
in the West, acknowledge the fact that they have learned these wholesome practices from
Buddhism. . . .
In this light, the Buddhist Bhikkhu communities of the different Buddhist traditions
should be in the forefront highlighting what the Buddha Dhamma or the teachings of the Buddha
is all about, how it differs from the conventional theistic faith traditions and the overall spiritual
benefits that could be attained through Buddhist practices such as Mindfulness as propagated
in Buddhist teachings.3
These comments may well elicit a sympathetic response from many within the Buddhist
community who would like to see their faith take a more active role in society. Such
mindfulness training for soldiers fits in well with the fact that Buddhist military chaplains already
exist within the Thai and South Korean militaries, and, more recently, in the U.S. military. During
the Asia-Pacific War (1937-45) and before, Japan, too, had a voluntary military chaplaincy. In
short, with this wealth of trained and experienced Buddhist chaplains available, it would seem
but a natural extension to assign such chaplains to the ranks of UN-sanctioned Peacekeeping
Missions in the event interested soldiers were present. Who better to lead Mindfulness training
sessions than Buddhist chaplains?
There is, however, one important question that first needs to be addressed. That is
to say, exactly what are the “spiritual benefits” derived from meditation that Dr. Hewapathirane
refers to? This question is especially pertinent when we learn that in referring to military-related
benefits, Hewapathirane points out: “Snipers benefit from mindfulness training.”4 Is it possible
that the author of these words is unaware of the very first precept or pledge that all Buddhists,
lay or cleric make, i.e., “to abstain from taking life”?

A Note of Caution
Dr. Hewapathirane is, of course, far from the only commentator to see a role for
Buddhist meditation among soldiers. For example, Jay Michaelson, author of Evolving
Dharma: Meditation, Buddhism, and the Next Generation of Enlightenment, is quoted as follows:
“Meditation used to have this reputation as a hippie thing for people who speak in
a particularly soft tone of voice,” Michaelson says. Not so. “Samurai practiced
meditation to become more effective killers,” he says. So too did kamikaze pilots.
“It’s value neutral,” Michaelson says.5 (Emphasis mine)

Ibid.
Ibid.
5
Quoted in Burton, Katherine and Anthony Effinger, “To Make a Killing on Wall Street, Start Meditating,” 28
May 2014. Available on the Web at: http://mobile.bloomberg.com/news/2014-05-28/to-make-killing-on-wall-streetstart-meditating.html (accessed on 3 August 2014).
3
4
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Needless to say, Michaelson is quite correct in his claim that samurai warriors practiced
meditation, for as D.T. Suzuki noted:
In Japan, warriors have, for the most part, practiced Zen. Especially from the Kamakura
period [1185-1333] through the Ashikaga [1337-1573] and Warring States period
[1467-1567], it is correct to say that all of them practiced Zen. This is clear when one
looks at such famous examples as [warlords] Uesugi Kenshin, Takeda Shingen, and
others. . . . I believe one should pay special attention to the fact that Zen became united
with the sword.6
This quotation in turn raises the even more important question of how was it possible
that the violence-eschewing teaching of Śākyamuni Buddha could have ended up united with
the deadly swords of the samurai class? Even should one believe that Buddhism condones
“defensive” or “just” wars, it is impossible to claim that these famous Zen-trained, Japanese
warlords were engaged in anything other than slaughter on a massive scale dedicated to
the sole purpose of accumulating personal wealth and power. Needless to say, such actions
stand in direct contradiction to Buddhism’s ethical teachings.
And if it is true that the samurai use of meditation was a betrayal of Buddhism’s
teachings, what of meditation’s role within modern Japan’s aggression during the Asia-Pacific
War? During this war there was heightened interest in Zen practice, particularly among Imperial
Army officers who looked to Zen for the same reason as their traditional samurai ancestors,
i.e., to enhance martial prowess on the battlefield through promoting fearlessness in the face of
death and absolute and unquestioning loyalty (albeit not to one’s feudal lord but to the emperor).
Lt. Col. Sugimoto Gorō, a long time Zen practitioner and lay disciple of Rinzai Zen Master
Yamazaki Ekijū, became one of Japan’s most celebrated war heroes following his early death
on the battlefield in northern China in September 1937.
Japan’s leading generals strongly endorsed Sugimoto when he made the following
claim in his book, Taigi (Great Duty), posthumously published in 1938:
The Zen that I do is not the Zen of the Zen sect. It is soldier Zen (J. gunjin Zen).
The reason that Zen is important to soldiers is that all Japanese, especially soldiers,
must live in the spirit of the unity of sovereign and subjects, eliminating their ego
and getting rid of their self. It is exactly the awakening to the nothingness (J. mu) of
Zen that is the fundamental spirit of the unity of sovereign and subjects. Through my
practice of Zen I am able to get rid of my ego. In facilitating the accomplishment of
this, Zen becomes, as it is, the true spirit of the imperial military.7 (Emphasis mine)
During the war years, Sugimoto was celebrated as a gunshin (god of war) and more than
a million copies of his book were made and distributed in schools throughout Japan together with
Quoted in Brian Victoria, “Zen as a Cult of Death in the Wartime Writings of D.T. Suzuki,” The Asia-Pacific
Journal, Vol. 11, Issue 30, No. 5. August 5, 2013.
7
Quoted in Brian Victoria, Zen at War, 2nd ed. Boulder, CO: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006, p. 124.
6
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a full-length dramatic film of this life. Meditation, at least in its Zen form, did indeed become
the cornerstone of the Japanese military, especially the officer corps, and the cornerstone of
a killing machine responsible for the deaths of millions of human beings.
We even find domestic Japanese terrorists employing meditation in preparation for their
terrorist acts. For example, Inoue Junnosuke (1869-1932) was a former Finance Minister shot
on the evening of February 9, 1932 as he entered Komamoto Elementary School in Tokyo to
deliver an election speech. His assassin was twenty-two year old Onuma Tadashi, a onetime
baker’s assistant and carpenter’s apprentice. At his trial, Onuma Tadashi testified:
After starting my practice of meditation, I entered a state of samādhi [mental
concentration] the likes of which I had never experienced before. I felt my spirit become
unified, really unified, and when I opened my eyes from their half-closed meditative
position I noticed the smoke from the incense curling up and touching the ceiling.
At this point it suddenly came to me - I would be able to carry out [the assassination]
that night.8
In the case of domestic Japanese terrorism it is important to point out that this and
related terrorist acts received the support of leading Zen priests, most especially Yamamoto
Gempō, a Rinzai Zen priest who even today is revered as one of Japan’s most accomplished
Zen masters of the 20th century. In his court testimony on the terrorists’ behalf, Yamamoto
stated: “The Buddha, being absolute, has stated that when there are those who destroy social
harmony and injure the polity of the state, then even if they are called good men killing them
is not a crime.”9
These examples, and many more like them, cannot help but make one wonder how it
was possible that Buddhist meditation in Japan was put to such malevolent uses over so many
centuries? For the answer we must once again turn to D.T. Suzuki who explained:
Zen has no special doctrine or philosophy, no set of concepts or intellectual formulas
except that it tries to release one from the bondage of birth and death, by means of
certain intuitive modes of understanding peculiar to itself. It is therefore extremely
flexible in adjusting itself to almost any philosophy and moral doctrine so long as
its intuitive teaching is not interfered with. It may be found wedded to anarchism or
fascism, communism or democracy, atheism or idealism, or any political or economic
dogmatism.10 (Emphasis mine)
Satō Gemmyō Taira, one of Suzuki’s postwar disciples and himself a True Pure Land
(Shin) Buddhist priest, makes clear that the “Zen” Suzuki is referring to in this quotation is not
the historical “Zen sect” but rather the original meaning of “zen,” i.e., meditation (Skt. dhyāna).
According to Satō, the fundamental reason dhyāna can be joined to “almost any philosophy
8
9
10

Quoted in Brian Victoria, Zen War Stories. London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003, p. 214.
Ibid., p. 216.
D.T. Suzuki. Zen Buddhism and Its Influence on Japanese Culture. Kyoto: The Eastern Buddhist Society, 1938, p. 36.
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and moral doctrine” is because it is “value-neutral.” Satō writes: “Meditation . . . is the infinite
openness in which there is no self and other; it is the mind prior to thought, and thus prior to
the distinction between good and evil. Being prior to the arising of good and evil means also,
of course, that it is value-neutral, with all the dangers that accompany this.”11
As the reader will recall, this is not the first time we have encountered the claim
that meditation is “value-neutral.” Jay Michaelson earlier made a similar claim in linking
meditation to making samurai into “more effective killers” or, in more recent history, to produce
“kamikaze pilots.” In Satō’s case, he does at least recognize the “dangers” that can stem from
a value-neutral understanding of meditation. Such dangers appear to have escaped Michaelson
and, it should be noted, many others like him.
By now it should be crystal clear that in at least one branch of Buddhism, i.e.,
the Japanese Zen school, meditation has long served not as any kind of “solution” to social
conflict and war, but, on the contrary, as a powerful facilitator or enabler of such. While this
does not mean that meditation has been the cause of conflict, it has nevertheless contributed
to the creation of more effective killers bereft of Buddhist ethical concerns, who, moreover,
enjoyed the endorsement and support of Zen leaders. But is Buddhist meditation actually
value-neutral as claimed?
To answer this question we need to turn to an insight from the Theravāda school of
Buddhism. In the Gopaka Moggallana Sutta (Moggallana, the Guardsman), Ananda, one of
Śākyamuni Buddha’s chief disciples, points out to Vassakara (the chief minister of the country
of Magadha), that the Buddha did not praise every form of meditation:
What kind of meditation, Brahman, did the Lord [Śākyamuni] not praise? . . . He [who]
dwells with his thought obsessed by ill-will, and does not comprehend as it really is
the escape from the ill-will that has arisen; he, having made ill-will the main thing,
meditates on it, meditates absorbed, meditates more absorbed, meditates quite absorbed.
. . . The Lord does not praise this kind of meditation, Brahman.
Meditating “obsessed by ill-will” is not, of course, the only misuse to which meditation
can be put. Śākyamuni Buddha also proscribed meditative obsession with “sensual passion,”
“sloth and drowsiness,” “restlessness and anxiety,” and so forth. But, as anyone who has
actually been in the military will attest, exhortations in support of killing begin even during
basic military training. Then, once bullets start flying on the battlefield, and especially after
one’s fellow soldiers are either wounded or killed, soldiers are inevitably, and inescapably,
filled with a great deal of “ill will” toward the enemy.
Just how critical a role “ill will” plays in Buddhism can be seen from the fact that,
together with greed and delusion, it forms one of the three evils, also known as the three poisons.
If dukkha (primal suffering) is to be overcome, it is the three poisons that must be transformed
into their positive counterparts, i.e., loving kindness, generosity and wisdom, respectively.
Can this be accomplished through war?
11

Kemmyō Taira Satō, “D.T. Suzuki and the Question of War,” The Eastern Buddhist 39/1, 2008, p. 99.
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Śākyamuni Buddha’s answer to this question is contained in verse 201 of
the Dhammapada: “Victory breeds hatred, for the conquered is unhappy. He who has given up
both victory and defeat, he, the contented, is happy.”

A Buddhist Contribution to Peacemaking
Readers may be forgiven if by now they see this paper as denying the possibility
that mindfulness training for soldiers in UN-sponsored Peacekeeping Missions can ever be
an authentic expression of the Buddha-dharma or even that Buddhism has any concrete
contribution to making a peaceful world at all. To take this position, however, would be to deny
a salient feature of the Buddhist tradition, a tradition that records Śākyamuni Buddha as having
been so deeply engaged with the society around him that on two occasions he personally went
to the battlefield to prevent wars from breaking out.
In the first instance it is claimed that there was a drought in the land that affected
the river Rohini, the common source of irrigation water for both the Śākya (Pāli, Sakiya) and
Koliya clans who lived on opposite sides of the river. Fearing there would not be sufficient water
for crops on both sides, the warriors of both peoples prepared to engage in battle. Seeing this,
Śākyamuni Buddha went to the battlefield and asked the princely leaders of the opposing armies:
“How much is water worth?”
“Very little, reverend Sir.”
“How much are the lives of princes worth?”
“The lives of princes are beyond price, Reverend Sir.”
Then why would you sacrifice the lives of princes who are beyond price for something
that is worth very little?
Moved by his words, the princes agreed to resolve the dispute peacefully.12
As this story vividly demonstrates, Śākyamuni Buddha was so concerned about
the suffering war entails that he personally intervened to prevent it. In this he was not unlike
a soldier on a UN Peacekeeping Mission, albeit a force made up of only one. Further, like today’s
Peacekeeping Missions, the Buddha was not a partisan of either side even though he himself
was a Śākya. In other words, he was an ‘honest broker’ or mediator whose only weapon was
a reasoned and humane appeal to both sides.
The second recorded instance of the Buddha’s battlefield intercession concerns
the state of Kosala ruled by King Vidadabha who threatened to attack the Śākyas in revenge for
his maternal grandfather Mahanama’s deception about his bloodline. That is to say, Mahanama
had passed Vidadabha’s mother, Vasabha, off as a noblewoman when she was actually
Mahanama’s illegitimate daughter from a slave woman. Mahanama was the Buddha’s cousin
and then current governor of the Śākyas. The Buddha successfully intervened on two, or
Variations of this well-known story are contained, among other places, in the Commentaries of the Anguttara
Nikaya and the Samyutta Nikaya Suttas.
12
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possibly three, occasions to convince King Vidudabha’s forces not to attack. On the last attempt,
however, the Buddha realized that the karmic circumstances were such that there was no longer
anything he could do or say that would stop the invasion and famously stepped aside. The result
was that Kosala forces invaded and are said to have slaughtered all the inhabitants of the Śākya
capital, Kapilavastu (Pāli, Kapilavatthu). Enlightened though he was, the Buddha is recorded
as having been deeply grieved by the loss.13
What makes this second story so powerful is, in the first instance, that it shows
the self-imposed limits of Śākyamuni Buddha’s role as a peacekeeper, i.e., his unwillingness to
employ violence, either on his own, or on the part of his many followers, to physically defend
his homeland. Had the Buddha done so he would have violated the very first precept that all
Buddhists, lay and cleric, pledge themselves to abide by, i.e., not to take life. Even in the case
of what was clearly a war in defense of his own people, the Buddha, albeit a member of
the warrior caste by birth, refused to break his vows.
If the actions of a founder of a religion are considered to be normative of the conduct
expected by followers of that faith, then the Buddhist position on the use of lethal force is crystal
clear. An adherent of the Buddha-dharma should indeed be actively involved, as a non-partisan
participant, in war-preventing actions and peacekeeping operations. The only ‘weapon’ allowed,
however, is a non-lethal, reasoned appeal to both sides. As the American Theravāda Bhikkhu
Bodhi has noted:
The suttas (Skt., sutras), it must be clearly stated, do not admit any moral justification for
war. Thus, if we take the texts as issuing moral absolutes, one would have to conclude
that war can never be morally justified. One short sutta even declares categorically that
a warrior who dies in battle will be reborn in hell, which implies that participation in
war is essentially immoral.14
The sutta Bhikkhu Bodhi referred to is the Yodhajiva Sutta in the Samyatta Nikāya
42:3. The relevant passage reads as follows:
[The Blessed One said:] When a warrior strives and exerts himself in battle, his mind is
already seized, debased, and misdirected by the thought: “May these beings be struck
down or slaughtered or annihilated or destroyed. May they not exist.” If others then
strike him down and slay him while he is thus striving and exerting himself in battle,
then with the breakup of the body, after death, he is reborn in the hell called the realm
of those slain in battle.15
For one version of this story, see Alexander Berzin, “The Life of the Buddha As Pieced Together from the Pali
Canon” August 2010. Available on the Web at:
http://www.berzinarchives.com/web/en/archives/approaching_buddhism/teachers/lineage_masters/life_buddha_
pali_canon.html (accessed 15 August 2014). A second version by Sheela Reddy, entitled, “Who Killed Gautama?”
is available on the Web at: http://www.outlookindia.com/article/Who-Killed-Gautama/264458 (accessed 16 August
2014).
14
Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi, “War and Peace: A Buddhist Perspective.” Inquiring Mind, Vol. 30, No. 2, Spring 2014, p. 5.
15
Full quotation available on the Web at: http://www.dhammasara.webs.com/YodhajivaSutta.html
13
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Needless to say, the preceding quotations leave the Buddhist soldier in a very difficult
position. Both the actions and words of the founder of the faith, Śākyamuni Buddha, indicate
that Buddhism is a faith of absolute non-violence. Thus, Buddhism is a faith in which
the founder was actively ‘engaged’ with the society of his day yet recognized no “just wars” even
in defense of one’s country. How many of the millions who today call themselves Buddhists
are willing to embrace these injunctions, especially when it comes to a threat to the continued
existence of their homeland?
At this point many readers, both lay and cleric, may wish to interject that numerous
Buddhist leaders have at one time or another throughout history proffered interpretations of
the Buddha-dharma that do allow for participation in warfare, at least defensive warfare, most
especially warfare fought in defense of the Buddha-dharma. To give but two recent examples,
Capt. Somya Malasri, a former Thai monk who is currently one of only two active duty U.S.
Army chaplains, explains the Buddhist rationale for warfare as follows:
A lot of people ask if a Buddhist can be a soldier because the first precept is no killing.
The answer is yes. You can protect yourself or sacrifice yourself to do the righteous
thing. You can sacrifice yourself to protect your country because if there’s no country,
there’s no freedom and you cannot practice your religion. In Buddhism, if you go to
war and kill others, it’s your duty, not your intention to kill other people. If a person
dies of your intention, and you have anger, that is wrong in Buddhism. When soldiers
go to war, they don’t have any intention to kill others and they don’t have hatred in
their minds.16 (Emphasis mine)
Capt. Malasri is supported in his emphasis on intentionality by no less a figure than
the current Dalai Lama. Specifically, in 1956, the Dalai Lama’s elder brother, Gyalo Dondrub
(aka Thondup), then living in exile in India, requested CIA assistance for Khamba tribesmen in
eastern Tibet who had risen in armed revolt against the Chinese. In response, the CIA initiated
an operation code-named “ST Circus” that saw the US secretly fund, train and arm thousands
of Tibetans both in and out of the country for more than a decade in order to drive the Chinese
from their homeland.
When the BBC interviewed the Dalai Lama about this CIA operation for a related 1998
documentary, he replied: “There is a basic Buddhist belief that if the motivation is good and
the goal is good, then any method, even apparently of a violent kind, is permissible. But then,
in our situation, in our case, is it practical or not, that, I think, is a big question.”17 Although he
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989, the Dalai Lama condoned, or at least sanctioned,
Buddhism’s use of violence in the event the fighters’ motives and goals were good, the only
question being how “practical” it was in the Tibetan case.

Quoted on The ‘Buddhist Military Sangha’ website. Available on the Web at:
http://buddhistmilitarysangha.blogspot.jp (accessed on 15 December 2013).
17
Interview with Dalai Lama in Pt. 1, “CIA & Tibetan Buddhism, produced by the BBC, 1998. Available on
the Web at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqd-iiAtUS8 (accessed on 17 August 2014).
16
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There can, of course, be no doubt that in evaluating the moral quality of an action,
Buddhism places a heavy emphasis on the intent or motive of the actor. This is clear in
the penalties inscribed for various infractions of the Vinaya code up to and including the death
of another human being. Specifically, clerics are expelled from the Sangha for life in the event
they intentionally deprive a human being of life, one of the Pārājika (lit. defeat) offenses. On
the other hand, no offence is committed if death is caused accidentally or without intention.18
Of course, it can be argued that a Buddhist layperson is not expected to abide by
the same rules of conduct expected of a cleric, male or female. Yet, the very first precept
a Buddhist layperson agrees to follow is exactly the same as that of a cleric, i.e., to abstain
from taking life. And as stated in one online introduction to the Vinaya Pitaka: “The Vinaya
is thus an indispensable facet and foundation of all the Buddha’s teachings, inseparable from
the Dhamma (Skt. Dharma), and worthy of study by all followers — lay and ordained, alike.”19
Does this mean that Buddhism has no contribution to make to the Buddhist soldier
engaged in a peacekeeping mission other than to say, “Don’t kill”?

A Buddhist Contribution toward the Elimination of Violence
When it comes to violence between individuals, ethnic groups, nations, or groups
of nations, Buddhism does have something to offer, specifically wisdom in three areas: first,
understanding the origins of violence; second, helping to prevent violence; and third, offering
alternatives to violence.
One popular reaction to extreme violence whether perpetrated by an individual or
a group is: “How could a human being do such a thing?” With regard to suicide bombers
we ask incredulously, “How can a human blow him/herself and others up?” Of those in
the Third Reich who carried out Hitler’s genocidal policies we cry, “How could ordinary
men – husbands, fathers, lovers – carry on with their everyday lives and at the same time force
millions of human beings, both Jews and non-Jews, into the gas chambers?” In asking these
questions we tend to place the perpetrators in a sub-human category, a category as far away as
possible from the rest of us who believe ourselves incapable of such wanton brutality.
Buddhism, however, teaches that we can never understand violence if we stay
at this level, for violence is only to be expected in a world that remains in the grip of
the ‘three poisons’, i.e., greed, hatred and delusion. Therefore, the perpetrators of violence are not
aberrations within the human race but are formed by a web of causal factors composed of many
more people than the actual perpetrators. Studies of terrorists, for example, have shown that
they are often ordinary people who chose the path of violence because they or their loved ones
were once the victims of violence, discrimination and injustice themselves.
As abhorrent and unacceptable as their actions are, in their own eyes terrorists are
sacrificing themselves (and others) in order to protect the communities they love, including
For a more detailed discussion of the Vinaya code, see Bhikkhu Ariyesako, The Bhikkhus’ Rules: A Guide for
Laypeople. Available on the Web at: http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/ariyesako/layguide.html#vinaya
(accessed 19 August 2014).
19
Vinaya Pitaka: The Basket of the Discipline, 2007. Available on the Web at:
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/vin/index.html (accessed on 19 August 2014).
18
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their religious communities, against the depredations of the “other.” In so doing, however, they
fail to understand that the hated other is in fact a manifestation of themselves. Thus,
the long-term challenge for those who seek to end terrorist violence is whether the causes of
terrorism can be sufficiently identified and effectively addressed prior to the arising of hatred,
i.e., of the terrorist impulse.
Buddhism can also help us understand violence by pointing to the importance of
cutting through symptoms to causes. Analysis of cause is central to Buddhism, beginning with
the Four Noble Truths. If craving arises, suffering (or ‘dis-at-ease-ness’) arises; if craving
does not arise, ‘dis-at-ease-ness’ does not arise either. In Buddhist narratives, poverty is often
identified as the cause of violence, and the state and its ruler(s) are ultimately held responsible.
This does not, however, absolve the guilt or responsibility of those who kill, for they still retain
freedom of choice in what they do and must bear the karmic consequences of their acts.
Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that they, too, have been conditioned by the failure of
the society and state around them. Thus, even terrorists retain their humanity and cannot be
condemned as intrinsically evil, or as categorically the ‘other’.
When we seek the source of these Buddhist insights concerning the nature of
violence it is clear that they arise from Śākyamuni Buddha’s own meditative experience and
the breakthrough he realized, i.e., “enlightenment.” In the 13th century Zen Master Dōgen
summed up this breakthrough as follows:
To study the Buddha Way is to study the Self
To study the Self is to forget the Self
To forget the Self is to be enlightened by all things.
To be enlightened by all things is to remove the barriers that separate one’s Self from
all ‘Other’.20
In Buddhism, especially in its Mahāyāna expression, the realization of the unity of
self with everything that appears to be other than self, i.e., all ‘other,’ is the ultimate outcome
of meditative insight, whatever form it may take. At the same time it is this realization of
the unity of self and other that is the catalyst, or basis, for compassion and empathy for all
sentient beings. In fact, Buddhist compassion and empathy are ultimately directed toward
the very universe itself.

Conclusion
For Buddhist UN Peacekeeping soldiers nothing would be more important than
the realization that all parties to the conflict are fellow human beings entitled to respect and
protection. In theory this realization is something that Buddhist “mindfulness” meditation, when
properly taught and understood, could and should endow peacekeeping soldiers with. However,
Zen Master Dōgen, “Genjō Kōan” chapter of the Shōbōgenzō (Essential Treasury of the True Buddhadharma),
translation mine.
20
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in practice, it must never be forgotten how easily meditation, especially in the Zen school, has
been twisted over the centuries to justify the use of the sword and, moreover, obfuscate
the swordsman’s moral responsibility. As Dion Peoples reminds us, D.T. Suzuki is one such
modern Zen leader to have done so. Hence it is necessary to “resurrect D.T. Suzuki’s story of
the fault being upon the enemy-victim for running into the soldier’s plunging sword.”21
At the same time, it must not be forgotten that peacekeeping soldiers are not free
agents. That is to say, if ordered by their superiors to open fire on one or more human beings,
they, like all soldiers, must, at least in principle, obey the order no matter what their personal
feelings or beliefs may be. The danger here, of course, is that the victim ends up having to
accept the blame for his victimization. In any event, unlike Śākyamuni Buddha, peacekeeping
soldiers cannot simply “step aside.” Thus, as Buddhists they may well be placed in situations
where they cannot maintain their personal vow to abstain from taking life. This in turn raises
the thorny question of who is the real upholder of righteousness?
At the very least, however, peacekeeping soldiers trained in Buddhist meditation will
constantly search for ways of protecting the innocent short of using deadly force. For example,
might the use of teargas be sufficient? Or might water cannon suffice? Or might even a kind
word or gesture make a difference? And if weapons must be used, is it possible to wound
the assailants rather than deprive them of their lives? This assumes, of course, that UN
peacekeepers are truly acting as neutral and unbiased agents seeking to prevent or stop violence
without taking sides. But then the question becomes whether such true neutrality is actually
possible, especially in the event the interests of major nations are involved?
Clearly, none of these are easy questions to answer, least of all in the midst of tense
and dangerous situations. But it is exactly the attentive, clear thinking that is yet another
benefit of meditation that ought to allow soldiers to select the right course of action, a course
of action that saves the innocent even while attempting to protect the perpetrator or perpetrators
themselves. This opens the possibility that Buddhist soldiers might even have to reject an order
to fire against others/protestors if they determine such an order to be unethical. And yes, in
the course of seeking to act ethically, peacekeeping soldiers may even be forced to place their
own lives at risk. Given the consequences, these are clearly not easy requests to ask of anyone.
That said, it is certainly possible for Buddhist peacekeeping soldiers, like Buddhist clerics and
laypersons, to provide full support for all veterans, ex-soldiers, or soldiers coming home from war.
Yet, we are still left with the most difficult question of all, i.e., are there any
circumstances in which meditative practice can be linked to the use of force, especially deadly
force? For example, what about a situation in which UN Peacekeepers are confronted with
one or more armed terrorists who were about to attack a group of unarmed civilians. Should,
or could, soldiers trained in mindfulness simply stand aside and allow the terrorist(s) to wreak
havoc on innocent civilians? Or, less dramatically, during the Kosovo operation, for example,
UN-KFOR troops had the duty to find weapons of war in order to demilitarize the population
and prevent further bloodshed. What should soldiers do in the event the population refused to
cooperate? In short, when, if ever, is the use of deadly violence permissible? These are clearly
Dion Peoples, “Slavoj Žižek’s Interpretation of ‘Buddhism’,” p. 12. Available on the Web at:
http://www.academia.edu/2321244/Zizeks_Interpretation_of_Buddhism_-_FINAL_VERSION (accessed 18
February 2015).
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questions that need to be addressed with the utmost seriousness by every Buddhist, most
especially the Buddhist soldier.
The argument can be made that every Buddhist-influenced Asian country has long
had soldiers engaging in warfare while maintaining their allegiance to Buddhism. In fact,
medieval Japan even had its Buddhist ‘monk-warriors,’ i.e. sōhei, who directly engaged
in combat. Even earlier, at the beginning of the Tang Dynasty (618-907) in China, thirteen
warrior monks from Shaolin temple helped the Tang emperor rescue his son, Li Shimin, from
an army aiming to overthrow the Tang. Incidents like these suggest that Buddhist doctrine is
not necessarily determinative of Buddhist historical practice. Yet, does the historical failure of
Buddhists to practice a key component of their faith invalidate the teaching?
No matter how one answers this question, it does not alter the fact that no one is born
a terrorist or a killer. People, including terrorists, typically seek to harm others out of their
frustration with a world that is, or at least appears to them to be, grossly unjust. Thus, even
though the need for UN peacekeeping missions cannot be denied, the ultimate Buddhist response
to terrorism or aggression of any kind is not the establishment of Peacekeeping Missions,
let alone going to war, but the creation of a just society that does not exploit or oppress its
citizens, a society that does not force citizens to resort to violence, recognizing the importance
of treating everyone, even perceived enemies, with basic respect and loving-kindness.
The necessity of peacekeeping missions in the short-term, or what Buddhists might
describe as “skillful means” (Skt. upāya), cannot be denied. Yet, the ever-present danger that
meditation can be usurped, or misused, to serve the goals of the powerful in society, especially
the state, must never be forgotten. To forget this not only helps to create a more effective sniper
but also directly contributes to the maintenance of an unjust society that leads to conflict in
the first place.
Like so many phenomena, meditation, too, has a ‘bright side’ and a ‘dark side.’ To date,
meditation’s dark side has been far too little recognized for the danger to human wellbeing that
it is. On the other hand, truly Buddhist meditation, when taught in conjunction with its
ethical foundations, has the potential to enhance the compassionate and empathetic nature of
the peacekeeping soldier, thereby contributing to a just resolution of social conflicts. This is
turn has the potential to realize Śākyamuni Buddha’s admonition to his followers to “Walk over
the earth for the blessing of many, for the happiness of many, out of compassion for the world,
for the welfare and the blessing and the happiness of all.” While this applies to the peacekeeping
soldier, it applies equally to each one of us who identifies himself or herself as a Buddhist. [End]
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Buddhist Perspectives on Transnational Restorative Justice
Rev. John M. Scorsine, M.A., J.D.1

The Dalai Lama has said, “In everything we do, there is cause and effect, cause and
effect. In our daily lives the food we eat, the work we undertake, and our relaxation are all
a function of our action: our action. This is karma. We cannot therefore, throw up our hands
whenever we find ourselves confronted by unavoidable suffering.” 2 But, this leaves untold the
strategies that we can pursue when confronted by such suffering.
As members of a global community, we often find that suffering at the macro,
transnational level. It may also be generated from strife and insurgencies at the state or regional
level of society and governance. It is incumbent upon us to find means and methods to reduce
the use of reoccurring violence.
One such strategy that is consistent with a Buddhist world view and our emphasis on
compassion is transitional justice and specifically restorative justice. In the United Nations
Secretary General’s 2004 Report entitled, The Rule of Law and Transitional Justice in Conflict
and Post Conflict Societies, the concept of transitional justice was advanced. Defined as,
“the full range of processes and mechanisms associated with a society’s attempts to come to
terms with the legacy of large scale past abuses, in order to ensure accountability, serve justice
and achieve reconciliation…”, discussions of transitional justice typically focus on the micro
aspects of social conflict and the criminal justice system. 3 However, transitional and restorative
justice principles can be applied to the post bellum period of conflict on the macro level as well.
We are all too familiar with the imposition of “victor” justice in the post bellum
period merely sowing the seeds of the next conflict – we only need to look to the headlines.
To prosecute war crimes and acts of genocide may allow for the punishment of the actor
and garner for the victims a sense of satisfaction that comes with retribution and retaliation
masquerading as justice. But, such forms of justice are like giving a gourmet chocolate trufJohn M. Scorsine, Rochester Institute of Technology, B.S. (Criminal Justice) 1980; University of Wyoming,
J.D. (Law) 1984; University of Sunderland, M.A. (Buddhist Studies) 2009. Mr. Scorsine is a practicing attorney in
the United States, licensed in Colorado, Nebraska, and Wyoming and admitted before the Army Court of Criminal
Appeals, the 10th Circuit Court of Appeals and the U.S. Supreme Court. He has served as a police officer, defense
attorney, prosecutor, judge, and military officer. In 2012, he retired as a Lieutenant Colonel in the U.S. Army
Reserves, Judge Advocate General Corps. He is a graduate of the U.S.M.C. Amphibious Warfare School; the Army
Command and General Staff College; and, the Air War College. Mr. Scorsine is also ordained as a Buddhist Minister
in the International Order of Buddhist Ministers and serves as a chaplain within the Colorado State Department of
Correction.
2
As quoted by Lorenn Walker, Shambhala Sunspace, and accessed at http://shambhalasun.com/sunspace/
buddha-would-probably-like-restorative-justice/ on 13 October 2014.
3
The Rule of Law and Transitional Justice in Conflict and Post Conflict Societies, United Nations’ Security
Council, S/2004/616, 23 August 2004.
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fle to a starving child – it may taste good and provide momentary satisfaction, but the belly
remains empty and the cycle of malnutrition is unbroken. Such it is with the post-conflict society
that starves for justice. Prosecutions alone are an incomplete form of justice. Peacebuilding
requires the utilization of transitional justice processes that afford multiple opportunities for
accountability and justice.
Surveying source documents of international law and the United Nations beginning
with Article 33 of the U.N. Charter, navigating ECOSOC Resolution 2002/12 and exploring
the progeny of the Secretary General’s 2004 Report (UN Doc. S/2004/616) this paper briefly
presents an introduction to restorative justice as a peacebuilding tool in post-conflict societies
and how it has been or could be used to impact the resolution of conflicts involving
predominantly Buddhist populations. (i.e. Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Northeast India, Southern
Thailand, Cambodia, etc.) Of course, this will only be the briefest of surveys, but its role will
be to provoke thought and discussion. The exploration will not explore in depth the use of
restorative justice in the traditional (street crime) criminal justice system. The focus will be
on transitional justice in the post-conflict society.

Current Buddhist Armed Conflicts
Across Asia, peace is a fragile and delicate flower. While conventional wisdom may
leave one to think that in those countries that consider themselves to be Buddhist, or which
have predominantly Buddhist populations, peace would be the normative state. Unfortunately,
Buddhist populations are not stranger to violence.
Country		
Thailand		
Cambodia		
Myanmar		
Bhutan			
Sri Lanka		
Tibet			
Laos			
Vietnam		
Japan			
Macau			
Chinese Taipei		

Percent
95.00%
90
88
75
70
65
60
55
50
45
43

Figure 1: Percentage of Buddhist Believers by Country
Violence in Buddhist nations, and in those nations with predominantly Buddhist
populations, can be based on a host of factors. The result is that in Sri Lanka to Myanmar to
southern Thailand, Buddhists have been urged to take up arms.
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Certainly a non-exhaustive list of such active regional conflicts would include:

Region

Conflict’s Nature

Primary Causative Factor

Southern Thailand

Insurgency

Sectarian (Muslim v. Buddhist)

Myanmar

Insurgency

South China Sea

Transnational

East China Sea

Transnational

Sectarian (Muslim v. Buddhist)
Chinese Border Disputes with, Vietnam, Brunei,
Malaysia Chinese Taipei, Indonesia, and
the Philippines
Chinese Border Dispute with Japan

Korean Peninsula

Transnational

North Korea/South Korea

India

Transnational

Border dispute between India and Pakistan

India

Insurgency

Multi-Ethnic

China

Insurgency

Sectarian (East Turkestan)

Nepal

Insurgency

Ethnic/Political

And,
which are
are simply
simply simmering
simmering on
onthe
thestove.
stove.
And,then,
then, there
there are
are those conflicts which
These
like like
the Cambodian/Thai
border disputes
Singhalese
These include
includestews
stews
the Cambodian/Thai
border and
disputes
and insurgencies.
Singhalese
But,
many, especially
historic
borderhistoric
clashes,border
are inclashes,
a position
largely
due to
insurgencies.
But, many,
especially
are of
in stasis
a position
of stasis
the
influence
of ASEAN
and not
heroic and
peacenot
initiative.
In recent
a surge In
of positive
largely
due to
the influence
ofany
ASEAN
any heroic
peaceyears,
initiative.
recent
bilateralism has struck Asian neighbors with border disputes due to their common membership
in Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). However, the thaw in relations still leaves
the boundary dispute between countries largely unresolved.
So while there have been strides in peace-making in Buddhist influenced Asia over
the last several years, this post-bellum period still requires intensive nurturing and development
if the advance of peace is to be maintained.

Restorative Justice
Restorative justice programs are most often seen through the prism of the state’s
criminal justice system. Popularized in the 1990’s and 2000’s, the concept sought to have
criminal offenders take responsibility for the harm caused and victims to find closure to
the suffering inflicted upon them. By 2000, the United Nations Congress on the Prevention of
Crime was claiming some 400 programs existed in Canada. Its growth wit in the United States’
criminal justice system has been exponential. But, it is not just a North American concept.
Restorative justice programs are being implemented across Asia in Hong Kong,
Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Chinese Taipei and Thailand. But,
predominantly, these programs focus on the criminal justice system and interpersonal
relationships impacted by criminal acts on the daily/street crime level.
The implementation of restorative justice in such settings clearly is consistent with
Buddhist thought. Buddhism rejects extremism in all its forms. Retribution, retaliation and
revenge are often the backbone of a criminal justice system and would be rejected in focused
Buddhist analysis. Rather, Buddhist justice, in its pure and theoretical form, would favor
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mercy, compassion and wisdom. We look to the difficult moral solutions, not merely
the solution that is reasonable.
Where and how is restorative justice in Asia being implemented at a more macro
level? Two primary examples are in Cambodia and Sri Lanka. 4 In many ways, these programs
follow the successful model of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa.
It is here that the juxtaposition of restorative and transitional justice occurs.

Transitional Justice
Transitional justice encompasses restorative justice. It is a collective term which refers
to those judicial and extra-judicial measures that are implemented in countries to bring redress
and closure to cases of genocide and other massive abuses of the human rights.
Transitional justice (TJ) is a set of temporary mechanisms, such as prosecutions or
tribunals, that improve access to justice and help states and societies respond to
widespread human rights violations after periods of conflict or political disruption.
TJ is built on the assumption that a lack of justice is a cause of conflict and instability
and that there must be responses to injustices if peace is to be achieved and for it to
be long-lasting.5
How a Buddhist should fight a war and then conduct operations in the post-bellum environment
is entirely consistent with the concept of restorative and transitional justice. This is equally
true for transnational conflicts as it is for insurgencies, such as that in Southern Thailand where
the implementation of transitional justice principles is contemplated.
When we look to Just War in the post bellum period, a doctrine of human rights is central
to one’s understanding. 6 When we win a just war it does not necessarily follow that there
will be a just peace. Many a just war has been followed by the subrogation of the defeated and
wholesale violations of human rights – to the extent that claims of genocide and other crimes
against humanity become prevalent and sow the causes for the next conflict.
In the book, Seeds of Peace: A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society, Sulak Sivaraksa
tells us that, “…[t]o create a Buddhist model of society, we must first look into traditional
Buddhist notions of social order and social justice. It is worthwhile to begin by examining
the Buddhist scriptures.” And, there is a starting point for that examination in transitional justice.
The Ārya-satyaka-parivarta appears to be the clearest and most focused discussion of
ethical warfare in Buddhist thought, though is remarkably brief. The Ārya-satyaka-parivarta gives
little guidance as to how to end hostilities. It does tell the righteous ruler to view his enemies
See, Manning, Peter (2011). Governing memory: Justice, reconciliation and outreach at the Extraordinary
Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia. Memory Studies. Published online DOI: 10.1177/1750698011405183 and
http://www.srilankaguardian.org/2010/05/new-commission-for-restorative-justice.html, accessed 25 February 2015.
5
http://asiafoundation.org/in-asia/2015/02/25/can-transitional-justice-bring-peace-to-thailands-deep-south/
6
See generally, Walzer, Michael. Just and Unjust Wars, 4th Ed. 2006.
4
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as having been created by their causes. Specifically, it recommends that “…a ruler should
dispel the causes of enmity and should make friends even with his enemies…” (Satyaka 6:73)
Once the war is over and the armistice has been signed, the justifications of military
necessity are no longer present…without war there can be no military necessity. It is postulated
that the overarching concepts of justice in the post hostility period should be fashioned after
a restoration of human rights. (Williams, 2006: 309) In a 2008 interview with His Holiness
the Dalai Lama there was concurrence:
Then after the violence has come to an end, as you mentioned, the defeated nation
is hurt and in ruins. It is now that the victor has the moral responsibility to provide
assistance and to restore the defeated’s quality of life. After the Second World War,
the Marshall Plan did just that. The Allies, Europe and the United States, rebuilt
Germany. As a result, today, generally I don’t find any hatred or anger towards
the United States in their collective mind. Similarly, is the case with Japan.
I have actually asked some of my friends in Japan, “Are there substantial
Japanese who still have negative feeling toward United States because of nuclear
weapon that was used on them?” No one has indicated that they harbor ill-will or
negative feeling. In both these cases, although there was war and great destruction,
after the hostilities ended there was no discrimination, no hatred, only consideration
for our human brother/sisters and a desire to come to help them build a nation. Now,
today, Germany, specifically in what was previously West Germany, the economy,
education, everything, appears to be much better. Eastern Germany, which did not
receive the same attention, remains backward. North Korea – tremendous suffering,
tremendous destruction, and it continues to this day. But South Korea, not only safe,
but much more developed….And Japan, I think with the new constitution. America
helped there Japanese, German brothers after the war. So I think after the victory,
I think the moral responsibility of the victor is to help the defeated. That help is also
very important to eliminate their grievance.
(Gyatso, Tenzin, Personal Interview, 27 March 2008) Throughout this discussion,
His Holiness decried the need to eliminate the causes that created the conflict in the first
instance. This need to eliminate the ill-will and enmity inherent in the world is a focus of
the Dalai Lama’s thought.
The Dalai Lama:

I feel instead of us using force, closer contact and assistance –
some part of the military budget should be spent in education
and to build schools and hospitals and economy. Educate
the Iraqi people with more modern education. I think the result
will be much better. That also is a long-term solution for
the elimination of terrorism. That’s my feeling.

John Scorsine:

So to go to the causes of terrorism.
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The Dalai Lama:

Yes. Terrorism comes from hatred. The only way to eliminate
hatred is through compassionate acts. Help them. Give them
education. Give them economy. And reach out occasionally
for some criticism, well, construction criticism. That is
the way to reduce hatred. And so that’s the only way to
eliminate terrorism. Or, use force. Kill a few individual
terrorists in the market among his other friends and their
community will respond against you.

John Scorsine:

It creates a cycle.

The Dalai Lama:

So I often express today with bin Laden. If he is handled
the wrong way, next time, ten bin Laden. Then hundred bin
Laden.

(Id.) Hence, it would appear that if a return to armed conflict is to be avoided, success
in the reconstruction of the former enemy is paramount. This would seem to be the lesson of
the First and Second World Wars.
After the First World War, Germany was subjugated to the victors. It was forced into
poverty. Basically, the Treaty of Versailles with its onerous reparation requirements and
territorial forfeitures had sown the seeds for the raise of the Nazis party, the fervor of
Nationalism, and ultimately was the cause of World War II. It can clearly be argued that
the lack of jus post bellum was the causative factor for World War II.
Transitional justice and restorative justice has the potential to alter that dynamic.
By allowing for the dialogue between the parties to transpire, the beginning of the healing
process is initiated. However, this undertaking requires political will and courage.
For example, in Thailand, restorative justice as in many Asian cultures is engrained in
the societal fabric for street crime. Rural areas, with deeply entrenched concepts of communal
justice, find the “Big City” idea of restorative justice perplexing. Locals ask, “And, this is
different how?” Yet, as Kittipong Kittayarak observed in 2005, it was being reintroduced in
the urban areas.7
Yet, when restorative justice is applied in the more macro setting of Thai disputes and
resolutions in the Deep South implementation of the principals of transitional justice become
more problematic. For transitional justice to be effectively implemented, as Patrick Barron of
the Asia Foundation has observed, there must be a strong political will; policies which limit
new grievances; and, a “new deal” between the former belligerents.8 Barron concludes that
the former Thai government lacks the political will (in its failure to consider amnesties); there
is no cessation of hostilities, so counter-insurgency operations continue and new grievances
arise; and, peace talks, the source of a new deal, have stalled. Overall, the implementation of
transitional justice is seemingly impossible at present in Southern Thailand. (So if not in the
South, the question then is could these principles be brought to bear in the long term resolution
of conflicts with Cambodia?)
7
8

See: http://www.restorativejustice.org/articlesdb/authors/4338 - accessed on 15 April 2015
Barron, Patrick. Can Transitional Justice Bring Peace to Thailand’s Deep South, 25 February 2015.
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International Legal Basis for Transitional Justice
Transitional Justice is engrained in the Charter of the United Nations. Of course,
when chartered in 1945, the concept of transitional and restorative justice had yet to evolve.
Yet, within Article 33 the ideal of dialogue over violence is firmly established.
Article 33
1. The parties to any dispute, the continuance of which is likely to endanger
the maintenance of international peace and security, shall, first of all, seek a solution
by negotiation, enquiry, mediation, conciliation, arbitration, judicial settlement, resort
to regional agencies or arrangements, or other peaceful means of their own choice.
2. The Security Council shall, when it deems necessary, call upon the parties to settle
their dispute by such means.
Restorative justice is first specifically addressed in 2002 by the United Nations,
and then in the context of the criminal justice systems of it various member states.
Member States, in cooperation with civil society where appropriate, should promote
research on and evaluation of restorative justice programs to assess the extent to which
they result in restorative outcomes, serve as a complement or alternative to the criminal
justice process and provide positive outcomes for all parties.
Restorative justice processes may need to undergo change in concrete form over time.
Member States should therefore encourage regular evaluation and modification of
such programs. The results of research and evaluation should guide further policy and
program development.
ECOSOC Resolution 2002/12, Basic principles on the use of restorative justice programs in
criminal matters. But, this resolution focused on criminal justice applications for restorative
programs at “street crime” levels. It failed to address applications at the transnational level or
as it may apply to insurgencies.
That application would come two years later in the Report of the Secretary General
on “The rule of law and transitional justice in conflict and post-conflict societies”. There
the establishment of commissions is endorsed.
The establishment of independent national human rights commissions is one
complementary strategy that has shown promise for helping to restore the rule of law,
peaceful dispute resolution and protection of vulnerable groups where the justice system
is not yet fully functioning. Many have been established in conflict and post-conflict
societies with mandates including quasi-judicial functions, conflict-resolution and
protection programs. Recent examples include the national human rights institutions
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of Afghanistan, Rwanda, Colombia, Indonesia, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Uganda, each
of which is now playing an important role in this regard. Exceptional fact-finding
mechanisms have also been mobilized by the United Nations with increasing
frequency, such as the ad hoc international commissions of inquiry established to look
into war crimes committed in places such as the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Burundi
and Timor-Leste.
Secretary General’s 2004 Report (UN Doc. S/2004/616). In other sections of the document,
the UN recommends that in the implementation of these commissions that local traditional
justice mechanisms or mediation models be utilized.
The 2004 Report was then revisited in 2011. Exploring the developing maturity of
transitional justice models, the Secretary General noted that,
Experience reveals that truth commissions can quickly lose credibility when not properly
resourced, planned and managed, thereby undermining the very confidence they are
intended to build. Truth commissions will likely falter where they are introduced too
early in the political process, are manipulated for political gain or involve insufficient
efforts to solicit stakeholder input, including such hard to reach populations such as
displaced persons and refugees. Strong national ownership is essential. Unfortunately,
Governments have a mixed record of compliance with truth commission
recommendations, evidencing the need for follow-up mechanisms and active and
long-term political engagement from the international community and civil society.
United Nations support for the implementation of recommendations needs to be
incorporated early in planning processes. There is growing recognition that truth
commissions should also address the economic, social and cultural rights dimensions
of conflict to enhance long-term peace and security.
Secretary General’s 2011 Report (UN Doc. S/2011/634) In many ways this revision noted
Barron’s three criteria for implementation success – political will, cessation of new grievance
creation, and “a new deal” between former belligerents.
It should be noted that some commenters, notably Dr. Eric DeBrabandere of Leiden
University, sees nothing new here. Rather, he would argue that there has never been a void
of legal processes for the resolution of post bellum conflicts; only a failure to apply the legal
frameworks and principles that have already been present. Moreover he would argue that,
“jus post bellum theories linking post-conflict reconstruction to the legality of the intervention,
or changing the rights and obligations of actors in post-conflict reconstruction according
the (il)legality of the intervention are not only unacceptable, they also run contrary to current
international law and practice. Any attempt to transpose or impose legal obligations to
intervening states implicitly or explicitly aims at evaluating the legality of a military intervention
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in function of the potential positive outcomes of the post bellum effects, thereby reintroducing
‘just war’ ideas in international law.” 9
Yet, Dr. DeBrabandere seems to be the figurative finger in the Dutch dike. The clearer
trend is to place greater emphasis on the resolution of conflicts in the post bellum period through
transitional justice mechanism. Pablo de Greiff, Special Rapporteur on the promotion of truth,
justice, reparation and guarantees of non-recurrence, presented his report to the UN General
Assembly on Monday, 28th October 2013. There he said, “Furthermore, the post-2015
development agenda should shed the timidity which has characterized discussions about
the role of justice and rights in development. The new frame-work has to take on board
a significant global achievement, the institutionalization of binding legal obligations
recognizing as a matter of rights many of the questions that discussions about development
goals (the Millennium Development Goals as well as a good part of the debates about
the post-2015 goals) have treated merely as desirable ends.”

Conclusion
Buddhism has at its core an adherence to the virtues of compassion and mindfulness.
They are the same underpinnings as exists in transitional and restorative justice programs.
These principles stretch from the individual practitioner’s pillow to the worn-torn fronts of
the conflicts that besiege our World. Buddhist nations and world leaders, being in possession of
the fundamental knowledge, should be on the forefront of not only the application of transitional
and restorative justice within their own spheres, but should be championing the implementation
of these programs as a key component to conflict resolution in all sectors of endeavor.

De Brabandere, Eric. ‘The Concept of Jus Post Bellum in International Law: A Normative
Critique, in Carsten Stahn, Jennifer S. Easterday, and Jens Iverson (eds.), Jus Post Bellum: Mapping the Normative
Foundations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)
9
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Transcending Religions, Transforming Traditions:
The Liberation Spiritualities and Ethics of the Dalai Lama
and Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar
Prof. Anna King
United Kingdom

In this paper I compare the approaches to a Buddhist theology of transformation and
liberation of two outstanding Buddhist leaders – the Dalai Lama (1935- ) and Bhimrao Ramji
Ambedkar, popularly known as Babasaheb (1891-1956). I explore the ideal-driven politics
and ethics of these charismatic reformers whose very different worldviews offer very different
models of how to deal with conflict and social unrest. Ambedkar’s root and branch ideology of
political and social engagement is usually compared with those of the liberation movements in
Asia inspired by Buddhadasa Bhikku, Sulak Sivaraksa, A.T. Ariyaratne, Thich Nhat Hanh or
Toda Josei and Ikeda Daisaku, or contrasted, favourably or unfavourably, with Gandhianism.
The Dalai Lama has also often been compared with Gandhi. He found Gandhi’s adoption of
nonviolence in India’s struggle for freedom a source of personal inspiration, and in 1989 he
dedicated his Nobel Peace Prize to him. However, I have found it instructive to acknowledge
the power and appeal of both leaders by exploring and contrasting the very different ways in
which they articulate the liberative possibilities of the Buddha’s teachings for contemporary
society. Both present Buddhist philosophy and ethics as underpinning ideas of liberation and
societal transformation, but while the Dalai Lama brings his deep understanding of Buddhist
ethics to a universal secular ethics which transcends religion, Dr Ambedkar brings the liberal
ethics of the Enlightenment and the struggle for the emancipation of oppressed groups,
Untouchables, women and labour, to his understanding of the Buddha and of Buddhism.
In exploring the responses of the Dalai Lama and Ambedkar to violence, whether from external
aggression or internal structural oppression, I question the notion of an ‘authentic’ Buddhism
and enter the debate as to whether the Buddha taught his disciples to transcend or transform
the world. In conclusion I reflect upon the dialectic between tradition and reform; non-violence
and the requirements of justice and security; religious/cultural particularism and universal
secular values. This will lead to a clearer understanding of the very different ways in which
Buddhist liberation spiritualities and ethics affirm notions of positive peace, human rights and
democratic process.
Best known for his non-violent resistance against the Chinese occupation of Tibet
for which he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989, the Dalai Lama has contributed
immeasurably to the widespread understanding of Buddhism as non-violent (Frydenlund
2013: 95). He has consistently advocated policies of non-violence, even in the face of extreme
aggression. He is therefore a good example of what Thich Nat Han calls ‘Engaged Buddhism’,
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a synthesis of individual, subjective experiences and outer, collective activities.1 The Dalai
Lama has become the global ambassador of Buddhism, revered by interfaith activists, and by
Tibetan Buddhists the world over as the incarnation of the bodhisattva of infinite compassion,
Avalokitesvara. His message of the universalist values of kindness, love and compassion,
and of individual and social transformation, has attracted a huge global audience. Many ‘new’
Buddhists also regard Ambedkar as a Bodhisattva. However Ambedkar’s moral authority
stems from his experiences as a Mahar untouchable, from his achievements as economist,
sociologist, lawyer, educationalist, journalist, Parliamentarian and above all, social reformer
and champion of human rights. For Dalits everywhere he is the symbol of their struggle,
the scholar, theoretician and activist whose own life represented a triumph over the barriers of
caste (Guha 2009; nd). The iconography of these two leaders is telling. The Dalai Lama meets
our gaze with characteristic humour and playfulness, dressed simply in the maroon robes of
a Gelugpa monk. Dr Ambedkar, in contrast looks out thoughtfully in suit and tie. In adopting
the dhoti and sandals Gandhi set an example of egalitarianism and self-sufficiency. Ambedkar
in abandoning them became a symbol for dalit aspirations, rejection of the role of victim, and
affirmation of the Buddha’s mandate for social activism and refusal to idealise poverty. 2

The Dalai Lama’s Theology of Transformation
The Dalai Lama is the spiritual (and former temporal) leader of the Tibetan people,
considered by his followers to be the physical manifestation of Avalokitesvara or Chenrezig,
the Boddhisattva of compassion and the mythical progenitor of the Tibetan people. He was born
on July 1935 in north-eastern Tibet. At the age of two he was recognised as the reincarnation
of the 13th Dalai Lama, Thubten Gyatso, and at the age of six he began a rigorous monastic
education. In 1959 he was awarded the exalted Geshe Lharampa degree. In 1950 the Dalai
Lama assumed full political power after China’s invasion of Tibet. In 1954 he went to Beijing
for peace talks with Mao Zedong and other Chinese leaders. Following the Chinese takeover
of Tibet in 1959 many Tibetans were executed, imprisoned, or forced to enter ‘re-education’
camps, monks and nuns were forced to enter lay life against their will, and much of the country’s
cultural, religious, and artistic heritage was pillaged and sold (Cabezón 1996: 296). Since
the Dalai Lama’s flight into exile he has been living in Dharamsala, North India, seeking
to mobilize international support. Although interacting globally with prime ministers and
presidents has become increasingly politically difficult because of China’s demands that they
support China’s territorial integrity and unity (which is claimed to include Tibet), the Dalai Lama
maintains good relations with many governments around the world.3 He has often stated (see
for example, http://www.dalailama.com/) that his life is guided by three major commitments:
the promotion of basic human values or secular ethics in the interests of human happiness,
See Stanczak, Gregory C. 2006. Engaged Spirituality: Social Change and American Religion. New Brunswick,
N.J.: Rutgers University Press.
2
Ambedkar wrote that, ‘Anathapindika well understood that the Blessed Lord did not comfort the poor by praising
their poverty nor did he sublimate poverty as a happy state for man to live in.’ Ambedkar Book Eight, Part III—His
Likes and Dislikes, 1.8. http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00ambedkar/ambedkar_buddha/08_03.html,
accessed 19.02.2015.
3
See, for example, EU’s Barroso Encouraged by Tibet Talks with China, Deutsche Welle, 25 April 2008;
http://www.dw.de/eus-barroso-encouraged-by-tibet-talks-with-china/a-3292563.
1
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the fostering of inter-religious harmony and the preservation of Tibet’s Buddhist culture, which,
significantly, he identifies as a culture of peace and non-violence. The Dalai Lama initiated
the democratisation and secularisation of Tibetan diasporic politics, and in 2011 relinquished all
political power over the Tibetan people in exile, in favour of a democratic, elected government,
ending the dual system of political and spiritual governance. He said as early as 1969 that it was
for the Tibetans to decide whether the institution of the Dalai Lama “should continue or not.”
He has also indicated that the next Dalai Lama may be found outside Tibet and may be female.

Buddhism as Spiritual Transformation
The Dalai Lama maintains that the purpose of life is to be happy. He understands
human happiness as linked to the interior development of certain ethical qualities (particularly
compassion). Pleasure and pain are caused by our own actions which in turn lead to births
in good or bad transmigrations (1984: 27). Happiness therefore depends upon self discipline,
self examination and self correction. The Dalai Lama thus reaffirms the Buddhist theory of
self-responsibility, and a philosophical vision in which all existence is deeply interconnected.
Notions of rebirth, emptiness and karma generate altruism and compassion by emphasizing
the absence of any deep ontological gulf between us and them. The nonexistence of a self
together with the notion of interdependence leads to the realisation that we should seek
the wellbeing of all. This being so we should develop the strong determination not just to
generate virtuous intentions, but to act compassionately to free all beings from suffering and
establish them in happiness. Genuine compassion, so prominent in the Dalai Lama’s teaching, is
rooted in no-self selflessness, the lack of distinction between self and other, and the recognition
of the equality of all. It is based on a clear recognition that others, like oneself, want happiness
and have the right to overcome suffering (Dalai Lama 2013). Such a view has transformational
implications not only for the individual, but for the kind of society we wish to inhabit.

Non-Violence
The Dalai Lama has spoken out against retribution as simply fuelling violence after
9.11, and of the importance of training children in ethical awareness. He teaches that violence
has karmic consequences. It directly causes harm and suffering to sentient beings, pollutes
the minds of those who use it, and creates cycles of hatred and retribution that can inflict
terrible damage both physical and psychological (see Goodman 2014). The Dalai Lama’s moral
authority has prevented the Tibetans in Tibet and in exile from taking up arms. However, his
non-violent philosophy was influenced not only by his Buddhist beliefs, but by political realism.
Hicks and Chogyam suggest that the official narrative of absolute non-violence promulgated
by the Central Tibetan Administration is not entirely correct, that the Dalai Lama did not
at the time disapprove of the Khamba freedom fighters or the revolt against the Chinese in
1958-9 (Hicks and Chogyam 1984: 103-119). However, the Dalai Lama’s later decision to
settle for Tibet’s “genuine autonomy” within China rather than press for full independence
aroused great bitterness among many Tibetans.4 When challenged, the Dalai Lama stated that he
In 1988 the Dalai Lama offered even greater concessions to China in a speech to the European Parliament in
Strasbourg which advocated a ‘middle way’ with Beijing.
4
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could no longer lead the Tibetan struggle if the mainstream Tibet movement favoured violence.
In 1994 he proposed that the Tibetan people should decide between four goals: independence,
self-determination, his own middle way approach and satyagraha. He and his administration
would implement any policy provided that the means to achieve it were non-violent.
http://www.friendsoftibet.org/articles/samphel.html.
The Dalai Lama’s response to the Chinese invasion of Tibet has been a series of peace
proposals and calls for dialogue. In his address to the U.S. Congressional Human Right’s
Caucus in 1987 he put forward a Five-Point Peace Plan which sought to stop the massive
Chinese resettlement policy in Tibet, safeguard the right of the Tibetan people to decide their
own future, and put an end to violation of their fundamental rights and freedoms:
•

Transformation of the whole of Tibet into a peace zone.

•

Abandonment of China’s population transfer policy.

•

Respect for the Tibetan people’s fundamental human rights and democratic
freedoms.

•

Restoration and protection of Tibet’s natural environment and the abandonment
of China’s use of Tibet for the production of nuclear weapons and dumping
of nuclear waste.

•

Commencement of earnest negotiations on the future status of Tibet and of relations
between the Tibetan and Chinese peoples.

Like Tolstoy and Gandhi, the Dalai Lama teaches universal active love which extends
to enemies. He claims that they are our greatest – even indispensable - teachers because they
give us the opportunity to practise compassion. We should therefore cherish them with
kindness, and seek dialogue and reconciliation rather than victory. Tony Milligan (2015)
reflecting on Gandhi’s concept of love for the enemy, observes: ‘Gandhi followed Tolstoy
both in his understanding of religion as a carrier of universal truths and in his advocacy of
a politicized conception of love for our enemies, a conception of love which he believed could
be found in the Bhagavad Gita, with its admiration for the opponent and its reluctance to harm.’
Milligan also suggests that while there was a clear Christian influence, Gandhi’s understanding
of love had a significant innovative dimension. Whereas Tolstoy based his overtly Christian
‘law of love’ upon no expectation of reciprocal response, Gandhi believed that the heart of
the protestor which addressed the conscience of the oppressor in a spirit of love and truth would
unavoidably be answered. There is something very similar in the Dalai Lama’s response to
Chinese aggression. He takes a very long view of history, believing that those who pursue
violence, will suffer karmically,5 and therefore need our compassion, but also that the path of
virtue and love must of itself lead in the end to enemies becoming friends. And like Gandhi,
the Dalai Lama believes that non-violence is a sign of strength of spirit, rather than weakness:
Non-violence doesn’t mean we have to passively accept injustice. We have to fight
for our rights. We have to oppose injustice, because not to do so would be a form of
violence. Gandhi-ji fervently promoted non-violence, but that didn’t mean he was
complacently accepting of the status quo; he resisted, but he did so without doing harm.
5

See also Queen 2009, pp. 69-72.
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(http://www.dalailama.com/news/post/839-his-holiness-the-dalai-lama-speaks-aboutnon-violence-and-ethical-values-at-jamia-islamia-university)
The Dalai Lama has been ambivalent about whether he regards the deaths of Tibetans
in Tibet and China who have set themselves on fire for the cause of Tibet as self-sacrifice or
a kind of violence. He seems to suggest that it is the intention which prompts self-immolation
that is ethically critical. In an interview in 2012 with NBC, he stated that, ‘It is difficult to
judge whether these kind of methods are right or wrong. They are expressing in a non-violent
way regarding the Chinese policies [in Tibet].’ (http://tibet.net/2012/10/23/nbc-interviews-hisholiness-the-dalai-lama-on-self-immolation-tragedy-in-tibet/). He went on to say that, ‘I am
quite certain that those who sacrificed their lives with sincere motivation, for Buddha dharma
and for the wellbeing of the people, from the Buddhist or religious viewpoints, is positive.
But if these acts are carried out with full anger and hatred, then it is wrong. So it is difficult
to judge. But it is really very sad, very very sad.’ In an interview with The Hindu
(http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/dalai-lama-speaks-of-dilemma-on-spreading-selfimmolations/article3617428.ece), he described these deaths as “a very, very delicate political
issue.”6 Some Buddhists have criticised this reticence believing that suicide always violates
Buddhist principles, while Chinese officials have accused the Dalai Lama and the exiled Tibetan
administration in Dharamsala of “inciting” self-immolations

Dialogue between Faiths, Cultures and Science
The Dalai Lama speaks consistently from a Buddhist inclusivist, universalist and
pluralist perspective. An internationalist, he is ready at all times to see what is essential in
all religions and ethical cultures, and to understand them in terms of shared purposes, virtues
and values. He promotes harmony between the world’s religions, calling upon all religious
practitioners concerned with world peace to respect each other’s beliefs, to recognise their shared
concern for human wellbeing and to emphasise their shared humanitarian ideals. Identifying
himself as a Buddhist humanitarian he says:
I maintain that every major religion of the world – Buddhism, Christianity, Confucianism,
Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Judaism, Sikhism, Taoism, Zoroastrianism – has similar
ideals of love, the same goal of benefitting humanity through spiritual practice, and
the same effect of making their followers into better human beings. All religions teach
moral precepts for perfecting the functions of mind, body, and speech. All tell us not
to lie or steal or take others’ lives, and so on. The common goal of all moral precepts
laid down by the great teachers of humanity is unselfishness. The great teachers wanted
to lead their followers away from the paths of negative deeds caused by ignorance
and to introduce them to paths of goodness. (see Dalai Lama n.d. and 1984: 49, 111).7
The Hindu 2012 (July 9), ‘Dalai Lama speaks of dilemma on spreading self-immolations,’ interview with Dalai Lama
by Ananth Krishnan. http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/dalai-lama-speaks-of-dilemma-on-spreadingselfimmolations/article3617428.ece. accessed 03.05.2015.
7
Dalai Lama. ‘A Human Approach to World Peace.’ http://www.dalailama.com/messages/world-peace/a-humanapproach-to-peace. accessed 10.02.2015.
6
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While the Dalai Lama emphasises the universal values shared by religions, he also believes
that sociocultural, ideological, religious, ethnic, and economic differences are both superficial
and artificial (Cabezón 1996: 303). Like Dr Ambedkar, he argues that the different religions,
ideologies and political systems of the world are means, not ends. They are useful only if
they enable human beings to achieve happiness, universal responsibility and compassion
(Dalai Lama 194: 47). And just as the Dalai Lama actively promotes interfaith dialogue so
he is committed to non-sectarian ecumenicism in all schools of Tibetan and global Buddhism.
He acknowledges Tibet’s debt to India, saying that as a Tibetan he feels driven to preserve
the culture of peace, compassion and non-violence that Tibet derived from India. In An Appeal
to All Chinese Brothers and Sisters (2008) he reminds readers that the Chinese and Tibetan
people share a common spiritual heritage in Mahayana Buddhism. He adds that ‘Furthermore,
since Buddhism flourished in China before it came to Tibet from India, I have always viewed
the Chinese Buddhists with the reverence due to senior spiritual brothers and sisters.’
This characteristic compulsion to find harmony and to encourage dialogue in all areas of life
extends to collaboration between religion and science. In the mid-1980s the Dalai Lama began
informal discussions with ‘modern’ scientists, mainly in the fields of psychology, neurobiology,
subatomic and quantum physics and cosmology.8 To scientists he presents Buddhism as
an empirical investigation of reality, with a primary orientation towards an understanding of
the human mind and its various functions:
Although Buddhist contemplative tradition and modern science have evolved
from different historical, intellectual and cultural roots, I believe that at heart they
share significant commonalities, especially in their basic philosophical outlook and
methodology (Dalai Lama 2005a).

Universal Ethics
Paradoxically one of the major areas in which the Dalai Lama initiates dialogue is
between the religious and the secular, finding spirituality in both. His teaching is increasingly
addressed to people of all faiths and none. Since no one religion can claim universal acceptance,
he argues that we must find a universal solution not grounded in religion to deal with the problems
of the world. Thus his message is increasingly universalised, dropping Buddhist metaphysical and
ethical categories, and expounding a more general message to humanity (Cabezón 1996:310).
He tells audiences throughout the world that religion is not the only way to pursue a spiritual
life, and speaks of a secular ethics grounded in a deep appreciation of a common humanity, of
a universal spirituality based on simple truths of human nature that transcends any particular
religion. This ‘global’ or ‘secular ethics’ embraces ‘key ethical principles, such as compassion,
tolerance, a sense of caring, consideration of others, and the responsible use of knowledge and
power – principles that transcend the barriers between religious between religious believers and
The Mind and Life Dialogues began in 1987 in Dharmasala as a joint initiative between scientists, philosophers,
and contemplatives ‘to investigate the mind, develop a more complete understanding of the nature of reality, and
promote well-being on the planet.’
8
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non-believers, and followers of this religion or that religion’ (Dalai Lama 2005b). In Ethics
for a New Millennium (1999) he proposes an approach to ethics based on universal rather than
religious principles. In Beyond Religion (2011) he elaborates and deepens his vision for
the nonreligious way – a path to lead an ethical, happy, and spiritual life. To some Tibetans
this teaching has signified loss of identity as well as gain, and while some commentators
suggest that the Dalai Lama’s simplification and secularisation of Buddhism entails a loss of
intellectual rigour9 others find his inclusivist stance inspirational.10 Sam Harris for example
argues that Buddhism’s philosophy, insight, and practices would benefit more people if they
were not presented as a religion, and trapped within the religion of Buddhism (Harris 2006).
Until what became known as the Dorje Shugden controversy, the Dalai Lama was
universally regarded as a champion of religious freedom. Ever since he strongly discouraged
Tibetan Buddhists from propitiating the fierce spirit known as Dolgyal (Shugden), 11 he has
been attacked by the Gelugpa followers of Dorje Shugden for abusing their human rights,
despite the fact that a report by Amnesty International exonerated the Tibetan government of
human rights abuses. Protesters shout slogans such as ‘Dalai Lama, Stop Lying’ – ‘False Dalai
Lama’ – ‘Give Religious Freedom’- ‘The World’s Worst Dictator’ (Newcombe 2015). The Dalai
Lama’s supporters identify the western disciples of Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, the founder of
the UK-based New Kadampa Tradition (NKT), as responsible for most of the Shugden protests
in Europe. A 2014 article by Robert Thurman, “The Dalai Lama And The Cult Of Dolgyal
Shugden,” labelling devotees ‘murderers’, ‘cult members’, ‘spirit worshippers’ and ‘agents of
the Chinese government,’ has intensified the conflict. Suzanne Newcombe (2015) points out
that from 1996-2014 the dynamics between supporters and detractors of Shugden have remained
largely unchanged, and their positions are increasingly defensive and entrenched.
Mishra (2008) comments that, ‘{The Dalai Lama’s} decision to simplify and secularize Buddhist teachings has
brought him a much bigger audience than the Japanese Zen masters or the Tibetan sages, such as Allen Ginsberg’s
guru Chögyam Trungpa, who preceded him to the West. But the gentrification of an ancient and often difficult
philosophy has not been achieved without some loss of intellectual rigor.’
10
This is well put in McLeod, Melvin. 1999. “Richard Gere: My Journey as a Buddhist.” In Lion’s Roar. http://
www.lionsroar.com/richard-gere-my-journey-as-a-buddhist/:
Melvin McLeod: I’m always impressed with a point the Dalai Lama makes which is very similar to what my own
teacher, to what my own teacher, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, presented in the Shambhala teachings. That is the
need for a universal spirituality based on simple truths of human nature that transcends any particular religion, or
the need for formalized religion at all. This strikes me as an extraordinarily important message.
Richard Gere: Well, I think it’s true. His Holiness says that what we all have in common is an appreciation of kindness and compassion; all the religions have this. Love. We all lean towards love.
Melvin McLeod: But even beyond that, he points out that billions of people don’t practice a religion at all.
Richard Gere: But they have the religion of kindness. They do. Everyone responds to kindness.
Melvin McLeod: It’s fascinating that a major religious leader espouses in effect a religionof no religion.
Richard Gere: Sure, that’s what makes him larger than Tibet.
Melvin McLeod: It makes him larger than Buddhism.
Richard Gere: Much larger. The Buddha was larger than Buddhism.
11
See http://www.dalailama.com/messages/dolgyal-shugden/his-holiness-advice. This website offers the official
reasons for the Dalai Lama’s actions:
9

1) The Dalai Lama had upon investigation decided that Dorje Shugden was a ‘worldly protector’ inappropriate for
veneration rather than an enlightened ‘dharma protector.’
2) Dorje Shugden was a sectarian figure particularly prominent in the Gelugpa sect and his worship thus encouraged
unnecessary divisions in the Tibetan exile community.
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Dr Ambedkar’s Theology of Liberation
Whereas the Dalai Lama from infancy has been treated by Tibetans with profound
devotion, Dr Ambedkar was born into the Mahar community in Maharashtra in 1891 at
a time when the Mahars were treated as untouchables, and subjected to intense socio-economic
discrimination. His later struggle was not, like that of Gandhi or the Dalai Lama, primarily
against colonialism or any external enemy, but against the internal social divisions that for
centuries damaged the lives of millions of Indians. Overcoming numerous social and financial
obstacles, Ambedkar became one of the first ‘untouchables’ to obtain a college education in
India. With the support of the enlightened Maharaja Gaekwad of Baroda, he went to college,
first in Mumbai and later in the United States and the UK. He studied at Columbia University
(1913-1916) under professors such as John Dewey, Edwin Seligman, James Harvey Robinson
and Alexander Goldenweiser (Zelliot 2001b; Queen 1996: 48-49; Nanda 2003: 189). Later,
Ambedkar wrote, ‘The best friends I have had in my life were some of my classmates at
Columbia and my great professors, John Dewey, James Shotwell, Edwin Seligman and
James Harvey Robinson II’ (Zelliot 1991). In the UK Ambedkar enrolled at Gray’s Inn and
the London School of Economics, studying law and economics. The expiration of his
scholarship forced him to abandon his studies and return to India amidst World War I. He was
finally able to return to England in 1920 with the support of the Maharaja of Kolhapur, his
Parsi friend and his own savings. By 1923 he completed his doctoral thesis on The Problem
of the Rupee. He was awarded a D.Sc. by the University of London, and on finishing his law
studies, he was admitted to the British Bar.
Meera Nanda delineates what she regards as the remarkable confluence between dalits’
aspirations for freedom, and John Dewey, the American pragmatist’s call for subjecting all
inherited values to the test of reason and the scientific method (Nanda 2003: 182). She argues
that Ambedkar followed Dewey in finding in modern science an attitude, a temperament, that
had the potential to challenge unexamined tradition and prejudices by cultivating ‘a collective,
democratic will to enquire, to examine, to discriminate, to draw conclusions only on the basis
of evidence after taking pains to gather all available evidence…. To treat all ideas as working
hypotheses to be tested by consequences they produce’ (Dewey 1955:31; Nanda 2003: 183).
Nanda considers that Dewey, and his American experience, more generally served as a bridge
between the past dalit traditions of protest, and a self consciously liberal and secular worldview,
and that like Jotirao Phule (1826-1890), and E V Ramasami ‘Periyar’ (1879-1973) Ambedkar
was unequivocal in his preference for the purely naturalistic and verifiable worldview of
modern science of Galileo, Newton, and Darwin. The turn towards the Buddha and ancient
non-Brahman philosophies was in part ‘an attempt to find a cultural homologue for materialist
and sceptical traditions in India’s minority non-Vedic traditions’ (Nanda 2003: 185, 192).
Other influences on Ambedkar’s liberation theology were the powerful nineteenth century
anti-caste movements, particularly in Maharashtra, and the liberal protestant movements that
were current in New York when Ambedkar was studying at Columbia University. Almond
also observes (in Blackburn 1993: 15) that ‘Ambedkar adopts the interpretations of Buddhism
dominant during his lifetime, and was familiar with literature in which the Buddha was often
depicted ‘as a social reformer, especially as a Luther-like figure attempting to root out
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superstition and idolatry.’12 Blackburn herself notes (1993: 17-18) that ‘Orientalist’ ideas
influenced many of the translations from Pali texts available during Ambedkar’s lifetime, as
well as much of the secondary literature. Furthermore, Ambedkar’s South and Southeast Asian
partners in discussions of Buddhism and its potential revival were members of a generation
educated under these same Orientalist influences. Ambedkar had clear ties to the Maha Bodhi
Society which itself was partly the product of Orientalist agenda in what was then Ceylon, and
exposed to works by a growing number of South Indian intellectuals interested in Buddhist
philosophy. Ambedkar himself claimed that the greatest influences on his thought were Kabir,
Mahatma Phule and the Buddha (Queen 1996: 49).

Fight against untouchability
Ambedkar awakened India’s millions of excluded and oppressed to their human rights.13
He cared passionately about the human beings who were condemned to a life of ignorance and
abysmal poverty, and who had partially internalised an ideology which culminated in the idea
of graded inequality and which divided the Untouchables into so many jatis. He wrote that,
caste society was organised along ‘an ascending scale of reverence and a descending scale of
contempt.” Untouchability was “an aspect of social psychology; it (was) a sort of social nausea
of one group against the other” (Ambedkar 1946: 370). The seeds of this struggle were sown
early in his childhood when he began to experience the indignities and humiliations which
were taken-for granted by many Untouchables. Jaffrelot (2005) focuses on Ambedkar’s three
key roles in this struggle: as social theorist, as statesman and politician, and as an advocate of
conversion to Buddhism as an escape route for India’s Dalits. To this list I would add his very
important role as educator and educationalist. In 1920, he began the publication of the weekly
Mooknayak (Leader of the Silent) in Bombay. In 1924 he organised the Bahishkrit Hitakarini
Sabha to promote education and socio-economic uplift of the depressed classes. By 1927 he
began to launch active movements against untouchability, and also began his second journal,
Bahiskrit Bharat (Excluded India), later renamed Janata (The People). He promoted education
and socio-economic improvement for the poorest, founding the People’s Education Society,
significantly naming its member institutions, Siddharth and Milind Colleges.
In 1929 Ambedkar made the controversial decision to co-operate with the all-British
Simon Commission which was boycotted by Congress. He submitted a memorandum on behalf
of the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha, arguing in favour of the granting of universal franchise and
a quota of seats for the Untouchables (Jaffrelot 2009: 3). He stated that if universal suffrage
was not granted, he would campaign for separate electorates. Ambedkar was the only Indian
representative who attended all the three Round Table Conferences in London. He declared
Almond, Philip C. 1988. The British Discovery of Buddhism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. chaps.
3-4, cited in Blackburn 1993: 15.
13
‘To countless new Buddhists from the Mahar and other Scheduled Caste (lowborn) communities today – young
professionals, workers, children, and particularly the elderly who lived through the turbulent transition to Indian
independence - Ambedkar is “Dr. Bababsaheb Ambedkar,” the most highly educated man in India, the father of
his people, Lawyer and legislator, author, orator, labor leader, cabinet minister, and educator. He was “the Second
Manu” (replacing the oppressive laws of the ancient Hindu lawgiver), and the beloved Bodhisattva (a Buddhist who
vows to save all afflicted beings) whose memory inspires the daily greeting “Jai Bhim,” “Victory to Ambedkar!”’
(Queen 1996: 46).
12
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that before the British came the evil of “untouchability” was rampant and now after 150 years
of British rule, this evil had not abated.14 At the Second Conference, he asked for a separate
electorate for the Depressed Classes, saying that ‘Hinduism has given us only insults, misery,
and humiliation.’ When a separate electorate was announced, Gandhi undertook a fast to death.
Ambedkar finally gave in to extreme moral pressure, and on September 24, 1932, signed
the Poona Pact. According to the Pact the demand for separate electorates was replaced with
special concessions in the regional legislative assemblies and Central Council of States.
Ambedkar wrote in The Annihilation of Caste (1936) that his ideal would be a society
based on liberty, equality, and fraternity. He played a critical intellectual role in shaping
the final Constitution of India 1950 which provided for complete equality before law and
the equal protection of laws to all citizens, under Article 14 and in Article 17. It not only
abolished untouchability but made its practice, in any form, an offence punishable under law.15
Ambedkar was also responsible for a policy of reserved scholarships and government jobs for
the Scheduled Castes and Tribes. While social exclusion, discrimination and atrocities still
occur, such measures provide a constitutional and legal foundation for the empowerment of
oppressed groups. It is often forgotten that Ambedkar also focused attention on the link
between caste and gender. As early as 1916 in his paper ‘Castes in India,’ Ambedkar had stated
that the caste system thrives by its control of women, and that caste is a product of sustained
endogamy. He later argued for reform of Hindu personal laws regarding marriage, divorce and
inheritance (see Nanda 2003: 197-198).

Ambedkar, Religion and Spirituality
My final words of advice to you are educate, agitate and organize; have faith in yourself.
With justice on our side I do not see how we can lose our battle. The battle to me is
a matter of joy. The battle is in the fullest sense spiritual. There is nothing material or
social in it. For ours is a battle not for wealth or for power. It is battle for freedom. It is
the battle of reclamation of human personality (Ambedkar quoted in Kheer 1995: 351).
Ambedkar himself saw the struggle for freedom as a spiritual battle, despite the fact
that many commentators believe that he was simply a disguised humanist or rationalist, and we
have it from Ambedkar himself that he agreed with Burke that ‘True religion is the foundation of
Ambedkar states that the British had done nothing to alleviate the status of the depressed classes. ‘What
good has British conquest done to the Untouchables? In education, nothing; in service, nothing; in status, nothing.
There is one thing in which they have gained and that is equality in the eye of the law….. The principle of equality
before law has served as a great disinfectant. It has cleansed the air and the Untouchable is permitted to breath
the air of freedom. This is a real gain to the Untouchables and having regard to the ancient past it is no small
gain.’ The Untouchables and the Pax Britannica.
http://www.ambedkar.org/ambcd/49.%20The%20Untouchables%20and%20the%20Pax%20Britannica.htm
15
Shourie (1997) argues that (i) that Ambedkar was a political opponent of both Gandhi and the Congress, and
generally preferred the British to either; and (ii) that Ambedkar cannot be called the “Father of the Constitution” as
that implies sole authorship, whereas several other people, such as K. M. Munshi and B. N. Rau, also contributed
significantly to the wording of the document. Shourie’s book has been attacked as a vilification of Ambedkar by
Dalit and other critics.
14
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society.’16 This suggests that Ambedkar’s interest in religion was not simply because he needed
a mobilisation technique or strategy, or because the Untouchables needed a new identity to
free them from the shackles of the past. In attacking Hinduism he attacked those Brahmanical
concepts such as karma that had kept Untouchables servile. In his statement to the British
Government he scrupulously documented the atrocities against Untouchables – atrocities that
still occur. Ambedkar later said that his conversion to Buddhism was for spiritual reasons, but
that there was no shame if his followers converted for economic or political reasons. They had
a right to a life lived free of fear and want.
Queen (1996:28) rightly notes that one of Ambedkar’s most common distinctions
is that between a ‘salvation-giver” (moksha-data), who robs the devotee of initiative and
effort – an allusion to saviour religions such as devotional Hinduism or Christianity and to
the total welfare state – and the ‘path-giver’ (marga-data), who offers the practitioner access to
a program of self-improvement through hard work – an allusion to the inner-worldly asceticism
of Theravada Buddhism and the progressive government policies of equal opportunity and
access. In the circumstances it is perhaps curious that Ambedkar who denied the afterlife, and
the doctrine of karma as traditionally expounded, emphasised the importance of religion, not
simply as an appropriate social identity for his fellow Dalits but because he himself accepted
the need for a spirituality.

The Broken Men
As Jaffrelot states (2012), one of the principal strategies that Ambedkar employed in
his struggle was to write an alternative history of the ex-untouchables and give them a new
identity. Ambedkar first used the term dalit meaning ‘ground down’ or ‘broken to pieces’ in
both Hindi and Marathi in 1928, in his newspaper Bahishkrit Bharat. Rao observes that today
the widespread currency of the term is belated recognition of the Dalits’ militant claims upon
a story of humiliation and suffering (Rao 2008:11). In ‘The Untouchables, who were they
and why they became Untouchables?’ (1948), Ambedkar maintained that India was a nation
with a common racial stock, but that the Untouchables were a distinct group of Buddhists,
the Broken Men, who were stigmatised because they refused to accept Brahman hegemony.
Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism in 1956 was therefore a choice to emphasize
the indigenous, or Indic, nature of Buddhism, and a return to a religion that he described as
an indigenous democracy. Dalits who converted were not seeking a new religion but rather
returning to their past. Ambedkar ’s rewriting of history became one of the most potent
weapons in a subaltern political-ethical critique of Brahmanism, even as he laid claim to
a separate genealogy for the Dalit as a non-Hindu. He defined the principle of untouchability

‘While I condemn a Religion of Rules, I must not be understood to hold the opinion that there is no necessity
for a religion. On the contrary, I agree with Burke when he says that “True religion is the foundation of society,
the basis on which all true Civil Government rests, and both their sanction.” Consequently, when I urge that these
ancient rules of life be annulled, I am anxious that their place shall be taken by a Religion of Principles, which alone
can lay claim to being a true Religion’ (Ambedkar 1987: 99-111;
http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/mmt/ambedkar/web/section_24.html)
16
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as the single point of unification of the caste-Hindu order. Without it differences of belief and
practice fractured Hinduism irretrievably. 17

Conversion to Buddhism
I tell you, religion is for man and not man for religion. If you want to organise,
consolidate and be successful in this world, change this religion. http://www.ambedkar.
org/Babasaheb/quotations.htm
Scholars have often assumed that Ambedkar’s late conversion means that he came to
Buddhism late. This is far from the case. His father Ramji Sakpal belonged to the Kabir Panth,
and encouraged his children to read the Hindu scriptures. Ambedkar tells us that when he was
very young he asked his father why he wanted him to read the Mahabharata and Ramayana
which recounted the greatness of the Brahmins and the Kshatriyas and repeated the stories of
the degradation of the Shudras and the Untouchables. His father later replied, “It is for removing
this inferiority complex that I ask you to read the Mahabharata and Ramayana.” Ambedkar
comments (1956), ‘I could see that there was some force in my father’s argument. But I was
not satisfied…My father was silent, and made no reply. He knew that there was a revolt. This
is how I turned to the Buddha, with the help of the book given to me by Dada Keluskar. It was
not with an empty mind that I went to the Buddha at that early age.’ The book was a biography
of the Buddha presented to Ambedkar when he succeeded in entering college by his teacher
Krishna Arjun Keluskar, a Maratha caste scholar.
Dr. Ambedkar announced his decision to leave Hinduism in 1935, during the Yeola Conference:
Unfortunately for me I was born a Hindu Untouchable. It was beyond my power to
prevent that, but, I declare that it is within my power to refuse to live under ignoble
and humiliating conditions. I solemnly assure you that I will not die a Hindu.
Ambedkar devoted much attention to the question of conversion, studying in depth
the scriptures and practices of the competing religions, and at one point seriously considering
conversion to Sikhism.18 However he gradually rejected the alternatives to Buddhism, and in
“Buddha and the Future of his Religion,” an article published in 1950 in the Mahabodhi Society
Journal, Ambedkar summarized his views on religion:
1. The society must have either the sanction of law or the sanction of morality to hold
it together. Without either, the society is sure to go to pieces.
Ambedkar drew two (speculative) conclusions from it, “It explains why the Untouchables regard the Brahmins
as inauspicious, do not employ them as their priests and do not even allow them to enter into their quarters. It also
explains why the Broken Men came to be regarded as Untouchables. The Broken Men hated the Brahmins because
the Brahmins were the enemies of Buddhism and the Brahmins imposed untouchability upon the Broken Men
because they would not leave Buddhism’ (Ambedkar 1948:317).
18
Ambedkar rejected the idea after meeting with leaders of the Sikh community and fearing a ‘second-rate status’
among the Sikh community (Keer 1962: 275ff).
17
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2. Religion, if it is to survive, it must be in consonance with reason, which is another
name for science.
3. It is not enough for religion to consist of moral code, but its moral code must
recognize the fundamental tenets of liberty, equality and fraternity.
4. Religion must not sanctify or make a virtue out of poverty.
According to Ambedkar, only Buddhism fulfilled these criteria. He praised Buddhism
because it was a religion based on ethical principles, and because, unlike the founders of other
religions, the Buddha regarded himself only as a guide and gave a revolutionary meaning to
the concept of religion. In a BBC talk given in May 1956, entitled “Why I like Buddhism and
how it is useful to the world in its present circumstances,” Ambedkar justified his preference:
I prefer Buddhism because it gives three principles in combination, which no other
religion does. Buddhism teaches prajna (understanding as against superstition and
supernaturalism), karuna (love), and samata (equality). This is what man wants for
a good and happy life. Neither god nor soul can save society.
Ambedkar finally converted to Buddhism in Nagpur on 14 October 1956. Accepting
the Three Refuges and Five Precepts from a Buddhist monk in the traditional manner, Ambedkar
completed his own conversion, together with that of his wife. He then converted some 380,000
of his supporters. After the converts had taken the Three Jewels and Five Precepts, they took
the 22 Vows prescribed by Ambedkar, many of which were directed against Hinduism.19
19

http://www.ambedkar.org/impdocs/22Vows.htm. The 22 vows are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

I shall have no faith in Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh nor shall I worship them.
I shall have no faith in Rama and Krishna who are believed to be incarnation of God nor shall I worship them.
I shall have no faith in ‘Gauri’, Ganapati and other gods and goddesses of Hindus nor shall I worship them.
I do not believe in the incarnation of God.
I do not and shall not believe that Lord Buddha was the incarnation of Vishnu. I believe this to be sheer
madness and false propaganda.
I shall not perform ‘Shraddha’ nor shall I give ‘pind-dan’.
I shall not act in a manner violating the principles and teachings of the Buddha.
I shall not allow any ceremonies to be performed by Brahmins.
I shall believe in the equality of man.
I shall endeavour to establish equality.
I shall follow the ‘noble eightfold path’ of the Buddha.
I shall follow the ‘paramitas’ prescribed by the Buddha.
I shall have compassion and loving kindness for all living beings and protect them.
I shall not steal.
I shall not tell lies.
I shall not commit carnal sins.
I shall not take intoxicants like liquor, drugs etc.
I shall endeavour to follow the noble eightfold path and practise compassion and loving kindness in
everyday life.
I renounce Hinduism which is harmful for humanity and impedes the advancement and development of
humanity because it is based on inequality, and adopt Buddhism as my religion.
I firmly believe the Dhamma of the Buddha is the only true religion.
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The Buddha and His Dhamma
In The Buddha and His Dhamma Ambedkar reinterprets the Buddha’s teachings as
preoccupied with human freedom and social justice, and not only challenges Hindu metaphysics
and the ethics of natural inequality it sanctions, but refutes traditional interpretations of
the Buddha’s own teachings. He presents the Buddha as a great liberator and iconoclast who
abhorred caste, poverty, animal sacrifices, the subservience of women and the obscurantist
knowledge of the priests. The Buddha becomes in fact an embodiment of all those values and
virtues that Ambedkar prized. According to Ambedkar, the Buddha did not believe in rebirth,
karma and moksha as traditionally conceived, and rejected varna vyavashta. Ambedkar
therefore offers a radical critique of the view that Buddhism is primarily about spiritual teachings.
His Buddha is a rationalist and a social reformer who would not have promulgated a doctrine
(karma) that blames victims for their own suffering, and who could not have formulated
the Four Noble Truths as traditionally explained.20 The Buddha could not have undergone
parivraja, as a result of seeing an ill man, a dead man and an ascetic. Ambedkar ’ s own
interpretation is that the Parivraja occurred because the Buddha refused to agree with
the decision of the Sakya Sangha to make war on the Koliyas. The Buddha’s Enlightenment
is dealt with in a similarly robust way. The Buddha realised that there were two problems.
The first problem was that there was suffering in the world and the second problem was how
to remove this suffering and make humanity happy. The Eightfold path is interpreted not as
a means of attaining nirvana, but as the way to remove the injustice and inhumanity of man to
man (Queen 1996: 57). Ambedkar believed in the liberation of the individual: however this
now meant not the liberation from the world but from social institutional bondage (Fitzgerald
2007:199-20). He realised that the Dalits had internalised the Hindu view that naturalises
hierarchy, and that Brahmanism existed in all castes. Instead of talking of karma he sets before
them a Buddha who is pragmatic, who denies the existence of God, the immortal individual
soul (atman), the universal soul (Brahma), and all supernatural forces (book III, part IV),
and radically redefines all the major categories of Buddhism: purity simply becomes ‘good
conduct’, nirvana ‘control over passions through knowledge and understanding, dharma
becomes ‘energetic action,’ soul, ‘consciousnesses emerging from matter.’

20

21. I believe that I am having a re-birth.
22. I solemnly declare and affirm that I shall hereafter lead my life according to the principles and teachings
of the Buddha and his Dhamma. (http://www.ambedkar.org/impdocs/22Vows.htm)
Ambedkar (1984b II. II. 14-19 ) interprets the Buddha’s first sermon as follows:
14. He began by saying that his path which is his Dhamma (religion) had nothing to do with God
and [the] Soul. His Dhamma had nothing to do with life after death. Nor has his Dhamma any
concern with rituals and ceremonies.
15. The centre of his Dhamma is man, and the relation of man to man in his life on earth.
16. This, he said, was his first postulate.
17. His second postulate was that men are living in sorrow, in misery and poverty. The world is
full of suffering and that [discovering] how to remove this suffering from the world is the only
purpose of Dhamma. Nothing else is Dhamma.
18. The recognition of the existence of suffering, and to show the way to remove suffering, is
the foundation and basis of his Dhamma.
19. This can be the only foundation and justification for Dhamma. A religion which fails to recognise
this is no religion at all.
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Non-Violence
Gandhi taught non-violence in the struggle against the British; Ambedkar in the struggle
of the Dalits for equality. However while Ambedkar believed in non-violence as a principle,
he accepted the need for relative violence. Sangharakshita states that, when Gandhi and the
Congress Party from 1940 onwards adopted a policy of non-cooperation with the Government
war effort, Ambedkar disagreed. He regarded Nazi ideology as a direct threat to the liberties
of the Indian people. He therefore exhorted them to help defeat Nazism by supporting
the Government, and he himself encouraged the Untouchables to join the Indian Army
Sangharakshita 1986: 10). Ambedkar also saw that the concept of ahimsa could be used to justify
the continuation of inequality and enslavement of the lower castes and women, and become in
fact another form of structural violence. He pointed out that the Buddha permitted killing when
it was necessary and otherwise prohibited it. While Ambedkar was a fervent constitutionalist
and welcomed modernity, Gandhi speculated “whether in an ideal society, there should be any
or no government” (Gandhi 1946: 309). It is therefore unsurprising that Ambedkar understood
Gandhi’s satygraha as based on violence rather than peaceful democratic protest.

Reflections
In conclusion I consider the very different models of Buddhism that the Dalai Lama and
Dr Ambedkar present. However, while there are significant differences between the theological
and ethical positions of the Dalai Lama and Dr Ambedkar, there are commonalities. Both are
‘engaged Buddhists’ leading liberation movements. Both mix religious and secular discourses.
Neither can be simply defined as a reformist or a neo-traditionalist. Both seek a world based on
peace, justice and freedom, and find in Buddhist techniques and ideas paradigms for re-shaping
attitudes for a better society. Both believe that the teachings offered in Buddhism are rationally
based, compatible with the rapid advances of science and technology and support the aims of
justice and freedom. Both value inquiry, scientific reason and the quest for knowledge. Both
accept the primary importance of mind. Both have written ‘copiously and creatively’ on
the contemporary application of Buddhist teachings (Queen 1996: 8), and interpret Buddhist
texts in the light of contemporary concerns. Both have been profoundly influenced by their early
education and are products of encounters between the old and the new, the East and the West.
Both emphasise the spiritual and social dimensions of the Buddhist path (see also King 1996:
414). Both accept mindfulness; the Dalai Lama as individual self-awareness, Dr Ambedkar as
scientific freedom of thought.
Despite these commonalities, the circumstances of their birth and their historical, cultural
and religious contexts mean that these leaders have over their lifetimes developed very different
liberative visions and strategies. While the Dalai Lama is undoubtedly a reformer who sets about
transforming the world, he also embodies the continuity of tradition. King (1996: 403) notes
that, ‘For the people of Tibet he must be, literally, the very incarnation of tradition, his modern
perspective and many enacted reforms notwithstanding. Indeed, in the Dalai Lama, reform
and tradition, continuity and change, are one.’ The Dalai Lama does not radically challenge
traditional Buddhist philosophy or provoke a rupture with the past. In his addresses and talks
he refers to Theravada, Mahayana and Tantric texts; he leads complex rituals, practises
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meditation and accepts the key concepts of classical Buddhism: the Four Noble Truths,
the Eightfold Path, the notions of dependent arising, rebirth and karma. In the Essence of
the Heart Sutra: The Dalai Lama’s Heart of Wisdom Teachings (2005), the Dalai Lama defines
Nirvana as the “state beyond sorrows,” or a “state of freedom from cyclic existence.” In Stages
of Meditation: Training the Mind for Wisdom (2003), he teaches that, ‘Through meditation we
can train our minds in such a way that negative qualities are abandoned and positive qualities
are generated and enhanced.’ Thus the Dalai Lama identifies profoundly with traditional Tibetan
religious culture, while reaching out to, and inspiring generations of people worldwide who
may have no attachment to a particular religion or who belong to other faiths.
Dr Ambedkar, like the Dalai Lama, argues that religion is made for humanity, not
humanity for religion. However, he also believes that those oppressed by religion, should change
it. He develops the term ‘navayana’ for a Buddhist tradition appropriate for communities in
the twentieth century, and embraces the Buddha’s dhamma as a matter of conscious and deliberate
choice. He rejects ‘traditional’ Buddhist metaphysical positions and draws upon interpretations
then current which saw the Buddha as a radical social reformer. Despite the fact that he
fundamentally rethinks Buddhist basic beliefs, values, and practices his Buddhism is constructed
as a restoration of that established by the Buddha, and congruent with the traditional form and
values of the Buddha’s teachings. He returns to what he believes the Buddha really taught,
drawing upon 19th and 20th century expositions of Buddhism which stress its rational and
atheistic character, and which are now often termed Orientalist. Nanda argues that Ambedkar
finds in the Buddha a human being who was unafraid to use reason and pragmatism to free
humans from suffering and poverty, and who prioritises prajna (understanding). Ambedkar
urges that in a changing society there must be a constant revolution of old values. He therefore
makes enquiry a religious duty of dalit neo-Buddhists (Nanda 2003: 195). His Buddha is
a rationalist so Ambedkar feels free to critique and sweep away all those historical accretions
which are obscurantist, or which serve no purpose. He sets aside ideas of karma as damaging
to oppressed populations, he does away with nirvana and life after death, metaphysics, ritual
and meditation, and despite the fact that he knows that Buddhism is often seen as the religion
of the renouncer, re-orders the monastic life to be one of service. Queen emphasises the shock
many Buddhists felt on the publication of his posthumous publication of the Buddha and
His Dhamma. Ambedkar was accused of denying the Buddha’s infallibility, rejecting karma and
enlightenment, omitting discussion of the Four Noble Truths, and reducing the First Sermon to
‘a merely social system.’ One reviewer attacked Ambedkar for failing to cite his sources and
for allegedly fabricating scriptural support for his own secularist viewpoints.21
Thus whereas the Dalai Lama emphasises that individual spiritual transformation is
required before social transformation can be achieved, Dr Ambedkar’s Buddhism seeks liberation
from the suffering caused by structural violence and injustice. Whereas the Dalai Lama teaches
that the ultimate source of our global problems lies at the level of the individual , the locus of
spiritual morality, Ambedkar is concerned primarily with the radical transformation of society.
Whereas the Dalai Lama is an inclusivist whose stance remains publically non-judgmental,
Ambedkar heaps invective on Hinduism and the caste system, adopting a polemical critique
This criticism is dealt with by the editors of the critical edition of The Buddha and his Dhamma published by
Oxford University Press (Verma and Rathore 2011).
21
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of Brahmanical religio-social dominance in order to present an alternative egalitarian model.
While the Dalai Lama emphasizes the spiritual common ground of Hinduism and Buddhism,
Ambedkar remains an unforgiving critic. He criticised equally exclusivist and narrow
doctrinaire positions in Islam, and attacks Hinduism, Islam and Christianity where they deviate
from the path of justice, reason and science. He was a fierce critic of Gandhi (and the Indian
National Congress), and rejected the epithet ‘Harijan’ as condescending and demeaning. Taking
the 22 Vows, Ambedkar and his supporters explicitly condemned and rejected Hinduism
and Hindu philosophy.
Ambedkar is described by Queen (1996: 46) as the pre-modern man who gradually
involved into Berger’s modern man, one who rejected the sacred canopy of Hinduism,
systematically studied the religious options available in India, and finally adopted Buddhism
as the faith that met the complex requirements of reason and morality he stipulated along
the way. He then morphed into postmodern man – one driven not only to choose a religious
tradition, but to dismantle and reassemble it with elements of faith and practice appropriate
in his wide-ranging studies and travels in Asia and the West. Queen’s analysis is firmly at
odds with that of Nanda who sees in Ambedkar the very antithesis of postmodern man, and as
someone who brings the criteria of science and rationality to his reconstruction of Buddhism.
She presents Ambedkar as coming to the view that the sacred is still necessary in the modern
world and that Buddhism above all other traditions offers human beings the best support for
social reconstruction based on rational and ethical criteria. His Buddha is a model of reason
whose teachings could be made the basis of a new civil society in which norms are arrived at
through rational, open and public inquiry (Nanda 2003: 184-185).
Both men act non-violently. The Dalai Lama facing Chinese aggression, Ambedkar
leading a social movement. The Dalai Lama refuses to be complicit in violent actions or
thought even against an aggressor, and connects Tibetans with a tradition of harmlessness and
peace. He recognises that there are conflicting interests and views, but believes they can be
reconciled through nonjudgmental dialogue. His answer to the brutality of the Chinese invasion
of Tibet and the destruction of Tibetan culture is an ethic of kindness, love and compassion.
Ambedkar on the other hand is often accused of treating society simply as an aggregate of
competing socio-economic groups, and resisting ideas of integration and assimilation.
The attitudes of these two leaders to Gandhi are highly instructive. Whereas the Dalai Lama
is a self-proclaimed admirer of Gandhi and his concepts of satygraha and ahimsa, Ambedkar
was a fierce critic who attacked Gandhi’s policies as maintaining the varna system and
undermining real power sharing.22 He critiqued Gandhi’s methods as violent and
unconstitutional. Ambedkar, a constitutionalist, who worked within the state and sought
non-violent solutions to social problems with the aid of the state, commented that ‘Mahatmas
have come and gone, but untouchability remains.’23
See for example the Statement by Ambedkar on Gandhi’s Fast. (Statement on Mr.Gandhi’s attitude at the Round
Table Conference towards the untouchables and their demand for Constitutional Safeguards, 19th September 1932.)
https://ambedkarism.wordpress.com/2011/03/07/statement-by-dr-b-r-ambedkar-on-gandhi%E2%80%99s-fastpoona-pact/, accessed 14.02.2015.
23
In Worshipping False Gods, Arun Shourie who has been described by Christophe Jaffrelot (1996: 353) as
“a writer sympathetic to militant Hindu themes,” challenges Dr Ambedkar’s contribution to Indian Independence.
He says ‘There is not one instance, not one single, solitary instance in which Ambedkar participated in any activity
connected with that struggle to free the country.’ http://www.rediff.com/freedom/30ambed2.htm
22
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I now focus on the legacies of these two men. Both the Dalai Lama and Ambedkar
are identified with particular causes, but offer general solutions to the problem of modernity.
The Dalai Lama has taken the Buddha’s message of non-violence and compassion to the world
in a way that transcends religion. He is known globally as an advocate of world peace, and
a spiritual leader who not only speaks the universal Buddhist language of suffering, wisdom,
compassion and liberation, but that of a universal ethics. He has acted as a unifying figurehead
for Buddhists, a champion of interfaith dialogue and a spiritual leader whose ethic of liberation
embraces the secular and the scientific. He has sought harmony and greater understanding
among Buddhist traditions worldwide, illuminating the benefits of respectful dialogue and
the many ways that Buddhists share a common heritage and common goals (2014). He has
failed in his lifelong quest to free Tibet. Yet, according to Anand (2011) he has preserved
Tibetan religion and culture in exile, created a non-sectarian, secular, democratic and inclusive
Tibetan nationalism and maintained the link between the diaspora and homeland. Ambedkar
demanded that the life style and religion of the oppressed be compatible with science, reason
and liberty, and saw his struggle as part of a much larger campaign for equality and justice in
every aspect of society (see Nanda 2003: 199). At the end of his life he despaired that he had
failed in his mission. However Guha (nd) writes that, ‘The remarkable thing is that 50 years
after independence, the only politician, dead or alive, who has a truly pan-Indian appeal
is B. R. Ambedkar.’ Ambedkar offers a reasoned, intelligent reading of Buddhism in India at
a time when the rise of nationalist Hinduism and various obscurantist religious groups had made
religion not reason the criterion for action. He opposed the Hindu Mahasabha, the RSS and
other Hindu fundamentalist groups, and his writings remain powerful indictments of religious
tradition wherever it obstructs and defeats the aims of justice, equality and human rights. While
discrimination and atrocities still occur throughout India,24 the rise of the scheduled classes,
their emergence politically and the creation of a Dalit middle class also form part of Ambedkar’s
legacy. His political philosophy continues to inspire Dalit political parties, particularly
the BSP (the Bahujan Samaj Party). Zelliot (2010) notes that not only is Ambedkar responsible
for the revival of Buddhism in India, but that Ambedkar Buddhism has continued to enlarge
its international connections, and retain its universalist outlook and non-racial ideology.
The TBMSG/FWBO, now an international Buddhist movement, continues to emphasise
the Dhammic aspect of Ambedkar’s liberation programme. However, Sponberg points out that
the very success of Ambedkar’s vision brings its own problems; those who have left the stigma
of their outcaste status behind, have a strong incentive to leave behind their Ambedkarite
Buddhism as well, while J. Michael Mahar suggests that the very success of Ambedkar’s
legal and social reforms makes the Buddhist dimension of his vision superfluous (in Sponberg
1996: 110).
One of the most interesting questions raised by a comparison of the Dalai Lama and
Dr Ambedkar is whether the Buddha should be seen as a social reformer or as someone concerned
with the quest for individual enlightenment. Walpola Rahula’s view that ‘Buddhism is based
on service to others,’ has been challenged by a multitude of scholars who argue that engaged
Buddhism has not been a typical pattern in the social history of Asia (Queen 1996:16-19). They
point to Buddhist lack of interest in social reform, and the way Buddhism has integrated into the
prevalent social and political structures of different countries. They also note that Buddhism
See Roy 2014 for a discussion of the crimes and atrocities, including murder and gang rape, committed against
Dalits in 2012.
24
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was not an anti-caste reform movement, and that Ambedkar’s history of the Broken Men is
highly speculative. Fitzgerald concludes that ‘there is nothing distinctively Buddhist about the
exposition given in The Buddha and His Dhamma...And all of the key concepts of traditional
Buddhism have been fudged over, so that one cannot legitimately hold that there is any serious
re-interpretation of traditional Buddhism in this book’ (Fitzgerald 1989: 66).
In the literature on Engaged Buddhism there have also been conflicting opinions about
what constitutes ‘authentic’ Buddhism. Given recent scholarly work it seems doubtful whether
it makes sense to talk about authentic Buddhism at all. Blackburn (1993:15 ) points out that,
‘As the recent work of so-called post-Orientalist historians and anthropologists so clearly
indicates, it is no longer possible to ignore the historically conditioned quality of a term like
“Buddhism.”’ Many scholars have examined the sources of Ambedkar’s rational, atheistic
and reformist Buddhism, but few have as yet explored the influences on the Dalai Lama.
The Dalai Lama’s straightforward identification of Buddhism with non-violence is vigorously
challenged by the work of scholars over the last few decades (see for example, Victoria 1997;
Juergensmeyer and Jerryson 2010). Perhaps then, as Blackburn (1993) suggests, the idea of
‘Buddhism’ as a stable entity is historically unhelpful. The Buddha’s teachings have generated,
and will continue to generate, interpretations which range from meditative withdrawal from
the world to passionate engagement within it. The Dalai Lama and Dr. Ambedkar present
Buddhists with different models of how we may respond to the crises in the modern world.
The Dalai Lama is closer to traditional Buddhist doctrine in that he brings together private
spiritual practice and social activism. Ambedkar represents the pragmatic and worldly end of
a spectrum which moves between the two. To the virtues of compassion and love stressed by
the Dalai Lama, Ambedkar adds a fierce sense of justice, equality and scientific reason. He is
also in the tradition of the Buddha’s silence on metaphysical matters, and his refusal to idealise
poverty. The Dalai Lama is the spiritual head of Tibet with all that implies, but also the framer
of a universal secular ethic. Ambedkar’s revisionist understanding of Buddhism has inspired and
comforted the marginalised and oppressed, but has also been attacked for reducing the path of
liberation to social activism. However, to remain relevant religion must speak in the language
of the present. Both the Dalai Lama’s ethic of love and compassion and Ambedkar’s gospel
of justice, reason and a positive ethic of enquiry can be interpreted as latent in the Buddha’s
teachings. Contemporary Buddhist theologies of transformation and liberation must contain
elements of both, if they are to offer spiritual seekers, peacebuilders and policymakers resources
for contributing positively and constructively to the conflicts and crises of the modern world.
Do not accept any of my words on faith,
Believing them just because I said them.
Be like an analyst buying gold, who cuts, burns,
And critically examines his product for authenticity.
Only accept what passes the test
By proving useful and beneficial in your life.
The Buddha (Jñânasara-samuccaya 31)
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Introduction
We have been living together in the so-called “Global Village”, in the age of “Knowledge
Based Society” along with information and culture. We have been facing the Third Industrial
Revolution, driven through new technology and energy as well as new thoughts and life patterns.
The Second Industrial Revolution, based on fossil fuels and electric and chemical technologies,
has shown the shortcomings and limitation of them. The new paradigm will initiate a change in
our past social system in terms of development and growth. The direction of the new revolution
should be oriented to the green or ecologically sustainable community and the world. Along
with the growing crisis in our society with economic, health and safety, food production, and
so on, we have been often heard through the mass media that our planet is in an environmental
crisis (climate change, desertification, etc.). It is known that in recent decades much air, water,
and earth has been polluted; various species have been driven to extinction; and the quality of
human life has declined in terms of contentment and happiness. Changes in major ecosystems
and the planetary climate system are already causes for alarm, and environmental cumulative
effects have been building across earth systems demonstrating impacts we cannot anticipate.
However, it seems that the environmental crisis may still be solved, if we initiate rational and
cultural adaptation of new life paradigms as well as transform our energy system. We should
try to change our mind and behavior to deal with the crisis seriously and immediately for
sustainable wellbeing of all lives and Earth as well as ourselves.
Recently, the “Temple-stay” program in Korea has grown in popularity and garnered
attention from people around the world including Koreans and foreigners. Temple-staying refers
to staying at a Buddhist temple to experience the life of a monk. A part of Temple-staying
is to experience “Temple-life,” which basically includes Seon (Chan/Zen) Practice and
Tea-ceremony. The Temple-stay was officially initiated by Korean government and Jogye
Order of Korean Buddhism in 2002, when the World-Cup Competition was held in Korea
and Japan, to give an opportunity to understand and experience Korean cultural tradition
as well as to provide moderate accommodations for foreign visitors who want to learn Korean
Buddhism at temples in mountains or the countryside. Since then numbers of participants
have been increasing continuously, as well as the number of temples where the programs have
been managed. According to feedback from the Temple-stay participants, it is known that
their favorable programs were Seon meditation practice and having traditional meals and tea.
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They were touched and moved in their hearts and minds by the programs in terms of lifestyle
related to ecological and environmental perspectives.
As a Seon practitioner and teacher, having sought truth through a Seon Buddhist
tradition and a way to contribute to others1, I believe that it is a way to share the lifestyle of
Seon Buddhist practitioners which might be relevant to make changes in the living patterns of
ordinary people in our society of mass production and mass consumption. Therefore, I would
introduce the spirit and lifestyle of Soen Buddhist practitioner of moderation to be considered
for applying to people’s lives. It is with conviction that if the people would personally and
communally understand and practice the eco-friendly lifestyle, then the present situation of
the world could be changed to bring about a sustainable eco-environmentally healthy society
in the future.

Origin and Development of Seon
The term “Seon” is the Korean pronunciation of the Chinese letter Chan 禪 which is
the shortened transliteration by sound of Sanskrit dhyāna. It means the spiritual practice of
Buddhist meditation, a way of concentration or contemplation on a certain point and to achieve
a state of mind called samādhi. Through this practice, one can make one’s mind calm, clear, and
bright. From that state of mind one can see one’s nature or Dharma Nature and the reality of the
world, which means attainment of Enlightenment or completion of wisdom and freedom from
the transmigration of Samsara. Seon sometimes refers to practicing meditation, but the tradition
and school depends on the situation or context. In Seon tradition, its origin has started from
the meditation of Siddhartha just before he attained Enlightenment and became Shakyamuni
Buddha. Therefore, Seon is recognized as the best way of practice to attain Buddhahood. It is
noticeable that the Dharma lineage of China and Korea was also started from Sakyamuni Buddha.
In East Asia, the Patriarchal tradition of Buddhist meditation has flowered, and
Ganhwa-seon especially has bloomed in Korea where it brings attention from the rest of
the world.2 The Patriarchal tradition of Chan and Seon refers to those enlightened Patriarchal
Masters of Chan or Seon who had directly shown their perfect nature and transmitted their
minds to their disciples’ minds. This tradition had more developed in China under the given
regional and cultural environment, since Bodhidharma, known as the Twenty Eighth Patriarch
of Chan Buddhism which had been counting from Mahakassapa as the First Patriarch in India,
established and transmitted his mind to the Chinese. Having been known as the First Patriarch
in China, Bodhidharma transmitted the Dharma to Hui-ko, then the Second Patriarch, and
so on to the Sixth Patriarch Hui-neng (638-713) who was known the Patriarch of the Southern
school of Chan. Most Patriarchal Masters of Korea were transmitted the Dharma from
Chinese Patriarchal Masters. The First Patriarchal Seon Master of Korea was Doeui Myeongjeok
who succeeded Hsi-t’ang Chih-ts’ang (735-814), the great grandson in Dharma of Hui-neng.
Doeui is also known as the founder of the Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism which represents
Traditional Buddhism in Korea.
Seon (Zen) emphasizes Awakening or Enlightenment not only for oneself but also others and society.
Christopher Ives, Zen Awakening and Society (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), viii.
2
Gou, “The Aim of Seon Practice,” Ganhwa Seon, Illuminating the World (Seoul: Dongguk Institute for Buddhist
Studies Research, 2010), 387.
1
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Ganhwa-seon refers to the way of contemplating Hwadu, a critical phrase or words
from the Buddha and the Patriarchs, to attain Enlightenment suddenly and completely.
For instance, one practitioner asked Chan Master Dong-shan Shou-chu (910-990), “What is
the Buddha?” and the Master replied “Three pounds of flax.” Then the practitioner who could
not understand it, had to know the intention or mind of the Master by the questioning himself
“Why did the Master say ‘Three pounds of flax’?” In this case, “Three pounds of flax” is
Hwadu. When a practitioner eventually gets a correct answer through the Hwadu, the person
might be recognized as a Buddha who has seen the nature of oneself and attained Enlightenment.
Let me introduce the lifestyle of Seon by reviewing several Seon (Dhyana/Chan) Masters
of India, China, and Korea.

Lifestyle of Traditional Seon Master Practitioners
Mahakassapa: The Venerable Mahakassapa has been known as the First patriarch in
the Seon tradition and lineage. He was born in Magadha, India, and was of the Brahmin caste.
His body was golden-colored and his name meant “Excellently Holy Drinker of Light.”
He wished to become a monk and to save other sentient beings. When Siddhartha attained
Enlightenment and became Sakyamuni Buddha, Mahakassapa left home to become a disciple
of the Buddha. The Buddha praised Mahakassapa as leader of the congregation and transmitted
his Dharma to Mahakassapa.3 It is said that Mahakassapa’s smiling, when the Buddha held up
a flower to his audience of Dharma preaching but no one understood his intention, has been
the first occasion of the Dharma transmission between the Buddha and his disciple. It was
beyond any words and ceremonials but of the mind intuitively. It seems unique that the Dharma
transmission has been done only through the master’s mind to the disciple’s mind.
Mahakassapa has been recognized by the Buddha and people for his living in moderation
and called the “First of Dhuta Practice” among disciples of the Buddha. The term, Dhuta, here
referred to the moderate lifestyle of Buddhist practitioners, especially in meditation practice.4
We will talk about Dhuta below. However, Mahakassapa has been an exemplar of Buddhist
practitioners and known as the First Patriarchal Master of Dhyana (Chan/Seon) after
the Buddha. To prevent the loss of Buddha’s words, Mahakassapa led the first compilation of
Buddha’s teachings just after the Buddha’s Parinirvana, (or the Death of the Buddha). However,
at the end of his life in this world, Mahakassapa transmitted his Dharma to Ananda who attained
Enlightenment under guidance of Mahakassapa and recited what he heard from the Buddha
and contributed to preserving the teachings of the Buddha for future generations. Therefore,
Ananda became the Second Patriarchal Master in Dhyana tradition and lineage. Ananda
then transmitted his Dharma to Sanakavasa, the Third Patriarchal Master who transmitted it to
Upagupta, the Fifth Patriarchal Master, and so on.
Bodhidharma: has been known as the Twenty-Eighth Patriarchal Master in India.
He was born as the third son of Incense Arrival, the king of a country in southern India.
His original name was Bodhitara but renamed as Bodhidharma by Prajnatara, the TwentyTaoYuan, The Transmission of the Lamp, trans. Sohaku Ogata (Wolfeboro, NH: Longwood Academic, 1990), 6-7.
Gyeonseong, Bulgyosuhaeng eui Dutahaeng Yeongu (A Research on Buddhist Practice), (Seoul: Janhgyeonggak,
2005), 66-68.
3
4
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seventh Patriarchal Master, after became a monk under Prajnatara who transmitted Dharma
to him. Bodhidharma came to China around the 6th century. He travelled around China and
eventually stayed in a cave at Shaolin Temple in the northern region. He used to seat for
meditation in the cave facing the wall all day long in silence.5 Therefore, people wondered who
he was and called Bodhidharma the Wall-Observing Brahmin due to his unusual appearance
and characteristics of meditation. He practiced Dhuta and his lifestyle was extraordinary in
terms of clothing, eating and dwelling compared with the ordinary natives. Bodhidharma met
Shen-kuang, a Chinese scholar, and renamed him as Hui-ko after he realized the quality of
Dharma and succeeded his master.6 It is noticeable that Bodhidharma has been recognized as
the First Patriarchal Master in China and Hui-ko as the Second. Hui-ko transmitted his Dharma
to Seng-ts’an who transmitted it to Tao-hsin. Tao-hsin transmitted the Dharma to Hung-jen
who transmitted it to Hui-neng, the Sixth Patriarchal Master.
Hui-neng: was born to the Lu family, in Hsin County on the southern coast of China.
His father passed away when he was three years old. Although his mother brought him up
with ambition, the family was utterly poor by the time he grew to manhood, and he had no
opportunity to get a formal education. Hui-neng supported his mother by cutting wood. It was
said that one day he took a load of wood to sell in the town and heard one of his customers
reading from The Diamond Sutra and he was deeply moved by the words. He wished to visit
the Buddhist monastery where he could learn the teaching under the Fifth Patriarchal Chan
Master Hung-jen who had taught the Sutra. Eventually Hui-neng visited Hung-jen and
moderately practiced meditation under the master and received Dharma from him with the robe
and bowl. Therefore, Hui-neng became the Sixth Patriarchal Master of the Chan tradition in
China. His disciples made a collection of his teachings which was named The Platform Sutra
and circulated around the country at that time.7
It is said that one day Hui-neng spoke to the congregation: “Purify your minds and
listen carefully. Your own mind is the Buddha; do not be suspicious about it like a fox. There
is nothing to be set up outside your mind. All of you are the original mind which produces all
things. Therefore the Sutra says that when the mind comes into being, the various things come
into being; when the mind is extinct the various things are extinct. If you wish to mature
the seeds of wisdom, you have to achieve the Samadhi of one form.” When an imperial
messenger invited Hui-neng to the palace, he refused the invitation, presenting a letter in
which he claimed sickness and expressed a wish to end his life beneath the trees of the forest.8
He showed an exemplary lifestyle of Chan Master in China for the future generations.

Red Pine, The Zen Teaching of Bodhidharma (New York: North Point Press, 1987), x-xiii.
It was said that Emperor Hsia-ming heard about the Bodhidharma and sent a messenger with an imperial invitation
of the palace. Nevertheless, Bodhidharma did not accept but stayed in the mountain. When the emperor sent gifts
of two linen robes, a golden bowl, a silver pitcher, silken cloth, and other articles three times, Bodhidharma refused
them. Tao-yuan, The Transmission of the Lamp, 68-69.
7
For the biography of Hui-neng, see Heinrich Dumoulin, Zen Buddhism: A History vol. 1 (Bloomington: World
Wisdom, 2005), 129-137; Philip B. Yampolsky, The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1967), 58-88.
8
Tao-yuan, The Transmission of the Lamp, 135-139.
5
6
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Pai-chang Huai-hai (749-814): was born in Hu County China and left home in his
early age to become a Buddhist monk. He practiced under Chan Master Ma-tsu Tao-i and
received Dharma along with Hsi-t’ang Chih-ts’ang and Nan-chuan P’u-yuan. It is remarkable
that Pai-chang was the first Chan Master who sought independence of Chan monasteries from
other schools and laid out the monastic rules to regulate the life of Chan monks, therefore his
rules was named as The Pure Rules of Pai-chang which had been popular and influential around
China and East Asia. Drawing on the traditions of Theravāda Vinaya and Mahayana Vinaya,
Pai-chang created a new rule adapted to Chan in which was used to regulate the simple and
rigorous spirit of the ancient Buddhist monastic community. Pai-chang’s rule included the basic
Buddhist precepts (no killing, stealing, sexuality, lying, or intoxicating drinking) as well as
a moderate lifestyle. We will review the contents of the rules below.
The new rule of Chan monasticism was practiced in the monastery that Pai-chang
himself had established. This innovation made possible the Chan monk’s concentration on
the meditative monastic life. During the periods of ascetic practice the monks would sleep
on the same mat on which they sat in meditation and on which they also took their meal
according to defined manuals. Their ways of eating, clothing, and sleeping were very moderate
but healthy and peaceful. Both the lifestyle that Pai-chang created and architectural structure
of his monastery became models for later Chan monasteries. Pai-chang’s rule favors the place
of manual labor in the life of the monk. It is remarkable to remember the well-known story
that when in Pai-chang’s old age the monks took away his working tools in order to spare his
dwindling strength, he was true to his own directives and refused to eat until they would return
his tools to him, then he said, “A day without work, a day without eating.”9
Doeui Myeongjeok: To talk about Seon, we should first review the historical position
and characteristics of the Venerable National Master Doeui Myeongjeok, the founder of
the Gajisan Seon School and the Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism, as the First Patriarch of
Korean Seon Tradition. Doeui was born in Silla and became a Buddhist monk as Myeongjeok
(Bright Serenity). He travelled Tang China in 784. Having visited Mt. Wutai, he went to
Mt. Caoxi (Korean Jogye) in Guangdong Province to pay homage to the shrine of Hui-neng,
whereupon he had the most mysterious experience. On his arrival, the door to the shrine was
opened of its own accord, and after he bowed three times in obeisance, the door then closed
again on its own. He visited Hsi-t’ang Chih-ts’ang (735-814) at Kai-yuan Temple in Hong
County and received Dharma from him. Then he visited Pai-chang Huai-hai (749-814) at Mt.
Pai-chang and was praised “the entire Chan lineage of Ma-tsu Tao-i is now moving to Korea.”
In 821, Doeui returned to Korea to propagate the teaching of the meditation tradition.
However, Gyo as the tradition of scholasticism had become so firmly entrenched in Korea at
that time, the people considered Doeui’s Seon to be rather absurd. Accordingly, judging that
the circumstances were not yet ready for the acceptance of his teachings, Doeui retired to
Jinjeonsa in Mt. Seolak, where he cultivated a line of disciples. His Dharma was transmitted
to Yeomgeo and bloomed in the next generation through his Dharma grandson Chejing
It is known that prior to Pai-chang, Chan monks lived for the most part in monasteries of the Vinaya School.
Generally, they followed the rule of the Vinaya School and there was some discord between the Vinaya and Chan
traditions. Dumoulin, Zen Buddhism: A History vol. 1, 170-171; Kenneth Ch’en, Buddhism in China: A Historical
Survey (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), 363-364.
9
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(804-880), who led to the establishment of the Gajinsan Seon School in Jangheung.10 It is
noticeable that Doeui sought monastic life in his early age, and made great vows for Dhuta
practice to achieve Buddhist ideal. It could be said that Doeui’s characteristics of the First
Patriarch of Seon Tradition in Korea seems to the same as the First Patriarchs of China.
Bojo Jinul (1158-1210): The Venerable National Teacher Bojo succeeded the tradition
of Sagul School of the Nine Mountain Seon Schools of Korea. Bojo set up “Jeonghyegyeolsa
(The Retreat Community of Meditation and Wisdom)” at Suseonsa Temple on Mt. Jogye.
He taught three meditative ways to practice: Seongjeokdeungjimun, Wondonsinhaemun, and
Ganhwagyeoluimun. It is generally known that Bojo’s teachings were based on the theory of
Sudden Awakening and Gradual Cultivation. He emphasized the communicating mind and
rejuvenation of Buddhism. Based on his “Retreat Community of Meditation and Wisdom”
he cultivated, purified, and managed Buddhism in Korea at that time. To adjust to capacity of
a person, he established various ways of practice depending upon individual capability. He
introduced and adopted the Ganhwaseon which based on the question and answer system based
on Hwadu or Gongan. He set the Rules of Seon with the Admonitions to Beginning Practitioners
and it became the guidelines for the retreat community. Bojo demonstrated a truly practical form
of cultivation in his Retreat Community, and so he called himself “Moguja (an ox herder).”11
Cheongheo Hyujeong (1520-1604): Cheongheo has been called commonly as
Seosan Daesa (Great Master of Western Mountain) because he spent most of his last years
on Mt. Myohyang in the north-western part of the Korean Peninsula. He is recognized as
the reviver of Buddhism in the Joseon period of Korea. Cheongheo was a very religious person
who unified many worlds: he came into the world as an ordinary person but transcended
the world and came back to the world again through the way of non-duality showing there are
no boundaries between Confucianism and Buddhism, Seon and Gyo, secularity and religiosity,
life and death, etc. as the great authentic freedom. It can be said that Cheongheo lived a Seon
Master’s life through a Bodhisattva’s way. He had practiced and lived in moderation.
Cheongheo used the ‘mind’ as his lifelong Hwadu. The main theme of his many books including
the Seongagwigam, Seongyoseok, Seongyogeol, and others, is ‘mind’. His view is that Mind
alone is the mother of the universe, that it is the foundation of humanity, heaven and earth. He
noted how the division of good and evil, along with all ideologies and assertions began within
the mind. To him, the Buddha and all sentient beings originated as well from the Mind. In
terms of practice, Cheongheo especially advocated Ganhwaseon.12 He said that if one carries
on hwadu with sincerity as a thirsty person thinking about water, the mind will be awakened.

10
Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism, The Great Seon Masters of Korea: Their Birth, Life and Death (Seoul:
Eastward, 2007), 23-28.
11
Shim Jae-ryong, Korean Buddhism: Tradition and Transformation (Seoul: Jimoondang Publishing Company,
1999), 147-158.
12
In Ganhwaseon, (observing a Hwadu meditation), the Hwadu is a highly original and critical question created
by the awakened Patriarchs to guide their disciples on the path to Awakening; namely a Hwadu is “a finger to
point the moon,” or “a mass of doubt.” A practitioner of Ganhwaseon performs investigation to find an answer to
the Hwadu question. Investigation here means thinking about the Hwadu while practicing Seon meditation.
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Choeui Euisun (1786-1866): Choeui was a representative Seon master of the late
Joseon Dynasty, Korea. He became known as the “Tea Sage” for reviving Korea’s traditional
tea practice. In addition, owing to his remarkable skills in poetry, calligraphy and painting, he
is highly respected both as an artist and writer from a Buddhist point of view, who was erudite
in all aspects of the culture of his times. Choeui’s view of Seon was based on his approach
to Buddhism. He emphasized a balanced practice between Seon meditation and Gyo study.
In addition his Seon was on the same track as his Seon method, called Samadhi/Vipassana
meditation, which equitably takes both concentration and wisdom with mindfulness as
an important part of Seon practicing. Choeui said that Seon and the others are not separate
as non-duality, such as Seon and tea as well as arts. In drinking a cup of tea, he experienced
the joy of Seon and Dharma, known as “Daseonilmi (the one exquisite flavor of tea and Seon).”
It can be said that Choeui was a sincere truth seeker, enjoying his Seon practice in asceticism
in a non-dual spirit. He tried to place the world of enlightenment in accordance with the world
of our daily life. Choeui lived by this simple and moderate lifestyle for about 40 years at
Iljiam, a small hermitage in Mt Duryun. However, he was a Seon master who responded to
the contemporary intellectual thoughts led by the scholar-officials of Silhak (Practical Learning)
like Dasan Jeong Yak-yong and Chusa Kim Jeong-hi.13

A Common Lifestyle of the Seon Masters: Dhuta (Moderation) Practice
As we have seen above, the most exemplary Patriarchal Masters had practiced
Dhuta not only for themselves but also for other practitioners and lay people. We should review
and appreciate the meaning and contents of it more in detail. The term of Indian Dhuta, originally
means dusting or shaking to clean and clear up defilements and desires for attaining Nirvana
or emancipation of Samsara, and especially refers to precepts or morality in Buddhism.14
Therefore, this spiritual and religious practice in Buddhist tradition can be traced back to
Siddhartha who practiced it for attaining Awakening or Enlightenment. It has been basically
related with a lifestyle of clothing, eating and dwelling in moderation with contentment for
religious practice to concentrate on meditation practice. It seems like asceticism in a sense,
but it is also a spiritual practice of the Middle Way with satisfaction in a moderate life of unattachment. We can find examples of Dhuta from the Sakyamuni Buddha and Mahakassapa who
was one of the best disciples of the Buddha. Mahakassapa has been known as the champion of
Dhuta practice. Dhuta is not a Sīla (Precepts) and Vinaya (Rules) but a support to them. If one
practices Dhuta, one would have an easier time keeping the Sīla-Vinaya to manage situations.
Generally, it is known that there are 12 Dhuta practices which are mentioned in many
scriptures. However, let’s see how Mahakassapa practiced his 12 Dhutas as an example:
firstly, “dwelling or staying at a quiet place” where practitioners can concentrate on spiritual
and religious practices; secondly, “always begging” for practicing moderation as well as good
for donors; thirdly, “begging in order” to give an equal opportunity to the donors; fourthly,
have “a meal once in a day” for health and economy; fifthly, have “a small meal” for sharing
13
Young Ho lee, Ch’oûi Ûisun: A Liberal Sôn Master and an Engaged Artist in Late Chosôn Korea (Fremont:
Asian Humanities Press, 2002). 305-315.
14
In Sanskrit, a verb dhû means Shaking and so dhûta means shaken off or liberated one’s self from (defilement)
but as a noun it means morality in Buddhism. See Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit Dictionary (Oxford: The University
Press, 1960), 517.
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with others; sixthly, have “no drinking or eating in the afternoon” for considering others and
economy; seventhly, “to wear rags” which demonstrate a symbolic of moderate life
of Buddhist monks and nuns as practitioners for attaining Enlightenment; eighthly, have
“only the three robs” without storing more; ninthly, “staying between graveyards” for observing
the impermanence of life; tenthly, “staying under a tree” for meditation; eleventhly, “seating on
an open ground” for meditation; twelfthly, “seating only and not laying down” for meditation
practice mindfully. However, it can be said that in brief Mahakassapa maintained his eating,
clothing and dwelling in moderation and practice meditation.15
It is said that when the Buddha asked Mahakassapa to quit his Dhuta practice
concerning his weak health, Mahakassapa gave the Buddha two reasons: one is that he wants
to let people know how to attain a comfortable Dhuta, and the other is to hand down his way
of Dhuta for future generations. It seems that Mahakassapa wanted all people to live in comfort
and bliss through the Dhuta practice which he had experienced, and to help people realize his
ideal in achieving altruism as well as personal contentment. Dwelling at a quiet place under
a tree in the forest or on the open ground might remind people of the oneness between human
being and nature in terms of eco-environmentalism. Begging for food and ragged clothes might
produce a kind of frugality and recycling which can spare resources and overcome greed and
avarice. In general, the necessities of food, clothes, and shelter are common basic elements
to survive. However, Dhuta practitioners are satisfied with their simple and thrifty lives and
realize the conservation of natural resources peacefully. It can be said that Dhuta is a way
of Bodhisattvas who try to attain Enlightenment not only for oneself but also for others and
the society. We should understand and appreciate the spirit of Dhuta and try to apply it to live
in moderation for the sustainable wellbeing of all living beings and the Earth.

A Communal Lifestyle of Seon Practitioners: Cheonggyu (Pure Rules)
It is known that when the tradition of Buddhist meditative practice was introduced
from India to China by Bodhidharma in the 6th century, there were no special monasteries
or communities for Chan practitioners in terms of independent management. The rules for
Chan practitioners and monasteries first appeared at the time of Pai-chang in the 8th century.
Therefore, it was called Pai-chang ch’ing-kuei (Pure Rules of Pai-chang which was made by
Pai-chang) and it influenced the following generations in setting the regulations depending on
the situations.16 Generally in Korea, Seon communities had used the Chinese Pure Rules as
well as made similar rules adjusting to Korean conditions.17 However, the contemporary Seon
community provided a new rule recently as Daehan-bulgyo-jogyejong Seonwon-cheonggyu
(The Pure Rules of Seon Monastery of Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism) which considered
and included modern situations as well as ancient traditions.18 I will introduce the contents of
the Pure Rule based on the Korean text.
Gyeongseong, Bulgyosuhaeng eui Dutahaeng Yeongu, 37-83.
Singong, Cheonggyu wa Seonwon-munhwa (The Pure Rules and Culture of Seon Monastery) (Busan: Budagaya,
2008), 27-49.
17
Choe Beob-hye, Goryeopan-Seonwoncheonggyu yeokju (A Translation and Commentary of Goryeo Version of
Pure Rules of Seon Monastery) (Seoul: Gasanbulgyomunhwayeonguwon, 2001), 20-34.
18 Jeongukseonwonsujoahoe, Daehan-bulgyo-jogyejong Seonwon-cheonggyu (Seoul: Jogyejong chulpansa, 2010).
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Cheonggyu (Pure Rules in Korean) systemically regulates the lives of Seon practitioners
as well as monastic communities. The new edition of Cheonggyu consists of several chapters,
such as the history and purpose of the order, scriptures of Precepts, education for practitioners,
the structure and system of Seon monastery, the Retreat and system of practice, ways of
the manual labor for community, communal lives and Dharmic instruments, ceremonies and
rituals, welfare, funeral and life sharing.19 However, let me focus on eating, clothing and
dwelling at the Seon monastery. At first, it is important to understand the intention and purpose
of taking food, clothes, and the seating place. It is not merely for eating, dressing, seating
and sleeping but for sublimating them into the meditation practice to attain Enlightenment.
For Seon practitioners, taking a meal is not for enjoying food but only for health as a medicine;
wearing robes is not for comfort but for practical and sacerdotal purposes; getting a dwelling
place is not for sleeping but for meditation; they are not for merely physical and material ends
but for really for mind and the spirit.
When Seon practitioners have a meal in the day time, they should remember
the following: where the meal came from and how much people have worked for it; reflecting
that I am fortunate to receive the meal; it is for purifying greed and ignorance; it is for
healing my body as a medicine; it is for practicing to attain Enlightenment. The meal should
be simple and vegetarian. Seon practitioners should not eat food to satiety but to be satisfied in
moderation. The robes of the Seon practitioner should not be made of luxurious materials but
cotton or flax; their color should not be original and colorful but mixed and gray except Kasaya
which is brown for ceremonial purposes. Seon practitioners should dwell at a common place
together except for people who are old or sick. They do not use luxurious beds but simple and
thrifty ones. They should take care of each other and live in peace for the common good.
The lifestyle of Seon practitioners in Cheonggyu is not individual and personal but communal
and spiritual. If we apply the spirit of moderation of the Pure Rules in our lives, the world
could be more pure and sustainable in terms of eco-environmental concerns.

A Case of Applied Seon lifestyle into Community: Temple-stay
We have seen a lifestyle of Seon (Dhyana/Chan) meditation masters above focused
on the Dhuta practice starting in India as well as Cheonggyu in Korea. Here let me introduce
a case as examples in which the Seon lifestyle is applied. It is the “Temple-stay” program,
which has been exercised at Buddhist monasteries for visitors in Korea since 2002. According
to the Temple-stay administration, the term ‘Temple-stay’ means, as the statement of
the organizer, “Temple-stay is a unique cultural program which lets you experience the life of
Buddhist practitioners at traditional temples which preserve the 1700 year old history of Korean
Buddhism.” And it introduces some programs of it: “one can realize the Buddhist method of
eating ecologically, called BaruGongyang (monastic formal meal), which allows one to live in
harmony with nature. Through the practice of Dado (tea ceremony) you can find true stillness
and tranquility in a cup of tea. While walking along a peaceful forest path, you can listen to
your inner voice, and through the practice of 108 prostrations you can learn the technique of
putting down your inner desires and attachments.” Then, it suggests “a time to search for your
19

Ibid., 14-25.
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True Self and become one with your Original Nature.”20 Let me examine some aspects of
the Temple-stay regarding the lifestyle of practitioner.

Beopbok-chakyong, Dressing Robes of Practitioner
Dressing at a Seon Monastery is almost the same for all practitioners in terms of shape
and color as well as the quality of clothes. Temple-stay robes are basically made of cotton and
shaped similarly to a monk’s. The color is usually gray or brown depending on the monastery.
Therefore, participants of the program should change their clothes to robes when they arrive at
the monastery and continue to wear them during their stay. It seems good that all participants are
treated equally without discrimination between men and women, the rich and the poor, the young
and the old, but live in communal lifestyles which overcome egoistic or self-centered individual
living customs or habits. It is expected that if one changes one’s clothes and appearance then
one’s mind and behavior also are changed as well. Therefore, participants of the Temple-stay
could have a good experience of moderating their dressing styles and transform their lifestyle
by reflecting on themselves and by appreciating Seon practitioners’ way of clothing.

Balu-goyang, Eating by Monk’s Bowls
Balugongyang literally means “having a meal (gongyang) by Balu (pâtra, a bowl of
a Buddhist monk).” Balu is originally derived from Sanskrit in which it refers to a bowl or any
receptacle (cup, dish, pot, plate, utensil, etc.).21 It is known that a Buddhist monk has to carry
a Balu as one of his required items and uses it to receive and contain food which is given by
donors for his meal. In East Asia a set of Balu consists of 4 bowls in which the biggest one
contains smaller ones in order. In Korean the bowl is called Eungyanggi (Bowl for taking food
depending on needs as much as for health). Korean monks used a set of Balu for eating,
as the biggest one for rice, the second for soup, the third for vegetables, and the fourth for water
which is for washing the all bowls after finishing eating. It is a tradition that Buddhist monks
should not leave anything in Balu and never waste food. Through using Balu, one has to wash
the Balu just after eating by the provided water. It can be said that Balu is the one instrument
a Buddhist monk needs to survive. Moreover, using Balu to have a meal is good for simple
and thrifty life without waste. Therefore, participants of the Temple-stay program should join
the Balugonyang to experience the lifestyle of the Seon practitioner and learn the ways and
meaning of the tradition.

Daebangsaenghwal, Living at a Communal Room
Daebang or Keunbang in Korean means a traditional big room where monks stay
together in terms of eating and sleeping as well as practicing meditation on the floor at
the same place. Therefore, in general, participants of Temple-stay program should stay and
live in the big room together for their eating, meditating and sleeping. They should consider
20
21

See http://eng.templestay.com
Monia-Williams, Sanskrit Dictionary, 612.
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the others and take care of each other for managing the situation in peace and compassion.
Seon practitioners are expected to be quiet and practice meditation in silence. Therefore,
participants of Temple-stay should keep in mind that they should speak and listen to their
inner voice for seeking oneself in meditation. They should not bother others but try to help or
serve others for the common good. It seems uncomfortable in terms of privacy but it might be
a good opportunity to cultivate one’s mind and attitude with others for improving one’s humanity
and dignity. We need endurance and patience to understand and appreciate others in various
situations. In fact, there is possibility to check out that one could stay alone at a monastery
depending on the circumstances of oneself and the monastery.

Chamseon-suhaeng, Seon Meditation Practice
Chamseon-suhaeng in Korean means Seon Meditation Practice. This is a core part
of the Temple-stay program. Most participants of the Temple-stay expect to have time to
practice it. Generally, the participants are practicing Joaseon, sitting meditation, on a mat or
a cushion on the floor of the Seon Meditation Hall. In addition to Joaseon, Haengseon, or
walking meditation, is partially taken after sitting. The walking meditation is performed in
the forest or on the road around the monastery as well as in the Seon Hall or on the ground
around the Hall. It is expected that no matter how the practitioners sit or walk, they should be
quiet and keep quiet during the meditation period. They must not bother others or make troubles
in the community. It is a matter of mind which influences all circumstances. It is said
that genuine Seon practitioners realize oneness with others and the world including their
environmental nature. They have no selfish mind or behavior but care about others
with compassion.
However, Ganhwaseon tradition is popular in Korea. Since Hwadu (a Critical Phrase)
is not solvable by intellectual reasoning, Ganhwaseon is designed as a shortcut for direct
realization of reality. However, one should always keep a Hwadu in mind with a sincere
query. If the question is sincere and intense enough, (the popular one is “What am I?”),
the answer with Enlightenment is coming soon. Anyone who practices Seon, must have
the intention and resolution to attain Enlightenment not only for oneself but also for all living
beings as the way of the Bodhisattva.

Dado, Tea Way
Dado in Korean means “Tea Way” through which practitioners should practice the way
to eventually attain Enlightenment as well as to achieve physical and mental wellbeing in terms
of health and peace. According to Tea Masters, the Seon practice and the Tea Way practice are
not separated but united as the non-duality.22 The Tea Way practice includes the ways of making
tea and drinking tea. To make the tea there is a long process starting from the collecting of tea
leaves, manufacturing tea, discerning tea, storing tea, conditioning of the fire, discerning boiling
water, infusing tea, and putting tea into the teapot. To drink the tea, fragrance, color, and taste
Park Dong-chun, “Dringking Tea as a Form of Buddhist Practice,” in Buddhism and Culture (Seoul: Korea
Buddhism Promotion Foundation, 2011), 46-51.
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are appreciated.23 In addition to tea itself, there are many considerations related to drinking tea,
such as house, room, decoration, painting, table, ceramics, and mood and situation for spiritual
and cultural things along with esthetics and appreciation of humanity and nature. Therefore,
it can be said that these making and drinking tea processes are not merely meant to drink a cup
of tea but to appreciate nature in terms of spirituality as well as eco-environmental conditions
and relations. As we have seen above, it is clear that most contents of the Temple-stay program
are parts of the lives of Seon practitioners and they are also related to eco-environmental issues,
such as egoism and consumerism. Therefore, participants of the Temple-stay or Temple-life
could learn and experience the lifestyle of Seon Practitioners, and appreciate meanings and
ways which could be applied to their own lives.

Bocheong-ullyeok, Manual Labor of Communal Working
Bocheong in Korean means ‘universal inviting’ all members of the monastery, including
the abbot and attendants as well as the senior and the junior monks equally together. It is for
the communal works of the Seon monastery where practitioners exercise manual labor in
the land of the monastery for the purpose of producing agricultural materials for their meals as
well as cleaning temple buildings and grounds. Ullyeok also means ‘manual working or using
physical power’ for managing communal tasks together. Therefore, it can be said that Bocheong
expresses equal participation no matter what their position in the monastery and Ullyeok
indicates manual labor. It has been known that Seon practice and labor exercise are one in
the reality of enlightening life in terms of Nodongseon (Labor Seon) and Seonnongilchi
(Seon and Agriculture is Identical) as expressed by the Venerable Masters Pai-chang and
Yongseong. It is noticeable that Buddhist meditation practitioners in the West also appreciate
farming such as Green Gulch Farm Zen Center in California, United States of America.24 In fact,
this tradition of labor has been based on the necessity of self-sufficiency in terms of spirituality
and economy. All participants of the Temple-stay are expected to join some Bocheong-ullyeok
for a while to experience the tradition of the working spirit by cleaning the temple grounds
and gardening or cultivating fields of plants. Most participants who come from the cities or
urban areas could have a wonderful time during the Ullyeok in the fields or forest where they
encounter and learn the natural environment and ecosystem. They could appreciate all their
materials of farming and manufacturing by others as well as the value and reality of labor.

Conclusion
At first, I have briefly reviewed the lifestyle of several Seon Masters and practitioners
from the ancient to the present to find historical examples and to get inspiration from them.
They had shown their lives as living in moderation with contentment such as Dhuta practice
in terms of eating, clothing and sleeping. For the communal lifestyle, I have introduced
the Pure Rule by which Seon practitioners live together in the monastery in terms of harmony
and eco-friendliness. Then, I have brought a case in which the Seon spirit and lifestyle of
the practitioner have applied, focusing on moderation and communal cooperation.
23
24

Young Ho lee, Ch’oûi Ûisun, 275-282.
Heekyung Ahn, “Eco-practice at Green Gulch Farm Zen Center, San Francisco” in Buddhism and Culture 40-45.
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The Temple-stay program has been remarkable in showing how the participants join and
appreciate the events in favor of practical experience and communal benefits and common
goods. We need more study and investment in detail for sustainability and eco-environmental
impacts in the various situations. However, it can be said that in short, the lifestyle of the Seon
practitioner is relevant to contribute toward the creation of a sustainable eco-environmental
society through the change of minds and lifestyle of people who live to have things much but
not to be in contentment.

187

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

References:
Ahn, Heekyung. “Eco-practice at Green Gulch Farm Zen Center, San Francisco” in
Buddhism and Culture. Seoul: Korea Buddhism Promotion Foundation, 2011.
Ch’en, Kenneth. Buddhism in China: A Historical Survey. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1964.
Choe Beob-hye. Goryeopan-Seonwoncheonggyu yeokju (A Translation and Commentary
of Goryeo Version of Pure Rules of Seon Monastery). Seoul:
Gasanbulgyomunhwayeonguwon, 2001.
Dumoulin, Heinrich. Zen Buddhism: A History vol. 1. Bloomington: World Wisdom, 2005.
Gou, “The Aim of Seon Practice.” In Ganhwa Seon, Illuminating the World. Seoul:
Dongguk Institute for Buddhist Studies Research, 2010.
Gyeonseong, Bulgyosuhaeng eui Dutahaeng Yeongu (A Research on Buddhist Practice).
Seoul: Janhgyeonggak, 2005.
Ives, Christopher. Zen Awakening and Society. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992.
Jeongukseonwonsujoahoe. Daehan-bulgyo-jogyejong Seonwon-cheonggyu. Seoul:
Jogyejong chulpansa, 2010.
Jogye Order of Korean Buddhism, The Great Seon Masters of Korea: Their Birth, Life
and Death. Seoul: Eastward, 2007.
Lee, Young Ho. Ch’oûi Ûisun: A Liberal Sôn Master and an Engaged Artist in Late Chosôn
Korea. Fremont: Asian Humanities Press, 2002.
Monier-Williams. A Sanskrit Dictionary. Oxford: The University Press, 1960.
Park Dong-chun. “Dringking Tea as a Form of Buddhist Practice.” In Buddhism and
Culture. Seoul: Korea Buddhism Promotion Foundation, 2011.
Pine, Red. The Zen Teaching of Bodhidharma. New York: North Point Press, 1987.
Shim Jae-ryong. Korean Buddhism: Tradition and Transformation. Seoul: Jimoondang
Publishing Company, 1999.
Singong. Cheonggyu wa Seonwon-munhwa (The Pure Rules and Culture of Seon
Monastery). Busan: Budagaya, 2008.
TaoYuan, The Transmission of the Lamp, trans. Sohaku Ogata. Wolfeboro, NH:
Longwood Academic, 1990.
Yampolsky, Philip B. The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1967.

188

R

Religious Environmentalism:
Buddhist Response to Environmental Degradation
Ms. Sangmu Thendup,
Assistant Professor, Department of History,
Sikkim University, India

Environmental ethics is a relatively new area of study that became popular with
the awareness of environmental degradation and the fact that environmental resources
were rapidly diminishing due to unsustainable overuse by human beings. Religion being
a primary source of values in any culture, and has direct implications in the decisions human
make regarding the environment. Thus, religion can be used in seeking a comprehensive solution
to environmental problems. This is true in the case of Buddhism; one of the earliest eastern
religious traditions in the world.
This paper deals with environmental perspectives in early Buddhism and relates it to
‘religious environmentalism’ which involves the conscious application of religious ideas to
modern concerns about the global environment. Religious environmentalism is a post-materialist
environmental philosophy that emerged from the West and has its roots in the eighteenth century
European “Romantic Movement”.1 Religious environmentalism in Buddhism finds support in
the belief that it is intrinsically environment friendly and by relating religious environmentalism
with Buddhist environmental ethics, we can strive towards security, sustainability, human
flourishing and try to conceive ways to combat environmental degradation.
Early Buddhist literature is replete with aesthetic descriptions of nature-based metaphors
and analogies. The importance of nature can be understood from the elaborate descriptions and
allusions of plants, animals, forests, sacred groves, pleasure groves, hermitage, hunting grounds,
meditative enclosure and agricultural spaces. Buddhism believes in the reciprocal relationship
between human morality and natural environment. There are references suggesting that when
lust, greed and wrong values grip the heart of humanity, immorality becomes widespread in the
society, timely rain does not fall and the crops fall victim to pests and plant diseases [A. I, 147].
The references to nature in the early Buddhist texts suggest that nature was the most
important entity in the lives of the people when these texts were being composed. We find
aesthetic description of nature and nature - based metaphors and analogies in the texts. They
include evocative scenes of sermons and meditations under trees, in groves, deep forests, caves
and on rocks. Most of the scenes described in the stories have nature as the background e.g.
the Jataka stories are always narrated by the Buddha amid natural surroundings like the bamboo
groves or pleasure groves, surrounded by plants and trees. There are numerous references in
Emma Tomalin., ‘Bio-Divinity and Biodiversity: Perspectives on Religion and Environmental Conservation in
India’, Numen, Vol. 51, No. 3 (2004), pp. 265-295.
1
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the early Buddhist texts which suggest that plants and animals were to be treated with respect
and kindness.
Romila Thapar states that the importance of forest groves has been reflected in texts
associated with Buddhism. The texts refer to sacred groves, some maintained by the people of
a city, others by a monastery, and still others by the wider community who lived on the edge
of the forest. “Thus the city of Vaisali, Kushinara and Champa all maintained sacred groves”.2
Even the Five Precepts (Panca Sīla) which forms the minimum code of ethics in
Buddhism proves that the traditional ideal was one of harmony with nature and a friendly
attitude towards the environment. The attitude of early Buddhism towards animals and plants
can be understood from the well-known Five Precepts (Panca Sīla) of Buddhism. The first
precept was “not taking life” or “not killing or harming” or “non-injury to life” and was
explained as the casting aside of all forms of weapons and being careful not to deprive a living
thing of life. Buddhism holds fundamental the precept of not taking life, hence the treatment
of animals is included in the first Buddhist precept – not to harm or injure living things
(pranatipatadviratih). The Buddhist monks and nuns had to abstain from practices which
would even unintentionally harm living creatures. There is a reference in the Vinaya Pitaka
where the Buddha made a rule against travelling during the rainy season because of possible
injury to worms and insects that come to the surface in wet weather (Vin. I. 137). The first
of the five precepts for virtuous behavior is often stated in its prohibitory form and applies to
environmental conflicts around food production, land use, pesticides and pollution. The second
precept, “not stealing,” engages global trade ethics and corporate exploitation of resources.
The third precept “not lying,” brings up issues in advertising that promote consumerism.
“Not engaging in abusive relations,” interpreted through an environmental lens, can cover many
examples of cruelty and disrespect for nonhuman beings. Non-harming extends to all beings
and this central teaching of non-harming is congruent with many schools of eco-philosophy
which respect the intrinsic value and capacity for experience of each being.3
Buddhist ideal of non-harming extends to all sentient beings. The Buddha is also
described as having avoided harm to seeds and plants. It was an offence requiring expiation
for a monk to fell a tree or to ask someone else to do so (Vin. IV.34-5). Here, the occasion
for making the rule was that a god who had lived in a felled tree complained to the Buddha.
In addition, lay people complained that Buddhist monks, in felling trees, were ‘harming life
that is one-facultied’ (ekindriyajiva): i.e. only possessing the sense of touch (Vin. A. 575). The
Buddha thus banned the destruction of ‘vegetable growths’ by monks. Indeed, the rule against
monks wandering during the rainy season was made to avoid people’s accusations that Buddhist
monks were ‘injuring life that is one-facultied and bringing many small creatures to destruction’
by trampling growing crops and grasses (Vin. I.137). Early Buddhism was strongly influenced
by the Upanishadic principle of ahimsa or non-harming—a core foundation for environmental
concern. In its broadest sense non-harming means “the absence of the desire to kill or harm”.4
2
Romila Thapar., ‘Forest and Settlement’, in Mahesh Rangarajan (edit.) Environmental Issues in India – A Reader,
Dorling Kindersley Pvt Ltd, India, 2007, pp. 36. (Originally published in 1995 in In Danger: Habitats, Species and
People edit by Paola Manfred, Ranthambore Foundation, Delhi, 1995.
3
Stephanie Kaza., “The Greening of Buddhism: Promise and Perils”, in Roger S. Gottlied edit. The Oxford
Handbook of Religion and Ecology, OUP, New York, 2006, pp.191.
4
Christopher Key Chapple, Nonviolence to Animals, Earth, and Self in Asian Traditions, Albany: State University
of New York Press, 1993, pp.10.
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Acts of injury or violence are to be avoided because they are thought to result in future injury
to oneself. The fourth Noble Truth describes the path to ending the suffering of attachment
and desire - the Eightfold path of practice. One of the eight practice spokes is Right Conduct,
which is based on the principle of non-harming. One of the first Buddhist teachings on the Four
Noble Truths explains the nature of human suffering as generated by desire and attachment.
Fully embracing the nature of impermanence, the medicine for such suffering is the practice
of compassion (karuna) and loving kindness (mettā). The early Indian Jataka Tales recount
the many former lives of the Buddha as an animal or tree when he showed compassion to
others who were suffering. In each of the tales the Buddha-to-be sets a strong moral example
of compassion for plants and animals. The first guidelines for monks in the Vinaya contained
a number of admonitions related to caring for the environment. Monks were not to dig in
the ground or drink unstrained water. Even wild animals were to be treated with kindness. Plants
too were not to be injured carelessly but respected for all that they give to people.
There were instructions to monks to recycle old robes (Vin. II. 291). Cleanliness, both in
the person and environment, was highly commended. There were several rules which prohibited
monks from polluting green grass and water with saliva, urine and feces (Vin IV, 205-206) and
there was the ideal of having a quiet environment (A. V.15). According to Lily de Silva, “Rules
about keeping the grass clean were prompted by ethical and aesthetic considerations as well as
the fact that it is food for many animals. Water, whether in a river, pond or well was for public
use and each individual had to use it with proper care so that others who followed could use
it with the same degree of cleanliness”.5 Peter Harvey believes that these references suggest
hints of conservation and environmentalism in early Buddhism.6
The Eightfold path of Buddhism also includes the practice of Right View, or
understanding the laws of causality (karma) and interdependence. The Buddhist worldview
in early India understood there to be six rebirth realms: devas, asuras (both god realms),
humans, ghosts, animals and hell beings. To be reborn as an animal would mean one had
declined in moral virtue. By not causing harm to others, one would enhance one’s future rebirths
into higher realms. In this sense, the law of karma was used as a motivating force for good
behavior, including paying respect to all life.
In the Mahavagga of the Vinaya Pitaka, the Buddha asks monks not to intentionally
destroy life of any living being down to a worm or an ant (Mahavagga, I.78.4) so the indicator
of the Buddhist commitment to the ethic of not injuring life forms is found in the abundant
references to animals in the teachings of the Buddha.
There is a Buddhist belief that humans have a unique opportunity to realize
enlightenment which other creatures do not, although they do not believe that humanity is
superior to the rest of the world. Unlike the Rig Veda which regards animals as tools for human sustenance or sacrifice, the early Buddhist literature accords them an important place in
the hierarchy of life. The importance of animals can be seen in the Jātaka stories of the Buddha’s
former lives. The Buddha is also said to have had several births as animals before he was born
as human being. Buddhism considers animals as potential humans and as beings that can teach
5
Martine Batchelor and Kerry Brown edit. Buddhism and Ecology, Motilal Banarasidass Publishers Pvt Ltd,
Delhi, 1994, pp. 25.
6
Harvey Peter., An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics - Foundations, Values and Issues, Cambridge University Press,
United Kingdom, 2000 pp. 183.
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humans some moral lessons. Of the 550 stories, a full half of them 225 have animals usually as
central characters. Seventy different types of animals are mentioned and 319 animals or groups
of animals appear in these 225 stories. Among the animals, the monkey forms the lead pack.
Monkeys are represented in 27 different stories. Elephants are mentioned in 24 tales followed
by Jackals (20), Lions (19), Crows (17), Deer (15), Birds (15), Fish (12) and Parrots (11).7
In the monastic code of discipline, it was an offence requiring expiation if an animal
was intentionally killed (Vin. IV. I24-5). An offence requiring expiation was also committed if
a monk used water while knowing that it contained breathing creatures that would be killed by
his action (Vin. IV.I 25); to avoid this, a water-strainer was part of the traditional kit of a monk
(Vin. II.I I8); again it was an offence to sprinkle water on the ground if it was known that there
are living creatures there that would be harmed by this action (Vin. IV. 48-9).

The Buddha was critical of the practice of animal sacrifice, both because of
the cruelty involved and because it did not bring about the objectives that the Brahmins
hoped for. In the Kutadanta Sutta (D.I.I27-49), the Buddha describes a sacrifice which
he had himself conducted for a king in a past life where no animals were killed, no
trees were felled and the only offerings were items such as butter and honey (D. I.I41).
Besides sacrifices, the main reason for killing animals was to provide food.
Although the Buddha discouraged killings, he did not directly propagate vegetarianism.
The position on meat eating in early Buddhism was that a monk could eat meat provided
it is ‘pure in three respects’: if the monk has not seen, heard or suspected that the animal
has been killed specifically for him (Vin. I. 237-8). Elsewhere, the Buddha explains that
a monk receives food as a gift from a donor, and his loving kindness for donors and other
creatures is not compromised by such eating, if it is ‘blameless’ by being ‘pure in three
respects’ (M. I. 386-71). If they were given flesh-food, and it was ‘pure’ as described
above, to refuse it would deprive the donor of the karmic fruitfulness engendered by
giving alms-food. Moreover, it would encourage the monks to pick and choose what
food they would eat. A lay Buddhist was not to kill an animal for food, or tell someone
else to do so. One passage (A. II.253) says that a person will be reborn in hell if he kills
and encourages others to do so. Hence, to make one’s living as a butcher, hunter or
fisherman came under the category of ‘wrong livelihood’ (A. II.208), to be avoided by
all sincere Buddhists. A third element of the Eightfold path, ‘Right Livelihood’, concerns
how one makes a living or supports oneself. The early canonical teachings indicate that
the Buddha prohibited five livelihoods: trading in slaves, trading in weapons, selling
alcohol, selling poisons and slaughtering animals. The Buddha promised a terrible fate
to those who hunted deer or slaughtered sheep; the intentional afflicting of harm was
particularly egregious, for it revealed a deluded mind unable to see the relationship
between slaughterer and slaughtered.8 Even a king was expected to protect animals so
one of the duties of a compassionate Cakkavatti (King) was to protect animals and birds
Christopher Key Chapple, ‘Animals and Environmental in the Buddhist Birth Stories’ in Buddhism and Ecology:
The Interconnection of Dharma and Deeds, edited by Mary Evelyn Tucker and Duncan Ryūken Williams, Harvard
University Press, 1997, pg. 134-135.
8
Kaza, ‘The Greening of Buddhism: Promise and Perils’, pp.190-192.
7
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(D. III.61). There are stories wherein if a king and his people acted un-righteously,
it had a bad effect on the environment and its gods, leading to little rain, poor crops and
weak, short-lived people (A. II.74-6). The Cakkavattisihanāda-sutta states that when
humanity is deteriorated or demoralized through greed, famine is the natural outcome;
when moral degeneration is due to ignorance, epidemic is the inevitable result; when
hatred is the demoralizing force, widespread violence is the ultimate outcome and
so on (D. III, 71).
Though Buddhism generally places little weight on creation stories (since there
is no creator god in Buddhist view), the Agganna Sutta contains one parable of creation
in which moral choices affect the health of the environment. In this story the original
beings are described as self-luminous, subsisting on bliss and freely travelling through
space. At that time it was said that the earth was covered with a flavorful substance
much like butter, which caused the arising of greed. The more butter the beings ate,
the more solid their bodies became. Over time the beings differentiated in form, and
the more beautiful ones developed conceit and looked down on the others. Self-growing
rice arose on the earth to replace the butter, and before long people began hoarding and
then stealing food (D. III, 77-94) According to the story, as people erred in their ways,
the richness of the earth declined. The point of the sutta is to show that environmental
health is bound up with human morality. Other early suttas spelled out the environmental
impacts of greed, hate, and ignorance, showing how these three poisons produce both
internal and external pollution. In contrast, the moral virtues of generosity, compassion
and wisdom were said to be able to reverse environmental decline and produce health
and purity.9
In the earliest Buddhist suttas there are many references to nature as refuge,
especially trees and caves. Peter Harvey writes that the Buddha’s own association with
and appreciation of such surroundings can be seen from the location of key events
during his life. He was born under one tree, was enlightened under another, gave his
first sermon in an animal park, and died between two trees.10 After the Buddha achieved
enlightenment at the foot of a bodhi tree, for the remainder of his life, he taught large
gatherings of monks and laypeople in protected groves of trees that served as rainyseason retreat centers for his followers. The Buddha urged his followers to choose
natural places for meditation, free from the influence of everyday human activity. Early
Buddhists developed a reverential attitude toward large trees, carrying on the Indian
tradition regarding Vanaspati or “lords of the forests.” Protecting trees and preserving
open lands were considered meritorious deeds. In Buddhism, the traditional ideal was
one of harmony with nature and a friendly attitude towards the environment. While
communal monastic life was always important in Buddhism, time alone in the forests
and mountains was also very important. It was an opportunity for developing certain
qualities. It is believed that time in the company of animals and nature could aid
9
10

Kaza, op.cit, pp.190-192.
Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics. 2000, pp. 156
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spiritual development. Forests were ideal spaces for meditation, and we find references
like ‘these are roots of trees, these are empty places. Meditate, monks…’ (M. I.118).
“For lay people forests may not be so inviting, but there is karmic fruitfulness in planting
groves and fruit-trees for human use” (S. I.33).
Romila Thapar connects forests and asceticism and states that when a person
decided to opt out of the grama/village, he became an ascetic and went to live in
the forest (aranya), which represented the opposite pole from the grama.11 For an ascetic,
the forest was not alien but was an avenue to the discarding of the mantle of civilization
and the discovery of the self. Buddhist monks who were renouncers from the society
lived either near the grama from where they got alms, or the more respected ones lived
in the forest away from civilization. The forest also curiously becomes the location for
the salvaging of highest ethical qualities which are associated with the settlement.12
Besides textual evidence of early Buddhist environmental ethics we can find its
imprint in the policy of dhamma, which was propounded and propagated by Ashoka
who is considered to be the greatest monarch of the Mauryan Dynasty (c. 321 BCE
-187 BCE) of early India. Buddhist tradition considers him as an exemplary king and
a devout upasaka (lay follower) who redistributed the relics of the Buddha and enshrined
them in stupas in every important town. He is supposed to have built 84,000 stupas and
viharas. Buddhist texts present Ashoka as a vile and evil man until he came under
the influence of Buddhism. Ashoka has been credited with the introduction of his
policy of dhamma and most of his inscriptions are about dhamma (the Prakrit form of
dharma). Dhamma was in essence an attempt on the part of the king to suggest a way of
life which was both practical and convenient, as well as being highly moral. The theme
of ahimsa (non-injury) is an important aspect of Ashoka’s dhamma and is frequently
mentioned. Ashoka’s rock edict 1 announces bans on animal sacrifices on certain kinds
of festive gatherings and also reports a reduction in the killing of animals for food in
the royal kitchens. This may have been no more than a desire on his part to make his own
belief in non-violence wide-spread. The hints against useless practices in other edicts,
and the prohibition of festive gatherings would suggest that he did not approve of
the type of ritual that led finally to the sacrificing of animals. The ceremony of dhamma
is described as consisting in proper courtesy to slaves and servants, respectful behavior
towards elders, restraint in one’s dealings with all living beings, gentleness to animals
and liberality to shramanas and Brahmanas. Ashoka’s pillar edict 2 describes dhamma
as consisting of the least amount of sin, performing many virtuous deeds, compassion,
liberality, truthfulness, and purity. Another important aspect of Ashoka’s dhamma was
that he refers to having made provisions for medical treatment, planting beneficial
medicinal herbs, and digging wells. The edict states that all these things were done for
Romila Thapar., “Perceiving the Forest, Early India” in Nandini Sinha Kapur (edts) Environmental History of
Early India, A Reader, OUP, New Delhi, 2011. (Originally published in 2001, Studies in History, 17 (1), pp 173-91.
12 Romila Thapar., ‘Forest and Settlement’, in Mahesh Rangarajan (edit.) Environmental Issues in India – A Reader,
Dorling Kindersley Pvt Ltd, India, 2007, pp. 37.
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the benefit of people as well as animals. One of the most remarkable and innovative
aspects of Ashoka’s idea of his own dhamma and the dhamma of a king was his
renunciation of warfare and his re-definition of righteous conquest. Ashoka’s policy
of dhamma can thus be interpreted as a reflection of his Buddhist beliefs and
the environmental ethics in Buddhism. This example of how a king of early India got
influenced by the environmental ethics in Buddhism and tried to propagate it as a way
of life to his subjects can be used to incorporate Buddhist environmental ethics in
the present day discourse about environmental protection and human flourishing.
The research and writings on environmental issues have basically arisen
because of the stark realization of the environmental crisis that we as human beings
face, and the conflicts which they have led to. Some scholars have resorted to theories
of religious environmentalism to research on these issues. Religious Environmentalism
is a worldwide movement of political, social, ecological and cultural action. It is truly
a global phenomenon, involving members of virtually every religious group, race,
and culture on the planet. Religious environmentalism is both rooted in tradition and
a creative transformation called forth to meet the demands of the environmental crisis.
Religion has a particularly important role to play in environmentalism because of its
distinct capacity to motivate.13
Religion can be used in seeking a comprehensive solution to both global and
local environmental problems, thus religious environmentalists have connected religious
ideal and practices with environmental concerns. Once focused on the environmental
crisis, the resources of religion have a distinct and enormously valuable role to play in
trying to turn things around. According to the theories of religious environmentalism,
the attitudes and values that shape people’s concepts of nature come primarily from
religious worldviews and ethical practices, hence, the moral imperative and value
systems of religions are indispensable in mobilizing the sensibilities of people toward
preserving the environment for future generations.
Theologians from every religious tradition, along with dozens of
nondenominational spiritual writers, have confronted religions’ attitudes toward nature
and complicity in the environmental crisis. This confrontation had given rise to vital
new theologies based in the recovery of marginalized elements of tradition, profound
criticisms of the past, and new visions of God, the sacred, the earth, and human beings.
Religious morality has expanded to include our relations to other species and
ecosystems, and religious practice has come to include rituals to help us express our
grief and remorse and also to celebrate what is left.14
From the mid 1970’s onwards a curiosity to understand environmental issues in
Buddhism began to develop and thereafter a considerable quantity of research dedicated
to the subject has been undertaken and literary works supporting or disputing Buddhist
13
Roger S. Gottlieb, “Religious Environmentalism in Action,” in Roger S. Gottlied edit. The Oxford Handbook
of Religion and Ecology, OUP, New York, 2006, pp. 467-509.
14
Gottlieb., ‘Introduction: Religion and Ecology’ 2006, pp.16.
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environmentalism have appeared. This research area has grown at a pace coinciding
with dawning awareness of the negative impact of large scale environmental
devastation and the need to address it.15 As a major world religion, Buddhism has
a long and rich history of responding to human needs. With the rise of the religion and
ecology movement, Buddhist scholars, teachers, and practitioners have investigated
the various traditions to see what teachings are relevant and helpful for cultivating
environmental awareness. The development of green Buddhism is a relatively new
phenomenon, reflecting the scale of the environmental crisis around the world. Thus far
the gleanings have followed the lead of specific writers and teachers opening up new
interpretations of Buddhist teachings. Buddhists taking up environmental concerns are
motivated by many fields of environmental suffering—from loss of species and habitat
to the consequences of industrial agriculture. As interest has developed in Buddhism and
ecology, the fields of thought have expanded through various writers as well as popular
and academic discourses. Scholars like Peter Harvey, Pragati Sahni, Donald K Swearer,
Lily De Silva, Mary Evelyn Tucker, Stephanie Kaza and many others have written on
issues of nature, ecology, environment and Buddhism. Informed by different streams
of Buddhist thought and practice, they draw on a range of themes in Buddhist texts
and traditions. Many of the central Buddhist teachings seem consistent with concern
for the environment, and a number of modern Buddhist teachers advocate clearly for
environmental stewardship.
According to Lily de Silva, several suttas from the Pāli canon show that early
Buddhism believes there is a close relationship between human morality and natural
environment. She writes that humans depend on nature for survival, be it for food,
clothes, shelter, medicine or other needs. For maximum benefit, humans have to
understand nature so that they can use natural resources while living harmoniously with
nature. Thus, kindness to animals was the source of merit in Buddhism— and could
be used by human beings to improve their lot in the cycle of rebirths and approach
the goal of Nibbana/Nirvana.16
Peter Harvey writes that it was the law of karma which backed up compassion
as a motive for following the precepts and further determined the attitude and treatment
of the natural world in Buddhism. It meant that one cannot intentionally harm beings
without this bringing harm to oneself at some time.17
According to Donald K Swearer, the natural world was central to the Indic
Buddhist conception of human flourishing—perhaps, in part, because of the urbanizing
environment in which it was born. While nature as a value in and of itself may not have
played a major role in the development of early Buddhist thought and practice, it was
always one key component of the tradition’s account of the preconditions for human
flourishing. The textual record, furthermore, testifies to the importance of forests, not
15
16
17

Pragati Sahni, Environmental Ethics in Buddhism: A virtues approach, Routledge, Oxon, Canada, 2008—9.
Martine Batchelor and Kerry Brown Buddhism and Ecology, Delhi, 1994, p 24.
Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist ethics-Foundations, Values and Issues 2000.
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only as an environment preferred for spiritual practices such as meditation but also as
a place where the laity sought instruction. But forests, rivers, and mountains remain
an important factor in Buddhist accounts of human flourishing.18
Pragati Sahni in her book Environmental Ethics in Buddhism: A Virtues approach
(2008) writes that nature in early Buddhism has been treated with a conservationist
approach. She gives credit to the attainment of nibbana/nirvana, respect towards nature
and animals and aesthetic appreciation of the beauty of nature as the reasons behind
the conservationist approach in Buddhism.
Coming to grips with the environmental crisis has meant that religious
people had to become political and ecological activists. It is clear to most religious
environmentalists that pious words about “caring for God’s creation” or “having
compassion on all sentient beings” will not come to much unless there are dramatic
changes in the way we produce and consume, grow food and get from place to place,
build houses and use energy. Yet when environmentalists try to help create the needed
changes, they frequently come up against the dominant social structures of industrialized
society: profit-oriented corporations and a political elite more interested in preserving
power than the environment. Consequently religious environmentalists are mounting
a widespread challenge to the prerogatives of private property and the complicity of
do-nothing (or do-too-little) governments.19
What a particular religion says and what that religion’s followers actually do
are two different things. Therefore it would be imperative for Buddhist practitioners
as well as preachers and scholars to propagate the discourse on environmental ethics
in Buddhism to bring about a change and try to reverse the process of environmental
degradation. To begin with, we should remember that for hundreds of millions of
people religion remains the arbiter and repository of life’s deepest moral values. In
this context, religion provides a rich resource to mobilize people for political action.
Religion prompts us to pursue the most long-lasting and authentic values. Thus if
religious leaders start to preach a green gospel, condemning human treatment of nature for its effects on the nonhuman as well as the human—it is likely to have more of
an effect than statements by say, a comparable number of college professors.20 Religion
can thus enable us to take at least the first step towards collective change. Buddhism
does offer rich resources for immediate application if food ethics, animal ethics,
and consumerism—areas which are now developing some solid academic and popular
literature. The most basic Buddhist tenet of non-harming provides a strong platform for
evaluating animal welfare and animal right issues, since many of these revolve around
degrees of harm to human-impacted animals, whether on factory farms or in zoos.21
Donald K Swearer ‘Principles and Poetry, Places and Stories: The Resources of Buddhist Ecology’ in Daedalus
Vol.130, (2001) Daedalus 2001, pp. 232.
19
Roger S. Gottlied edit. The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Ecology, OUP, New York, 2006, pp. 7.
20
Ibid., pp. 12—13.
21
Ibid., pp.188
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The numerous references to nature in Buddhist literature certainly justify
the importance of nature in the early Buddhist tradition. The reasons may be many.
Kindness and compassion towards all living beings could have been a result of the first
precept of non-injury to all beings in Buddhism. The Buddhist precept of non-injury to
all living beings could also have resulted because of the Buddhist concepts of ahimsa/
nonviolence, karma and rebirth. The importance of nature as the only resource base of
humans during those times, when they had not yet discovered the methods of producing
artificial and synthetic materials could have been yet another reason for the veneration
of nature. In the absence of modernization and industry, nature was everything for
the humans of those times, nature was the only resource base for their security,
sustainability and flourishing. Humans fulfilled all their needs from nature, adored
nature and also took solace in nature. Hence the expression of love and understanding
of nature and the presence of environmental ethics in early Buddhism can be adequately
understood through the early Buddhist literature. This aspect of environmental ethics
in early Buddhism may thus be considered as a case of Religious Environmentalism
so as to seek a comprehensive solution to present global environmental crisis and
ensure security, sustainability and human flourishing. The elements which support
an ecological ethic have to be recovered and stressed and it is very important to realize
that what we have been doing is wrong and that it is time to change our ways. If we
are to make the necessary but extraordinary difficult changes in the way we live,
we will certainly benefit from every voice which can help motivate us. If early
Buddhist environmental ethics are stressed and propagated in a full-fledged manner,
it will definitely help curb the global environmental crisis that we face today, and then
we can strive for security, sustainability and human flourishing.
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Global Warming And Environmental Protection:
Buddhist Activism
Asst. Prof. Dr. (Mrs.) Niharika Labh
Dept. of Buddhist Studies,
University of Delhi, Delhi, India

Heat is an energy required for life on the earth and its biggest source is the sun. Other
sources include lava from volcano, electricity, fire produced by coal, wood and such other
things. If the supply and consumption is within limit, life goes on smoothly. However, if it goes
beyond that, it becomes a hazard also. The present time is a victim of ‘global warming’, which is
nothing but ‘increase in the average temperature of the earth’s near surface air and the oceans.’
The problem got alarming roughly since mid-twentieth century which is still continuing and
causing a grave concern even for the existence of human race and posing a serious threat to
the entire living beings. Today scientists, thinkers, environmentalists, social activists, NGOs
and many other world organizations, are seriously thinking to protect the environment, as clean
and healthy environment is essential and a part and parcel of the quality of life that we aspire
for ourselves now and for future generations. We sincerely and justifiably wish to live
undisturbed from noise and pollution and enjoy the beauty of coastlines and green lush
mountainous areas.
In the past few decades there has been a growing realization among the people in general
and scientists, social activists, environmentalists that the deteriorating qualities of air, water,
soil and food are adversely affecting the quality of one’s health and the life as a whole. Increase
in the Green House Gas (GHG) due to various activities of humans has posed a serious threat
to the natural cycle of environment manifested in recent years through tsunami, cyclone,
cloudburst, excessive flood across the globe causing unimaginable damage to the normal
life style.
GHG remains in the atmosphere that absorbs and emits radiation within the thermal
infrared range. This process is the fundamental cause of GHG effect. Primary GHG in
the earth’s atmosphere are water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide and ozone.
Had there no GHG effect, the earth’s surface would normally be approximately 33°c colder,
which is about 59°F below the present average of 14°c (57°F).1
As the cleverest and most intelligent being on the earth planet, man used the natural
resources available all around him as and when he felt like for his ease and comforts.
This ‘utilization’ or ‘application’ gradually crossed the reasonable limits and exceeded up to
the extent of ‘exploitation’ through the excessive use of such resources. There is
Karl TR Trenberth KE (2003): ‘Modern Global Climate Change’, Science 302 (5651): 1791-23; ‘Nasa Science
Mission Directorate article on the Water Cycle’, NASA science, nasa.gov.Retrieved 2010-10-16.
1
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industrialization everywhere in every country. Industries yield their assigned products
and emit GHG which pollute the atmosphere and environment. Natural cycle of seasons has
got disturbed. There is a mad race among the countries in respect of industrialization and
production through them, whether it is food items or other products, consumable items or even
nuclear products.
Change in life-style, lavish way of ease and comforts, excessive consumption of
junk food, use of intoxicants and drugs, habit of working till late night and getting up late in
the morning, lack of physical exercise, too much dependence on technological tools and
electronic gazettes etc. add fuel to the already burning fire. They create not only the physical
sickness like diabetes, blood pressure, blindness and pre-mature heart problems but also
mental stress and strain and other disorders. Besides, they leave an adverse impact on the mental
condition of a person internally and on the environmental condition externally.

Buddhist Perspective on Environment:
So far as the Buddha and Buddhism are concerned, they have a close link with
environment. Of course there was no threat of global warming or environmental imbalance
at the time of the Buddha, yet a study of the Buddha’s life show an intimate proximity between
the two. Coincidently, Siddhārtha was born in a mango grove,; he renounced and underwent
penance for six long years under the banyan and peepal trees; he preached his first sermon
(prathamadharmacakrapravartana) in the deer park (again surrounded by green trees); he
spent major part of his monastic life under the trees (even his monasteries were preferably
constructed amid the groves of mangoes, peepal and other trees); and finally he took his last
breath under the pair of sal-trees. Even if his birth, enlightenment and demise under various
trees are considered as coincidental; what about his expression about the importance of
environment, green trees and forest!
In the ancient Indian tradition, it was a common practice to retire to the natural
surroundings of the green forest for meditation and higher spiritual attainments. They found
solitude as an ideal atmosphere for such purposes. The Buddha too, accepted it and went ahead.
He gave up his princely life full of worldly luxuries and went to solitude after contacting
various seers and preachers of the day and meditating under their guidance. Why did he not
remain in his palace only and contemplate over the problems of life and their solutions? Why
did he consider the forest of Uruvelā and the river Nirañjanā as the most suitable place for
the attainment of peace? The answer is clear. He had inherited the clear vision and
understanding of the significance of forest and its solitude as the most favorable condition
for such attainments. The Buddha himself praises the importance and merit of the river
Nirañjanā.” Anekasaṃ Bodhisatta satasahassānaṃ abhisambujjhanadivase otaritvā
nahānatthānaṃ supatiṭṭhitaṃ titthaṃ nāma atthi.”2 He further reveals the high significance of
Bajrāsana spot by saying that it is worth-sitting for all the Buddhas.” Puratthimā disabhāge pana
sabba Buddhānaṃ pallaṅkaṭṭhānaṃ taṃ nevacchambhati na kampati. Mahāsatto idaṃ sabba
Buddhānaṃ avijahitaṃ acalaṭṭhānaṃ kilesapañjarabiddhaṃ sanaṭṭhānanti.”3 The Buddha has
Jātakaṭṭhakathā (Avidūre Nidāna)—Kash (1951): Bharatiya Gyanpeeth, p. 52, cf. Hawaldar Tripathi
Sahriday—Bauddha Dharma aur Bihar, Patna (1960): Bihar Rashtrabhasha Parishad, p.35.
3
Ibid.
2

202

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

acclaimed very high of the green and beautiful surrounding of Uruvelā forest, while preaching
to Bodhirāja Kumāra, the son of Caṇḍapradyota.4
Buddhist awareness towards nature and its various components living as well as
non-living, which exist in our surroundings. Nāgasena establishes that nature is our best teacher
and we can take many very good lessons from them for attainment of purification of our
personality and ultimately that of arahanthood and nibbāna.5
In the present age of science and technology extant of the world has shrunk into what
is popularly called a global village. New inventions are being discovered every now and then
in different parts of the world and one can have access to their information through internet.
Man is travelling in the space and revealing many hitherto unknown facts. In the light of these
developments, terms like ‘ecology’ and ‘environment’ have suddenly become very important.
In order to get more and more ease and comforts, man is exploiting nature mistreating with
different natural resources, which has caused manifold miseries too. Atmosphere is constantly
being polluted by noxious gases discharged by factories, vehicles, etc. as a result of which we
are not getting even pure food to eat, pure water to drink and even pure air to breathe. Seas are
not only being over exploited for marine food and minerals, but are constantly being polluted
by oil spills and industrial waste. Similarly, land is being stripped off of green vegetation and
top layer soil. According to a tele-bulletin, the Gangotri glacier is shrinking gradually because
of deforestation and waste materials thrown away near Gangotri. In brief, man is cutting
the very branch on which he is sitting and putting a question mark on his own existence.
Green forests are not simply an abode of solitude and peace, but they provide us with
many very useful things for our survival. Good rainfall, timber, fuel, fruits, herbal medicines,
etc. are all gifts of forests to us. Needless to mention, plants of fruits, flowers etc. (coming
under the purview of social forestry) too are included under green forest. Besides, they keep
our environment clean and give us pure air to breathe. Thus greeneries are in a way, our
benefactor and the Buddha preaches to show proper respect to them with a sense of gratitude.
He therefore, realizes the importance of trees and advises not to cut or even pluck a leaf, as
the shadow of a tree is also for good to us:
Yassa rukkhassa chāyāya, nisideyya sayeyya vā/
Na tassa sākhaṃ bhañjeyya, mittadubbho hi pāpako//
Yassa rukkhassa chāyāya, nisideyya sayeyya vā/
Khandhaṃ pi tassa chindeyya, attho ce tādiso siyā ti//
Yassa rukkhassa chāyāya, nisideyya sayeyya vā/
Na tassa pattaṃ bhindeyya, mittadubbho hi pāpako/
Yassa rukkhassa chāyāya, nisideyya sayeyya vā//
Samūlaṃ pi taṃ abbhute, attho ce tādiso siyā’ ti//”6
4
5
6

Majjimanikāya (Hindi Translation)—Rahul Sankrityayan, Sarnath (1964): Mahabodhi Sabha, p. 349.
Milindapañha—Swami Dwarika Prasad Shastri, Varanasi (1979): Bauddha Bharati, pp. 256-95.
Petavatthu, Nalanda Edition, p. 163.
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The Buddha’s concern for preservation of green trees is not exhibited simply because
we are directly benefited from them, and we should therefore be grateful to them, but it
expresses the sense of love and kindness towards all the beings including flora. A true follower
of the Buddha sincerely wishes that each and every being whether it is big or small, moving
or immobile, seen or unseen, far or near, should be and remain happy:
“Ye keci pāṇabhūtatthi, tasā vā thāvarā anavasesā/
Dīghā vā ye mahantā vā, majjhimā rassakāṇukathūlā//
Diṭṭhā vā yeva adiṭṭhā, ye ca dūre vasanti avidūre/
Bhūtā vā sambhavesī vā, sabbe sattā bhavantu sukhitattā//”7
The Buddha’s love for flora and fauna is so deep that when Bhāradvāja, a Brāhmaṇa
farmer offers sweet rice (pāyāsa) to the Buddha, the latter refuses the same and advises to
throw it away at such a place, where there is no green grass or water with insects keeping in
mind non-killing of living beings—”Taṃ pāyāsaṃ appaharite vā chaḍḍehi, appāṇake vā udake
apilāpehī’ ti.”8
Jātakas reveal how the Bodhisattva practiced and perfected various Pāramitās, e.g.
dāna, sīla, khanti, viriya, jhāna and paññā by taking various births as different beings in
the lap of nature.
Buddhist literature has stressed that nature and human beings need to live in close and
complete harmony, as well as plants and animals be the objects of unlimited love, kindness
and benevolence, as they do not put any pre-condition for their invaluable services extended
to us. The Buddha himself spent a major part of his life under trees and in the forest, as already
mentioned earlier. It left a deep impact on his thinking and teaching. Prescription of various
Dhutaṅgas like, Āraññikaṅga (living under the root of some tree), Abbhokāsikaṅga
(living under the open sky) etc. clearly suggests how much importance the Buddha attaches to
the forest and environment.9 Early disciples of the Buddha adhered to such ideas by resorting
to solitude and living with a loving mind for practicing concentration and further spiritual
advancements. Saṅkicca Thera expresses his feelings by saying that he has lived in the forests,
in caves surrounded by fierce animals, but he never neither thought of harming them in any
way nor did they tried to harm him. There are numerous instances of seers undergoing severe
penance by living in the dense forests full of fierce animals and poisonous reptiles, but nothing
wrong happens to them. In the words of Saṅkicca:
“Vasitaṃ me araññesu, kandarāsu guhāsu ca/
Senāsanesu pantesu, vālāmiganisevite//
Ime haññantu vijjhantu, dukkhaṃ pappontu pāṇino/
Saṅkappaṃ nābhijānāmi, anariyaṃ dosasaṃhitaṃ//”10
7
8
9
10

Suttanipāta—Bikshu Dharmarakshita (Ed. & Tr.)—Delhi (1977): Motilal Banarsidass, p. 36.
Ibid., p. 20.
Milindapañha, p. 253.
Theragāthā, Nalanda Edition, p. 327.
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Because of being far away from the din and bustle of human population, forest
provides solitude and therefore has always been an attraction for the ancient seers and saints.
They attracted Buddhist saints as well:
“Araññakāni senāsanāni, pantāni appasaddāni/
Bhajitabbāni muninā, etaṃ samaṇassa pātirūpaṃ//”11
The Buddha’s message of forest conservation was taken further by Emperor Asoka in
the 3rd century BCE, when he declared and took up several measures for the same. He planted
trees along the roads and banned the indiscriminate killing of birds and animals for food. Even
in the royal kitchen, he ordered for decrease in killing of animals in such a large number. It was
consequently reduced to one deer and one or two peacocks which too, was to be completely
banned after sometime. Not only that, Asoka opened hospitals for treatment of sick animals,
which amply clarifies his concern for environmental enrichment and ecological balance.
In order to make his disciples feel indebted to various invaluable gifts of nature and
keep away from destroying natural environment, the Buddha delivered sermons and formulated
various rules specifically for recluses. Pātimokkha speaks of such rules in length and breadth,
which were supposed to be observed strictly by the recluses and appropriate disciplinary actions
were taken against the offending recluses. Ruthless and destructive action in cutting, falling
and splitting of living trees has been considered as a Pācittiya offence, ‘Bhūtagāmapātabyatāya
Pācittiyaṃ.’12 The Buddha rebukes those minks who cut off green trees for their selfish motives.
Explaining the term ‘Bhūtagāma’, he enumerates its five types: “Bhūtagāmo nāma
pancabījajātāni-mūlabījaṃ, khandhabījaṃ, phalabījaṃ, aggabījaṃ, bījabījameva pañcamaṃ.”13
Brahmajālasutta of Suttapiṭaka too refers to the Buddhist concept of sīla
(virtue) that includes ‘abstinence from injuring or destroying seeds and plants’
(bījagāma-bhūtagāma-samārambha). The Buddha distinguishes himself from other Samaṇa and
Brāhmaṇas who survive on the food offered by householders and yet resort to destroying of
plants and trees. He emphatically says that unlike such Samaṇa-Brāhmaṇas, he abstains from
injuring seedlings and growing plants whether developed from the roots or cuttings of joints,
budding or seeds.14
Saṅgha is the main instrument of the Buddha to execute his discourses and convey
the same to the common people. Therefore, the Buddha first of all tries to set right his own
house by prescribing strict code of moral conduct. Pātimokkha rules for monks and nuns have
been prescribed for the same purpose. Further, introduction of Uposatha and Vassāvāsa, too,
tells the same necessity. During the Vassāvāsa period (Rainy Season Retreat) recluses were
instructed to remain in the monastery only for three months, which was an effective check on
them from possible killing and destruction of insects, small creatures and green crops.15
11
12
13
14
15

Ibid., p. 326.
Pācittiya, Nalanda Edition, p. 55.
Ibid.
Dīghanikāya I, Igatpuri (1993): Vipassana Research Institute, p. 5.
Mahāvagga—Igatpuri (1998): Vipassana Research Institute, p. 181
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Present Day Problem of Environment and Buddhism
Whatever has been discussed above, refers mainly to the past. As ecological changes
and environmental pollution is the problem of modern times, we have to think over the possible
solutions in the light of the Buddha’s teachings.
While talking of Buddhist activism, we have first to understand, comprehend and realize
the deeper meaning of the Buddha’s concern to the environmental importance and balance;
and then to act upon. Environmental protection is not important for recluses only, but even to
the common people in their day to day life. Clean and pure oxygen not necessary for a homeless
recluse only, but to an ordinary person and other beings also. If the huge mammals and giant
creatures got fossilized due to sudden fall in the temperature; global warming could kill future
generation of living beings also. So a Buddhist activist ought to be cautious about his concern
for safety of his surroundings and environment as a whole.
Keeping in mind the ideals of Pacceka Buddha, who prefers to live alone, one can
initiate his steps even from his home front by saving electricity (by switching off unnecessary
burning lights and other electric gazettes, turning the thermostat lower in the winter and higher
in the summer, placing the water heater temperature to the recommended degree, washing two
loads laundry each week in cold rather than in hot water etc.)
While purchasing new electric and electronic appliances looking for Energy Star
label awarded by the Environmental Protection Agencies can help us in saving emission
of carbon dioxide and other harmful gases in the atmosphere. Some of the simplest but very
valuable actions that we can take at our domestic front are using energy saver lights, purchasing
minimally-packaged goods (which could reduce the quantity of garbage) etc.
On Around: In the age of scientific age of materialistic progress, it is commonly
observed that people do not like to take physical exertion. Instead of talking even a small stroll
to go to some nearby shop, one prefers to use vehicle, it makes him not only lethargic but even
cause emission of carbon dioxide in the air. Such tendencies can be curbed in case of making
carpool with neighbors for work places, market etc.
Car owners can get engine tuned-up and tires properly inflated which help over all fuel
efficiency. Cleaning or replacing a car’s air-filter can save an additional energy needed and
reduce carbon dioxide emissions.
In the Office: Carpools with co-workers and neighbors working in the same office or
vicinity may be an energy saver measure. Use of ceramic cups instead of paper cups, switching
off all lights at the closing time, using both sides of a sheet for printing at least for informal
and rough purposes etc., can save not only energy but even from recycling process which will
obviously emit carbon dioxide and other harmful gases.
In the Community: Many steps can be taken to prevent environmental pollution
and keeping it clean like planting trees in the community. Peepal (Bodhi) trees emit oxygen
all the twenty four hours. So it will be quite useful to plant it, wherever it is suitable and
available. Margo tree is a great air-purifier. It can be planted in the neighborhood. Tulsi plant
has medicinal value and so are many other such plants. Plantation of such herbal plants not
only help in improving our health condition, but also in keeping the environment clean.
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A Buddhist activist should be aware of such steps. The Buddha has talked of varieties
of plants and herbs, which can be planted and grown in the Community.
Last but not the least, besides all such pollutions in the physical environment, man has
destroyed his ‘inner’ environment too. An imbalance and unrest has also developed ‘within’ him.
Thus, Buddhism has been aware and felt concern with environment within a man as
well as without in the past and is capable enough to guide him even today to remove ecological
imbalance and restore a healthy and worth living environment.
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Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations on meet their own needs.
—World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future
“All conditioned things are impermanent… All conditioned things are unsatisfactory…
All things are not-self”—when one see this with wisdom, one turns away from
suffering. This is the path to purification.
—Gotama Buddha, Dhammapada 277-279

Finding Direction for the Twenty-First Century
The twenty-first century is poised to be one of the most momentous times in human
history. The global population of human beings has never been larger, 1 nearly seven times as
many as were living just two centuries ago.2 The world is immensely wealthy, and yet less than
one percent of the population own 44 percent of the global total3 and nearly a third of the world’s
population lives on less than $2 a day.4 Never before has technology had such immense
potential to improve human well-being, and yet, the byproducts of our technological
advancements threaten to alter, possibly irrevocably, not only our own lifestyles, but those of
countless other species across the planet.5 Considerable effort has been given to these problems
by theorists and policymakers over the past several decades, but more often than not these
analyses tend to highlight one of these issues over the others, rather than taking them as
part of a complex, interdependent whole. Thus, economists tend to view environmental
problems as ultimately economic ones and environmentalists often approach poverty from
an environmental standpoint.
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, “World,” The World Factbook, retrieved 27 February 2015,
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/xx.html.
2
U.S. Census Bureau, “World Population: Historical Estimates for World Population,” retrieved 27 February
2015, https://www.census.gov/population/international/data/worldpop/table_history.php.
3
Credit Suisse, Global Wealth Report 2014 (Zurich: Credit Suisse, 2014), 24.
4
World Bank, “Poverty Overview,”: http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview retrieved 27 February
2015
5
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report, retrieved 27 February
2015, http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/SYR_AR5_LONGERREPORT_Corr2.pdf.
1
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While individual analyses can be quite nuanced, they generally fall into broader
categories which we can call “approaches.” David Crocker, for example, lists four: the commodity
approach, the welfare (utilitarian) approach, the basic needs approach, and the capabilities
approach.6 To this list, I will add two more, which are often invoked in discussion of environment
and development: the rights-based approach and the resiliency approach. Unfortunately, there is
not space here to delve into even these six approaches in much detail, but they are rich enough
that even a brief sketch will suffice in bringing out their most salient points.
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promote a rights-based guarantee.
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against some ideal of human flourishing, whether that be the ability to achieve maximal happiness
or engage in “the kinds of lives they value—and have reason to value.”7 Still others, like
the rights-based and resiliency approaches, consider systemic arrangements, in the case of rights,
whether actions violate a fundamental principle that should be protected, and in the case of
resiliency, whether the system itself is able to survive changes. Yet, perhaps surprisingly, these
divergent approaches can sometimes draw remarkably similar conclusions. Martha Nussbaum,
for example, views her version of the capability approach as “a species of [the] human rights
approach.”8 Likewise, adherents of the same approach can reach vastly different conclusions.
Both Peter Singer, who argues that the rich have a moral obligation to help the global poor,9 and
William Easterly, an economist who views development aid as ineffective and problematic,10
both practice versions of the welfare approach, but reach dramatically different conclusions.
While there is nothing inherently wrong with different approaches capturing different
aspects of a problem (a physicist and a biologist are likely to give vastly different accounts
of how the heart pumps blood without either being wrong), or even adherents of the same
approach giving differing interpretations of the same case, but given the inherent claims
that each approach has, it is hard to imagine how to incorporate them into a single cohesive
framework. While some approaches, like Nussbaum’s rights-leaning capability approach,
might have natural affinities, others are almost antipathetic. If, for example, human well-being
can be adequately approximated by focusing on the provision a simple basket of basic goods,
why go through the trouble of assessing the welfare through more complicated means?

The Problem of Complexity
Any one of the six approaches sketched above could be used to perform an analysis
of the problems of the twenty-first century—they all have, in fact, many hundreds of times.
The problem, however, comes when we attempt to compare these analyses. If we select any of
these approaches as the approach, we will often find ourselves arriving at massively different
conclusions than if we had chosen one of the others. A commodity proponent might view
the income generated by industrialization as worth the environmental risks, and perhaps even
submit that any environmental problems it causes could be saved by investing some of their
returns in mitigation and restoration. A resiliency proponent, on the other hand, might view
the potential for catastrophic systemic damage to the environment as too great to justify any
degree of material gain. Perhaps other approaches could be called in to help refine and reframe
the disagreement, but this strategy does not necessary bring clarity. An appeal to rights, for
example, might involve a number of contradictory rights, from the right to development, which
could be invoked by governments to justify continued industrial development without undue
interference, to the rights of those affected by any potential environmental harm, and perhaps
even an attribution of rights for nonhuman beings. As each side finds normative arguments to
support its position, the impasse becomes increasingly entrenched.
Amartya K. Sen, Development as Freedom (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1999), 18.
Martha C. Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities: The Human Development Approach (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap
Press of Harvard University, 2011), 62.
9
Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 1, no.1 (Spring 1972): 229-243.
10
See, among many others, William Easterly, The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest
Have Done So Much Ill and So Little Good (New York: Penguin Books, 2006).
7
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How then can we proceed? If none of the approaches can produce the single best answer
to our analytical question, we must begin to look for means of evaluating the various solutions
that provide. Although we could at this juncture attempt to find a means of incorporating these
approaches into a single super-approach, one that would satisfactorily resolve the differences
in perspective and emphasis they contain, such a task seems much easier said than done.
We could equally insist that there is one single best approach and attempt to dismantle the other
approaches so that one reigns triumphant, but this places the emphasis away from the problem
at hand and moves concern to a more abstract discussion of justification and ethical standards.
While the problem of complexity seems vexing, it is actually less dangerous than
the other alternative, what Bryan Norton calls “towering.”11 In this scenario, the various side
of the argument entrench themselves in their arguments, dismissing other points of view
and focusing on those approaches and kinds of evidence that support their general outlooks.
As Norton warns, “when science and policy are discussed within towers, little or no learning
takes place.”12 The best course, therefore, is not to find the best normative argument, but rather,
to find ways of brining normative approaches in dialogue with each other, in a way in which
each is recognized as valid but provisional.
Following this recognition comes a new priority, devising procedures in which opposing
views can be openly discussed and appropriately considered. While such a task is no doubt
difficult, when viewed in comparison to the alternatives of continued battle between well-argued
positions or the dim hope of finding a new super-approach that can finally satisfy all parties,
it becomes refreshingly plausible. Such procedural approaches have been touted for several
years as means of adapting communities to climate change, and it seems natural to extend them
to broader questions of environment and development as well. Thomas Hilde, drawing on
the work of pragmatist philosophers, calls such procedural approaches “epistemic democracy”
and notes, “as a problem-solving approach faced with high degrees of uncertainty, an epistemic
conception [of democracy] embraces uncertainty and [thus] more naturally leads to more
flexible, contingent, and dynamic adaption institutions generations in particular contexts.”13
Resorting to democratic procedures as a means of addressing the inherent uncertainties
deals with a number of problems that face individual approaches. For example, most of
the approaches we discussed above have a bias towards individual human needs and those human
being currently living. While this might not initially seem to be a problem, if we reflect on
the nature and scope of many environmental and development problems, we will begin to realize
that focusing on the needs of currently living individuals might not be the optimal focus if we
are really concerned about the welfare of the humanity in the long term. One of the most vexing
questions facing economic approaches to the environment, for example, is the question of how
to adequately address the needs and desires of future generations while at the same time taking
into account the increasing unreliability of our notions of what future generations will want.
Similarly, it is an implicit conceit of many normative approaches, especially the welfare
and capability approaches, that well-being achievements have a tendency to decay over time.
Bryan G. Norton, Sustainability: A Philosophy of Adaptive Ecosystem Management (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 2005), 23.
12
Ibid., 43.
13
Thomas C. Hilde, “Uncertainty and the Epistemic Dimension of Democratic Deliberation in Climate Change
Adaptation,” Democratization 19, no. 5 (October 2012): 905.
11
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While much has been made of concepts like decreasing marginal utility, which note that
actions that increase well-being have a finite limit—there are, for example, only so much ice
cream you can eat before the enjoyment your derive from them begins to wane—there has
been considerable less work on the natural decay of achievements, a decay that has long been
recognized by Buddhist philosophy. “The three kinds of feelings, O monks,” said the Buddha,
“are impermanent, compounded, dependently arisen, liable to destruction, to evanescence, to
fading away, to cessation—namely, pleasant feelings, painful feelings, and neutral feelings.”14
Finally, by focusing primarily on individuals, the approaches we’ve discussed tend
to be blind to the properties that emerge from the interaction of complex, adaptive systems.
As work such as Stephen Lansing’s study of the Balinese subak irrigation networks shows,15
even simple methods of cooperation, allowed to develop and adapt over time, can lead to
systems of amazing intricacy, without any conscious command and control of the process. While
much more work on this topic needs to be done, it seems likely that such emergent properties
are the rule rather than the exception in human interactions with the environment, especially
those over a protracted period of time. Even resiliency analysis, which appears to be the most
receptive to this sort of phenomenon, might not be fully attuned to detect it, after all, it ultimate
rests in the ability of systems to maintain the parameters we can observe and measure, whereas
emergent properties might not be detectable until they are on the verge of collapse.

The Role of Buddhist Ethics
Finding epistemic procedures to help us decide what approach to use when is thus
of paramount importance to solving development and environmental problems, but without
some guiding principles to frame these procedures, we are likely to be stuck in the same mire
as before. Just as any functioning democracy must have some kind of constitution, to set its
parameters and frame its debates, so too must the ongoing debate between the six approaches.
Instead of attempting to forge such a framework from scratch, however, I believe there are
a few candidates that are especially well-suited for this task, and one of them, Buddhist ethics,
has an immensely rich tradition from which to draw. As the Dalai Lama recently joked about
comparing the Western tradition of psychology with the Indian tradition, “Western knowledge
[of the mind] is like kindergarten level.”16 Likewise, although several recently developed frameworks also have potential to serve as guides to epistemic procedures (American pragmatism,
for example), none have the depth and range of the Buddhist tradition, especially taken as
a comprehensive whole. As both vastly unified and intricately diverse and localized, the insights
Buddhist philosophy provides in helping to frame inquiries into the nature of complex problems
that must be approached from a variety of directions make it an incredibly appealing candidate.
Before proceeding, however, I must caution the reader on a few points. Firstly,
this argument needs to be viewed as philosophical, not religious. Although I do not deny
Anicca Sutta (Samyutta Nikaya 36.9), translated by Nyanponika Thera, retrieved 27 February 2015,
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn36/sn36.009.nypo.html.
15
See J. Stephen Lansing, Perfect Order: Recognizing Complexity in Bali (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2006).
16
Dalai Lama (Tenzin Gyatso), “Beyond Religion: Ethics for the Whole World,” public remarks, 7 March 2014,
National Cathedral, Washington, DC. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J9XzUpKWp6s.
14
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that teachings of Gotama Buddha have become the central core of a vibrant world religion,
the sort of Buddhist framework I hope to advance is one that can be adhered to by people of
any religious or metaphysical position. As Buddhist scholar Damien Keown notes, “In the face
of the complexity of Buddhist metaphysics it is easy to lose sight of the fact that Buddhism
is a response to what is fundamentally an ethical problem—the perennial problem of the best
kind of life for man to lead.”17 To utilize Buddhist ethical approaches, perhaps uniquely among
those frameworks developed from a religious milieu, we do not need to take Gotama Buddha
as anything more than a human being with something meaningful to say about the human
condition.18 We need do not need to hold him to any higher standard than we would hold any
other moral philosopher, be it Aristotle or Immanuel Kant or Martha Nussbaum.
Secondly, this is not an argument about what Buddhists do, think, or say, but rather,
how Buddhist thought can be adapted and utilized to solve a global problem. There are
a wealth of works that discuss how Buddhists have approached the environment and how
Buddhist thought can be used as an approach to environmental thinking,19 but few treat Buddhist
ethics as a wider framework that can be utilized by non-Buddhists. Given the global nature
of the problems of environment and development, it is essential for Buddhist communities to
develop their own approaches to environmental issues, whether drawing upon the six general
approaches or remaining focused exclusively on those rooted in Buddhist tradition, but without
a wider framework to integrate such approaches with other communities and approaches,
the problems inherent with relying upon any single approach remains.
Finally, care must be taken to ensure that our applications are sufficiently broad that
it remains a framework for epistemic problem solving rather than a comprehensive approach
itself. This difference is similar to political philosopher John Rawls’s distinction between
comprehensive and political conceptions, where political conceptions (in his case justice, but
it our sense a more broad approach to well-being) are those that allow for an “overlapping
consensus,” in which a number of compatible but different comprehensive views can flourish.20
The goal here is not to convert others to a new point of view, but rather, to establish a common
ground of principles that all can agree upon. Thus, our framing of Buddhist ethics as a secular
framework might not be a perfect correlation to the views held by religious Buddhists (indeed,
there is a great diversity of doctrinal opinions within the pale of Buddhist orthodoxy), but should
be one that Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike can accept, in the very least as a provisional
baseline for discussion.
Damien V. Keown, The Nature of Buddhist Ethics (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 1.
In fact, Buddhist author Vessantara (Tony McMahon) has even stated that the central tenants of Buddhism could
withstand the unlikely discover the Gotama Buddha himself was mythical. See Meeting the Buddhas (Birmingham,
UK: Windhorse Publications, 2008), 5.
19
Notable examples include Allan Hunt Badiner, ed., Dharma Gaia: A Harvest of Essays in Buddhism and Ecology
(Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1990); Stephanie Kaza and Kenneth Kraft, eds., Dharma Rain: Sources of Buddhist
Environmentalism (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 2000); Richard K. Payne, ed., How Much is Enough? Buddhism,
Consumerism, and the Environment (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2010); John Stanley, David R. Loy,
and Gyurme Dorje, eds., A Buddhist Response to the Climate Emergency (Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications,
2009; and Mary Evelyn Tucker and Duncan Ryuken Williams, eds., Buddhism and Ecology: The Interconnection
of Dharma and Deeds (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998).
20
See John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University,
2001), especially 1-32.
17
18
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With these words of caution now established, we can focus on those features of Buddhist
thought that make it especially well-suited to serving as the framing conception for our epistemic
deliberations. While a full examination of these features would require much more space than we
have here, even a brief description should suffice in demonstrating positions within Buddhist
thought that would be particularly useful to arbitrate disputes between differing analyses:
The three marks of existence and dependent origination. The concept of the three marks
of existence (tilakkhana) is one that penetrates nearly all aspects of Buddhist thought, namely
that all phenomena are impermanent (anicca) and unsatisfactory (dukkha), and moreover, that
despite appearances, are actually not independently existing (anatta). Instead, they are brought
about through causes and conditions, what Buddhist thought refers to as dependent origination
(paticca samupada). By viewing the world in this way, one in which everything arises and
passes away, on in which things inherently decay, and one in which causes and conditions are
the ultimate driving force of everything, we can begin to assign weights on the outcomes of the
various approaches. Any position, for example, that says biological species must be preserved
at all costs, even those detrimental to human welfare, could be judged unreasonable because it
does not acknowledge that all species will ultimately become extinct. Likewise, one that assumes
that providing material goods alone will solve all human ills will founder when it is realized that
these material goods are themselves impermanent and that that satisfaction recipients enjoy is
likely to decay over time as well. It also questions whether we have sufficiently examined all
salient causes and effects, as we cannot simply concede that things have existence in isolation.
The constituents of the human person. Like its analysis of general existence, the Buddhist
analysis of the human person is one that posits that the human experience is one that is caused by
the interplay of a number of complex features, rather than the simple mind/body dichotomy of
classical European thought since at least Descartes. According to Buddhist theory, for example,
human beings are a complex bundle of physical form, sensations, perceptions, conceptions,
mental formations (knitting the prior three categories into seemingly consistent wholes), and
consciousness (which adds the sense of “I am” to the bundle). While we need not take this specific
arrangement without question, the insight that human beings are much more than their physical
being and immediate sense experiences is one that is often difficult to establish in many of
the approaches we listed above. Utilitarianism, for example, privileges sensations, while the basic
needs approach has a bias towards physical parameters. By advancing a vision of the human
being that is complex and multifaceted, Buddhist ethics presents a challenge the reductionist
tendencies that can obscure the true depth of human experience, and can push important issues
like cultural, personal, and subconscious processes into the background.
Conventional and ultimate truth. Gotama Buddha famously stated that all phenomena are ultimately made by the mind.21 Rather than having a direct experience of the world,
we experience through the medium of our minds, and as such, all of our perceptions are ones
that are necessarily colored and framed. The real world is messy and complex, but our minds
are working constantly to present it as coherent and continuous. To address this dichotomy,
Buddhist philosophy developed the notion of the “two truths”—the conventional truth (sammuti
sacca) and the ultimate truth (paramattha sacca). The conventional truth is our day-to-day
understanding of the world. For example, I am a human being with a certain name and
history, or a collection of genes and the proteins they encoded, or the inheritor of various socially
21

Dhammapada 1-2.
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constructed traits and habits. All of these designations are conventionally true, wherein they
have validity when considered on a particular level of analysis, but not ultimately so, because
to be ultimately true, any understanding of me would have to account for the totality of causes
and conditions through which all the various ways in which I exist came about—making
it impossible to truly understanding one thing without simultaneously needing to understand
everything else. This assertion reinforces our need for epistemic dialogue and deliberation rather
than continuing to battle out which approach is the best. If solving our twenty-first century
problems requires a comprehensive understanding of the ultimate truth, rather than finding
a way to navigate conventional ones, it might
Suffering. At the core of Buddhist ethics is a central concern with suffering and its
cessation, so much so in fact, that Gotama Buddha proclaimed, “What I teach now as before,
O monks, is suffering and the cessation of suffering.”22 The Buddhist treatment of suffering,
however, is based upon a systematic understanding of how suffering arise not just from sense
stimuli, but rather, an intractable cycle of cause and effect as explained in its cardinal insight:
the Four Noble Truths. Not surprisingly, Buddhist ethics have developed a particular attention
to suffering, both that which occurs within oneself and that which occurs in others, and as such,
uses the arising of suffering as the primary means of ethical valuation. Actions are considered
ethically supportable (kusala) or reproachable (akusala) only in respect as to whether or not
it leads to the easing of suffering.23 With this in mind, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama distills
the central concept of Buddhist ethics as: “It is necessary to help others, not only in our prayers,
but in our daily lives. If we find we cannot help others, the least we can do is to desist from
harming them.”24 This consideration of suffering, of course, is deeply nuances, and because of
dependent origination, our actions have a great potential to cause or cure suffering for others.
Development scholar Amartya Sen notes, for example, that according the Buddhist thought,
“a mother has a responsibility toward her child not merely because she has generated her,
but also because she can do many things for the child that the child cannot itself do. It is this
‘power to make a difference,’ Buddha argued, that generates a corresponding responsibility, and
the need to ask: what should we do?”25
By keeping us grounded in a complex, evolving, and conditional world in which
human perception is fallible and suffering at all levels is of paramount concern, Buddhist
ethics provides a fertile ground for debating how to address the pressing development and
environment problems that will frame the remainder of this century and beyond. While it is
unclear at this point what those solutions may be, it seems clear that the road ahead will be
paved not by continued battle between this or that approach, but rather, through comprehensive
procedures that allow for a fuller analysis of complex problems. By providing clear, simple
principles to remind us of the nature of the problem, the complexities than complicate it, and
the reasons for action, Buddhist ethics might well prove an effective referee for a contest that
quite literally has their entire world as its stakes.
Alagaddupama Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 22), translated by Nyanaponika Thera, retrieved 27 February 2015,
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.nypo.html.
23
Keown, 116-122.
24
Dalai Lama (Tenzin Gyatso), “A Talk to Western Buddhists,” in The Dalai Lama: A Policy of Kindness, compiled
and edited by Sidney Piburn (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1990), 87.
25
Amartya Sen, “Global Warming Is Just One of Many Environmental Threats That Demand Our Attention,”
The New Republic, 22 August 2014, http://www.newrepublic.com/article/118969/environmentalistsobsess-about-global-warming-ignore-poor-countries.
22
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A

A Study on the Role Performed by Buddhist Temples
in Response to Environmental Degradation in Sri Lanka
W. M. Dhanapala,

Introduction
This study is concerned with the institutional role played by the Buddhist temples in
response to the environmental degradation in Sri Lanka. The processes of industrialization,
urbanization, the expansion of market economy, and myriads of other problems have
caused an irreversible damage to the natural environment of the country (Karunanayaka.1992.
Ratnayaka: 2008, Ministry of Environment: 2008). Studies on this change and institutional
response to it have extensively discussed the role played by the government departments, private
sector institutions and non-governmental organizations, and scholars have paid little attention
towards the role performed by the Buddhist temples and related organizations in response to
environmental issues (Karunanayaka. And Katupotha.1993). In particular, the sociology of
religion needs to address the religious response to environmental degradation in Sri Lanka and
enrich the conceptual and theatrical understanding of that phenomenon. Even though Buddhist
temples play a vital role in protecting and preserving the environment, their contribution is
not properly researched and documented. Present study is an attempt to explore and explain
functions of Buddhist temples performed for the protection of environment in the country
and it reveals some significant aspects of the Buddhist response to environmental degradation.

Research problem
Sociology of religion tends to explain the manifest conventional functions of religion
and they have not properly addressed the latent environmental functions with due academic
recognition. The conventional social functions include social control, emotional support, social
solidarity, and spiritual development of the devotees (Haralambas and Heald.1981:453). But
the social functions of Buddhist temples in Sri Lanka have not been confined to them but they
seem to have addressed a wide range of needs pertaining to the well-being of people and their
environment ( Bond: 1992. Gombrich and Obesekera: 1998). Whereas the religious functions are
well known as manifest functions, their contribution to the protection of environment remains
latent. As the meditation is considered it is facilitated by calm and quite forest environments
and Buddhist monks pay special attention to develop and preserve such environments in and
around the location of temples. Consequently the Buddhist temples have been able to make
a significant contribution to protect the environment. This research explores and explains as
to how those manifest and latent functions contribute to find solutions to the environmental
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degradation in the country. Furthermore it explores the transformation of certain latent
functions into manifest functions as a result of the proper awareness and perception of the cause
and effects of environmental degradation.

Objectives of the research.
To explore Buddhist monks’ perception and awareness of environmental degradation
in Sri Lanka.
To explore and explain the institutional role played by the Buddhist temples in response
to the environmental degradation.
To understand the ways and means through which the manifest and latent functions of
environmental protection and preservation are performed.

Methodology of the research
This research study is predominantly based on data collected from primary sources
found in Buddhist temples. A random sample of 200 temples was selected for the study and
data were gathered from the chief incumbents of those temples by means of a questionnaire
and interviews conducted with them. The research technique of observation was also used
to gain important data pertaining to the visible evidence of the institutional role of temples in
the domain of environmental protection. Focused group interviews were held with six groups
comprised of twenty Monks and thirty lay persons who assisted institutional affaires of temples.
All together 250 respondents provided information for the study. Special attention was paid
to obtain detailed information with reference to number of temples and centers of religious
practice such as Gothama Thapowana at Rajagiriya, Abhayabumi Thapowana in Kegalla,
Kaludiyapokuna Thapowana at Mihinthale, Sri Dalada Thapowana in Kandy, Deviyangekanda
Thapowa at Padaviya, Mihidu Aranya, Araliya Thapowa in Kurunagala, Enderagala Arannya
at Wathuruwila, Dolukanda Aryanya in Kurunegala, Dimbulaga Aranya in Polonnaruwa,
Milinduthalawa and Sinharaja Krantha Aranya in Rathnapura, Panankanda Aranya,
Athugalakanda Aranya, Pallededde Aranya, Mangalarama Senasuna, Dharmapalarama
Senasuna, Gallen Aranya Senasunain Dambulla, Rathana Sadaham Arana at Thanamalwila Olaganwala Aranya Senasanya at Mahiyanganaya and Sirivajiranana Dharmayathanaya
in Maharagama.
The data gathered from those primary sources were carefully processed and analyzed
with necessary verifications for writing this research paper. Researchers’ personal visits,
observations and cross checking of information collected by the enumerators who administered
the questionnaire assured the validity of the research as a whole. Secondary sources helped
to identify the primary sources as well as the information pertaining to the environmental
degradation in Sri Lanka.
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Environmental degradation in Sri Lanka
Sri Lanka is an island spread over an area of 65610 km2 and it occupies 118th rank in
area among 184 countries. It is a tropical island receiving an average of 2000mm of rain fall
annually and feeding 103 natural stream basins (Department of Census. 2012). The rain water
received in two monsoons per year is saved in thousands of tanks for agricultural, hydraulic
power and variety of other purposes (Baldwin. 1991). Over twenty million of population in
Sri Lanka strives to survive meeting their needs struggling with the rules and norms of preserving
the environment. In particular the forest cover of the island which remained at 80% of the total
lands in 1884 has drastically decreased to nearly 11% within a period over a century with
an adverse impact on the natural equilibrium of environmental phenomena (Karunanayaka. 1992). The continuous cultivation of commercial crops, expansion of other agricultural
production, industrialization, urbanization, expansion of human settlements and extensive use
of natural resource have been conducive to the environmental degradation in Sri Lanka
As a developing middle income country Sri Lanka has confronted with a myriads
of environmental problems such as severe deforestation, land degradation, soil erosion,
coastal erosion, pollution of air, water and soil, loss of biodiversity, degradation of natural
water sources and streams, improper disposal of industrial emissions and domestic garbage,
expansion of slums and shanties and urban traffic congestion. Sri Lanka enjoys the position of
being one of 34 biodiversity hotpots at the global scale and having the highest species diversity
per unit land area of all Asian countries with reference to all vertebrate groups except birds and
all flowering plants. The wet zone forests in the southeast of the country sustain over 75% of
endemic species of flora and fauna. The seriousness of the environmental degradation is well
evident from the statistics pertaining to some selected species. Nearly 25% of 3771 species
of flowering plants, 18% of 91 species of mammals, 7% of 227 species of birds, 60% of 171
reptile species, 100% of the 59 species of fresh water crabs remain endemic. Among the 1104
species of flowering plans 553 are endemic and 675 are threatened. As the most visible and
felt impacts of environmental degradation are concerned, prolonged droughts and consequent
drying of natural water sources and streams, serious inundations in the rainy seasons, scarcity
of timber, sand and other construction materials, loss of coastal belt etc. compel Sri Lankans
to be more conscious about the protection of environment. (Marambe and Silval: 2012: 20)

The institutional role of Buddhist temples in the field of environment.
The Theravāda Buddhism in Sri Lank has an institutional capacity of more than 11000
temples and religious centers spread throughout the country. Over 25000 Buddhist monks enjoy
the residence of them and perform their religious and other social roles for the well-being of
people living around them and others who are addressed through mass media. The Buddhist
school educational system comprises of Pirivenas and Sunday Dhamma Schools. There are 719
Pirivenas with the capacity of 6090 members of teaching staff serving 62091 students. Around
9582 Sunday Dhamma Schools are conducted by those temples for the benefit of 1968093
students with the active support of 122084 well trained Dhamma teachers. The functioning of
these institutions is supported and reinforced by thousands of Buddhist Societies established
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for the practice of Buddhism and Buddhist social work including charity ( Department of
Buddhist Affaires: 2014).
As is evident from the research study Buddhist temples and related religious centers
perform number of tasks in response to the environmental degradation in the country. They
are the actions such as (1) active involvement in the protection and preservation of natural
forest reserves and reforestation (2) enhancement of community awareness of environmental
problems and the importance of environmental preservation, (3) provision of leadership
for public campaigns against environmentally destructive projects and other activities,
(4) working as mediators between community and state and private companies, (5) playing
a role of advocacy on behalf of people affected by environmental disasters, (6) regular
organization of tree plantation campaigns, (7) active involvement in solving the problems
of human-elephant conflict and human-monkey conflict, (8) organization of voluntary labor
activities to assure the environmental cleanliness and proper disposal of garbage, (9) cultivation
of medicinal herbal plants and (10) introduction of environment- friendly practices to religious
rites and rituals.

Active involvement in the protection and preservation of natural forest
reserves and reforestation
More than 20% of the Buddhist monks referred to their active involvement in
activities such as the protection of existing environment, its preservation for the future
generations and reforestation in different regions in the island. The Gothama Thapowana (which
means: Gothama Ascetic Forest) at Kalapaluwawa in Rajagiriya, in the capital of the country is
an important Buddhist center established in 1962. It has an area of 12 acres fully covered with
high grown forest like environment within a highly urbanizing area. It trains Forest Residential
monks (Arannyawasi) who are well disciplined, and well versed with Tripitaka. The concept
of Forest Monastery has been adopted in six urban and rural areas such as the Abhayabhumi
Thapowana in Kegale, Deviyange Kanda Thapowana in Padaviya, Sri Dalada Thapowana
in Udawattha Kale in Kandy, Kaludiya Pokuna Thapowana in Mihinthale, and Katharagama
Thapowana. All the Thapowana temples remain ideal places for the practice of meditation.
Forests, empty places and shade of trees have been prescribed as ideal locations for meditation
in Buddhism (Rahula. 2004:98).
The Buddhist monks of the Wanawasa Sector (Forest Residential Sector) are especially
interested in the establishment of Forest Monasteries and practice Theravāda Buddhism at those
calm and quite natural environments. Even though the manifest function of them is to practice
Buddhism at an ideal place for it, the natural environment is protected and preserved as a latent
function. The Wanawasa Monks pay special attention to protect and preserve the forest areas
under their purview. They are legally provided two Acres of forest reserves by the Department
of Forest Conservation and the legal permission needs to be renewed annually. More than 250
licensed Forest Monasteries have been established in state forest lands. Apart from them
a considerable number of Forest Monasteries exist in forest lands belonged to Buddhist temples
and individuals. The Wanawasa sector has 215 Forest Monasteries in different parts of the country.
Even though there is a legal limit for the state forest lands offered to Forest Monasteries their
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functioning is not confined to legal boundaries. The Forest Monasteries enjoy the natural
facilitation of meditation in a vast area of forests extending the protective and even reforestation
functions to those areas. For instance, the historical Gallen Aranya Senasuna in Dambulla has
an area of 25 Acres and it was a barren land when it was started in 1979. In the course of last
three decades it has undergone a complete reforestation with 30000 to 40000 small and big
valuable trees. All the types of trees naturally available in Sri Lanka have been grown there.
Almost all the monks were interested in the development and maintenance of the green
environment of the temple premises and lands belonged to the temple. According to the research
findings, activities such as plantation of trees, watering of plants, had been personally done
by 86% and 73% of monks respectively. Tasks such as cleaning of the temple and disposal of
garbage had been personally carried out by 92% and 93% of the monks respectively. Measures
for the prevention of soil erosion had been taken by 58% of the monks.

Enhancement of community awareness.
According to the research findings, Buddhist monks have played a significant role in
educating the communities living around the temples. All the temples had Sunday Dhamma
Schools and Buddhist Societies established for various purposes and they have played
an instrumental role in that endeavor. As the statistics are concerned 69% of chief incumbents
showed special interest in the protection of environment and the importance of public
awareness of it whereas the rest 31% of monks had a general interest in the same requirement.
They were highly enthusiastic in developing their perception and awareness of current problems
of environmental degradation in their areas in particular and country wide problems in
general. It was evident from the 48% of monks who had participated in at least two workshops
or awareness programs of environmental protection. Each temple had a Sunday Dhamma School
and at least a Buddhist Society of community members and they had been effective mechanisms
through which the temple had been able to carry out its awareness programs. In addition to
the incorporation of environmental education in to the education of Dhamma Schools, 58%
of temples had made them a forum for the public dissemination of information pertaining to
the environmental issues and public responsibility. With the assistance of Dhamma Schools,
Pirivenas and Buddhist Societies those temples had held more than 560 lectures, seminars,
poster campaigns, debates and competitions of drawings and essays that fell into the domain
of environmental education, within a period of one year.

Leadership functions
The conflict between development and environmental protection assumed a considerable
proportion in the course of last period with the implementation of big development projects by
the state and the private sector companies. Community and civic organizations had organized
number of protest campaigns against the adverse impacts of those projects and Buddhist monks
were seen in some of them playing a leading role. Only 8% of the sample had provided
leadership for public protest campaigns against projects activities such as land acquisition, road
construction, granite quarries, and industrial emissions and consequent pollution of water. There
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had been 33 community meetings in the temples to discuss environmental issues under
the leadership of the chief incumbent monks. Buddhist communities show a special interest
in having the leadership of Buddhist monks in protest campaigns profiting from the highest
veneration they receive from the public. Leadership of Buddhist monks, which is further
strengthened by the name, position in the Chapter of monks and sacred value of the temple,
usually prevent the coercive reactions against protest campaigns.

Mediatory functions
In response to certain environmental issues Buddhist monks had been invited by
the affected parties to intervene and play a mediatory role to solve those problems. The venerable
religious position of the Buddhist monks facilitates the effective performance of the mediatory
role as the relevant parties listen to them and usually acquiesce in their decisions. As revealed
by 25% of the monks, more than 90 cases had been solved by working as mediators between
people and the state, people and private companies, people and businessmen and two parties
of people in the same and different communities. As the business of building materials is
concerned, the supply of sand and timber causes a serious damage to major rivers and other
streams. Irrespective of higher regulation of those businesses by the government, businessmen
in the country continue their illegal excavation of sands and felling of trees from forest reserves.
The Buddhist monks of the sample had solved more than 40 cases of illegal sand and timber
through mediation. The beneficiaries were very thankful to the monks for their intervention in
protecting the water sources of their paddy fields from sand and timber thieves.

Advocacy on behalf of people affected by illegal and
environmentally disastrous acts
As was revealed by 7% of the sample, Buddhist monks play an important social role
of formally appearing on behalf of community members affected by environmental problems
as well as other social problems in the area. In particular, the poor rural and even urban people
hesitate to complain against certain adverse environmental impacts of projects and businesses
carried out with the support and patronage of local politicians in power as they are afraid of
revenge by the influential people. In such situations, the monks had to listen to those helpless
people and appear on behalf of them and bring justice to them. They had solved more than
40 cases of illegal cultivation of cannabis by clearing forest lands and consequent expelling
of elephants towards human settlements, collection of herbal medicine for business purposes,
gem mining and felling of home garden trees and digging out of vast areas of land for sand and
adding poisonous things to water by small and large scale production of illicit alcohol etc. Most
of those illegal activities had been perpetrated in and in adjacent areas of human settlements with
a serious impact on the health of residents and their means of sustenance. For some monks it
had been a dangerous intervention as certain culprits threatened them to be silent or face lethal
repercussions. To keep the active monks silent they had even reminded of the monks who had
been recently killed for appearing on behalf of affected people and complaining against such
environmentally harmful illegal businesses. Such lethal reactions and threats clearly reveal
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the magnitude of the seriousness of actively responding to environmental problems and
the risk that the active monks have to take in their role of advocacy.

Regular organization of tree plantation campaigns.
Tree planting activities had been carried out by all the temples of the sample and it
had assumed a significant recognition among all the other activities regularly organized by
the temple and its other institutions. All the temples had organized 440 tree planting programs
in a period of one year and they had been carried out regularly. They had been organized not
only on the days nationally prescribed for such activities but especially on days important for
each temple for commemorating various historical events. The Sunday Dhamma School and
Buddhist Societies of each temple had been active in carrying out the tasks pertaining to tree
plantation. Various types of tree plants had been gathered and cultivated in selected areas and
also distributed among people interested in planting them in their gardens. As a result all
the temples observed in the study had an attractive green environment comprised of varieties
of flora.

Active involvement in solving the problems of human-elephant
and human- monkey conflicts
The problem of Human-animal conflicts has assumed horrendous proportions with
the expansion of paddy cultivation, Chena cultivation, commercial crop cultivation, and other
legal and illegal activities which have been ultimately conducive to the continuous deforestation
drastically shrinking the strips of forest lands available for the survival of the wild fauna and
flora of Sri Lanka. In particular elephants and monkeys find it difficult to find food and water in
the natural forests and consequently they used to come to the adjacent cultivations and human
settlements searching for food and water. This phenomenon brings about a lethal impact on
villagers and elephants confronting with each other. Annually an average of 15 persons is killed
by elephant attacks. The number of elephants killed by people is not known as they are killed
in various strategies adopted in secret manner. However, the number is more than the human
cost. The people of areas such as Dehiaththakandiya, Polonnaruwa, where the elephants and
monkeys attack crops and lives of them had requested 9% of monks to do whatever they could
in order to save their lives at least. The Buddhist monks had actively involved in searching
short term and long term solutions to both conflicts. Driving the elephants and monkeys out
of human settlement and cultivation areas to distance forest reserves, transportation of them to
remote forest areas, constructions of electrified wire fences around settlements, were the major
measures they had been able to adopt through the relevant authorities. Meanwhile, the monks
had educated villagers about precautionary and preventive measures to save their lives and
also the lives of elephants and monkeys. Furthermore, cultivation of plants known as Pathok
and Hana (in Sinhalese) which divert elephants’ movements had been promoted by
the temples. Alternative means of sustenance had been sought by the temple for villagers who
were continuously attacked by elephants due to the wrong selection of land.
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Organization of voluntary labor activities to assure the environmental
cleanliness and proper disposal of garbage
Environmental cleanliness and proper disposal of garbage is periodically
emphasized in Sri Lanka particularly, in times when the death toll of Dengue fever is in rise.
The government takes legal actions against people who hesitate to abide by the rule of disposing
garbage in such times and they are effective as long as the authorities are concerned about it.
But the Buddhist temples have adopted long lasting solution by reinforcing the activities of
environmental cleanliness and proper disposal of garbage. All the temples of the sample had
organized voluntary labor campaigns to clean the environment in selected areas. Over 91%
of the monks of the sample had reiterated the importance of keeping the domestic and public
environments clean in Dhamma sermons. According to the Buddhist monks, people regularly
organized the ritual of preaching Dhamma and such events have provided them with sufficient
opportunities to address the problems of improper disposal of garbage taking examples from
the surrounding environment and inculcate good environmental norms in the minds of them.
In funeral ceremonies of people who had succumbed to dengue fever, illnesses caused by
environmental hazards and accidents, the monks had taken more than usual time to explain
and convince the importance of protecting the quality of environment with special reference
to the main cause of the death.

Cultivation of herbal medicinal plants
In their response to the environmental degradation in the country, Buddhist monks had
paid special attention to the cultivation of plants identified with medicinal value in the folk
medicine and Ayurveda medicine. Both medical systems have existed for centuries and still
remain in practice. These two medical systems predominantly depend on the availability of
flora which provides the ingredients of local medicine and today they face a serious problem
of finding them as a result of the deforestation and other problems of the environment. Sri
Lanka imports a considerable portion of ingredients of folk and Ayurveda medicine from India.
As tradition Buddhist monks also practice folk and Ayurvedic medicine in Sri Lanka and
all of them are interested in maintaining herbal gardens which directly produce and supply
the herbal medical needs. The research identified 5 monks with herbal medicinal gardens
such as Dolukanda Aranya. But the cultivation of medicinal plants is not confined to them.
More than 60 percent of the sample mentioned that they had special interest in selecting plants
of medicinal value for the cultivation in temple lands. Even though most of them were not
medical practitioners they were highly conscious about the scarcity of plants required for
the folk medicine and Ayurveda and importance of growing them in their residential places
themselves. This particular conscious had motivated them to enrich the green environment of
temples and places of religious practice with rare plants in the country.

225

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

Introduction of environment- friendly practices to religious rites and
rituals
As was evident from the study, 67% of the monks had reduced the use of
environmentally harmful materials in religious activities. They had discouraged the use of plastic
and polythene bags, containers and decorations in religious rites and rituals. Even the extra
ordinary use of trees and tree leaves for various activities pertaining to religious processions
and festivals had been controlled by them. In particular, the annual Vesak and Poson festivals
and special festivals of the temple require considerable amount of timber and other natural
resources and they are disposed after them. It was after careful consideration of the environmental
impacts of religious affairs the monks had controlled the use of natural resource and even
the rituals of treating the Bo Tree pouring water and worshiping it lighting oil lamps and candles
under it in hundreds or even thousands on full moon (Poya) days. Such environment-friendly
measures had had multiple positive impacts on people and the environment of the religious
place and the area as a whole.

Conclusion
Environmental degradation is a serious problem in Sri Lanka and the Government,
private sector corporations and Non-governmental organizations have responded to it at
various levels. Even though those responses have been immensely discussed religious responses
have not been duly addressed. This study explored and explained the way Buddhist temples
and related institutes and centers had responded to this phenomenon. As is evident from
the analysis the Buddhist temple and related organs have performed number of functions in
response to the major problems stemming from the environmental degradation. The Wanawasi
(Forest Monastery) sector of monks dominates among the others adopting practical measures to
protect and preserve the existing natural environment while actively engaging in reforestation
of barren lands depending on their capacities. The other monks who live in rural and urban
human settlements dominate playing number of roles for the benefit of the people affected by
the environmental problems and the protection and preservation of the environment. Their
active intervention in the capacity of religious leadership had been highly effective with
reference to number of issues. The institutional capacity of Buddhist temples and related institutes
and organizations is the driving force behind the successful reactions against environmental
degradation and its adverse impacts on people and their means of living. Accordingly
the environmental protection and preservation which was a latent function of temple at
the beginning has been transformed into a manifest function of the temple in response to
the adverse impacts of environmental degradation.
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Auguring Eco-optimism through the Buddhist Approach
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“Cut down the forests of passion but not real trees.
From the forest of passion springs fear.’
-Dhammapada, 283
The present environmental crisis seems to have stemmed from following just
the opposite path. The unbridled quest for material expansion overarching the natural
environment led the UNECOSOC to create a platform for innovative thinking on sustainable
development. The UN Commission on Environment and development’s report ‘Our Common
Future’ noted that human survival and well-being depends on elevating sustainable development
to a global ethic. In this context, a perusal of the Buddhist ethics can contribute meaningfully
to the environmental concerns.
The paper begins with a historical study of the relationship of humans with their
environment with a special juxtaposition of conditions at the time of the Buddha and then
during industrialization. The contrasting worldviews are surveyed to identify the root-cause(s)
of environmental degradation whether technological or value-related. The paper premises that
modes of livelihoods present profound difficulties. The eight fundamental precepts of Buddhism
include ‘right livelihood’. Buddhism is not an ideology but wisdom gained from historical
experience and more than a religion is a philosophy, a way of life even.
The UNECOSOC aims to “go beyond multi-stake holder policy dialogues through
exchange of ideas, practices and strategies” (Integrated Segment). To foster the integrated
approach, the paper analyses the efficacy of Buddhist ecological perspective towards a viable
environmental ethics. It first deals with the ecological concerns in the philosophical or textual
tradition. The different schools of Buddhism adhere to certain key concepts; therefore, an attempt
is made to seek ecological concerns within them. The ethical discourse of Buddhism creates
a positive attitude towards nature through the canonical scriptures. The ecological overtones
are sought in the practice of karmic retribution, universal love and compassion towards all
living beings and vegetation.
The environmental efforts by Buddhist communities in Sri Lanka, Thailand and
Ladakh owe their origin in contemporary concerns. These examples illustrate the relevance and
practice of Buddhist response. They are innovative in the sense that they have been adapted
to deal with contemporary issues of deprivation, hygiene or deforestation. The environmental
threat has acquired a far more serious magnitude than the times in which the Buddhist scriptures
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were composed. Therefore, a glimpse into some experiments inspires us to draw upon Buddhist
sensitivity to embark upon a practical strategy for ecological concerns.

Evolution and Environment
The relationship between humans and the environment may vary from place to place
at any given period of time yet occupies a significant position in all the stages of evolution.
The saga of human cultural growth is closely intertwined with the physical context of its
environment. The early human beings were overwhelmed by nature and groped for mechanisms
to deal with it meaningfully and fruitfully. Human settlements were rooted and shaped by
the climate, the topography, soil and natural resources. The geographical features and human
needs were crucial to the modes of subsistence. The technology was developed in a regional
context of available raw materials and specific needs. The environment casts immense
influence on people’s thoughts and actions. Humans have in turn transformed their environment
in many ways too. The human civilization has covered a vast expanse from the Stone Age to
the industrial era. It has also meant shifts in the settlement patterns, human density, habitations,
and relationship with the environment. There have been stages in history when the human
relationship with the environment manifests a marked transformation and demands speculation.
The rise of Buddhism was such an age when old order was giving way to new. The rhythm
and pattern of development set a new way of thinking. From the hunting-gathering stage
the human society evolved to being food producers. As agriculture flourished, the utility of
cattle rose proportionately. One of the archaic verses attributed to the Buddha enjoins, “Cattle
are our friends just like our parents or our relatives as they are indispensable for cultivation.
They are a source of food, strength, glowing complexion and happiness. Knowing this,
the Brahmins of yore did not kill cattle.” 1
The industrial revolution, scientific progress, and technological innovation brought about
a new paradigm for environment. UN World Economic and Social Survey 2011 (The Green
Technological Transformation, Unite nations, New York, 2011) states that “…while humankind
has made enormous progress in improving material welfare over the past two centuries, this
progress has come at the lasting cost of degradation of our natural environment. About half
of the forests that covered the earth are gone, groundwater resources are being depleted and
contaminated, enormous reductions in biodiversity have already taken place and, through
increased burning of fossil fuels, the stability of the planet’s climate is being threatened by global
warming.” Therefore, the report warns that the march of civilization needs to be reoriented
n view of environmental concerns. Even though technology has led to progress, the need of
the hour is sustainable development. The evolution, whether material or ideological, does not
emerge from a vacuum. The roots of Buddhist discourses have led to successful environmental
initiatives. It is, therefore, a productive exercise to explore the Buddhist approach to ecology.
Ferdinand Braudel seeks to understand the history of man “in his intimate relationship to
the earth which bears and feeds him; it is a dialogue which never stops repeating itself, which
repeats itself in order to persist, which may and does change superficially, but which goes on
tenaciously, as though it were somehow beyond time’s reach and ravages.”2
1
2

Suttanipāta, II.7
Braudel, F. On History, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1980,p.12
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Buddhist Ecology: What is the Rationale?
Evaluating the present state, Lancaster states that, “Modernity is rejected because
it is seen as a form of life that has in a short period of time despoiled the landscape
and done irreparable damage to the environment.” 3 There is an urgent need to develop
new perspectives on ecology. Mainstream approach to global climate change and
the socio-ecological crisis focus on novel ways of understanding and using nature.
It would be a meaningful approach to look backward to ancient, traditional forms of
knowledge rooted in local ecological and cultural realities. The Colombian philosopher
Carlos Augusto Angel Maya urges towards a need to “place the environmental crisis
within the socio-cultural-ecosystem relationship, and proposes the possibility of
an environmental society in which environmental thought – as a way of thinking
about how we inhabit the Earth – would be the foundation of politics, economics and
the symbolic world.”4 The historian Lynn White has observed, “Human ecology
is deeply conditioned by beliefs about our nature and destiny – that is, by religion.”5
Thus, the present analysis seeks to explore whether formulation of Buddhist perspective
on ecology can enable us towards a viable environmental ethics.
Buddhism has been regarded as an environment-friendly religion and has
even been enhanced with epithets like green Buddhism. Buddhist thinkers such as
Joanna Macy and Deane Curtin have used Buddhist perspectives to argue against
anthropocentric worldviews. Some Buddhist scholars argue that environmentalism is
integral to or inherent in Buddhist practice. Examples of this approach run the gamut
of renowned Buddhists from the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh to Zen roshis, John
Daido Loori and Robert Aitken.6 Many volumes have been written by engaged Buddhists
seeking to demonstrate the environmental credentials of Buddhism in the context
of contemporary problems. Their range is wide including the ancient Theravāda
Buddhism to notions emerging in the west7. Pragati Sahni has argued that there is no
clear exposition of a theory of environmental ethics in early Buddhism but it can be said
to emerge mainly from the inclusive ethical beliefs couched in a particular cosmological
understanding of nature.8 Therefore, with a wide ranging scholarship foregrounding
the analysis, it shall help us to articulate effective ethical approach of Buddhist ecology.

Lancaster, L. (2002): The Buddhist Traditions in Contemporary World, p.1-2
Noguere de Echeverin, Anna Patricia and Ricardo Rozzi, 2011: ‘A Tribute to Carlos Augusto Angel Maya’
in Environmental Ethics, Spring, Vol. 33, No. 1, The Centre for Environmental Philosophy and the University
of North Texas
5
Lynn, White, Jr., 1967 : ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, Science 155, March, 1204
6
Clippard, Seth Devere, 2011: ‘The Lorax Wears Saffron: Toward a Buddhist Environmentalism’ Journal
of Buddhist Ethics, Vol. 18
7
Three particularly influential books are Buddhism and Ecology, edited by Martin Batchelor and Kerry Brown;
Dharma Gaia, edited by Allan Hunt Badiner; and Buddhism and Ecology: The Interconnection of Dharma and
Deeds, edited by Mary Evelyn Tucker and Duncan Ryuken Williams.
8
Sahni, Pragati, 2007: Environmental Ethics in Buddhism: A Virtues Approach, Routledge, UK
3
4
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The Philosophical Roots
Any form of Buddhism endows great veneration to the scriptural authority.
The different sects may all claim different texts to constitute the Buddhavacanam or
the very words of the Buddha but there is a common tendency to rely on the textual
corroboration to earn sanctity or validity. Despite the differences, there is a common
philosophical bearing in most of the different schools and a recognition and adherence
to certain key concepts like the paticca-sammupāda, mettā, karuṇā etc.

Unconditional Compassion and Ethical Orientation
The one trait that captures the essence of Buddhism is compassion, which encourages
a kindly attitude towards all that exists. The basic precepts clearly instruct the followers to
guard themselves against causing any harm to anyone. Buddhism is imbued with a moral
horizon that is assumed to encompass over not just the human world but also the world of
animals and plants.9 This belief is centered upon the Buddhist tenet regarding the existence
of close relationship between human morality and natural environment.10 This includes
“the Buddhist directive to conserve environment”11, though regarding human beings as
the unique center of all creations does not hinder the environmental ethics.12 It has been
frequently pointed out that Buddhism is only concerned with individual salvation which renders
it asocial. But this charge has been countered by establishing its social concern on the grounds
that ethical orientation and striving for non-harm and welfare of others is a pre-requisite for
treading the Buddhist path.13

Interdependence
The Buddhist ecology ponders over the moral and ethical world beyond
humanity. The present scenario seems to uphold an anthropocentric-teleological
approach which emphasizes that the ecological fabric must be sustained for the growth
and survival of human universe. The Buddhist moral ideas also regard man as the center
of universe while correcting an inherent error in the modern approach. It devolves
maximum responsibility upon the human species in ensuring environmental well-being.
Sulak Sivaraksa states that environmentalism “needs to be replaced by a new understanding
of the mutually dependent relationship between all forms of nature”14. He also offers some
instances of a life reflecting this “new understanding,” such as “Every time a tree is planted,
9
Cooper, David. E. and Simon P. James, 2005: Buddhism, Virtue and Environment, Ashgate Publishing
Company, USA.
10
De Silva , L., 2001: Essays on Buddhism, Culture and Ecology, Delhivalla, Buddhist Cultural Centre
11
Ratanasara P., 2001: The Buddhist Concept of Environment and Individual, Kuala Lampur: Buddhist Mahavira
12
Keown, Damien, 2005 : Buddhist Ethics, Oxford University Press, New York
13
Chaturvedi, Neekee, 2009-2010: ‘The Asocial Buddhist: Myth or Reality’, Jijnasa, Journal of Dept. of History
and Indian Culture, University of Rajasthan, Jaipur, Vol. XV – XVI
14
Sivaraksa, Sulak, 2005: Conflict, Culture, and Change: Engaged Buddhism in a Globalizing World. Somerville. p. 75
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every time a child swims in a river, every time we look upon each other with eyes of
compassionate understanding, our commitment to interdependence is restored”15.

An All-encompassing Vision
Environment has no real geographical boundaries, the air and water flowing
freely from one nation to the other. Therefore, ecological concerns should look for
a solution towards which Buddhism, while manifesting great appreciation for nature,
may lead to a plausible approach.
Buddhism is earnest towards an ethical approach towards the animals and plants
and extends compassion towards all living beings. The suttas preach non-violence
towards all that breathes.16 Buddha restrained the monks from causing injury to even
seeds and plants.17It is said that the enlightened beings show kindness and live with
compassion for the welfare of all living beings.18 Right action included the precept of
abstaining from taking of life.19The injunctions regarding right livelihood forbid trade
in flesh and weapons.20 Prātimoksha injunctions prohibit damage to vegetation,
classifying it as a form of life with a single sense-faculty (eka indriya jīva).21 Bad
karma follows from the cutting of a branch or a tree that once gave fruit and shade.22
Merit is promised to those who plant groves and parks.23 Buddhism cultivates an ethical
orientation that is conducive to the sustenance of ecological balance. The brahmavihāras
(the sublime attitudes), karuṇā (compassion), mettā (universal love), mudita (sympathetic
joy), and upekkhā (equanimity) foster feelings that lead to the protection of the natural
world and ensure its well-being. It is clearly stated that the actual purpose is the spiritual
advancement of the practitioner.24
Environmental ethics is a many-faceted thing, and it includes more than is
evident in the analysis of the moral dilemmas and the like. One form of ‘adequate’
environmental ethic might show how various forms of environmental concern are parts
of human flourishing. It might show, for instance, how keeping a rein on one’s desires
is both good for you as a human and good for the natural environment. Or it might
show how compassion for non-human beings is part of a truly fulfilling life. And these,
of course, are precisely the kind of things that have surfaced through this investigation
on Buddhism.
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24

Ibid., p. 78
Suttanipāta, V. 393
Dīgha Nikāya, i.4-5
Aṅguttara Nikāya,i.211
Dīgha Nikāya,ii.312
Aṅguttara Nikāya, iii. 208; Majjhima Nikāya,i.343
Vinaya Pitaka, iii.155
Aṅguttara Nikāya, iii. 369
Suttanipāta, i.33
Suttanipāta, ii.264
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Buddhism is indeed an environment- friendly dispensation which is inextricably
linked to a particular kind of virtue ethics. These virtues have definite implications
for people’s treatment of and attitudes towards the non-human world, but that these
implications are duly recognized in the Buddhist scriptures has to be appreciated.
The humane treatment of the wider natural environment with the implication of selfamelioration is well established Buddhist principle.

Engaged Buddhism and Ecology
Due to its engagement with contemporary concerns, engaged Buddhism is regarded
as a new form of Buddhism, although Thich Nhat Hahn has stated that Buddhists have always
been socially engaged, and so a socially engaged Buddhism is ‘nothing new’.25 Without getting
into the debate, as it has no bearing upon the objectives of this paper, we shall now discuss
some of the scholarly engagements with the contemporary and practical efforts of Buddhist
community/ communities to salvage the environment from the ecological crisis.

The Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement
The Sarvodaya Shramadana movement, that involves voluntary labor, was launched
by A. T. Ariyaratne, who was a high school teacher in Colombo, Sri Lanka. Ariyaratne wanted
his students “to understand and experience the true state of affairs that prevailed in the rural
and urban areas and to develop a love for their people and utilize the education they received
to find ways of building a more just and happier life for them.”26 They lived with the villagers,
listened to their problems, dug latrines, planted gardens, repaired a school and built a place
for religious worship. Not only the students developed a new perspective but the villagers also
acquired a new self-image. They took it upon themselves to improve their lot and translated
into action their inherent, latent potential.27 In this way, the movement spread in many villages.
The founder Ariyaratne saw the Buddhist connection in the ultimate objective of this movement.
He does not regard social and economic development, which is the direct outcome of this
movement, as an end in itself. The chief objective of Sarvodaya is awakening by eliminating
poverty as a root of personal and collective helplessness.28 This movement aims to create
a clean and beautiful environment that should ultimately help people on the road to spiritual
enlightenment.

For a detailed treatment on this see Prebish, Charles S., 2006: Ibid
Macy, J. ,1983: Dharma and Development: Religion as Resource in the Sarvodaya Self-help Movement, West
Hartford, Kumarian Press, Connecticut, p. 24
27
Bond, G. D.,1988: The Buddhist Revival in Sri Lanka: Religious Traditions, Reinterpretation and Response,
University of South Carolina, Columbia, p. 246
28
Jonas, K., 1989: The Social Face of Buddhism: An Approach to Political and Social Activism, Wisdom Publications, London, p. 299
25
26
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Ordination of Trees
A few Buddhist monks in Thailand have styled themselves as “ecology monks”. They
participate and contribute actively in the growing environmental movement in Thailand.
One northern Thai Buddhist monk adapted the ritual of ordination of monks and applied
it to the trees. It arises from the concerns about large scale deforestation taking place in Thailand.
The causes for deforestation are complex and inherently economic and political, ranging from
poverty in rural areas to economic development and consumerism in Bangkok.29 These issues
lie at the heart of the socially conscious actions of the monks, who invoke religious sanction
for the same. In the mid 1970’s, shortly after his ordination Phrakru Pitaka became alarmed at
the deforestation and damaged watersheds in the region around his home. The destruction
continued despite his preaching to the contrary. “The villagers came to him to make religious
merit and listened to his sermon, then returned home to clear the land.”30 Around 1990, he
initiated the ceremony of ordaining the trees and endowing them with the religious sanctity of
a monk and accordingly dressing it up in ochre robes symbolically. This ceremony is a part of
a larger effort to create environmental awareness by attaching spiritual commitment to
conserve the trees. The motto of this ceremony is usually engraved on a plaque, “Tham
lay paa khee tham lay chaat” or “to destroy the forest is to destroy life”. The direct objective
of this ceremony is to protect forests but on a higher spiritual plane, it also establishes a deep
Buddhist connection. In Buddhism, suffering is rooted in greed, ignorance and hatred and this
ceremony aids the removal of these root causes.

The Ladakh Project
There have been some other efforts also but I will limit myself to just one more
mention, the Ladakh project, pioneered by Helen Norberg Hodge. In her book Ancient Futures:
Learning from Ladakh, she finds that the climatic hardships of Ladakh had fostered a frugal
lifestyle that was ecologically beneficial too. With the introduction of modern technology,
the ecological balance of the region is coming under threat. Not only does she raises important
questions about the whole notion of progress but is also involved in promoting sustainable
development through the Ladakh project. Through their intimate understanding and ingenious
use of scarce natural resources, the Tibetan people have for centuries succeeded in providing
for all their basic needs. They have done so without undermining the integrity of their natural
environment, without treating nature as an adversary to be conquered. Their culture is
rich and colorful, centering on the beliefs and practices of Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism,
the predominant religion. Realizing that it would be a real tragedy if the Ladakhis abandoned
their highly successful traditional practices for a way of life that is being increasingly questioned
by Western society, yet recognizing the Ladakhis’ legitimate desire for certain improvements
in their standard of living, she began seeking positive avenues of change for Ladakh.
29
Rigg, J., 1995: Counting the Costs: Economic Growth and Environmental Change in Thailand, Singapore,
pp. 3-24
30
Darlington, Susan, M.,1998: ‘The Ordination of a Tree: The Buddhist ecology Movement in Thailand”
in Ethnology, Vol. 37, No. 1, Winter, pp. 1-15
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Her quest became the Ladakh Project, an organization which enjoys both local and
international support. The Ladakh Project is promoting a development path for Ladakh that will
build on, rather than destroy, its traditions. This involves the introduction of technologies that
can be implemented at a decentralized level using locally available resources, thus preserving
the Conclusions.
Not every scholar believes that Buddhism contains a sui generis environmental ethic
and some have criticized the scholarship on Buddhist environmental ethics to have twisted
the tradition beyond recognition.31 Pragati Sahni also says, “It is believed predominantly that
nearly all Buddhist teachings in their applications to the environment remain unclear and
ambiguous. Thus, scholars at both ends of the spectrum have legitimate reason to trust their own
interpretation and doubt others.”32 The major criticism for the eco-Buddhist theory springs from
the fact that it is to be applied to a very different worldview. Adapting these ancient concepts
or textual testimony to meet the challenges of a global economy is looked upon as artificial.
In my opinion, this may appear to be valid as far as the differences in the two worldviews is
concerned but that one cannot be a helpful resource for another is not correct. In fact, the theoretical linkages are necessary to create ecological consciousness, at least among the Buddhists.
The Buddhist environmental activists have made efforts to mobilize the Buddhist
communities to tackle the environmental problems through construction or conservation. How
much these contemporary adaptations have retained Buddhism is a question that has been often
raised. Although the founder of Sarvodaya, A. T. Ariyaratne, clearly has a visionary approach
to contemporary problems, it is not entirely clear how much Sarvodaya owes to Buddhism. It
is also said that the voluntary communal groups which undertake the movement are ‘neither
uniquely Buddhist nor uniquely Sri Lankan’.33 Doubts are also raised about the practice of
monastic ordination ceremony performed on the trees to be genuinely Buddhist. These modern
projects are definitely not mentioned in traditional texts but they definitely claim their
groundings in traditional philosophy while operating in a modern context.
Although, there are thinkers who unquestioningly accord an ecological concern to
the Buddhist thought but it is not wrong to say that no explicit environmental ethics exist in
the scriptures. However, the incidental references and the general philosophical direction, both
reveal a strong orientation towards environmental ethics. Even if we do not put a straight-jacket
of environmental concerns on the teachings of the Buddha, we can still easily find a conserving
instinct towards environment through stray references. The ethical discourse of Buddhism aims
to create a positive attitude towards nature for the sake of spiritual realization. The portrayal
of animals, conveying ethical messages, in the Jātaka tales is also significant from ecological
point of view. The Buddhist philosophy postulates karmic retribution (kamma), universal love
(mettā), compassion (karuṇā) towards all living beings and vegetation (bijagāma bhutagāma),
which makes it not entirely fantastic to draw upon Buddhism as a rich, traditional resource to
evolve an ecological perspective.
The environmental efforts by the Buddhist communities as in Sri Lanka, Thailand or
Ladakh owe their origin in contemporary concerns. These types of programs were definitely
not charted out in the Buddhist scriptures. They are innovative in the sense that they have been
31
32
33

Clippard, 2011: op. cit.
Sahni, 2007: op.cit.
Prebish, Charles, S., 2006: op. cit., p.220
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adapted to deal with modern challenges of climatic and technological onslaughts or issues
of economic deprivation, lack of hygiene or deforestation etc. Though the questions raised
regarding the Buddhist roots of these programs are not wide off the mark but at the same time
these programs can also be seen as dynamism of Buddhism. The contemporary environmental
threat has acquired a serious magnitude than the times in which the Buddhist scriptures were
composed or compiled. Therefore, it is inspiring to draw upon Buddhist sensitivity to embark
upon a practical strategy for ecological concerns. The existence of religion is never static,
religious formulations can be neither rigid nor narrowly limited. Actually nitpicking on scriptural
injunctions as inert embargoes, incapable of wider applications than originally intended can
only be termed as dogmatic. The seeking should be in the general orientation of the scriptural
teachings, as in Buddhism, to grope for solutions that address the present needs. It is the tiny
seed that sprouts into a mighty oak that has immense uses. That metaphorically sums up
the ecological perspective that can be sought in and through Buddhism. It will be apt to
conclude with a phrase borrowed from the title of Helen Norberg Hodge’s essay in Buddhism
and Ecology. It says, “May a hundred plants grow from one seed.”
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The ecological crisis is one of the crucial problems in environmental degradation of
modern Asia. Ecology is the study of the relationships between living organisms and their
environment. Ecology was emerged in the late nineteenth century in Europe and America
as a science, although its roots may be found in many other places, times and cultures.1
The science of ecology looks at non-human nature, studying the numerous, complex interactions
among its non-biotic components such as air, water, soil, atoms and molecules and its biotic
components like plants, animals, bacteria and fungi. Human ecology adds to interactions
between people and their environments enormously increasing the complexities.2 An ecological
crisis has occurred when the environment of a species or a population changes in a way that
destabilizes its continued survival.3 There are many possible causes of such crises. It may
be that the environment quality degrades compared to the species’ needs, after a change of
non-biotic or biotic ecological factors.4 Furthermore; it may be that the environment becomes
unfavorable for the survival of a species due to an increase pressure of predation. This Global
ecological crisis is currently affecting all dimensions of life and living. Therefore, ‘Ecology’
has developed as a phenomenon on environmental ethics with the increasing environmental
degradation and crises in the world.
Also there is a new concept called ‘Radical ecology’. Radical ecology emerged from
a sense of crisis in the industrialized world. It acts on a new perception that the domination
of nature entails the domination of human beings along lines of race, class and gender.
It seeks the new ethic of the nurture of nature and the nurture of people. It empowers people
to make changes in the world consistent with a new social vision.5 However, people who
follow ecological thinking, including some scientists, might not realize that the subject of
understanding ecology and ecological responsibility is also related to religions and philosophy.
Religions help to promote a discourse on ecological ethics and develop strategies to remove
obstacles in human thoughts. That can be a strong influence to change behaviors and establish
the habit of passing the ecological responsibility to others. In Asia, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam
1
2
3
4
5

Carolyn Merchant, Radical Ecology: The Search for a Livable World, Routledge, New York, 1992, p.8.
http://www.palaeos.org/Environment
ibid.
Ian Falk, Ruth Wallace, Marthen L. Ndoen, Managing Biosecurity Across Borders, Springer, London, 2011, p.257.
Merchant, Op.cit., 1992, p.1.
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and Christianity acted as a way of transformation in individual and collective consciousness
for promoting an earth-friendly way of life.
Buddhism is one of the most prominent traditions in Asia which encourages ecological
responsibility while introducing various Buddhist ethics. Gautam Buddha himself was born in
the forest under a śāl tree (shorearobusta). And he attained enlightenment in the forest under
the Bodhi tree (ficusreligiosa) and he taught in the forest and passed away in the forest.6 Gautam
Buddha frequently dwelt in forests, both during his spiritual quest and after his enlightenment.
In the Pāli discourse, Lord Buddha often instructed his disciples to seek out the isolation of forest
dwellings as the places most favorable for purifying the mind of all destructions. Therefore,
since the time of Gautam Buddha, monks have retreated into the depths of forests and
mountains, seeking physical isolation to aid them in the development of meditation and
realization of the truth of the Buddha’s teaching. Those monks lived a life of simplicity, strictness
and hard-working. Many of Buddha’s greatest disciples, such as Venerable Aññā-Kondañña and
Venerable Mahā Kassapa, were strict forest residents who maintained an ascetic and renouncing
lifestyle. The practices of these early forest monks reflected the Buddha’s teachings and
demonstrated his path to liberation. Living a life of austerity allows forest monks to simplify
and refine their minds. That helps to continue and practice the ecological responsibility of life.
Environmental ethics and ecological responsibilities are common in many suttas in Gautama
Buddha’s teachings.
Despite significant variations among the different Buddhist traditions, there are three
dimensions in Buddhism for understanding of environmental ethics. These dimensions are
physical environment, social environment and spiritual environment. Buddhist environmentalists
assert that the mindful awareness of the universality of suffering produces compassionate
empathy for all forms of life, particularly for all sentient species. They see their world view as
a rejection of hierarchical dominance of one human over another or humans over nature, and
as the basis of an ethic of empathetic compassion that respects biodiversity. According to
the myth of first origins in the Aggañña sutta human agency destroys the natural order
of things. 7 Though change is hereditary in nature, Buddhists believe that natural
processes are directly affected by human ethics and behaviors. Besides, another sutta named
the Culagosingha Sutta contains a discussion on the Buddhist practices which promote
an ecological life without polluting the environment.8
It is obvious that from the beginning the Buddhist traditions also brought the new
paradigm for the debates about human rights and the global environment. An ethic of social
and environmental responsibility is more compatible with the compassion based on the mutual
interdependence of all life-forms than the concept of rights. Furthermore, in the Buddhist
approach to a broad ecology of human represents, humans and animals and trees should survive together as a cooperative on the earth.9 Buddhism views people as a part of nature. If
Daniel H. Henning, A Manual for Buddhism and Deep Ecology,
http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/deepecology.pdf p. 12.
7
Rev. Pandit Kamburupitiye Ariyasena,” The Origin of the State: as Reflected in the Agganna Sutta”,
The Sri Lanka Journal of the Humanities, vol. vii, no . 1 & 2, 1981, pp. 136-146.
8
Iromi Ariyarathne, “Ethics in Early Buddhist Environment Philosophy and the Culagosingha Sutta”, Sri Lanka
Journal of Buddhist Studies (SIJBS), Vol I, 2010, p.240.
9
Donald Swearer, Buddhism and Ecology: Challenge and Promise, http://fore.research.yale.edu/religion/
buddhism/, p. 2.
6
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the environment is destroyed or degraded, people will not be able to achieve a complete life.
With abusing the nature, people abuse themselves and their descendants and the lives of future
generations.10
Historical sources have evidenced that Buddhist monastic traditions in Sri Lanka,
Thailand and countries in Far East like Japan have reflected the practical ecological
relationship between Buddhist monks and the environment. In Sri Lanka and Thailand,
the sect named Ārañya or the forest tradition is more adapted to the natural environment. Early
Buddhist texts obviously expressed their aversion to forms of asceticism like dutaṇga, vatta
and yoga. According to the Sri Lankan Pāli treatise, Visuddhimagga, a forest dweller bhikkhu
who has given attention to the sensitivity of a forest can obtain un-obtained concentration or
preserve that already obtained. He is free from anxiety, he abandons attachment to life and he
enjoys the taste of the bliss of seclusion and the state of the refuse-rag wearer.11
Visuddimagga also explains many ways of ascetic practices.12 In ancient Sri Lanka
those ascetic sects were from Anuradhapura kingdom. Two of main ascetic practices and
most popular sects were Paṃsukulikaṇga and Āraññikaṇga. According to a Sri Lankan Pāli
commentary called Samanthapāsādikā, this kind of forest dwellers had a different purpose in
their monastic life.
If one does not give up cities, towns and villages, it is difficult to enter the meditation
of ānāpāna. Therefore, Lord Buddha has directed, for those who want to attain trance, forest
as their place of residence.13
Some scholars give evidence that in the places where those ascetic monks lived in
Sri Lanka were devoid of all so called aids to spiritual up-liftmen like Stupa, the Bodhi tree
and image houses.14They practiced some hard traditions to reflect their maturity in Dhamma
and the mindfulness. From them the Paṃsukulikas based on discarded clothes to prepare
their robes. According to Bhikkhu Buddhagōsa who wrote few Pāli commentaries in ancient
Sri Lanka, the strict, the moderate and the soft were three types of these sects.15Those three
types were depended on the way which they accepted or got materials for their robes. The fact
that Paṃsukulikas chose to name themselves after this particular practice suggests that they
were reformers, probably protesting against what they saw as the comfort and laziness of
the city monks. The remains of their monasteries suggest that they were something more than just
a back to the forest movement. In the second century B.C. they emerged and when the seventh
century A.D. arrived they became important. Many kings in ancient Anurādhapura kingdom
built various monasteries for them. In the beginning, Paṃsukulika monks refused luxury life
but with many donations of kings many changes were taking place in the life and attitudes
of the Paṃsukulikas.16 Some meditation monasteries like Ritigala is assumed to belong to
the Paṃsukulika sect. As an established sect the Āraññikas were found after the tenth century
Henning, Op.cit, p. 10.
Visuddhimagga: The Path of Purification, (Trans.) Bhikkhu Nanamoli, Buddhist Publication Society, Colombo,
1975, p. 73.
12
ibid., p.55- 73.
13
Samanthapsdik, Vinayattakathā, pt. II, (ed.) Royal Asiatic Society, Colombo, 2004, pp.81-82.
14
R. Silva, Religous Architecture of Ancient Sri Lanka, Leiden, 1988, p.5.
15
R.A.L.H. Gunawardana, Robe and Plough: Monasticism and Economic Interest in Early Medieval Sri Lanka,
The Association for Asian Studies, Arizona, 1979, p.40.
16
ibid. p.43.
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A.D. Āraññikas enjoined the meditative life in the isolation of the forest. During the reign of
Kassapa IV a hermitage was built in the woods for Āraññika sect. These monks belonged to
Theravāda Mahāvihāra Nikāya in Sri Lanka.
The ancient ruins of these forest monasteries show a unique story related to ecological
responsibility of the forest traditions in Sri Lanka. Most of these monasteries were built in
the jungle or mountain environment. Some were far away from the citadel. Above-mentioned
Ritigala is a famous monastery which belongs to Buddhist ascetic sects in ancient Sri Lanka.
The modern name Ritigala is derived from the ancient name mentioned in the Mahavamsa,
Arittha Phabbata. There are at least seventy caves at Ritigala which were prepared for monks
between the first century BC and the early centuries CE. That monastic premise was designed
to motivate meditation practices of the forest dwellers. According to Mahavamsa, government
officials of ancient kings could not enter these kind of Tapōvana and couldn’t arrest violent people
who had taken refuge there.17In addition to that practice, those monasteries have padhānagaras
or meditation houses.18 Comparatively these monasteries have been established using natural
stones as less carved, less decorated and plain walls and platforms except the stone urinals.
Arankale was another ancient monastery of the Paṃsukulika sect. It was a severe
abode of a sect of recluse monks who had been attracted to this site because of its very
isolation and seclusion. It is twenty five kilometers from Kurunagala and that means far away
from Anurādhapura main citadel. The name Arankale is probably derived from arahant,
an enlightened one, and kale means a forest. On the slopes of Arankele hill is a cluster of
natural rock caves once used by monastic monks for shelter and meditation. In line with
the severe simplicity and austere religious practices of Arankele forest monastery, the building
had been built with no pretentions to decorations. As mentioned earlier, some ritual objects
which were found in the ancient urban monasteries like stupas, shrines and status weren’t found
in this monastery. The exception to the minimalist architecture is existence.19 The building
at the entrance of the Arankele site has been identified as a Jantāgara or hot water bath with
the dimensions of hundred ft. in length and sixty ft. in width. There are also remnants of grinding
stones which had been used to prepare herbal medicines in the past. That makes a sense of
the meditative life and ecological medicinal activities of the Bhikkhus. Amongst the other
ruins, are those which have been identified as meditating promenades or paths, ponds and
long winding pathways. Long pathways that cut across the dense forest lead to stone carved
drip-ledged caves used for mediation and alms-giving halls and bathing ponds that testify
to the excellent craftsmanship.20 There is a rough track through the jungle, which leads to
the ancient monastery’s main path. This is the longest and most impressive such path found
in any of the PaCsukulika monasteries. Beyond this is the monasterys main bathing place,
a large rectangular reservoir with steps on all sides leading down to the water.21

Chulavamsa, pt. 1, (tr) W. Geiger, Pali Text Society, London, 1953, p.173.
Senake Bandaranayake, Studies in South Asian Culture, p.117.
19
Gamini Wijesuriya, Buddhist Meditation Monasteries of Ancient Sri Lanka, Department of Archaeology, Sri
Lanka, 1988, p.32.
20
Shravasti Dhammika, Sacred Island: A Buddhist Pilgrim’s Guide to Sri Lanka, Buddhist Publication Society,
Kandy, 2008, pp. 172-173.
21
Shravasti Dhammika, Op.cit, 2008, pp. 172-173.
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According to this description, it is obvious that, in Arankale and Ritigala the mountain area consists of many water courses. Even at present these areas are forest reservations.
The residential buildings of these monasteries are located on rocky outcrops and the entire
monastery itself is located on a mountain slope or a top. The presence of large reservoirs
and streams indicates that water was an important element at these monasteries. It is a great
evidence for the ecological relationship of those monks. Architects used the existing streams to
build large artificial ponds within the confines of these places to collect and conserve water.22
Some of these artificial ponds were not only used for daily water consumptions, but also
meditation purposes. As example, in Arankele there is a pond, which was created with a rough
and un-equal bottom which causes to make waves on the surface. These waves were used as
a āpo kasina or when water is being used as a basic visual object in meditation. In Ritigala
the water streams that came across the path we always crossed by a stone bridge harmoniously
designed with the stone paving.23 The collection of water was not regarded as discordant to
the natural surroundings. In planning the buildings or making the paths, the existing terrain
or natural features had been disturbed as little as possible. Another important characteristic
feature is the lack of any architectural remains just beyond the boundary wall of the building
areas. Besides, immediately beyond the structures of the original terrain comprising the natural
surroundings begin, physical links between buildings are found only limited cases.24
In modern Sri Lanka the forest monks still playa remarkable role when spreading
dhamma with practicing various methods of Vipassanā. In modern days, there is not such
a strong tradition of refined teacher and monastery manners as there are in the Thai Forest traditions.25There are several ways of practicing Vipassanā in these meditation centers.
One of the remarkable facts of these centers is the relation with nature that is found in
the modern forest monasteries in Sri Lankan Buddhism. Many foreigners who can be identified
as true Dhamma seekers visit Sri Lanka and practice Vipassanā with making cordial
relationships with forests and the environment.26
To analyze the relationship between Buddhism and the environment, Thai forest
tradition is a valuable example. The Thai Forest tradition is the branch of Theravāda Buddhism
in Thailand that most faithfully holds to the original monastic code laid down by the Buddha.
The forest tradition also emphasizes meditative practice and strives for the realization of
enlightenment as the focus of forest monastic life. Forest monasteries are primarily oriented
toward practicing the Buddha’s path of contemplative insight, including living a life of
renunciation, strict discipline and meditation in order to fully realize the inner truth and peace
taught by the Buddha. According to Ajahn Buddhadasa a famous monk in Thailand, Buddhism
is based on intelligence, science and knowledge. His major concept is Dhamma is nature.
Ajahn Buddhadasa’s identification of nature (thammachat) and the Dhamma can contribute
toward transforming our understanding, attitudes and actions regarding the care of
Gamini Wijesuriya, Op.cit, 1988, p.32.
Nimal de Silva, Landscape Tradition of Sri Lanka: Philosophy Principles and practices, Deveco publishers
(pvt) Ltd, Colombo, 1996, p. 27.
24
Gamini Wijesuriya, Op.cit, 1988, p32.
25
http://www.bps.lk/olib/mi/mi008.pdf
26
Information about Meditation Centers, Forest Monasteries, and other important places in Sri Lanka for Western
bhikkhus and serious lay practitioners., http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/Sri-Lanka-monasteries.pdf
See also: Michael Carrithers, The Forest Monks of Sri Lanka: an anthropological and Historical Study, Oxford
University Press, New Delhi, 1983, pp. 222-247.
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the earth.27Ajahn Buddhadasa founded Suan Mokkh in 1932. Under his influence it grew into
a monastery with a character and feels quite different from most Thai monasteries. This is
the place where it can most clearly be seen how he himself practiced the principles of Dhammic
Socialism.28 Because nature and natural law are inherent in his understanding of Dhamma and
Dhammic Socialism, Suan Mokkh places an emphases on the intimacy with nature. He believed
that to be able to understand the ‘socialist nature of nature’ one must live close to nature.
Without such intimacy, people merely have abstract notions about Dhamma, and abstract
notions of our political theories as well. Thus, he lived immersed in natural surroundings and
developed a place for others to do the same.29
“Trees, rocks, sand, even dirt and insects can speak. This doesn’t mean, as some people
believe that they are spirits (phi) or gods (thewada). Rather, if were inside nature near trees
and rocks we’ll discover feelings and thoughts arising that are truly out of the ordinary. At
first we’ll feel a sense of peace and quiet (sangop-yen) which may eventually move beyond
that feeling to a transcendence of self. The deep sense of calm that nature provides through
separation (wiwek) from the troubles and anxieties which plagues in the day-to-day world serves
to protect the heart and mind. Indeed, the lessons nature teaches us lead to a new birth beyond
the suffering (kwam-thuk) that results from attachment to self. Trees and rocks, then, can talk
to us. They help us understand what it means to cool down from the heat to four confusion,
despair, anxiety and suffering.”30
Some Thai monks like Ajahn Chah who belonged to Thai forest tradition stated his
practice with taking examples from the environment. One of his statements shows the deep
realistic relationship between the forest and Buddhist monks in Thailand.
People have asked about my practice. How do I prepare my mind for meditation? There
is nothing special. I just keep it where it always is. They ask, “Then are you an arahant?”
Do I know? I am like a tree in a forest, full of leaves, blossoms and fruit. Birds come
to eat and nest and animals seek rest in its shade. Yet the tree does not know itself.
It follows its own nature. It is as it is.31
This great Thai monk, who was famous for the simplified deep Buddhist thought,
sometimes took examples from the environment. These examples revealed the greatest truth
of the life.
Fruit Tree:
Sometimes, when a fruit tree is in bloom, a breeze stirs and sends blossoms falling
to the ground. Some buds remain and grow into small green fruit. A wind blows and
Donald Swearer, Environmental Ethics: Thai Buddhist Perspectives, http://www.iop.or.jp/Documents/1424/
Swearer.pdf, p. 49.
28
http://www.liberationpark.org/arts/tanajcent/TW_3.pdf
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Santikaro, Buddhadāsa Bhikkhu & His Practice Of Dhammic Socialism, http://www.suanmokkh.org/archive/
pdf/TW_3.pdf p.2.
30
Donald Swearer, Op.cit., p.50.
31
A Tree in a Forest: A collection of Ajahn Chah’s Similes, (ed.) Dhamma Garden Translation Group, 1994, p. iv.
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some of them fall too. Still others may become fruit nearly ripe, or some even fully
ripe, before they fall. And so it is with people. Like flowers and fruit in the wind, they,
too, fall in different stages of life. Some people die while still in the womb, others
within only a few days after birth. Some people live for a few years, then die, never
having reached maturity. Men and women die in their youth. Still others reach a ripe
old age before they die. When reflecting upon people, consider the nature of fruit in
the wind - both are uncertain. Our minds are also similar. A mental impression arises,
draws and blow sat the mind, then the mind falls - just like the fruit.32
As a forest monk who was born in 1918 and became a novice at a young age Ajahn
Chah followed the austere forest tradition for years and stated the practical relationship
between environment and forest monk. Ajahn Chah’s monasteries were known for strictness
as well as a certain flexibility rooted in a reverence for the path of practice laid down by
the Lord Buddha, along with an intensely practical approach that sought to realize the essence
of what the Buddha taught, which is liberation.33
Here in the forest where a monk can learn to contemplate the nature of things, he can
live happily and peacefully. As he looks around, he understands that all forms of life degenerate
and eventually die. Nothing that exists is permanent, and when he understands this, he begins
to become serene.34
In Thai forest tradition, they consider the forest as a university. That concept clearly
gives an evidence of the ecological relationship between Buddhist monk and the forest.
According to the description below, the forest acts as an essential part in a life of true dhamma
seeker. In addition, the significance of Thai forest tradition is an analysis of the mind compared
with the forest.
The forest university is not for everyone. Most Buddhist practitioners stand in sight of
the spiritual forests all their lives but never enter them, being content to listen to others who
have been there and thus avoid the inevitable hardships. However, a search for the truth of
Dhamma is most easily carried out in remote areas beyond the noise and bustle of society. For
that reason, the forest university has been the first choice of countless generations of Buddhist
seekers. Forests are the natural field of activity for those seekers striving to transcend suffering.35
There was another trend which can be interpreted as a direct ecological response of
Thai Buddhist monks. They are Thai Buddhist ecology monks who can be identified as a one
expression of how Buddhism tackles contemporary problems. They were specifically relating
to environmental degradation, rural people, poverty and other problems on the ground level.
This trend began in 1990s. They demonstrate an active role in protecting the environment.
Therefore they were known informally as environmentalist, or ecology monks. They were
introduced as phranakanuraksa or phranakanurakthamachat. It is an informal term whose
ibid. p.31.
The Teaching of Ajahn Chah: A Collection of Ajahn Chah’s Dhamma Talks, (ed.), The Sangha, Wat Nong Pah
Pong, 2007, p. ix.
34
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meaning is “monks who conserve nature”. 36 It also attracted villagers to take part in
the conservation efforts. Ceremonies such as tree ordination rituals (buat ton mai), in
which trees are blessed and wrapped in saffron robes to signify their sacred status, are part
of a larger effort to foster a conservation ethic rooted in Buddhist principles and bolstered by
Buddhist practices.37
Besides, in the Japanese traditional Buddhist architecture and gardening, there is
an adaptation of the monasteries to the pre-existing natural environment. Building interior
gardens is a certain extent a part of their environment. Their use of construction modules keeps
proportions between different parts of the edifice constant, preserving its overall harmony.
Especially the Zen environment is an attempt to present an ecological Zen experience.38
Japanese Zen gardens are intended to reproduce the close essence of nature. Not its actual
appearance, it is to serve as an aid to meditation on the true meaning of life.39 Zen Buddhism
and environmental ethics explore the implications of Zen Buddhist teachings and practices
for moral relations with the natural world.40 Zen garden is an example to returning to natural
harmony with all creations.41 They are simple, stark and beautiful rather than being filled with
flowers, shrubs, garden ornaments. The goal of this creation is to connect with the natural
environment in a powerful, spiritual way and feeling the deep connection which humans have
with the planet.42 Also, the gardens serve as living meditations on impermanence. It is also
an accessible introduction to Zen and an important contribution to the debate concerning
the environmental implications of the tradition. The classical Zen gardens were created
at temples of Zen Buddhism in Kyoto, Japan during the Muromachi Period (1337-1573).
Another important feature of Japanese sense of Buddhist environmental approach is large
gardens with full of Japanese maple trees. Some monasteries like in Kyoto planted many maple
trees (momiji) to show the changing colors of four seasons. Tōfuku-ji temple is a wonderful
example.43 This four season concept is clearly related to Anithya concept of Buddhism. In Japan,
the four seasons are expressed in picture scrolls and flower arrangements that are displayed
in the recessed alcove (tokonoma) of a tradition room as well as in short poems (haiku).44
This impact of the ecological Buddhism obviously affected ordinary life of Japanese people.
One of the concepts which shows that impact is “Satoyāma”. It is the eco-system
in Japanese villages; signify places where humans harmoniously live together with nature,
and represent a centuries-old anchorage for Japanese.45 Satoyāma areas consist of trees,
insects, animals, rice paddies, underbrush, small-scale fields, reservoirs and chinju-no-mori.
A Chinju-no-mori is a small forest surrounding a Shinto shrine. It is a symbolic land mark which
is protected as a natural or semi-natural rainforest. When someone sees a Shinto shrine from
a distance, he can recognize a dense forest or chinju-no-mori and a torii gate or shrine gate
at one end. Passing through the torii gate and walking along the approach, there is the shrine
36
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building surrounded by the forest.46 Visitors pray toward the forest. This structure suggests
that forests existed first and many of the shrines were built there later. Similar landscapes can
be commonly found in Japanese rice-producing areas. It shows another deep ecological concept
in Japanese Buddhism engaging with its lay community’s lives.47 This fact is deeply linked with
the worshiping of nature in Japan. In Japan, living in harmony with nature has been important
and necessary as most parts of Japan are covered by forests.48
These rich traditions of various Buddhist sects are obvious examples of the collective
consciousness of ecological relationship in Buddhism. Hence, environmental ethics and
practices of Buddhism could be applied in order to construct a new discourse on the ecological
responsibility of the modern world. It will help to continue Asian practices in deep ecological
ethics and this also will help to develop the relationship between Buddhist monks and lay
Buddhist society.
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Religious Regulation of Humanity’s Interactions
with the Environment: Can Buddhism meet
the Challenges of Modernity?
Devin C. Bowles

Introduction
The size of humanity’s ecological footprint – that is the proportion of Earth’s resources
we use – continues to expand through both population growth and increasing per capita
consumption. Humanity faces an increasing array of global scale ecological problems, including
mass extinction of species, climate change, and imbalances in the nitrogen and phosphorus
cycles (Rockström, et al., 2009). Climate change will also harm human health through a variety
of mechanisms, potentially including higher food prices that increase malnutrition in poorer
populations (Butler, 2010, Butler and Harley, 2010), changed patterns of infectious disease
(Butler, 2012, McMichael, 2010), chaotic migration (McMichael et al., 2012, Bowles et al.,
2014 ) and increased conflict (Bowles et al., 2014, Bowles and Butler, 2014).
Global environmental pressures compound and interact with a host of country- and
local-level problems, which vary by location but include deforestation, depleted aquifers and
water scarcity, desertification, soil salinization and contamination with heavy metals and other
toxins, and local extinctions. In turn, ecological stability, human health and social cohesion
will all be adversely affected. For most species, including humans, the interplay of global and
local environmental degradation will decrease happiness.
This situation is problematic for each of the major religions, but perhaps most
especially Buddhism, in which the cessation of suffering is so centrally valued. Buddhists focused
on an auspicious rebirth for themselves or others have special reason to regard the impending
environmental disaster with trepidation. Much of the likely ecological harm, including climate
change and a reduced number of species, will limit opportunities for auspicious rebirths for
hundreds of thousands of years.
Increasing technological sophistication and population levels are necessary
preconditions of humanity’s current power over the environment. While modern society has
greater capacity to affect the natural environment than ever before, past civilizations were also
capable of upsetting ecological equilibrium locally and diminishing an area’s carrying capacity
given extant technology. Easter Islanders initially flourished following colonization of that
island. However, over time they contributed to a number of environmental changes. Overfishing
depleted the natural abundance of marine resources close to shore. Deforestation, in part to
support the construction of giant stone heads, which may have been of religious significance,
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combined unsuitable farming practices that reduced soil depth, hindering farming efforts. Perhaps
most devastatingly, the trees necessary to construct large, seafaring canoes went extinct on
the island, probably due to over-exploitation and the effect of the human-introduced rats, which
ate their seeds. Without these trees, Easter Islanders became trapped on the island. They were
forced to rely on only local resources, but they had diminished the rate at which these renewed
themselves and caused many local extinctions. Widespread warfare, cannibalism, depopulation
and collapse of the culture all followed (Diamond, 2005).
Easter Island may be the best known example of environmental degradation leading to
immense suffering, but it is hardly the only case. The Norse settlement of Greenland farmed,
raised animals and used turf in ways that were inappropriate to Greenland. Their practices led
to soil erosion, and limited the productivity of the land. In combination with natural climate
change, cultural inflexibility and possibly conflict with the indigenous population, this led to
the ultimate demise of the Norse settlements (Diamond, 2005). Still other examples exist, and
warn students of history of the suffering that environmental harm can cause.
Nevertheless, historically most societies were able to achieve relative ecological harmony. This was not because of a lack of technological sophistication—the Easter Islanders
and Norse were no more technologically advanced than many contemporary cultures. Social
theorists have long argued that ritual and religion regulate the interface between a culture and
its ecological environment. In most cases, religion and ritual promote ecological, and therefore
societal, stability. The sacred status of cattle among Hindus which prevents their slaughter
probably promoted ecological stability, and helped ensure farmers were able to produce and
access enough food for their families (Harris, 1966). Likewise, the lives of the Maring of
New Guinea were in many ways dominated by a religious ritual cycle which regulated many
of the most important aspects of their relationship with the local ecosystem, where they
hunted and farmed, when they went to war, and when they slaughtered pigs, one of their primary
sources of protein (Rappaport, 1967).
The importance of human reproduction on ecosystems can hardly be overstated.
The ecological footprint of a society is determined by its per capita consumption, the technology
associated with that consumption, and the number of people in the society. Holding the other
two factors constant, a society doubles its effects on the environment when its population
doubles. Even small changes in reproductive rates can determine whether a population grows
or achieves stability over the long term. Factors that promote a stable population can prevent it
outstripping its environmental resources and the suffering that follows, including from hunger.
It is unlikely to be coincidence that virtually every religion regulates opportunities
for human reproduction. Even the Abrahamic religions, in which God commanded Adam and
Eve to ‘be fruitful and multiply’, historically restricted permissible sexual activity to those
who were married. Aboriginal Australian groups had lengthy periods of male ritual initiation,
requiring years of celibacy for initiates. Initiation in some groups involved sub-incision of
the penis. This would restrict sexual activity during healing and may have limited insemination
capacity, further reducing population growth. Like the Abrahamic religions, Buddhism has
restricted ethical sexual activity to married couples. Lifelong celibacy is the ultimate step in
reducing population growth, and the strong monastic tradition within Buddhism was likely
an important factor within Buddhist countries. If rates of intergroup conflict within Aboriginal
and Buddhist cultures have historically been comparatively low, this may be at least partly
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due to how effectively they regulated population growth. In most contexts, factors that restrict
females’ reproduction are more important than factors that restrict that of males, since female
fertility is the rate limiting factor of human population growth. In this respect, the tradition of
nuns in Buddhism may have been at least as important as the tradition of monks.
Other aspects of Buddhism may also have contributed to environmental equilibrium.
Many Buddhist societies promote vegetarianism, or at least minimizing meat consumption.
In general, far more land is required to produce calories from meat than plant food. Certainly
modern industrial meat production is associated with substantial environmental costs, with
grazing animals and the meat production industry more broadly contributing substantially to
climate change (Traud-Dubois, 2014). Increasing worldwide demand for meat has also led to
forests being cleared for meat production.
Buddhist concepts of dependent arising, impermanence, and compassion are all
compatible with environmental stewardship. They may also partially insulate adherents from
the illusion that happiness comes from consumption. At its best, Buddhism turns people’s quest
for happiness inward, reducing their demands on the environment that often arises when people
seek external gratification.

The situation now
Globalization and the rise of consumer culture have transformed the social milieu in
which Buddhism and other religions operate. In contrast with all of the major religions, mass
marketing aims to create and intensify the desire for material possessions. Consumer goods are
advertised as a way to define or improve the Self, rather than on their inherent merits (Kaza,
2005, Bowles, 2014, Butler et al., 2014). This advertising is increasingly pervasive, and virtually
impossible to avoid in modern life.
The now ubiquitous role of money as the medium of exchange has had far-reaching
effects. It renders everything comparable in monetary terms, obscuring differences in the nature
of things. These differences are themselves important for the stability of ecological and other
systems. Humans for instance require both clean water and breathable air, and one cannot
be sold in favor of the other if human life is to persist. The role of money as the medium of
exchange also elevates the perceived value of money to the highest level possible, since it is
the benchmark or definition of value (Rappaport, 2002). To borrow from Oscar Wilde, whole
societies know “the price of everything and the value of nothing.” This leads to a situation in
which that the primary method of evaluating activities is to look at whether they are immediately
financially beneficial, regardless of their cost to the environment. This perspective overlooks
the essential and inescapable fact that civilization requires functioning ecosystems.
Despite its obvious flaws, this narrow economic worldview has become the primary
lens through which many people view and understand the world, leading some to compare
it with a religion itself (Rappaport, 2002). Like religions in traditional cultures, the narrow
economic worldview has come to dominate the way in which modern societies interact with
the ecosystems which support them. It so doing, it has displaced the major religions, including
Buddhism, which in earlier times substantially influenced these interactions. One might
hypothesize that Buddhist societies are more resistant to the narrow economic worldview and
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its environmental problems than societies with other religions. The wide variety of confounding
factors, including level of development, impede easy evaluation of this idea, which is beyond
the scope of this paper. Regardless, it is clear that consumerism is becoming increasingly
dominant as a worldview in Buddhist countries, and that this is leading to an escalating amount
of environmental damage, locally and globally. China, for instance, has the largest population
of Buddhists and is also the greatest contributor to greenhouse gases. Similarly, Buddhists in
non-majority Buddhist countries tend to participate in the dominant economic system where
they live. Buddhism may help temper this involvement and its environmental consequences,
but in most cases it is not enough to prevent ecological imbalance.
This situation is compounded by the global nature of trade. The ecological disruption
from consumption is rarely visible to consumers, who may live on a different continent that
the site of harm. The global production supply chain complicates this even further, with
a single consumer good being created from raw materials sourced from diverse locations and
manufactured in still another location. Insight into the environmental costs associated with
consumption is hindered for Buddhists and others.
In the face of the dominant worldview obsessed with money and consumption,
Buddhism, like the other major religions, has ceased to effectively regulate the relationship
humans have with the natural environment. This has led to suffering in many forms, including
those associated with widespread extinctions and, among socioeconomically disadvantaged
humans, increased hunger, poverty and conflict.

Buddhism must change
About 8% of the world’s population is Buddhist. If humanity is to avoid the range
of environmental disasters which threaten it, Buddhist will require an improved cultural and
religious framework for guiding environmental interactions. Moreover, Buddhism may be in
a unique position to lead a global change. Most of the major religions have a central text,
which being invariant, can reduce the capacity of the religion to adapt to new circumstances.
The breadth of Buddhist texts may help reduce this tendency, especially given historical
Buddha’s injunction to his followers not to accept his teaching out of devotion or faith, but to
examine their veracity in their own experience. Buddhism’s central goal of reducing suffering
clearly requires different approaches in different context, in contrast to religions that require
adherents to fulfil what is normally regarded as an eternal, and therefore static, divine will.
Buddhism should be more amenable to conscious adaptation on the part of its adherents than
most other major religions.
If Buddhism is able to better adapt to the current ecological and socioeconomic
environments, it could show the way for other religions to do the same. To accomplish this
goal, Buddhist leaders will need to deliberately reshape Buddhism. This will require them to
cast off old habits and reshape ancient traditions. This will be difficult. Buddhists know well
how subtly ingrained patterns of thought and action can be, but this knowledge enhances
the likelihood of success.
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A partial map for change
Below are several suggestions on how Buddhists might facilitate this transformation,
though some may not apply in certain situations and will need modification in others. The list
is by no means exhaustive, but should serve as a springboard for further thought and action.

Use ecology as an example for illustrating Buddhist philosophy
Many commentators, including speakers and authors in previous gatherings for
the United Nations Day of Vesak (Thich and Thich, 2014) and others (Loy, 2008) have noted
that Buddhism is consistent with environmental stewardship. It is less widely recognized
that the study of ecology can help convey Buddhist wisdom, including the principles of
impermanence, interdependence, and dependent arising. There has so far been comparatively
little work to connect these principles with environmental sustainability. Buddhist people and
institutions therefore are largely unaware of the environmental consequences of many of their
actions. This lack of insight is perhaps unsurprising given the causal complexity of ecosystems. While scientists know enough to be desperately alarmed about the state of the Earth’s
life support systems, many of the details are yet to be fully understood.
However, the ebb and flow of life within an ecosystem is a powerful example of
Buddhist principles, perhaps especially to those raised to value science as a way of thought.
The study of ecology will assist Buddhists to better understand the consequences of their
actions, including as consumers. This will provide them with the skillful means to avoid actions
resulting in negative karma, and empower them to promote environmental protection. Such
emphasis might also help spread the dharma, especially among the younger generations in
the West. The author’s own path to Buddhism was influenced and enhanced in this way.

Re-emphasize the sacred nature of production and consumption
In modern society, the acts of production and consumption are those which most
fundamentally shape the ecosphere. As a result, production and consumption have profound
ethical and spiritual consequences. However, these are largely ignored in modern society, which
views production and consumption as secular activities. The major religions tend to separate
the sacred and the secular. One of Buddhism’s greatest strengths is its capacity to remind
practitioners of the religious and ethical significance seemingly mundane activities, including
through the practice of mindfulness and engaged Buddhism. Greater application of these
principles to production and consumption would assist Buddhists in their individual practice,
and have environmentally beneficial effects.

Re-emphasize the importance of socio-economic structures
The above measures will encourage and guide Buddhists to regulate their interactions
with the ecosphere, but not all Buddhists will incorporate them, nor will they shape the actions of

252

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

most non-Buddhists. The socio-economic structures that currently encourage over-consumption
and disregard for the environment, including national laws and international agreements, will
continue to frame most people’s decisions. To avert environmental crisis, these socio-economic
structures need to be reshaped so that they guide people’s decisions to be less environmentally
destructive. There is sometimes reluctance to move Buddhism into the political sphere, and
history warns against the problems that can come from state religion. However, for Buddhism
to become fully engaged, Buddhists need to actively pursue ecological goals in the political
sphere. The extent to which this is possible will vary according to the degree of political
participation in a country.

Conclusion
Modernity brings with it unprecedented risks to the environment, including
skyrocketing population growth, insatiable marketing-driven consumer demand, and rapidly
advancing technological capacity. Religion is critical to regulating humanity’s interaction with
the environment. Buddhism, as one of the world’s major religions, will need to adapt to this
situation if ecological disaster and ensuing population and civilization collapse are to be avoided.
Already, Buddhism helps to protect the environment. Its approach to human
reproduction helps limit population growth. While Buddhist philosophies are consistent
with limiting adherents’ environmental impact, the environmental footprint of many Buddhist
countries is rapidly expanding as they pursue greater development, due in part to lack of
ecological insight.
Individual action by Buddhists to preserve the environment is praiseworthy,
and necessary if global environmental catastrophe is to be avoided. However, it is unlikely to be
enough to avert such consequences on its own. Only national laws and enforceable international
agreements have capacity regulate the actions of a sufficient number of people and corporations
to preserve the environment. A truly engaged Buddhism would work to ensure laws and
international agreements have due regard for the environment. In a time when the major religions
have been usurped by a narrow economic worldview in regulating environmental interactions,
humanity has in Buddhism a potentially powerful tool for restoring balance.
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Sustainable Energy For Sufficiency Economies:
Methodological Insights From Buddhism
Dr. Peter Daniels
Griffith School of Environment, Griffith University,
Brisbane, AUSTRALIA

Introduction
To assess the actual gains in welfare that are provided by investing and developing in
different energy systems, there has been an increasing shift towards analyzing choices in terms
of “sustainability” (Santoyo-Castelazo and Azapagic 2014). The key to evaluating sustainability,
rather than simply the direct monetary costs and benefits involved, is to stretch the scope of
concern across the full range of economic, environmental and social costs and benefits. Fricker
(1998, p. 367) notes how “sustainability is presently seen as a delicate balance between
the economic, environmental and social health of a community, nation and of course the earth”.
If developments are judged well in terms of sustainability, then they are good at
maintaining the capability of natural (and social) capital to meet the needs of future generations.
Sustainability is a contested area, but those who embrace it beyond a subverted interpretation
as “long-term business viability”, tend to agree on a number of less explicit but inter-related
criteria such as (1) well-being and societal aspects (do outcomes really enhance individual and
community well-being?) (2) equity (fairness and meeting the needs of all people, now and in
the future; possibly extended to include other species) and (3) culture (protection of local
cultural identity or “capital”) (Lowe 2009).
The concept of the “ecological footprint”, is now a well-known and widely utilized
means of assessing the general nature and sustainability of environmental impacts of different
economic activities (usually the consumption of different products or product classes). It does
this by assessing natural resource demands and comparing them to the amount of ecologically
productive land available to supply these resources on an ongoing basis (Wiedmann and Barrett
2010). However, the concept has been rapidly extended to cover a wide range of resources and
effects (for example, carbon footprints and increasingly a diverse range of social footprints)
and it is no longer necessarily tied to measures of demands upon land areas.
In this paper, we draw upon Buddhist insights to develop and tentatively apply
the concept of sustainability “footprints”, to alternative energy sources. Extra-somatic energy
has absolutely fundamental to the maintenance and dynamic of human systems since the first
ancient agricultural settlements. In recent centuries, the development of fossil fuel resources
for energy and other economic output has defined and shaped most societies and is a major
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driver for environmental, social and economic impacts. Hence, energy is a pivotal subject for
study – a critical issue for careful and informed management. As with all central dimensions
of daily life, Buddhism has many insights to offer for the sustainable management of energy
resources (that is, relevant choices that will promote true long-term well-being for society).

Background And Paper Structure
This paper builds upon a previous study, by the author, outlining the potential
contribution of Buddhist perspectives to assessing and guiding sustainable energy use.1
The earlier paper reviewed existing energy assessment approaches and underlined the limitations
of typical financial analysis evaluation approaches (even when augmented by market inclusion
of “spillover” effects). It was proposed that practical wisdom from Buddhism has a simple
and workable framework basis for enhancing true long-term welfare assessments of energy
system options. This provides a decision-making logic and rationale amidst the formidable
complexity related to assessing the costs and benefits of energy of different forms, technologies
and applications.
The relevant practical wisdom of Buddhism stems from the primacy of the underlying
profound interconnectedness and related concepts of interdependent well-being in its world view.
Both Buddhism, and contemporary tools adopting full impact sustainability analysis, share
the conclusion that judgements about the “goodness” of possible actions are inevitably
fraught with complexity and uncertainty. The paper argues that, from Buddhism, a central
maxim guiding decision-making and the basis for practical wisdom can be linked to a simple
rule – minimize intervention in (or “disruption”, “harm” or “violence” to) the social and natural
worlds. In the new sustainability analysis approaches, this is manifest as the minimization
of society’s biophysical throughput or metabolism, and other negative externality effects that
flow on in cause-effect chains across space and time.
Hence, it was proposed that a plausible, effective criterion for sustainability assessment
of this critical domain of human action, could be found in the form of a kamma-vipaka index2.
Drawing upon the Buddhist world view and the goal of harmonizing energy use in terms
of minimizing its harmful impact of the external word, this sustainability assessment criterion is
intended to effectively identify minimum intervention or disturbance levels as indicators of
the net well-being effects of energy options. The aim is to evaluate and identify options
(and related technologies and patterns of use) with the lowest overall lifetime costs (including
supply chain and extended flow-on effects) or the “least-harm” options (perhaps per unit of direct
energy service provided). Of course, this would also require knowledge of how the energy
application contributes directly to well-being in the provision of goods and services.
More comprehensive assessment of major economic sub-systems (such as energy)
is already undergoing active development. Integrated sustainability assessment is growing
See “Buddhism, Climate Change and New Approaches to Energy for Sustainable Economies” presented at
the 2014 United Nations Day of Vesak (UNDV) Celebrations and Academic Conference 7-11 May 2014 (Daniels
2014).
2
This will be described in more detail in Section 3. The moral law of kamma-vipaka is one of central teachings
of Buddhism. Kamma is the action and vipaka the result, though the word kamma tends to be used to cover both
actions and results (Buddhist Society, 2015).
1
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rapidly in interdisciplinary fields such industrial ecology, sustainability science and ecological
economics. For an energy systems example, see Santoyo-Castelazo and Azapagic (2014,
p.121) who devise a “generic methodology that can be applied to different energy systems,
allowing an integrated sustainability assessment of future scenarios on a life cycle basis …
[going] beyond previous research to develop a decision-support framework for an integrated
sustainability assessment of energy systems where environmental, economic and social aspects
are considered in parallel, enabling decision makers to incorporate different preferences for
sustainability criteria and identify most sustainable options. The framework takes a life cycle
approach and incorporates a range of sustainability indicators which are used to assess
the sustainability of different electricity scenarios, using multi-criteria decision analysis.”
So what can Buddhist insights add to this substantial step increasing coverage and
methodological sophistication in the sustainability assessment of energy systems? As will be
discussed in the next section, on the one hand, Buddhism offers an extended vision in terms
of understanding the causes of “harm” to human well-being. This is based on the influences
and implications of the intent-thought-action process. The broader scope actually facilitates
the proposition that Buddhism offers the simple rule that “more disturbance will lead to more
harm” thus facilitating the possible identification of a more limited set of measures to assess
sustainability implications of energy options.
This is a significant aim of this paper: to work towards a conceptual framework and
methodology for identifying and applying key Buddhist “criteria” that can help deal with
immense complexity that technical assessments cannot, alone, resolve. They would effectively
represent the level of intervention or harm associated with alternate options. Ideally, there could
be a “master” proxy or general kamma-vipaka indicator that correlates closely with a wide
range of socioeconomic metabolism and other sustainability impact indicators.3 The guiding
maxim is that of minimizing intervention given energy supply benefits.
However, the exploratory method deployed in this paper is utilizes various indicators
aligned with the key Buddhist principles as a first step in the eventual development of
a framework for a simple and effective kamma-vipaka assessment approach. In particular
the exploratory analysis examines assessment criteria that might be derived from key dimensions
of Thailand’s King Bhumibol Adulyadej’s philosophy of the “sufficiency economy”.
Hence, the approach adopted is based on faith that the maxim of minimizing harm impact
or intervention is likely to be eventually more effective (if difficult to measure) sustainability
assessment approach than a diffuse set of techno-environmental criteria and the subjective
assessment of top priority criteria from a restricted set of stakeholders.
The following section provides some more detail on the close and useful linkages
between the notion of ecological and other “footprints” and the Buddhist notions such as universal
interconnectedness and kamma-vipaka. This is followed by a description of the exploratory
method used to create a “kamma-vipaka footprint” index. Section 4 briefly presents tentative
results of an initial analysis of 12 nations with significant proportions of Buddhist people in
their populations, and 10 other nations for comparison purposes.
Some of the best potential “master” indicators for the kamma-vipaka sustainability index are listed in Daniels
(2014).
3
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Sustainability Footprints And Buddhism
The “greening of Buddhism” or perhaps more appropriately, the incorporation of
Buddhist-compatible insights into modern thought about human-nature relations, has quite
a long history.4
There are many aspects of the links between Buddhism and pro-environmental
thought which seem to have little relevance to popular understanding of the discipline of
economics (for example, eco-psychology, romanticism, and affective aspects of quality of
life and well-being). Indeed, it is common to consider that the juxtaposition of the notions of
Buddhism and economics is paradoxical. However, when economics is recognized as being
primarily concerned with the way people, in any society, “make their living” and meet their
needs (food, shelter, clothing and other goods and services) in the face of material and temporal
scarcity, then there is a clear basis for an inherent and strong connection between economics and
the Buddhist world view (Daniels 2003). The Buddhist world view has a multitude of relevant
dimensions for the “economic” management of resources and energy planning – activities that are
more intrinsic to economics as field of study than the specific neo-classical economic approach
that tends to presume that more transformation of nature and consumption of related products,
means greater welfare. When economics is seen to focus upon getting the most well-being
out of existing resources (and well-being is understood in the context of the longer-term and
profound inter-connectedness), then the Buddhism-economic nexus is self-evident.
The potential contributions of Buddhism for the sustainable management of energy for
society are derived mainly from the same four aspects of Buddhism as those for most foci in
economic studies. While they may vary in the extent to which they provide insights for
the energy resource management, the four aspects are (1) universal interconnectedness,
(2) the law of karma or kamma-vipaka, (3) the Four Noble Truths, and (4) the Middle Path,
minimum intervention and other behavioral guides that emerge from the Eightfold Path as
the means for improved well-being (reduced suffering).
The dhammic underpinnings of the Buddhism-sustainability interplay have been
discussed widely in existing literature and we will not outline this case in depth again here.
For detailed discussion on this topic see Daniels (2007), Payette (1994) and Wagner (2007).
However, a few key Buddhist sources of insight for sustainability are summarized in
the following paragraphs.
Note that the overlap with sustainability concepts is not a result of “mining” for
the green parts of Buddhism. The four aspects listed above are fundaments of the Buddhist
world view and their implications for sustainability are quite clear and unambiguous. This is
not meant to imply that all Buddhist teaching are relevant, useful or compatible in terms of
sustainability. Indeed, some aspects, such as non-attachment and possible fatalism, have been
deemed as opposed to sustainability. The approach taken here is to glean insights and practical
wisdom from the Buddhist tradition, and it is proposed as a useful goal for the effective
management of energy resources and decisions about energy system options.

For useful descriptions of some relevant seminal works, see Kaza (2006), Tucker and Williams (1997), Batchelor
and Brown (1994), and Kaza and Craft (2000).
4
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The proposed relevance and potential usefulness of Buddhism wisdom is derived
largely from the essential Buddhist cosmology of the fundamentally interconnected nature of
the three spheres of human existence:
1. the individual realm (covering existence, thought and action);
2. the collective interrelations or institutions that form society; and
3. the rest of the natural world (Yamamoto 2003).
In this universal ecology, the “ripples” from events or state changes in one realm
directly spill over into the others – spatially, temporally and transcendentally – and bounce
back upon the originator’s own welfare. In accordance with the a growing overall societal trend
towards holism, this basic perceptual framework is highly compatible with the important new
wave of environment sciences (for example, ecological economics, ecology, contemporary
social ecology and natural health with their paradigmatic shift towards the primacy of nature
and the “embedding” of humans, and their artefacts and built environment, within the rest of
the natural world.)
Feldman (1998, p.1) describes how paticcasamuppada “is a vision of life or
an understanding in which we see the way everything is interconnected—that there is nothing
separate, nothing standing alone. Everything effects everything else. We are part of this system.
We are part of this process of dependent origination.” Similarly, Wagner (2007 p.333) notes
that the “Buddhist approach is based on a concept of universal interconnectedness, mutual
conditioning and a radical interdependence of all phenomena, and in this respect quite close to
modern system theory. In the classical scriptures, reality is compared to a sacred net of many
mutually interwoven strings at countless levels.” Macy (1991, p. xi) also notes how the Buddhist
perspective is consistent with a pronounced shift in scientific thought towards a “dynamic,
systemic, process view of reality”.
The interconnectedness between the three spheres of human existence (individual,
society and nature) also underlies the natural order and karmic causality principles that explain
the centrality of compassion in the Buddhist world view and highlight the importance of careful
reflection upon the full, long-term consequences and intent of production, consumption and
other human actions. As every action affects the whole universe and the self only exists in
relation to others, actions that exploit the social or material world are self-injuring. The unified
and interconnected nature of the universe suggests that “violent” action or intervention that
consumes and damages the natural-material world, will have adverse repercussions in direct
proportion to the extent of intervention.
Such pervasive inter-connectedness necessitates a profound respect and loving-kindness
and compassion that extends to the natural environment and the understanding that what harms
nature, will in turn, harm people (Batchelor and Brown 1994).
In Buddhism, the law of dependent origination explains how all outcomes, results or
effects (vipaka) of speech, action or body arise from a multiple causes or actions with intent
(kamma). In turn, these causes arise from other vipaka and phenomena cease when
the pre-conditions change. This is basis of the law of kamma-vipaka which adds the qualitative
aspects by identifying how ignorant action with “unskillful” or bad intent will lead to adverse
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results across the three realms (society, nature and back on self). “Skillfulness” is gauged by
the extent to which craving, greed, delusions or aversion are embodied in the underlying motive
and intent of the original action (Attwood 2003).
With dependent origination, all phenomena in reality are seen to only have a contingent
existence - one that is dependent upon its connections to, and the condition of, other phenomena
(XIV Bstan-ʼdzin-rgya 2001). Despite their seeming independence, the condition and character
of all entities are determined by that of all other entities in the universe through a complex web
of cause and effect (also referred to as “interbeing” (Hanh and Eppsteiner 1998)).
Given the primacy of interdependence and the law of kamma-vipaka, it becomes
critical to carefully examine the means and implications involved in using energy for gains
in economic well-being. If the underlying energy sources involve high levels of intervention
and disturbance from the initiating source (for example, many fossil fuels), then the web of
cause-effect relations between the three realms will have unintended negative consequences
for the well-being of the instigators. This is apparent with the troubling climate change,
infrastructural vulnerability, and political conflict that is now confronting the current
carbon-based world economy. Such sensitive interdependence in the “karmic ecology” (Rankin
2009) (that includes human and all of the conditions that determine their well-being) portends
the inherent wisdom of the Buddhist advocacy of the “Middle Way” with its careful focus upon
moderation and meeting true well-being needs with minimal and non-violent intervention.
The Four Noble Truths are (1) “there is suffering” — existence inevitably involves
persistent dissatisfaction and related impermanence; (2) there is a cause of this suffering; it
is attachment to desire (in its various forms); (3) there is a way to end suffering and achieve
peace — cease attachment to desires as they seek and rely on sources which are intrinsically
impermanent, and, (4) the way out of suffering is the Eightfold Path (Sumedho 1992). Guided by
the essentially interconnected nature of reality, behavior that minimizes disruptive intervention,
in reality is rational and the Eightfold Path is dominated by the humanistic principles of “Right
Conduct” or “non-harm” action and associated knowledge, intentions and mental conditioning
underlying such action. Economic behavioral implications of Buddhist philosophy include
the “Middle Way” with its moderation of desire and frugality in material consumption.
Under the Four Noble Truths, consumer society craving and attachment to ever-increasing
output (and its energy resource and natural resource demands) cannot be assumed to really
increase well-being without consideration for the nature, distribution and sustainability impacts
of consumption. Buddhism has many other aspects that can affect overall demands for energy
via the level, composition and technological means of production (see Daniels 2010). Overall
energy demands are not a primary focus here. The kamma-vipaka assessment explored is more
about the likely disturbance and full “suffering” (well-being) associated with per unit energy of
various types. However, overall energy demands are, of course, highly relevant for decisions
about energy planning and socioeconomic plans designed in the true long-term interest of
individuals and societies deeply interconnected and embedded in nature.
Given this strong “ecological” inter-dependence imbued in the Buddhist world view,
it is only a small step in drawing a close relationship between the law of karma and notions
of ecological and other “footprints” of human activities. Ecological footprints have a distinct
karmic aspect – damaging one’s world will come back on the instigator given the interdependence.
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The notion of karmic footprint has been used in a broader sense as some kind of measure of
generalized accumulated karmic load linked to personal socio-psychological aspects such
as speech, conduct, intention, diet and other choices. Although related, the emphasis in this
discussion is at more aggregated level, focusing upon the environmental, social and economic
sustainability impacts or footprints of collective economic action, through the lens of the law
of karma. The concept of “green karma”, consistent with this view, is now widely discussed.5
From a Hindu perspective, Rankin (2009) and Chauhan et al (2009) also analyses
ecological footprint as a form of “karmic footprint”. Kraft (1997) employs a similar concept
“eco-karma” to represent the “multiple, cumulative and inter-connected flow of impacts of
human actions (and thought) on the health and sustainability of the Earth” (Kaza 2006, p.195).
However, while the notion of “karmic footprint” can be applied to ecological footprints,
the full consequences of human actions also have social and economic implications. Indeed,
the effects on environmental change are also largely felt back upon humans as social and
economic effects. Hence, a more accurate depiction of karmic footprint would encompass
not just ecological but also social, economic and moral aspects and this broader approach is
adopted in this study. A similar view is shared in Hindu and Jain literature (which had
a substantial influence upon early Buddhism).6

Energy Kamma-Vipaka Footprints – An Exploratory Methodological
Approach
The purpose of this paper is to develop and deploy a simple, exploratory methodology
for constructing an experimental kamma-vipaka index or footprint to help in the sustainability
assessment of alternate energy systems. It follows a simple procedure to initiate this process.
Firstly, the kamma-vipaka footprints (KVF) of a sample, aggregated range of energy
sources are constructed from indicative estimates of four types of more specialized footprints –
environmental, social, sufficiency economy (inverted given a “sufficiency economy” is
posited as a desirable condition), and a general proxy of the greenhouse gas emissions or carbon
footprint. Secondly, these energy type KVFs are applied to a per capita energy units for each
primary energy source consumed for a selected set of countries to generate an experimental
national per capita KVF. While GHG emissions are included in both the environmental footprint
and as a standalone footprint, this has been intentional in order to test the potential capacity of
this indicator to represent overall disturbance or “harm”. It does involve some double-counting
but the indicator is only one-fifth of the environmental footprint value and the GHG footprint
has a relatively light weighting in the comparison and KVF value.
For examples of discussion of “green karma” notions see http://www.thegreatbasininstitute.org/2013/11/
carbon-offsets-and-reducing-our-ecological-footprint/
http://humanityhealing.net/2009/09/karmic-footprints/
http://insight.glos.ac.uk/sustainability/Education/unescoculture/Documents/Martin%20Haigh%20-%20UK%20
-%20accepted%20template.pdf
http://trumpeter.athabascau.ca/index.php/trumpet/article/viewFile/1072/1471
http://www.thedailyawe.com/2011/01/whats-your-karmic-footprint/
http://climatecolab.org:18081/plans/-/plans/contestId/1300207/planId/1309311
6
For example see http://www.kindredspirits.ws/Past%20Events/reducing-karma.html and
https://www.theosophical.org/publications/1268
5
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The use of data and results is presented for illustrative purposes only and to establish
and encourage a basis for further development of a sustainability assessment methodology that
draws upon Buddhist insights about the nature of changes for positive well-being developments.
In view of their relevance to the Buddhist world view, a key set of 12 nations with
significant Buddhist populations have been selected (see Table 1). It can be seen that several
nations with less than 25% of their population recorded as Buddhist have been included.
This is based on the recognized modern historical influence of Buddhism in these countries
and relatively high levels of people who are unaffiliated or in folk religions that may suggest
implicit higher levels of Buddhist influence but this is not confirmed and there is substantial
variation in the extent and form of Buddhism across these nations.
Ten other countries have been included in the analysis for comparative purposes
(Australia, the United States, United Kingdom, Germany, France, Finland, South Africa, Brazil,
India and Indonesia).
Note that, in line with typical footprint studies, the analysis is undertaken from
an energy consumption perspective rather than energy supply or production.
Table 1 Nations Included in the analysis (with significant Buddhist population %)

Table 1 Nations Included in the analysis (with significant Buddhist population %)
Percentages of
Buddhists

% Folk
Religion

%
Unaffiliated

Total Buddhist
+ Folk

Total Buddhist +
Folk + Unaffil

Cambodia

96.9%

0.6%

0.2%

97.5%

97.7%

Thailand

93.2%

5.0%

0.3%

98.2%

98.5%

Bhutan

74.7%

1.9%

5.0%

76.6%

81.6%

Sri Lanka

69.3%

5.0%

5.0%

74.3%

79.3%

Laos

66.0%

30.7%

0.9%

96.7%

97.6%

Mongolia

55.1%

3.5%

35.9%

58.6%

94.5%

Japan

36.2%

0.4%

57.0%

36.6%

93.6%

Singapore

33.9%

2.3%

16.4%

36.2%

52.6%

South Korea

22.9%

0.8%

46.4%

23.7%

70.1%

China

18.2%

21.9%

52.2%

40.1%

92.3%

Malaysia

17.7%

2.3%

0.7%

20.0%

20.7%

Vietnam

16.4%

45.3%

29.6%

61.7%

91.3%

Source: PEW Research Center (2015)

Source: PEW Research Center (2015)

Ideally, the search for an effective KVF measure would lead to one or a few
master proxy or meta-indicators that could represent “harm”, “violence” or
“disturbance” of intervention across the three realms. However, this ambitious goal is
no easy task and while possible in the longer-term, it is deemed that a better approach
is to progress towards this goal by investigating a range of individual sustainability
impact indicators. The development, improvement and application of sustainability
analysis tools (SATs) such as material flow analysis, life cycle assessment,
environmental input-output analysis, and integrated assessment (e.g. integrated water
resource management, and other bioregion
and catchment based ecological analysis),
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Ideally, the search for an effective KVF measure would lead to one or a few master
proxy or meta-indicators that could represent “harm”, “violence” or “disturbance” of intervention
across the three realms. However, this ambitious goal is no easy task and while possible in
the longer-term, it is deemed that a better approach is to progress towards this goal by
investigating a range of individual sustainability impact indicators. The development,
improvement and application of sustainability analysis tools (SATs) such as material flow
analysis, life cycle assessment, environmental input-output analysis, and integrated assessment
(e.g. integrated water resource management, and other bioregion and catchment based ecological
analysis), would be vital for evaluating individual indicators and meta-indicators. A critical
feature will be analysis at “program”, and full regional to global, levels rather than simple
project analysis. The purpose of such tools would be to enhance the measurement of the likely
ecological, social and economic disturbance/benefits of human actions and enable the tracking
or mapping of “karmic streams” across the ecosphere (Kaza 2006). They are already developing
rapidly in diversity, sophistication and data capability (Daniels 2003).
The analysis is based on a simplified and limited set of energy sources comprised of
petroleum, natural gas, coal, hydroelectricity, nuclear and other renewables. Again, the purpose
is primarily to initiate the development of the KVR methodology rather than to provide accurate
and definitive results. The energy classes utilized are restricted and highly aggregated and
the limitations of this simplification are fully recognized. For example, there would be a great
deal of variation in the impacts associated with “other renewable” energy sources (which span
wind, geothermal, biofuel, solar thermal and PV, tidal and other very different technologies).
Similarly, impacts will vary greatly across geographic settings and a much more detailed
analysis would be required to capture this differentiation. Sustainability analysis tools (SATs)
would need to be applied with specific region or national contexts. Resource costs, efficiencies,
and externalities would be highly contingent on the particular settings involved.
The composition of energy sources by the study group of nations is presented in Figure
1. Unfortunately, the energy data used are for 2003 due to resource constraints in completing
the analysis. The mix of energy sources has undoubtedly changed considerably since this period
but the methodological approach is highlighted over the actual results.
In 2003, the high dependence on petroleum and coal is noted for most of the nations
with significant Buddhist populations, and the limited role for renewable sources is evident
throughout all nations – including the higher income countries – with the exception of
hydroelectricity in Bhutan, Mongolia, and perhaps Vietnam and Brazil.
The KVF has been constructed from these initial data by first rating the energy sources
according to the four component “footprints” - environmental, social, sufficiency economy and
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions footprint. To do this a number of indicators of each footprint
type have been selected on the basis of their typical use in existing studies. A list of these indicator
sand their weightings is provided in Table 2. These indicators are just intended as representative
sets and are bound to be incomplete. Furthermore, the relative component indicator weightings
and overall footprint weightings are somewhat arbitrary and based on personal evaluation from
the author’s knowledge and research. Again, the illustration of the potential methodology is
the key aspect rather than the accuracy of the attributed values. There are certainly more formal
techniques available (for example, see Santoyo-Castelazo and Azapagic (2014)) using
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variations of methods such as multi-criteria decision analysis (MCDA) but the analysis has been
restricted in view of resource constraints and the emphasis on demonstrating the methodology.
Ratings of 1 to 5 were ascribed to each of the 13 individual indicators, for the three
composite footprints, on the basis of their estimated footprint (1 =low, 5=high) and an individual
rating of 1 to 5 was allocated for the GHG footprint. All impacts were assessed in terms of
the typical effect of the production and use of the energy in the study country and the countries or
regions from which the energy was derived. The ratings for the individual indicator components
in the sufficiency economy index were reversed so that the total measure for this index reflected
negative effect rather the positive status attributed to compatibility with a sufficiency economy.
It is not possible to provide a detailed description of the sufficiency economy philosophy
but the representative set of indicators have been derived from the extensive descriptions of
the relationship between the philosophy and sustainability as described in Na Ayutthaya (2010),
Royal Thai Embassy Tokyo (2015), UNDP (2007), and Wibulswasdi (2010).
Figure 1 Primary energy consumption composition for the study group of nations - 2003

Source: Chow (2003)
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Table 2 The indicator components and weightings for the energy kamma-vipaka
footprint (KVF)

The ratings applied to each individual composite indicator and the GHG footprint are
presented in Appendix 1. As noted, all of the ratings are somewhat arbitrary and would require
(1) more extensive country-specific research for each energy source, and, in the longer-term, (2)
the further development and application of SATs and the adoption of life cycle and full supply
chain approaches and (3) consideration of likely future developments in relevant technologies.7
The indicator ratings were then weighted and summed to obtain the individual
four footprint measures. These footprints were multiplied by the per capita BTU (British
Thermal Unit) energy use of each type, and for each country, to estimate the four total energy
use footprints. The summation of weighted values for the four footprints (according to Table 2)
then generates the experimental overall energy KVF. The results of this analysis are provided
in the next section.

For discussion of the rapid growth in sophistication of multiregional extended input-output models that can track
sustainability effects with specific trade flow across the world, see Wiedmann et al. (2007).
7
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Experimental Results – Energy Kamma-Vipaka Footprints
While the actual empirical results of this exploratory analysis are of minimal direct
value, they are presented below in graphical format in order to help visualize and understand the
initial energy KVF (kamma-vipaka footprint) methodology and facilitate its ongoing refinement.
The first graph (Figure 2) shows the individual footprints (and in total, the KVF) for
each energy type. As discussed, the four individual footprints have been calculated as the sum
of the relevant weighted component indicators (with their 1 (low) to 5 (high) footprint ratings).
The KVF is simply the sum of the weighted values for the environmental, social, sufficiency
economy and GHG emissions footprint.
Though the results should be interpreted with much caution, the experimental
methodology does yield results that tend to fit with expectations. The disturbance or harm levels
of the fossil fuel energy sources are relatively high and the renewable sources fare well according
to the criteria used in their calculation. The fossil carbon sources are high on all individual
footprints and while hydroelectricity has a smaller KVF overall, this is largely due to the lower
GHG and environmental footprints. The social footprint for hydroelectricity remains quite
high. The “other renewables” renewables score quite well on every footprint type – especially
the sufficiency economy and social measures and, to a lesser extent, GHG and environment.
The national results for the individual footprints and overall KVF based on the per
capita energy use should be considered as even more experimental given the lack of a detailed
analysis of country-specific impacts. However, tentative findings are presented in Figure 3 to
demonstrate the potential use of the methodology if more fully developed in the future.
The per capita energy footprints can be seen to vary largely in accordance with per capita
income levels and dependence on fossil fuel energy sources. The exceptionally high levels for
Singapore probably stem from its extreme dependence on imported petroleum energy sources
(and hence high use per GDP ratios) and high per capita income. In combination with data on
national energy consumption mix, and analysis of economic structural conditions, and other
social, economic and environmental indicators, and an improved KVF analysis can provide
useful insights into the nature and sources of energy sustainability impacts as assessed from
Buddhist insights.
Figure 2 Individual and total kamma-vipaka footprint scores of the energy types
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For more complete analysis, it would be necessary to compare the KVF findings with
the economic sustainability benefits associated with energy use. Relevant indicators might
include annualized/levelized costs, security of supply, reliability of supply, and energy return
on investment together with the benefits of increased energy use associated with higher GDP
per capita levels. The KVF method and measures outlined do not purport to provide a complete
social cost-benefit analysis framework facilitating optimal energy scenario identification but,
rather, simply exemplify the basic framework for a decision-making support tool based on
wisdom from the Buddhist world view.
Figure 3 Experimental national kamma-vipaka footprints for per capita energy use
(based on energy consumption (BTUs) by source)
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Concluding Thoughts
This paper has attempted to demonstrate the potential usefulness and viability of
a kamma-vipaka footprint measure that integrates Buddhist insights into the sustainability
assessment for energy. The initial formulation of a methodology has been the primary aim of
the research completed. While the results presented are highly tentative and of little immediate
value, the illustrative example offers clues about energy system options that are consistent with
the Buddhist world view, sustainability, and real growth in well-being.
The methodology requires substantial further development before it might provide
an effective and accurate guide for strategic energy policy. Progress would entail at least two
facets. First, there is a need for better identification of the appropriate criteria for assessing
a Buddhism-inspired view of energy sustainability and hence the derivation of suitable indicators
of challenging parameters such as “non-harm”, and minimum disturbance or intervention. This
would also require informed input about the prioritization and weighting of indicators (from
expert Buddhists and scientists from all relevant fields of environmental analysis and
transdisciplinary sustainability assessment). It also involves the careful balancing of the need for
material quality of life improvements (in many of the world’s poorer nations) and minimizing
environmental disruption. Identification of one or small number of footprint “meta-indicators”
of the key Buddhist criteria would provide a very effective basis for evaluation.
Secondly, improved understanding of the interconnectedness and karmic flows
associated with energy systems requires substantial investment and commitment to improving
and extending the application of the growing suite of sustainability analysis tools. This would
also be instrumental in the identification of an optimal (set of) KVF indicators.
Furthermore, intensive country and bioregional analysis of impacts would underpin
the collection and evaluation of more accurate data to generate the KVF indicators.
Hence, a kamma-vipaka approach to sustainable energy should help emphasize and
encourage research and development for national strategic policy regarding energy and other
key environmental resources. It would also provide useful insights, in combination with
related sustainability analysis techniques, to implement energy systems for creating less harmful,
gentler, but ultimately more effective economies.
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Introduction
Environmental degradation is the deterioration of the environment through depletion
of natural resources such as air, water and soil; the destruction of ecosystems and the extinction
of wildlife. Environmental degradation may be defined as any change or disturbance to
the environment perceived to be deleterious or undesirable. Environmental degradation is
one of the ten threats officially cautioned by the High Level Threat Panel of the United
Nations. The United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction defines environmental
degradation as “The reduction of the capacity of the environment to meet social and ecological
objectives, and needs”. The primary cause of environmental degradation is human disturbance.
The degree of the environmental impact varies with the cause, the habitat, and the plants
and animals that inhabit it. Humans and their activities are a major source of environmental
degradation.
Causes for environmental degradation include population explosion, air and water
pollution, deforestation, global warming, unsustainable agricultural and fishing practices,
overconsumption, misdistribution of wealth, the rise of the corporation, the Third World
debt crisis, and militarization and wars (Chauhan, 2010) in addition to this damage done
by technology to supply each unit of consumption. Consequences of environmental degradation
includes increased poverty, overcrowding, famine, weather extremes, species loss, acute and
chronic medical illnesses, wars and human rights abuses, and an increasingly unstable global
situation that portends Malthusian chaos and disaster.
Environmental degradation has enhanced the destructive potential of natural disasters
and in some cases hastened their occurrence. The dramatic increase in major disasters witnessed
in the last 50 years provides worrying evidence of this trend. More than two billion people
were affected by such disasters in the last decade (World Meteorological Organization), and in
the same period the economic toll surpassed that of the previous four decades combined (World
Watch Institute). There is no coherence in environmental protection efforts at the global level.
Most attempts to create governance structures to tackle the problems of global environmental
degradation have not effectively addressed various aspects of it. Regional and global multilateral
treaties on the environment are undermined by inadequate implementation and enforcement
by the member states. Hence, an attempt has been carried out in this research paper to mitigate
environmental degradation conditions through effective adaptation of the Noble Eightfold Path.
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Four Noble Truths
A comprehensive understanding of the four Noble Truths will lead us to the Path
to overcome this suffering of environmental degradation. In the first Noble Truth, the Buddha taught us about the existence of dukkha/difficulties. The Buddha taught in response to
difficulties there arises in us a craving, as described in the second Noble Truth, samudaya
dukkha. The third Noble Truth is dukkha samudaya nirodha. The craving and passion that come
up as a result of dukkha can be brought under control. The fourth Noble Truth is marga (Path),
the tracks left by someone forgoing ahead on the noble path. The Noble Eightfold Path can be
a pioneer acting on environmental conservation.

Causes Of Environmental Degradation
Figure 1 depicts causes of environmental degradation. The anthropogenic activities
are responsible for environmental degradation. The three root causes of all the evil anthropogenic
activities are lust (lobha), hate (dosa) and delusion/ignorance (moha) from which emerge their
numerous offshoots and variants: anger and cruelty, avarice and envy, conceit and arrogance,
hypocrisy and vanity, the multitude of erroneous views. These three root causes of all evil lead
to the development of wrong understanding, wrong thought, wrong speech, wrong action, wrong
livelihood, wrong effort, wrong mindfulness and wrong concentration. These eight aspects
lead to the environmental degradation based on the principle of cause and effect of dependent
origination. These three root causes of all evil are primarily responsible causative agents for
environmental degradation and this is a kind of suffering (dukkha, First Noble Truth).
The reasons for this suffering of environmental destruction is due to lust, hate and delusion
which lead to the development of wrong understanding and wrong thought, wrong speech,
wrong action, wrong livelihood, wrong effort, wrong mindfulness and wrong concentration
(samudaya dukkha, Second Noble Truth). As environmental degradation (dukkha, Suffering)
is due to anthropogenic activities of lust, hate and delusion (samudaya dukkha, Reasons for
suffering) and it is possible to overcome this environmental degradation conditions (dukkha
samudaya nirodha, cessation of suffering, Third Noble Truth) and to overcome these sufferings
there is a way (magga, Way, Fourth Noble Truth). For achieving maximum environmental
conservation the Middle Way put forth by the Buddha has more potential to overcome these
three root causes of all evils which leads to environmental degradation so as to achieve the goal
of environmental conservation (magga, Way for cessation of suffering, Fourth Noble Truth).
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Figure 1. Causes of environmental degradation

Environmental Degradation And Dependent Origination
Many studies on the causes and effects of environmental degradation have been
conducted. Number of evidences from recent environmental crisis are claimed to be caused
by the consequences of environmental degradation. The Buddhist principle of Dependent
Origination (Paticca Samuppada) provides us the way to look at a problem by the way of cause
and effect and further it suggests the way to end the problem from its origin. The doctrine of
Paticca Samuppada emphasized:
“When this is, that comes to be;
With the arising of this, that arises,
When this is not, that does not come to be;
With the cessation of this, that ceases.”
This conditionality goes on forever, uninterrupted and uncontrolled by any external
agency or power of any sort. The Buddha discovered this eternal truth, solved the riddle of life,
unraveled the mystery of being by comprehending, in all its fullness, the Paticca Samuppada
with its twelve factors, and expounded it, without keeping back anything essential, to those who
yet have sufficient intelligence to wish for light. The root cause of environmental degradation
problem can be understood by the teaching of Dependent Origination (Paticca Samuppada).
The twelve factors of it includes ignorance (avijja), volitional formations (sankhara),
consciousness (vinnana), mentality-materiality (nama-rupa), the six fold base (salayatana),
contact (phassa), feeling (vedana), craving (tanha), clinging (upadana), becoming (bhava),
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birth (jati) and aging and death (jaramarana) (Piyadassi Thera, 1959). The Paticca Samuppada,
with its twelve links starting with ignorance and ending in aging and death, shows how man,
being fettered, wanders in samsara birth after birth. But by getting rid of twelve factors man
can liberate himself from suffering and rebirth. The Buddha has thought us the way to put
an end to this repeated wandering. It is by endeavoring to halt this Wheel of Existence that we
find the way out of this tangle. The Buddha word which speaks of this cessation of suffering
is stated thus:
“Through the entire cessation of ignorance cease volitional formations;
Through the cessation of volitional formations, consciousness ceases;
Through the cessation of consciousness, mentality-materiality ceases;
Through the cessation of mentality-materiality, the six fold base ceases;
Through the cessation of six fold base, contact ceases;
Through the cessation of contact, feeling ceases;
Through the cessation of feeling, craving ceases;
Through the cessation of craving, clinging ceases;
Through the cessation of clinging, becoming ceases;
Through the cessation of becoming, birth ceases;
Through the cessation of birth, ceases ageing and death, sorrow, lamentation, pain,
grief, and despair.
Thus does this whole mass of suffering ceases.” (Piyadassi Thera, 1959)

The Noble Eightfold Path
The eight factors of the Noble Eightfold Path fall under the “aggregates” of
discernment, virtue, and concentration: Right Understanding (View) and Right Thought fall
under the discernment aggregates; Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood under
the virtue aggregate; and Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration under
the concentration aggregate. Although the factors of the Noble Eightfold Path falls under
the three aggregates, the three aggregates do not fall under the factors of the Noble Path (Thanissaro
Bhikkhu, 1999). This Middle Path which the Perfect One has found out, which makes one both
see and know, which leads to peace to discernment, to enlightenment, to Nibbana. Like this
path there is no other path to the purity of insight. If one fallows this path, he/she will put
an end to suffering (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
Today, environmental degradation problem which is faced by human beings is a type
of suffering. To control or mitigate this suffering different modern methods were developed
these includes scientific innovations, technological interventions and managerial skills/tools.
However, since the implementation of these mitigation measures no significant positive
outcome has been observed in overall environmental conditions of the earth, although
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environment is deteriorating day-by-day. Now, it is a high time to look into this issue through
a different perspective rather than the traditional way of science, technology and management
so as to understand it thoroughly and to arrive at a comprehensive solution(s) to control it and
reduce the future consequences of it.
The Noble Eightfold Path - The Middle Way avoids the extreme of self-mortification
that weakens one’s intellect, and the extreme of self–indulgence that retards one’s spiritual
progress. The factors which have been explained in this path are a planned course of
inward culture and program. Every individual who molds his/her life according to the Noble
Eightfold Path will be free from miseries and calamities (suffering). To achieve the control
of environmental degradation, the three aspects of this path needs to be developed step-by-step
gradual manner.

The Noble Eightfold Path For Environmental Conservation
In Buddhism, the Noble Eightfold Path tool of “right” have been mentioned that
makes every task, every decision, and, consequently every reaction to one’s action purposeful.
The “pathway of eight” is a tool more than a rule—each part of the pathway is a critical step
toward enlightenment and well-being for those on the earth and earth itself. Buddhist wisdom
and doctrine of Dependent Origination could help to prevent conflict arising from environmental
degradation, potentially interrupting the causal chain at several points.
There is a need to fully understand the causes and effects of environmental degradation
(Right Understanding) through our best efforts (Right Concentration), intentions (Right Intent)
and wisdom (Right View). One should investigate the wasteful habits and practices in our own
life (Right Livelihood) and then apply the best solutions (Right Effort) and care for others and
all forms of life on this planet (Right Mindfulness). Finally, it has to be realized that we live
in an interdependent world where anyone’s actions, however small, will affect everybody else
and the planet as a whole (Khanh et al, 2008).
Figure 2 represents environmental conservation measures to be adopted through
the Noble Eightfold Path. The three basic root causes of all evil i.e. lust, hate and delusion can
be removed by development of unselfishness (alobha), kindness (adosa) and insight (amoha)
which will lead towards development of the Noble Eightfold Path. These three virtues are
the basis for the formation of the Noble Eightfold Path. The right understanding, right
thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right
concentration will lead to the development of wisdom (panna), morality (sīla) and mental
culture (samadhi).
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Figure 2. Environmental conservation through The Noble Eightfold Path
The effects of development of the Noble Eightfold Path in a human being and ultimately
to society on basis of the Buddhist principle of Dependent Origination will lead to environmental
conservation. For achieving this environmental conservation one need to move from I=PAT to
EC=WMMC as depicted in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Movement from I=PAT to EC=WMM for environmental conservation
(Kamble, 2015)
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wrong understanding, wrong thought, wrong speech, wrong action, wrong livelihood,
wrong effort, wrong mindfulness and wrong concentration will lead to the environmental
degradation as based on the principle of Dependent Origination that is “When this is that comes
to be, with the arise of this, that arises.” However, the Noble Eightfold Path’s components
right understanding, right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort,
right mindfulness and right concentration will lead towards environmental conservation as on
the principle of Dependent Origination (Figure 4).

Figure 4. The Noble Eightfold Path for mitigating of environmental degradation
(Kamble, 2015)The anthropogenic attitude will decide whether environmental conservation
will be carried out or will lead towards environmental degradation. However, auxiliary things
such as scientific innovations, technical interventions and managerial skills/tools will contribute
to some extent for achieving this goal of environmental conservation. It is the mental setup of
an individual human being that needs to be changed from lust, hate and delusion to unselfishness,
kindness and insight. This transformation of thoughts will lead towards movement of I=PAT
to EC=WMMC based on the principle of Dependent Origination (Figure 3).
Wrong understanding, wrong thought, wrong speech, wrong action, wrong livelihood,
wrong effort, wrong mindfulness and wrong concentration will lead to environmental degradation
(a kind of suffering) whereas right understanding, right thought, right speech, right action, right
livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration will lead towards environmental
conservation (A way for cessation of suffering) on the principle of Dependent Origination.
This cause and effect relationship of wrong and right pathway has been explained in
Bhumija Sutta. In this Sutta the Buddha said that “Suppose a man in need of oil, looking for
oil, wandering in search of oil, would pile gravel in a tub and press it, sprinkling it again with
water. If he were to pile gravel in a tub and press it, sprinkling it again & again with water
even when having made a wish [for results]… having made no wish…neither having made no
wish…both having made a wish and having made no wish…neither having made a wish nor
having made no wish, he would be incapable of obtaining results. Why is that? Because it is
an inappropriate way to obtain results.
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“In the same way, any priests or contemplatives endowed with wrong view, wrong
resolve wrong speech, wrong action, wrong livelihood, wrong effort, wrong mindfulness, &
wrong concentration: If they follow the holy life even when having made a wish [for results]…
having made no wish …both having made a wish and having made no wish …neither having
made a wish nor having made no wish, they incapable of obtaining results. Why is that? Because
it is an inappropriate way of obtaining results.
“Suppose a man in need of oil, looking for oil, wandering in search of oil, would pile
sesame seeds in a tub and press them, sprinkling them again & again with water. If he were
to pile sesame seeds in a tub and press them, sprinkling them again & again with water, even
when having made a wish [for results]…having made no wish…both having made a wish and
having made no wish, he would be capable of obtaining results. Why is that? Because it is
an appropriate way of obtaining results.
“In the same way, any persists or contemplatives endowed with right view, right resolve,
right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, & right concentration:
If they follow the holy life even when having made a wish [for results]…having made no wish…
neither having made a wish nor having made a wish, they are capable of obtaining results.
Why is that? Because it is an appropriate way of obtaining results” (Majjhima Nikaya).
The movement from I=PAT to EC=WMMC (Figure 3) is the transformation of mental
setup (taming the monkey mind) of human beings which will change all the future activities
of it and as a result of which positive outcome of environmental conservation can be observed
(Figure 4).
In Figure 5, a correlation between environmental conservation-sustainable futuresustainable development-Nibbana has been presented. From this figure it can be observed that
the Middle Path which comprises of Wisdom, Morality and Mental Culture if developed in
all individuals of the society, the effect of which will be (based on the principle of Dependent
Origination) will lead towards environmental conservation. The environmental conservation
measures carried out at an individual level will lead to global level change of sustainable
future and sustainable development. In nutshell it can be said that, changes in human mindset
by incorporating the Noble Eightfold Path will lead to environmental conservation, sustainable
future and sustainable development which will ultimately lead to Nibbana. All these things are
depend on the Noble Eightfold Path.
On comparison of measures being adopted by existing societies in the world to overcome
environmental degradation, such as scientific, technological and managerial tools/skills which
has some bottlenecks such as socio-economic, cultural, scientific, technological knowhow etc.
to be adopted by an individual of the society which hinders in achievement of the goal of
environmental conservation to the Nobel Eightfold Path, the factors of this Path (Figure 4) under
the aggregates of Wisdom, Morality and Mental Culture can be easily adopted by an individual
human being only by removing the three root causes of all evil i.e. lust, hate and delusion
without any bottlenecks such as scientific, technological knowhow etc. Thus, it can be proved
that the Noble Eightfold Path has more potential to overcome environmental degradation and
can move towards environmental conservation in a more promising way.
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Figure 5. Interlinking between Environmental Conservation-Sustainable FutureSustainable Development-Nibbana

The Green Middle Way
The measure that needs to be adopted for conservation of environment under the Noble
Eightfold Path has been explained below. We need to incorporate various changes in our lifestyles
on the basis of the Buddhist principle of the Noble Eightfold Path. Some of the measures that
can be incorporated which lead us to the environmental conservation goal are discussed below:

Right Understanding (View) - Rethinking Your Perception of Green:
Right Understanding (View), which is the keynote of Buddhism, is explained as
the knowledge of Four Noble Truths. To understand rightly means to understand things
as they really are and not as they appear to be. In the practice of the Noble Eightfold Path,
Right Understanding stands at the beginning as well as its end. A minimum degree of Right
Understanding is necessary at the very beginning because it gives the right motivation to
the other seven factors of the Path and gives them correct direction (Narada Thera, 1996).
The roots of unwholesome karma are greed (lobha), hatred (dosa) and delusion (moha).
The demeritorious actions are of three kinds: either due to greed, or due to hatred, or due to
delusion. Karmically unwholesome actions can be divided into three actions: Bodily, Verbal and
Mental actions. Karmically unwholesome bodily actions (Kaya-kamma) includes: destruction
of living beings, stealing, unlawful sexual intercourse; whereas karmically unwholesome verbal
actions (Vaci-kamma) includes: lying, tale-bearing, harsh language and frivolous talk further
karmically unwholesome mental actions (Mano-kamma) includes: covetousness, ill-will and
wrong views (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
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Whereas the roots of wholesome karma includes absence of greed (a-lobha:
unselfishness), absence of hatred (a-dosa: kindness) and absence of delusion (a-moha: wisdom).
Karmically wholesome actions can be divided into three actions: bodily, verbal and mental
action. Karmically wholesome bodily actions (kaya-kamma) includes: to abstain from killing
of living beings, to abstain from stealing, to abstain from unlawful sexual intercourse; whereas
karmically wholesome verbal actions (vaci-kamma) includes: to abstain from lying, to abstain
from tale-bearing, to abstain from harsh language and to abstain from frivolous talk further
karmically wholesome mental actions (mano-kamma) includes: absence of covetousness,
absence of ill-will and right understanding (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
Going green has now become a passion of the masses, and, indeed, a necessary way
of life if we are to preserve life on the earth itself…including our own. With consciousness
comes opportunity, and going green has never been easier for the individual, a community, or
a nation (Roberts, 2010). One can develop and articulate visions and models of what life could
be like living without degrading the environment. Further, right understanding the causes of
environmental destruction will give an insight of the problem its consequences and will lead
to the path for environmental conservation and sustainable development and Nibbana.

Right Thought - Green is a Choice:
Clear understanding leads to clear thinking. Right Thoughts serves the dual purpose
of eliminating evil thoughts and developing pure thoughts. Right Though, in this particular
connection is threefold. It consists of: nekkhamma (selflessness), avyapada (loving-kindness)
and avihimsa (harmlessness) (Narada Thera, 1996). Right Thought includes thought free from
lust (Nekkhamma-sankappa), thought free from ill-will (Avyapada-sankappa) and thought free
from cruelty (Avihimsa-sankappa). Thoughts free from lust, from ill-will, and from cruelty are
called “Mundane Right Thought” (lokiya samma-sankappa) which yields worldly fruits and
brings good results (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
“Once one ‘knows’ something you can’t ‘un-know’ it” and “When you know better,
you do better.” Both speak right volumes about Right Thought and ones commitment to better
choices. One can’t ignore what one has learned about the environment so far, or ignore further
the rapid fire of new information from a focused community? With Right Thought, change
becomes possible (Roberts, 2010). One can motivate ourselves and others to take action, and to
turn “I ought to act” into “I can do no other” (Heine, 2014). Right Thoughts will give “ideas”
for environmental innovative methods for conservation of environment. Right Thought from
different individuals will lead towards development of more comprehensive environmental
conservation measures. Right thoughts will eliminate wrong thoughts and this environmental
degradation will be controlled at source itself.

Right Speech - Voicing the Spirit of Green:
Right Thought leads to Right Speech (Advocacy). This includes abstinence from
falsehood, slandering, harsh words and frivolous talks (Narada Thera, 1996). This is called
‘Mundane Right Speech’ (Lokiya-samma-vaca), which yields worldly fruits and brings good
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results. But the avoidance of the practice of this fourfold-the mind being holy, being turned
away from the world, and conjoined with the path, the holy path being perused-this is called
the ‘Supermundane Right Speech’ (Lokuttara-samma-vaca), which is not of the world, but is
supermundane, and conjoined with the path (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
Speaking out about the need for conservation and green technologies, as well as praising
others for their efforts, is using Right Speech (Roberts, 2010). One can spread the word and
inspire others to start changing their consumption patterns and choosing to live more sustainably
(Heine, 2014). Awareness about environmental conservation needs a base of Right Speech.
Through advocacy, awareness in the society about various simple methods of environmental
conservation can be achieved.

Right Action - First Do No Harm:
Right Speech must be followed by Right Action which comprises of abstinence
from killing, stealing and sexual misconduct (Narada Thera, 1996). Abstaining from killing,
from stealing, and from unlawful sexual intercourse-this is called the Mundane Right Action
(Lokiya-samma-kammanta). But the avoidance of the practice of this threefold wrong action
is called the ‘Supermundane Right Action’ (Lokuttara-samma-kammanta), which is not of
the world, but is supermundane, and conjoined with the path (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
Given the every actions has a cause and effect, it’s important to examine what you
think and what you know, and then choose actions that first do no harm—actions that support
the well-being of human, plant, and animal, as well as the earth (Roberts, 2010). There are
many things one can do as a right action viz. cycling, vegetarian diet, commuting only when
need arises, car pool, changing personal lives to promote changes at all levels of communities,
towns, cities, national and global.

Right Livelihood - Seeing the Big, Green Picture:
The Right Livelihood can be developed by refraining from the five kinds of trade which
are forbidden to a lay-disciple by the Buddha. They are trading in arms, human beings, animals
for slaughter, intoxicating drinks and drugs, and poisons. For monks, wrong livelihood consists
of hypocritical conduct and wrong means of obtaining the requisites of monk-life (Narada Thera,
1996). Avoiding wrong living gets livelihood by a right way of living-this is called ‘Mundane
Right Livelihood’ (Lokiya-samma-ajiva). However, avoidance of wrong livelihood is called
the ‘Supermundane Right Livelihood’ (Lokuttara samma-ajiva), which is not of the world, but
is super-mundane, and conjoined with the path (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
Livelihood is ones “expressions” of life, the sprit from which one draws and expands
upon each and every day. Expressing ones ecological footprint in ways that benefit and
support all aspects of one’s life (home, work, and play) is Right Livelihood (Roberts, 2010).
This element could be about living sustainably as a way of life rather than just actions you do,
or it could be about making changes in the workplace (Heine, 2014). Sustainable livelihood
is the need of the hour. The natural resources are limited and their use should be in judicious
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manner through our right livelihood. At the same time the use of renewable sources of energy
should be given more emphasis.

Right Effort - Going Green One Step at a Time:
There are Four Great Efforts; the effort to avoid, the effort to overcome, the effort to
develop, and the effort to maintain (Nyanatiloka, 1967).
Right Effort is about doing what one can, when one can, and because one can. When
one apply effort to thinking about the changes one can make toward green transformation
(Right Thinking), then take action to make those changes (Right Action), that’s Right Effort.
Right Effort is not qualified by the size of the action, but the action itself (Roberts, 2010).
This could be about continuing to make changes to your lifestyle even when you have done
some of the things that are easier for you (Heine, 2014). Right efforts include those one which
will always takes towards sustainability. Environmentally conscious efforts by an individual
will lead towards conservation of nature and natural resources and ultimately achievement of
the goal of environmental conservation.

Right Mindfulness - Green Intention:
Right Mindfulness is constant mindfulness which regard to body, feeling, thoughts,
and mind-objects (Narada Thera, 1996).
Beginning a green lifestyle doesn’t always come naturally, as we’ve been conditioned
to simply throw soft drink cans in the garbage, throw newspaper in the trash, and to hop in
the car for a quick errand around the corner. One needs to develop Right Mindfulness of how
could do better and will be more inclined to “do better” next time. Right Mindfulness isn’t
about recognizing when you’re right, but recognizing what one is doing—right or wrong—and
allowing for change where necessary (Roberts, 2010). There are many opportunities for
mindfulness such as remembering to turn off heaters when you leave a room or only filling
a kettle with as much water as you need and so on (Heine, 2014). Right mindfulness is one
of the most important factor of the Noble Eightfold Path as the activities carried out by right
mind will judge which one will lead towards environmental conservation. The activities
carried out by a right mind are simple and easy to adopt and has a comprehensive potential for
environmental conservation.

Right Concentration - How Big is Your Footprint?:
Right Effort and Right Mindfulness leads to Right Concentration. It is the one-pointedness
of mind, culminating in the meditative absorptions (Narada Thera, 1996).
While most people can take a few minutes and find ways in which they could easily
change a few habits to produce a better, greener result, commitment to joining the world
community and truly doing your part requires grater effort and planning. It means applying
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sincere effort to green education, a dedication to change both in the home and workplace, and
a compelling honestly about your responsibility as a world participant. Right Concentration may
result in the degree of that commitment through learning, doing, and teaching, but it begins in
the heart and moves through ones sprit to all that connects you to the world (Roberts, 2010).
Meditating on environmental degradation can be a powerful way to change our views of how
we want to apply ourselves in relation to the other seven elements.

Step-By-Step Gradual Development
To mitigate the impacts of environmental degradation, the Noble Eightfold Path has
to be adopted by every individual of the society. However, for effective implementation of this
Path, step-by-step approach is required. All factors of this Path can’t be developed at once; it
needs to develop in a systematic, sequential and step-by-step gradual manner. Firstly, Wisdom
has to be developed which involves development of Right Understanding (View) and Right
Thought, followed by Morality which includes Right Speech, Right Action and Right Livelihood
which will lead to the achievement of concluding stage of Mental Culture which incorporates
Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration (Figure 6). A step-by-step gradual
approach will lead to mitigate adverse impacts of environmental degradation and will move
towards environmental conservation.

Figure 6. Step-by-step gradual development to environmental conservation
(Kamble, 2015)
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T

The Educational Crisis: How the Debate is Framed
and how Buddhist Wisdom may Apply
Geoffrey Bamford

Introduction:
Among the virtues that contemporaries may find in Buddhist thinking is what we would
now call ‘anti-essentialism’. In the material that has come down to us, we find from early on
clear suggestions that
•

the meaning of a word is a function of the way it is used1, and that accordingly

•

we must take care to prevent words and concepts from running away with us2.

•

So, abstruse definitions of metaphysical truth do not get us very far. What matters
is the quality of experience, e.g.

•

to what extent our momentary experience is dominated by greed, fear and delusion,
and conversely

•

to what extent it may be imbued with loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic
joy and equanimity.

•

Accordingly, we need not waste time worrying what Education is, or should be,
in some absolute, abstract sense. We may instead consider:

•

how people are concerned about current developments in education, even to the
extent of seeing a crisis;

•

how we can understand those concerns, and those developments, from an experiential, Buddhist perspective; and

•

what that tells us about possibilities for making a useful contribution.

The Crisis - The UN View:
The UN Secretary General’s Global Education First Initiative aims: to ensure quality,
relevant and transformative education for everyone. This is explained as an aspiration for all
our children…to acquire the…skills that will help them to succeed.
1
What the wise of this world declare as non-existent, that I too say is non-existent. And what they recognize as
existent that I too say is existent. (Saṃyutta-Nikāya III, 138)
2
See Ñāṇānanda (1971) See also Nāgārjuna: Whatever can be conceptualized is therefore relative, and whatever
is relative is Shunya, empty.
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The relevant document3 has a section on The Education Crisis: We have a learning
deficit that poses huge challenges for development. The failure to invest…has created a world
in which … 250 million children are not able to read, write or count… Inequality is at the heart
of the global education emergency. If we do not act swiftly, educational disparities will become
an even greater source of division. This evokes a moral dimension: ‘inequality is at the heart…
of the…emergency’. Ultimately, however, the focus is on practical needs, ‘for development’
and to avoid ‘division’. The way forward is similarly practical: ‘invest’. Likewise, the section
headed The Central Role of Education starts by declaring: Education…is a fundamental human
right. But then the focus shifts: Education…is the single best investment… [which] can open
the door to more…resilient patterns of globalization; specifically: Getting all children into
basic education, while raising learning standards, [would] boost growth…. and the required
rise in standards is explained in terms of the mismatch between the competencies needed in
today’s world and those acquired through the current education system. Thus two problems
are conflated here:
1)
2)

not enough education, and
the wrong education.
The document seems at first to be about #1., but ultimately focuses on #2.

The PISA Phenomenon
In this connection, the UN refers to PISA, the Program for International Student
Assessment. This is a program of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD). The OECD, an association of high-income economies, explains on its website that:
PISA …tests… [,] not directly linked to the school curriculum [,]…are designed to assess to
what extent students … can apply their knowledge to real-life situations.4 PISA, that is, defines
those ‘competencies needed in today’s world’ which the UN seeks to foster. Conceived by
the OECD in 1997, PISA has been run at three-yearly intervals since 2000. In the last iteration,
half a million 15-year-olds were tested for 2 hours to assess: the extent to which [they] have
acquired key knowledge and skills that are essential for full participation in modern societies.5
The results are claimed to provide a comprehensive picture of education in 80% of the world
(34 OECD member countries and 31 partner countries). Beautifully collated and assiduously
promoted by the OECD, they are presented as an evaluation of participating governments’
educational policies. Policymakers take their national PISA rankings very seriously.
The PISA specification centers round the idea of ‘skills’. This has proved particularly
influential. Already by 2001 the UK Department for Education had been renamed “…for
Education & Skills”! As that name implies, education is separate from skills. That starts to
explain why the PISA skills tests are ‘not…linked to the school curriculum’. Education, in other
words, is not to be evaluated in its own terms. The traditional sort of evaluation — in school
exams — does not seem to be of any interest to the OECD or the UN. These organizations
prefer a different approach. When we examine this new approach more closely, we note that
Humanities are barely represented in the PISA tests — they appear only as ‘reading skills’.
3
4
5

UN (2012)
http://www.oecd.org/pisa/aboutpisa/
Ibid.
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Maths and Science are prominent, (along with ‘Financial Literacy’), but even here there is no
sign of the categories in which those subjects are taught and tested. Binomial theorem is out,
vehicle braking times are in.
We may conclude that, from the point of view of this assessment program, education
is seen as a means to an end. That end is defined in terms which are not connected with
the process of education itself. It is supposed instead to relate to the wider world outside
the education system. The goal of education is purely economic. Students study in order to earn
more; schools and universities teach in order to boost GNP. In both cases, success is ultimately
defined in money numbers. It can be immediately measured by testing students’ ‘skills’.

(Skills and) competencies
‘Skills’ and ‘competences/competencies’ may be used almost interchangeably, but when,
as often, they are differentiated, the second term is wider. A competency involves the ability
to apply a range of skills and, crucially, a commitment to do so. Attitudes and motivations are
as important as abilities. Thus, key competencies include ‘Initiative’. The summum bonum is
‘Problem Solving’.6

Impact
This is hardly a coherent concept — no one knows how to spell it, let alone can offer
a half-way rigorous definition. Yet it has been extraordinarily influential. In autumn 2014, for
instance, the Education Directors of Switzerland’s German-speaking Cantons issued a plan
to harmonize the schools under their responsibility. It specified 4500 competencies that were
to be developed, practiced, tested and applied! In Austria, a similar exercise defined the core
competencies that school students were to acquire in philosophy classes as Perceptiveness,
Understanding, Analysis, Reflection, Argumentation and Drawing Conclusions, Finding One’s
Own Way, and Action7!

Source and diffusion
The language of ‘competences’/’competencies’ emerged from the Business Schools in
the 1990s.8 It started with an influential paper9 describing features of successful corporations,
but soon was freely applied in descriptions of individual characteristics or capacities held
to be correlated with personal success10. From there, it invaded education. There is something
inherently implausible in this saga. A fashionable idiom, a rhetorical fad has somehow
Cf. e.g. http://www.talentalign.com/skills-vs-competencies-whats-the-difference/
Liessman (2014) p
8
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Competence-based_management and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Competency-based_management
9
Prahalad, C.K. and Hamel, G. (1990) “The core competence of the corporation”, Harvard Business Review
(v. 68, no. 3) pp. 79–91
10
Cf. wdrs.fnal.gov/elr/competencies_04.pdf http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_94.htm
6
7
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monopolized the attention of the most prestigious and highly-paid professionals across
the ‘developed world’ and so has intimately affected the lives of all our children. One level
of explanation must be institutional.
•

To join the OECD’s well-remunerated staff, economists must show an impeccable record
of conventional thinking, and conventional economists are in awe of business. Having been
invited to tender for a management development contract at the OECD during the 1980s,
the present author can testify to the importance that the organization has long accorded
the jargon current in this field. Clearly, therefore, the OECD borrowed practices from
business training and applied them to evaluating national education systems: hence PISA.

•

And the OECD is hugely influential — this ‘rich countries club’ is seen as holding the key
to national economic success. Its initiatives set the tone for other big bureaucracies like
the World Bank,11 the EU12 and the US government.13

Still, that explanation is not by itself adequate. The OECD developed this program
to satisfy a demand that was clearly there. So what need did PISA meet? From the response
it evoked, we may infer:
•

a perceived need for more active management of the education sector, and

•

an urge to align public - with private-sector attitudes and practices.

Privatization:
Shantayanan Devarajan is Chief Economist in the World Bank’s Middle East and North
Africa Region. His academic interests and professional responsibilities focus on the delivery
of services such as education. Last year he published a suggestion on the World Bank’s blog
that aroused much comment.14 Given its remit, the World Bank must sometimes constrain
client governments to reduce expenditure, for instance on education; at the same time it
is supposed to help those governments improve economic outcomes for instance by raising
educational standards. Confronting this dilemma head-on, Devarajan suggested a radical
solution — governments should no longer provide education at all. They should leave it to
the market and confine themselves to regulation. His argument is complicated by economic
jargon: is education a ‘public good’ or a ‘private good’? But basically he is saying that much
money has been spent to little effect, so let us try a different approach. He presents wholesale
privatization as the extension of an existing trend. Parents, he points out, must normally pay
something for education anyhow; and indeed they tend to pay as much as (or more than)
they can afford; so private provision is, in his view, already starting to elbow out ineffective
government programs.
His proposed solution is not exactly original. In the 1950s, Milton Friedman
suggested not only the goal but also the means of attaining it: instead of running the school
system, he said the government should fund it by giving parents cash to spend with private
http://blogs.worldbank.org/education/pisa-development-initiative-moves-forward-have-my-wishesbeen-fulfilled
12
http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/strategic-framework/doc/pisa2012_en.pdf
13
http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa/
14
http://blogs.worldbank.org/futuredevelopment/education-if-economics-mattered
11
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providers (‘school vouchers’).15 This approach has since been tried, for instance in Sweden
and in Chile. In another, complementary approach, the US and other countries have since
the 1970s fostered the establishment of so-called Charter Schools — autonomous, more or less
private educational institutions which nonetheless receive state funding. Devarajan’s critics16
do not question his premise that much education provision is inadequate. But they suggest
that governments’ ineffectiveness in this field is not inevitable; instead, it is attributable to
a mismatch between the goals they are obliged to espouse and the funds they are able to apply.

Alternative Views:
The critics worry about the poor getting left behind in the rush towards privatization
(this is perhaps one reason why the UN document keeps talking about equity). They insist,
moreover, that mass education did progress during the hundred years or more when all agreed it
must be publicly provided. It has suffered, they say, precisely since ideas of privatization began
to gain currency. That, along with the assumption that the value of education must be defined
in terms of some economic calculus, is undermining the best efforts of dedicated educationists.
These arguments have some force. Education vouchers, for instance, have not been
an outstanding success: Sweden, for instance, has fallen steadily in the PISA rankings.17
Vouchers, it is plausibly claimed:
•

can at best affect only a limited number of students, since
◦◦

legislation makes education compulsory, so there is a need for mass provision, and

◦◦

there is little realistic prospect of private provision meeting more than a small
proportion of that need; and, even where they are used, vouchers

•

do not seem to improve educational quality; but instead they

•

divert resources from the public school system, and may on occasion

•

direct public money to some distinctly questionable institutions.

Charter Schools have not worked particularly well either.18 Questions of propriety
are also sometimes raised by such schools’ rich, ideologically driven sponsors.
Here, then, we encounter a different, equally coherent understanding of the crisis in
education: that it results from ideologically driven attacks on a hard-working profession and
a set of otherwise viable institutions. Thus the field of education appears as a battleground.
Can we, from a Buddhist perspective, seek to defuse the tension?

Understanding the Crisis
That there is a crisis is widely agreed. There is also broad agreement that it has
something to do with the application of economics to education. The economists judge that
15
16
17
18

Friedman (1955)
Klees (2012) and http://www.educationincrisis.net/blog/item/581-why-does-the-world-bank-hate-teachers
http://www.thelocal.se/20140401/sweden-takes-another-tumble-in-pisa-school-rankings
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/oped/bs-ed-hornbeck-charters-20150301-story.html

293

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

the educationists are not paying attention to the basis realities (read: the economists’
analysis) of their work; the educationists feel that things would immediately improve if only
the economists would just leave them alone.
A Buddhist perspective might suggest that both groups are probably, like the rest
of us, struggling with quality-of-experience issues, and that it might make sense to
stop worrying who’s right and who’s wrong and instead to focus on difficulties that all
alike must face. On that basis, we are bound to ask: why have the economists invaded
the educationists’ turf? Something must have precipitated this.

The Detail:
Klees, on behalf of the educationists, traces the problem back 50 years ago to the growth
of what is now called Economics Imperialism19, the notion that every aspect of human life is to
be measured in money terms and more particularly in terms of how, according to mainstream
economists’ thinking, it stands to increase the flow of money in the economy and into individual
pockets. In particular: The advent of human capital theory in the 1960s [meant that] education
was seen as investment in individual qualities that made one more productive and employable.
This was operationalized by measuring rates of return to different levels or types of
education. …Tied to the human capital argument that education yields individual income and
jobs is a related, broader argument that education and other forms of human capital yield overall
economic growth, thus providing some aggregate benefits to society.20 He then presents these
developments as fundamentally mistaken: Unfortunately, these [supposed rates of return on
educational investment] had no legitimacy, for two reasons. First, in theory, they should have
been looking at much more than the impact on income, and, since they did not, results were
distorted. Second, they could not even accurately measure the impact of education on income
since income is affected by dozens of variables and there is no correct way to control for them.
…GNP is the result of literally hundreds of variables, and our research methodologies have
no way of controlling accurately for all of them in order to isolate the effect of one variable,
like years of schooling21.
That makes sense, as far as it goes. Yet the arguments that Klees here seeks to demolish
did nonetheless come to the fore, and they have remained immensely influential. Why? To say
that bad/foolish people did bad/foolish things is not too helpful.

A Big Picture:
After all, these developments in education formed part of a wider phenomenon.
We could call it the advent of homo-oeconomicus. From the 1960s:
•

the underlying trend was that:
◦◦

19
20
21

population densities were exploding and accordingly

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economics_imperialism
http://www.educationincrisis.net/blog/item/1002-business-as-usual-distorts-education-part-i
ibid
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•

◦◦

economic and social change was gathering pace, so that

◦◦

every aspect of personal life and of institutional structure was becoming more
and more complex and interrelated; so

in the collective discourse:
◦◦

◦◦

•

•

the logic of consumerism was starting to dominate both
▪▪

individual lives and

▪▪

social policy; and, simultaneously, in a connected movement,

the idea was spreading that management was:
▪▪

a science, productive of ‘right answers’, and hence

▪▪

the way to resolve any problems that might arise:
--

at the societal level and indeed, by extension,

--

in individual lives; at the same time

in the experience of individuals:
◦◦

state-provided services figured ever more prominently;

◦◦

an increasing proportion of life was spent in education;

◦◦

adult life was more and more focused on work, which was separate from
the sphere of the family, so that social life became more and more functional commercially-driven, standardized, instrumentalized and specifically

◦◦

parents started to see their role instrumentally, in terms of ensuring children’s
‘success’ (e.g. at school and in the jobs market); and finally

in the field of public policy:
◦◦

governments, busily expanding their activities to provide the ‘good life’ for their
voters, were driven by the increasing scope of their activities to rely more and
more on statistical tools, i.e. to measure and standardize state-funded activities
wherever possible; while

◦◦

more and more practical and psychological importance accrued to education
in particular, the signature service of the modern state, which satisfied
both the government’s need for an economically active population and
consumers’/parents’ desire to see their children progress.

Thus what has been happening in education forms part of a much wider pattern of
change. This clearly did not result from some academic economists’ machinations! Instead,
it represents the working out of long-term historical trends. Those trends go back at least to
the eighteenth century ‘Enlightenment’, which dreamt of achieving heaven on earth by
applying ‘reason’ through the structures of state and society. Yes, today’s educational policies
are often simplistic. Yes, little critical judgment is being applied. But then that is true in other
policy areas, too. On the principle that manopubbaṅgamā dhamma, we may wish to consider
the underlying assumptions here, viz.:
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•

Only objective indices matter: what can be measured and counted, i.e. what is external to
the person.

•

Action is constantly necessary to optimize the objective indices: nothing must get in
the way of progress, continuous improvement is the overriding priority, and change is
always the order of the day.

•

Leaders must plan and implement such change in terms of a clear, mono-dimensional
progression from cause to effect — a mechanical process, an algorithm.

Those assumptions are deeply embedded in policy. But that is a secondary
phenomenon. The primary reality is that each of us individually is imbued with this thinking.
After all, how else to explain the acceptance of current policy? On this basis, we may start
to see a way to defuse the tensions that are multiplying between economists and educators,
between policy-makers and parents — and between students and the adult world. There is
an opportunity here to shift the attention from the clash of abstract concepts to the work we
can all usefully do on our fundamental thought processes so as to enhance the quality of
our experience.

The Inside And The Outside:
Education is something that happens between and within persons — teachers and learners. But there is a physical and administrative aspect to it, too: there must be school buildings,
teachers must be paid, curricula must be developed and books and computers provided. So
there is an inside and an outside to the process. The challenge is to strike a balance between
them. At the moment, education is conceptualized almost exclusively in terms of externals
and managed as if it were a mechanical process. This reflects a widespread confusion between
psycho-social and material reality. Clearly, we need to give more weight to inside. If we are
to have a chance of doing so effectively, however we must first understand the problems of
education from the outside.

How it looks from the outside:
Education as we understand it today is an institutional expression of the nation state.
Today, states are in flux. That is why education systems are crumbling too. On the 19th/20th
century model, each state controlled its own national economy. In the 21st century, capital is
able to move instantly from one jurisdiction and currency to another. In that sense, there are
no national economies, only a global economy. States must therefore compete for the favor
of capital. They must do so at a time when they have less and less control over what happens
within their territories. Power has shifted to the multi-national corporations.
Most such corporations see it as vital for their survival that they should be able at
a moment’s notice to shift any operation from one locus to another across the globe. As
the corporation is therefore supposed to be able to hire and fire at will, so similarly the worker
is conceived as a free agent, moving constantly around the labor market in pursuit of a better
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offer. Under such circumstances, employers will no longer commit significant time and money
to training. Instead, they want to be able to extract full value out of any employee from the first
day of her or his employment. So they expect that the worker will emerge from the education
system replete with practical competencies.
Feeling under pressure from competition, employers are never satisfied with
the quality of their ‘intake’. They lean on governments to remedy the situation. Government
finds this difficult. So the corporate sector offers ‘solutions’ drawn from its own experience.
Since government sees itself as dependent on business, it tries to do as suggested. As a result,
the process of education becomes ever more industrialized — standardized, quantified,
depersonalized. Thus the increasing pressure of contemporary society is eventually translated
through to our children. In the manipulative tradition of behavioral or industrial psychology,
they are conceptualized as ‘black boxes’.
That is, one is not supposed to think about what happens inside the system (i.e. the child),
only about what ‘inputs’ to the ‘back box’ will produce required outputs. It is all about
measurable outputs — units of performance potential (‘skill’) that the child can be shown to
have acquired, and/or units of work that he or she can perform. As the panic over ‘educational
standards’ grows, more and more specific outputs have to be defined, which must be produced
to order, in sequence, immediately. The testing regime becomes more insistent and intrusive;
results are always disappointing.
This is hard on the children. There is therefore a need to motivate them. Since we are
now applying to education the logic of the business world, we say they must be motivated
to learn by the thought of their potential increased earning power. Teachers likewise must be
motivated by the idea of contributing directly to their students’ material wellbeing and indirectly
to the growth of the national economy.
What is happening here? An external change (in the economy, and in the way nations are
constituted) is affecting us all internally. As a result, we start to feel that the complex, interrelated
world is running out of control. Distressed, we try to stimulate ourselves, and particularly our
children, to greater effort. Effectively, we are beating up on ourselves.
•

22
23
24
25

East Asian countries do best on the PISA tests. There, school students are
under immense pressure. The syndrome has acquired a name: ‘education fever’.22
As a result.
◦◦

22 percent of Singaporean children aged between 6-12 indicated or entertained
thoughts of killing themselves23

◦◦

In South Korea, where 70% of household expenditure goes towards education,
pushing debt to record levels,24the figures has at times risen to almost 50%25

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-24537487
http://yoursdp.org/news/why_do_we_do_this_to_our_children/2014-05-06-5810
as per note 21 above
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Korea/GK30Dg01.html
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•

In Europe and America, children and young adults opt out in other ways:
◦◦

There are pronounced secular trends towards increasingly younger age of onset
of major depression26

◦◦

Some fall into anomie, quasi-autistic behavior, a cold acquisitiveness. The most
successful would seem in some ways to be the most at risk.27

How it is on the inside - Truth
The dogma of our contemporary culture insists on the need to focus on measurable,
external realities. To be ‘objective’, we must see the human component in any social process
as in some way secondary, ‘subjective’. Any Buddhist analysis must start by recognizing that
this approach is not only mistaken but counter-productive. Things work the other way — to make
a difference in the ‘real world’ we must first settle and focus our minds and hearts. Yes,
the Buddhist tradition is realistic, so encourages a sober assessment of outcomes. But it is clear
that you do not achieve good outcomes by grasping at specific, measurable outputs. Instead,
the tradition suggests that we need to give our whole attention what we are doing as we do it,
not to cast our minds ahead in expectation.
Only if we understand our activity as a path, a process worthwhile for its own sake,
a practice, only then do we achieve our human potential. So, if we can focus properly on
the process of learning, desirable learning outcomes will follow. If we can help our children
to become learners, they will learn. We shall definitely achieve better results that way than by
trying to hammer particular bits of learning into their skulls in double-quick time. Above all,
we need trust and confidence. The ever more obsessive testing regimes to which we subject our
children testify to our inability to believe in them, ourselves, or anything very much.
That is why we grasp at simplistic solutions. We want the cheap reassurance of
the algorithm, the simple sequence that appears to lead from where we are through a few
easily understandable steps to a definite, positive outcome. We need instead to recognize that
we cannot achieve certainty that way. That sort of abstract sequence — from cause to effect,
from action to result — may be applicable in the physical realm, but humans are not machines.
The most important things we need to do can never be reduced to step-by-step mechanical
procedures. That is, we can never know before we start that (having analyzed the factors fully
and correctly in advance) we are certain to ‘get this right’. Instead, we must trust ourselves to
adapt our approach appropriately stage by stage. If we watch the quality of our experience, do
not succumb to greed, fear and delusion, and do not grab for the goal, we should be alright.
Straightforward purposive action is appropriate for small tasks, but for the largest, most
important things in life we need to take an indirect approach, Learning, in particular, is of course
a heuristic, not an algorithmic exercise.

26
27

Burke et al., 1991
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-07-16/do-business-schools-incubate-criminals-.html
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Words:
That is a simple truth. How to present it? How, in particular, to avoid appearing
old-fashioned, impractical and idealistic? We need to use skill-in-means. A good way to
start is to do as the suttas often show the Buddha doing — to pick up on the discourse that is
already current in society, and to turn it in a new direction. In particular, it is helpful to identify
the contradictions inherent in the conventional wisdom — these are the chinks through which
wisdom can shine. Liessman (2014) may offer a helpful point of entry. He points out that
the fashionable preoccupation with skills and competencies is misleading.
It is true that, whereas previously the focus was on what a student is to study (the body
of evidence that (s)he is to master, and the processes of mastering such evidence that (s)he is to
cultivate), now it is instead on types of action that the student is to be capable of performing,
(to demonstrate skills and competencies).28 Yet the process of skills-based testing is also
centrally concerned with predispositions and attitudes. For students to be able to “apply
solutions to problems” they must adopt appropriate motivational patterns, perspectives
and goals.29 Here we come to the heart of the matter.
•

Ostensibly, the new approach to education focuses on behavior. Students do not learn to
relate to their own thoughts and feelings, but instead are trained to perform in specified ways.

•

Ironically, however, this goes along with an explicit insistence on psychological
conditioning — not old-fashioned ‘character-building’ but instead corporate-style,
sub-therapeutic motivational training

In our confusion, we as a society are imposing on our children a set of mutually
contradictory requirements. A similar pattern emerges, incidentally, in the way young people
use social media. On the one hand, they are constantly in contact with one another, openly
expressing their feelings; on the other, the contact is formalized and the expression formulaic.
The true quality of intimacy is more and more difficult to achieve, which presumably explains
the urge to compensate by increasing the quantity of superficial, inauthentic interactions.
In both cases, in school life and in social life, the inner, personal space is rendered public
and thereby impoverished.

Mindfulness, Clarity And Creativity:
So our young people urgently need to recover their inner space. Hence the increasing
number and scope of initiatives to introduce mindfulness in schools.30 The challenge is to
integrate mindfulness into the education process. Normally, it is seen an add-on. Thus
gelernt wird…das, was mit der Lebenswelt von Schülern und Studenten, mit ihren Bedürfnissen und Problemen
zu tun hat oder auf diese anzuwenden ist… Alles dient dem Lösen von Problemen und muss deshalb als eine Form
von Handlung beschrieben werden können;
29
Es geht nicht nur um die Vermittlung von Fähigkeiten und Fertigkeiten – von Wissen, Erkenntnis und Neugier
ist ohnehin nicht mehr die Rede –, sondern auch um Bereitschaften, also Haltungen, es geht um die Kontrolle
und Steuerung von inneren Beweggründen, Absichten und sozialem Verhalten; dies mit dem Ziel, Problemlösungen
«nutzen» zu können – was immer dies heissen mag.
30
Cf. e.g. http://www.mindfulnessfoundation.org.uk/ http://mindfulnessinschools.org
28
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Wellington College, a pioneer in this area, defines mindfulness as ‘a feature of
the well-being program’.
Richard Layard, who has championed mindfulness in schools for 15 years, presents
it as a mental health intervention.31 He also calls it a “happiness lesson” and promotes it
on the basis that “life skills” should be given the same attention as reading and writing32,
but the shifting terminology only indicates uncertainty over how to locate this component of
the school day. Such uncertainty is widespread.
To give mindfulness its rightful, central place, it must be seen in relation to the basic
process of acquiring knowledge and, yes, skills. As we have seen, the psychological stresses,
to which students are subject, are not just incidental to school life. Instead, they tend to arise
from the way in which learning is conceived and organized. It makes little sense, therefore,
to continue with all existing practices, but to add a little mindfulness on top. That is like
applying sticking plaster to a wound that one continues to irritate.
There is good evidence33 that mindfulness enhances creativity. This effect may be
enhanced, depending how mindfulness is presented in an educational context. Until now, it has
normally been considered essential to strip samatha-vipassanā of all contextual, i.e. Buddhist
elements in order to render it acceptable in the secular context of a non-denominational school.
So people miss the opportunity that the evident usefulness of this practice can offer.
It is not necessary to avoid teaching Buddhist doctrine, so long as one does so
indirectly. The trick is to avoid using explicitly Buddhist terminology. In discussion with
students who have experienced mindfulness practice, it is quite easily possible to convey
enough of e.g. suññatā and papañca to make a significant difference. Specifically, it is possible
to undermine the unhelpful assumption, often insinuated in standard learning materials, that
in any problem situation there is one right analysis to apply, one right solution to discover and
one right way of implementing it. Those unconscious assumptions tend to paralyze students.
Challenging them directly, on the basis of the mindfulness experience, enhances clarity and
creativity. In this way, with just a little admixture of implicit Buddhist doctrine, mindfulness
can be recognized as the key to more effective learning.

31
32
33

Layard (2015)
ibid
E.g. Langer (2005)
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Negotiating Buddhist Priorities for Education
Hudaya Kandahjaya

Two Issues Confronting Buddhist Response to Educational Crisis
Challenges for promoting Buddhist response to educational crisis are lurking at two
interrelated fronts. A challenge may come from the structure of preference within Buddhist
communities whereby activities attached to the Buddhist sangha and vihāra are of prime
opportunity for creating merit. Those activities are in contrast to education, which may be
allegedly considered secular and does not necessarily correspond with the path of awakening.
Another challenge may evolve from efforts to find a place or a role of Buddhist teachings and to
reconcile them with curricular subjects in modern schools. An efficacious recipe for addressing
these challenges is far from clear and thus is yet to be formulated.
To meet challenges for promoting Buddhist response to educational crisis I discuss
two case studies. In both cases I was a participant observer, respectively in between 1975 to
1991, and in between 1996 to 2014. The first describes theoretical as well as practical aspects of
establishing a school within a vihāra. Instead of merely maintaining traditional way of creating
merit, Buddhist laypeople and monastics could in fact get merit by establishing a school at
the premises of their vihāra by creating long-term strategies and benefits while overcoming
various obstacles, including human, financial, and other matters. The discussion draws lessons
from a Buddhist community in Bogor, Indonesia, who has effectively built a school in its
own vihāra. The project was primarily for underprivileged students and started from scratch
and meager support. By gradually establishing a kindergarten up to a high school, the project
resulted later in a full-fledged private school.
Conceptual references for students nowadays are dominated by math, science, and other
studies. For this reason, those students would profoundly appreciate a rendering of Buddhist
teachings compatible with their everyday learnings in classes, in addition to introduction to
Buddhist meditation or other practices. In dialogues with groups of students in Talmage, USA,
I gradually was able to identify a set of renderings through which Buddhist concepts could
come to terms with secular curriculum and thereby provide feasible venues for effectual
reconciliation beneficial to all stakeholders. In this paper I will particularly discuss
a reconciliation with arithmetic, being an example of simple rendering and yet having
a broad implication.

302

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

Establishing a School within the Premises of a Vihāra - Considerations
The whole process began in 1975 with an observation on main Buddhists’ activities
in a vihāra, usually related to liturgy, sermon, or meditation. These practices were performed
at the vihāra and mostly stopped there within its confines. Outside, Buddhists had to deal with
their daily life on their own. Religious practices performed at the vihāra could hardly teach or
set them ready for coping with modern challenges. Rituals were relevant to vihāra, to creating
merit, and perhaps to mind, but were not tools for solving immediate problems, for instance,
financial problems which in todays’ world may be overwhelmingly complex. As such, Buddhist
teachings may become outlandish, irrelevant, and disconnected to life beyond the vihāra walls.
In the old days, a vihāra provided the community with key education and was probably
the main cultural center as well. But when the school system introduced by the west slowly
prevails, the role of a vihāra even for the Buddhist community has shifted. Nowadays, as expected
by the society, schools are the ones to give graduates all the essential equipment, like knowledge
and skills in science, humanities, and technology to work and to face life. Buddhist practices
centered at a vihāra are far from meeting this requirement. And yet, if Buddhists are willing to
adapt to new circumstance, Buddhist practices have an option to stay relevant by getting involved
in sharing social responsibilities. Participation in general education is likely one of the best.
Education process gives an opportunity to all components of Buddhist society and Buddhist
teachings to update themselves against current environment. By joining in, Buddhists have
the chance to learn from other participants, to understand their viable contribution, to complement
the parts missing and necessary for building a better society, and naturally to create merit and
new path to awakening which are more synchronous with contemporary world.

Acquiring Support
Convincing the management of the vihāra to actively engage in establishing a school
within the premises of the vihāra but open to public was a crucial step by itself. It was not
an easy endeavor but showing that the school may serve as the confluence between insiders
(of the vihāra) and outsiders proved to be instrumental in acquiring the necessary support
and eventually in early 1976 in arriving at a decision to plan a school building construction.
Although, raising funds from the community attached to the vihāra took about three years
before the construction broke ground of the already crowded vihāra in 1978.

Initial Operation
The school ran its operation beginning with the second semester of 1978/1979 academic
year. School management was run by vihāra insiders who previously were proficient in religious
matters. But, it was soon obvious that the school required different sets of competencies.
Statistics from the first four academic years indicated the success or the failure. During those
four years, the school remained stagnant at its kindergarten program with about 40 student body,
at low morale ran rampant among teachers and staff (who were considered working voluntarily
and thereby received only stipend), and at subdued recognition at best.
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Professionalism
The initial operation must have given a jolt to the insiders and Buddhist belief system.
Even if the underlying purport was to assist underprivileged students, Buddhist religious
activities and voluntarism were apparently far from being sufficient to run a school operation.
The system needed to be adjusted to handle the kind of modern school environment. It must
absorb and be complemented with secular know-how. Sound professionalism in all areas of
school management was prerequisite: from selecting and hiring teachers and staff, managing
human and school resources, selecting and admitting students, budgeting and financing,
designing educational program, planning school development, etc. Even though these might have
already been anticipated earlier, eventually the management of the vihāra had to acknowledge
that there was a problem. They eventually prepared to install a new school management in 1982.
The new school management consisted of Buddhist volunteers and yet was
professionally oriented and attempted to maintain and integrate Buddhist characteristics.
The new management systematically altered the style in running the school operation by
opening up channels of communication with all parties involved in the learning process:
teachers and staff, parents, students, public officials related to education, and relevant members
of community at large. Balanced budgeting was also discussed with teachers and staff.
All of these made teachers and staff know exactly the financial condition of the school and
could also involve in the formulation of policies, strategies, and goals of the school.
Full time teachers were selected and hired only from a pool of those holding teaching
credentials. Most teachers were not Buddhists, but once hired they were from the start requested
to agree complying with school standards and policies. The hiring of full timers was
complemented with competitive pay rate, five-yearly bonus, health benefit, training for
enrichment, and scholarship for advancement.
Computer technology was introduced to elementary school students (and beyond),
so that they could familiarize themselves with contemporaneous environment. For 1980s,
it was a new program for schools. On the other hand, to imbue students with Buddhist
characteristics, the management hired college level Buddhist students to be part-time teachers
teaching various curricular subjects.

Growth
In the decade subsequent to instilling professionalism, the school experienced steady
growth, recognition, and expanding opportunities. Elementary, middle, and high schools were
added in due time. The student body grew nearly ten times to almost 400. Teachers and staff too
grew at about the same rate to 40 people. School job openings gave an opportunity for members
of the vihāra community to apply for and get a job. The land owned and occupied by the school
expanded from merely 200 square meters to 2,500 square meters. The recognition was apparent
from the growing number of awards bestowed towards school and student achievements.
The school finally became one among those in town which was aimed by student candidates.
At the same time, the number of scholarships for needy students increased gradually.
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Reconciling Buddhist Concepts with Curricular Subjects in Modern
Schools - Methodological Issue
Glancing at proposals on Buddhist education for students at modern schools, one would
normally find them being dominated by teaching Buddhist meditation practice and ethics.1
Buddhist meditation particularly seems to be considered the best that Buddhism could offer in
order to solve variety of problems. This proposal might work in classroom if only meditation
is synchronous with other subjects. The problem, however, it might not work automatically as
expected because, for example, meditation asks students to still or observe their mind or brain
activity, while on the other hand math, science, and similar subjects require students to fully
utilize their brain to memorize, formulate, or solve questions. The contradiction is subtle and
hardly visible. Though, we can imagine that the conflict could make students struggle internally.
Thus, there needs to be additional effort to avoid conflicting message to occur and, instead, to
allow students eager and feel worth practicing meditation while studying math and other subjects.
To make the additional effort work effectively and since math becomes one of the most
fundamental elements in modern classroom, one may have to start from grasping of what math
is and how math operates. If we go back in history, Galileo Galilei was perhaps the first to
indicate in 1623 that mathematics is the language by which philosophy is written in the grand
book of universe.
Philosophy is written in this grand book, the universe, which stands continually open
to our gaze. But the book cannot be understood unless one first learns to comprehend
the language and read the letters in which it is composed. It is written in the language of
mathematics, and its characters are triangles, circles, and other geometric figures without
which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of it; without these, one wanders
about in a dark labyrinth.2
Most likely, Galileo’s statement frames not only the mind of any math teacher but also
the students in recognizing the importance of math and its role for understanding any subjects
or aspects of the universe. Alfred Adler reframes it further when he suggests that math is
essentially the language of science, as follows.
Mathematics is pure language—the language of science. It is unique among languages
in its ability to provide precise expression for every thought or concept that can be formulated
in its terms. (In a spoken language, there exist words, like “happiness”, that defy definition.)
It is also an art—the most intellectual and classical of the arts.3
By extension, math makes and becomes formula which makes all kinds of
quantification and measurements computed and comprehended. Without math, quantification,
or measurements, any knowledge or concept becomes unsatisfactory.4 To this end, then,
See Thich Nhat Tu and Thich Duc Thien 2014. This volume which publishes all papers presented at
the Buddhist Education section for the UNDV 2014 gives a broad overview of suggestions made by mostly Buddhists
on education and curriculum, among which the most popular is meditation or mindfulness practice.
2
Drake 1957:237-238.
3
Adler 1972:39.
4
Galton 1879:149, said: “Psychometry, it is hardly necessary to say, means the art of imposing measurement
and number upon operation of the mind, as in the practice of determining the reaction-time of different persons.
I propose in this memoir to give a new instance of psychometry, and a few of its results. They may not be of any
1
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like those others in the field of humanities, Buddhism being a religion faces a great challenge
in modern classroom.
However, it would be misleading to think that, by elevating Buddhism equal to
the status and dignity of a science, Buddhism would at once be readily acceptable in
the classroom,5 because even if Buddhism is accepted being scientific, one ought to
acknowledge from the beginning that Buddhism itself does not operate exactly like science.
Instead, Buddhism operates within a belief systems and a practitioner cultivates the belief
accordingly. Therefore, the main issue lies not in the attribute but in the methodology on how
each branch of knowledge, i.e., Buddhism vis-à-vis math and science, achieves their aims.6
Since arithmetic is one of the most basic systems of math and perhaps the most common
entrance through which a student is introduced to math, it may serve as a representative for
a comparison, i.e., how math operates in comparison to Buddhism. In dialogues with groups
of students, the following discussion is an example for how the comparison has proved from
time to time to be beneficial in instilling a commonality between Buddhism and math. Then,
similar comparison could be extended to other curricular subjects.

Arithmetic Principles
In arithmetic, mathematical operations work on top of a number of principles. These
principles usually are given and defined but are not particularly explained. Two such principles
are related to the properties of zero and infinity.

Properties of Zero and Infinity
Everyone certainly knows how to work with zero and infinity. However, why zero
and infinity behave the way they do in arithmetic is probably not always clear. For the sake of
comparison, let us reexamine their properties. The following is a paraphrase of how the property
of zero in division is defined. It has two parts.
Zero, if divided by any non-zero real number, is resulted in zero. However, a division
by zero is not defined.
very great novelty or importance, but they are at least definite, and admit of verification; therefore I trust it requires
no apology for offering them to the readers of this Journal, who will be prepared to agree in the view, that until
the phenomena of any branch of knowledge have been subjected to measurement and number, it cannot assume
the status and dignity of a science.” Lord Kelvin in Thompson 1976:792 said in his lecture on Electrical Units of
Measurement on May 3, 1883: “I often say that when you can measure what you are speaking about, and express it
in numbers, you know something about it; but when you cannot measure it, when you cannot express it in numbers,
your knowledge is of a meager and unsatisfactory kind.”
5 Some scholars have attempted to demonstrate that Buddhism is scientific and thereby is up to any modern day
scientific challenge. For instance: Paul Dahlke, R G de S Wettimuny, B Alan Wallace. Donald Lopez, Buddhism
and Science, video in YouTube, lecture at Le Moyne College, 2014. The so-called ‘mind boom’ epitomizes scholars’
belief that Buddhism and science are increasingly compatible in research into mind. But it is a great mistake to think
that Buddhism could replace science, or to assume that Buddhism being scientific could be taught in a classroom
without any trouble.
6
See Thich Nhat Tu and Thich Duc Thien 2014:25-53, where I details the context and the issue.
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The first part is practically unquestionable, as zero may represent nothing and
dividing nothing by any number will always result in nothing. The second part dealing
with zero being the divisor, however, leads to persistent question asking why. One author puts
an explanation simply as follows.7 What happens if I do [divide by zero]? You can’t. It is
against the rules.
A more mathematical explanation for the problem of division by zero states that
the operation breaks down. The reason is mainly because a division is an inverse operation
of multiplication. Thus, if x : y = z, then x = y x z. In the multiplication operation itself
when y and z are zeros, the multiplication resulting in x = 0 is valid. But, if being
the divisory = 0, then x will be zero for any value of z (including zero). That is how y = 0
being the divisor becomes confusing and breaks down the division operation.
Similar mind boggling number property is related to infinity. It is usually considered
a number without any limit which is greater than any real number and is usually denoted by
the symbol ∞. Even so, when we are working with our inquisitive mind, we could always
wonder whether or not ∞ + 1 > ∞ > ∞ - 1, because we know from our casual experience that
adding by one to a number or subtracting by one to a number would make that number either
greater or lesser.
The properties of zero and infinity just shown demonstrate the limitation of arithmetic
in particular, or mathematics in general, the so-called pure language of exact sciences. In other
words, zero and infinity mark the limits up to which mathematics allows our calculating mind
may go. Beyond which, mathematicians may simply say “It is against the rules” and no further
clarification provided.
Properties similar to those mathematical properties of zero and infinity are abound
in Buddhism. In fact, the term śūnya, meaning empty or void, is usually considered the origin
of modern zero.8 The noun śūnyatā refers to a very important doctrinal concept of Buddhism.
The term infinity too is known and expressed via a number of terms, i.e., asaṃkhyeya
(innumerable), acintya (unthinkable), amita (limitless), aprameya (unmeasurable), apramāṇa
(unlimited), anabhilāpya (inexpressible), or avyavahāra (not capable of discussion).
The terms asaṃkhyeya, acintya, aprameya also denote high numbers. The term amita may
refer to the Buddha Amitābha (Infinite Light) or Amitāyus (Infinite Life), one of the most
widely worshipped Buddhas in Buddhism. The term catvāri-apramānāṇi (four immeasurables),
also known as catvāro brahma-vihārāḥ (four pure abodes), may denote meditation or mind
cultivation on four mind qualities of kindness, pity, joy, and equanimity. In the scriptures, such as
the Lalitavistara and the Gaṇḍavyūha, counting and mathematics are considered virtues learned
by going to school or possessed by Bodhisattvas.9 Thus, in contrast to modern mathematics,
the concepts are related to Buddhist doctrines, and more importantly to methodology which
allows a practitioner not only recognize but realize the reality beyond the calculating mind as
well. The method, among others, includes meditation.
Derbyshire 2003:36.
Teresi 2002:66. In this book, Teresi devotes the whole chapter 2 discussing Mathematics, being the language
of science.
9
See Vaidya 1958, for Chapter 10 and 12 of the Lalitavistara, respectively, the Lipiśālāsaṃdarśana-parivarta
and the Śilpasaṃdarśana-parivarta. Also, Vaidya 1960, for Chapter 15 on Indriyeśvaraḥ.
7
8

307

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

It is from such comparison, a student in modern classroom may grasp that
Buddhism is after all not in conflict with math or sciences, but in fact a course which
is not just complementary to but also compatible with any other secular subjects in
modern schools.

Concluding Remarks
The two case studies elaborated above indicate that opportunities are open for
Buddhists to meet and address challenges while promoting Buddhist response to educational
crisis. Although, following the cases above, it becomes more obvious that, in responding to
the challenges, Buddhists may require to do more for acquiring merit and accomplishing
Buddhist altruistic ideals in a complex modern environment than merely perpetuating traditional
Buddhist religious and voluntary activities. Participation in general education is likely one
of the best. Education process and classroom give an opportunity to all components of Buddhist
society and Buddhist teachings to update themselves against current environment.
The cases delineated above were still very much in their infancy. We could nonetheless
take advantage of the lessons learned from them. Beyond that, I do hope that Buddhist
communities around the world also could move forward developing more applicable and
enhanced solutions which may help induce and intensify further Buddhist response to educational crisis.

308

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

Bibliography
Adler, Alfred. “Reflections: Mathematics and Creativity” The New Yorker
(February 19, 1972):39-45.
Derbyshire, J. Prime Obsession: Bernhard Riemann and the Greatest Unsolved Problem
in Mathematics. Washington, D.C.: Joseph Henry Press. 2003.
Drake, Stillman. Discoveries and Opinions of Galileo. New York: Doubleday & Co. 1957.
Galton, F. “Psychometric Experiments” Brain: A Journal of Neurology 2 (1879): 149-162.
Teresi, Dick. Lost Discoveries: The Ancient Roots of Modern Science—from
the Babylonians to the Maya. New York: Simon and Schuster. 2002.
Thich, Nhat Tu and Thich Duc Thien. The Importance of Promoting Buddhist Education.
Phu Nhuan, Vietnam: Vietnam Buddhist University Publications. 2014.

Thompson, S. P. The Life of Lord Kelvin 2. New York: Chelsea Publishing. 1976.
Vaidya, P. L. Lalita-Vistara. Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute of Post-Graduate
Studies and Research in Sanskrit Learning. 1958.
------.Gaṇḍavyūhasūtra. Darbhanga: The Mithila Institute of Post-Graduate Studies
and Research in Sanskrit Learning. 1960.

309

R

Revised Role for Buddhism in ASEAN:
Conquering the Education Crisis1
Dr. Dion Peoples
Manager, International Association of Buddhist Universities

IABU at the International and Institutional Level:
Buddhism is not the major religion with ASEAN, but here within the IABU, we are
committed to see Buddhist studies thrive, amongst other programs offered at the institutional
level. We must maintain our awareness that within ASEAN, Buddhism is a minority religion,
despite being prominent in most of our homelands. Buddhism is only a major factor in
mainland ASEAN and only a minority or something trendy in the island-regions. Again,
here in this paper, only the Buddhist community is being addressed, but by extension, other
communities are implied in the commentary and not excluded - and they can observe and learn
in some possible way how to improve their religions as well. This paper should be useful
towards and for any community.
People can learn about Buddhism in a variety of ways: visiting monks and temples,
the internet, or even earning a university degree in the subject matter. To ensure that Buddhists
or any student in the program are getting a quality education, the International Association of
Buddhist Universities (IABU) was set up and began to operate in 2007 with its goals, mission
and vision to accomplish this task at the higher levels of institutionalized learning.
At the international level, the IABU is an umbrella association covering every Buddhist
university and program offering degrees in Buddhist Studies and other related areas of study.
The IABU operates according to the IABU Constitution, and our vision, mission and goals
for improving Buddhist Studies. We encourage our members to produce quality research, and
through annual academic conferences, share this research, pertaining to important themes.
We envision to complete a data directory with all of the university programs contained within,
produce an annual academic journal and the occasional special thematic edition, and a periodic
newsletter that would need proactive notifications or contributions of participating universities
that consist of newsworthy institutional news, submitted in to the IABU, so we can publish
this information on their behalf.2 The IABU has set up an official bank-account to accept
A draft version of this document was examined on my personal academia.edu website, gathering 326 individual
reviews, 55 comments, and was peer-reviewed by 33 academic-associates. Every peer-reviewed comment was
taken into account, and the statistics may be read from here: https://www.academia.edu/s/751d901864/summary
2
We attempted to do this before, but only some 30+ universities submitted data, out of nearly 100 schools or
programs associating with the IABU. The project was scrapped after three attempts to call for program information.
We aspire for Buddhist Studies programs to take a greater interest in the IABU and find ways to support the IABU,
either financially or through hosting different regional events, facilitating the exchange of teachers or students,
1
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donor-funds with the security of multiple-signatures from the executive council before
withdraws occur. The IABU, since its inception has relied on generous funding from MCU,
but in reality funding is needed from every member university before we can implement
the plans of teacher and student exchanges, publication of excellent research, and organizing
the annual or bi-annual academic conferences (usually in conjunction with the United Nations
Day of Vesak, to make hosting easier on MCU). With proper funding, the IABU can do more
for Buddhism and the Buddhist World. The universities should also operate accordingly,
although we cannot legally enforce our members to engage likewise, despite the signatures on
the documentation to set up the IABU:
Vision:
•

Motivate future generations to gain and apply profound understanding of
the Buddha-dhamma in every aspect of life.

•

Raise the quality of scholarly work within Buddhist Studies and across other academic
endeavors.

•

Contribute to meeting the challenges that face human society world-wide.

Mission:
•

Support and collaborate with Members to ensure humanity can benefit from the richness
and variety of the multidimensional Buddhist traditions.

•

Provide a framework towards better understanding diverse policies and activities.

•

Collaborate in administration, teaching, research and outreach.

•

Recognize each other’s qualifications.

Goals:
•

Propagate the Buddha-dhamma through collaborative academic channels.

•

Eliminate Buddhist sectarian, national, and institutional barriers.

•

Raise the academic standards throughout the Buddhist world.

•

Maximize academic potentials and abilities.

The IABU cannot operate effectively without greater financial support from donors,
and donor-institutions. Collaborations may involve travel-expenses, but who would fund this
travel between institutions, and from the university to the research-site – as just one example?
Our executive council is made up of members from many nations and different institutions, but
even those executives are not generating funds from their nation or institutions for the benefit
of the IABU. We know that the IABU is not a fund-raising association, but we are receptive
and other fund-raising endeavors, for the sake of Buddhist Studies. We have the Common Buddhist Text project,
which merges Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana Buddhist texts into a single volume to illustrate important
doctrines related to the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha, making it accessible to the common reader; and we have
the Uniform Catalogue of Buddhist Texts which is a project to place all of the Buddhist Texts on a single website,
where cross-referencing and other features will be possible. Projects need funding and salaries need paid. We are
trying our best to improve Buddhist Studies internationally, and need financial support for our projects.
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to the generosity needed to accomplish our goals and mission, through our vision. Thus far,
the IABU relies on generous funding from MCU and by extension, the Royal Thai Government,
but this should not be the case – it should be a shared, international effort. Where is the support
from Indian universities, Sri Lanka universities, Bangladesh universities, Burmese Universities,
Lao PDR universities, Cambodian universities, Vietnamese universities, Chinese universities,
Singaporean universities, Indonesian universities, the various Thai universities, and the various
universities or programs also from Western/European nations? If we are to achieve our goals
as Buddhists, and Buddhist universities, we need to organize ourselves in a more effective
manner, and perform, perhaps, as a shareholding block in world academia. We should have
newly elected external effective members of the executive council from amongst our large
body of universities who are dynamic and hardworking individuals striving for the benefit of
Buddhism and our member-association. It’s time to move away from buddy or peer-group
management (elections to the council consisting of just approving the present members and
never having open/public-elections featuring qualified candidates) and transform into what
we envisioned. We should not have executive council members who are ineffective and are
unable to perform simple chores that are asked of them, inside of the Executive Council. Who,
though are these new people that can step up to the plate and contribute more effectively?
We need your name and CV, and perhaps a statement on how you, as a well-connected person
and scholar, can effectively take charge as an executive council member to benefit Buddhist
studies and Buddhism in the world.
In the same spirit, according to perceptions about Buddhist doctrines, Buddhists
advocate that the tradition be above national-politics; we all know this, but politicians and even
business-personnel themselves may claim to be Buddhist. Many of our Buddhist universities
have fallen into new political alliances brought on by the forces of national change, because
these nations also want to belong to a larger association. Patronage and sectarianism also
intoxicates or influences the decision-makers in universities. Many people think that Buddhism
is above national politics, but people exist who subsume everything beneath the direction of
the nation – Buddhists are just a small or major part of the nation and its vision. The people
may be Buddhist but nations have different objectives. The IABU is a mature association,
and as such, we comprehend the values of the UN, UNESCO, and the UNECOSOC, of which
we influence to some extent, as many of our members are executive-council members for
the ICDV, which serves as a special consultative group for the UNECOSOC.3

What is ASEAN and how may the IABU be seen within ASEAN?
The nations of Southeast Asia formed the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN). Even though our Buddhist universities formed the IABU, we cannot legally enforce
any behaviors; but within ASEAN, governments can legally impose impositions upon
the citizens. When someone becomes a Buddhist, they follow the five impositions, or
precepts – when taken seriously, a Buddhist will refrain from killing, stealing, sexual
misconduct, lying, and intoxicants. When a nation joins ASEAN, they must be able to attain
certain requirements and observe regulations. Our politicians who are indeed Buddhist, are
expected to perform minimally, according to that criteria. If a nation was built on Buddhist
3

See, page 53: http://csonet.org/content/documents/E-2014-INF-5%20Issued.pdf – accessed on 28 January 2015
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principles, or if Buddhism is the dominant tradition in that land, we’d expect those governments
to also refrain from killing, stealing, lying, intoxicate citizens and refrain from sexual-misconduct.
However, some people leave Buddhism inside the temple walls, because modern
globalized-society demands other methods of thinking; people return to the temple to give
a donation and seek solace from the problematic world operating outside on different principles.
Generals may embark into politics and still behave as a soldier (which is totally acceptable
and comprehendible), but it must be remembered that the majority of citizens may have
the mindset of a civilian – someone that may not live the mercenary-life.4 Buddhist values
are only apparent aspirations – people would like to see Buddhist values implanted into
the national constitution or the founding documents for ASEAN, as these are also common secular
values for any culture. People can vote for ideas in a national constitution, but the people do
not vote to become a member of ASEAN – since this is a government to government scheme
or collaboration for more effective transnational issues involving security, economics, politics,
and socio-cultural management. Our member universities are not voting on anything occurring
within the IABU, and are not offering any advice on what should be happening – and the perfect
voice for these engagements would be the IABU Newsletter or Journal of the IABU. We need
to have an effective forum of university presidents/rectors, and gain an awareness of our future
and collective aims. Institutionalized Buddhism can develop through spirited collaborations
not through authoritarian proclamations and half-hearted acceptance and partisan-avoidance.
For most of us, we have no choice about events that occur above our pay-grade or
where conceived before our own conception. ASEAN is a conglomerate of ten nations, soon
to be eleven with the foreseen inclusion of East Timor, operating under a motto that seems to
support globalization – an idea opposed by billions of people: One Vision, One Identity, One
Community. It may be easy for our ASEAN-people to believe in a singular vision: to increase
development-levels in the post-colonial world; but in reality, many languages and identities
exist, and therefore we are by convention: several communities divided by borders. However,
the motto is grand enough to aspire towards. This unifying slogan fits well within Buddhist
Studies and the goals of the IABU, so by extension we can support the ideals of ASEAN.
Buddhism, ideally, wishes to refrain from schisms – so an aspiration of the IABU is to work
uniformly within Buddhism, without discrimination or segregation. In this sense, there is
nothing apparently inconsistent with the IABU and Buddhist doctrine, for ASEAN and
the development of Buddhist education. Another important view was raised by raised by
an associate, Marlar Than Aung, a Muslim scholar from Myanmar, who kindly reminds us:
If we want to be ‘one’, we have to release our religious-ego everywhere, such as in our
social-interactions, business-transactions and politics. Religion doesn’t belong to the Nation, but
people who live in the country, of whatever religion, comprise of the components constructing
the Nation. We have to train ourselves to be good people according to religious teachings. Then
we can build up civil society, the nation and our communities based upon our commonalities
or similarities. If this is not done everywhere we face problems, and we cannot ever, become
unified as ‘ONE’.5

See: https://www.academia.edu/1223697/The_Yodhajiva_Suttas - accessed on 17 April 2015
Through personal communication on a draft-version of this paper, in an open-session on my academia.edu site
where all of my documents are posted, for the sake of Buddhist education.
4
5
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We can see, then, ASEAN is to be a dynamic developed caring community, coming
into existence this year, in 2015; whereas the IABU became operational in 2007. There are
three main pillars for matters concerning ASEAN: The ASEAN Political-Security Community,
the ASEAN Economic Community, and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community. Recently,
the IABU has tried to shadow these important themes by also following the scheme of
UNESCO, in terms of conference topics, so that the IABU can become more successful in
the international arena and contribute to global affairs. The IABU should also focus on the needs
and developments within ASEAN to be regionally effective. The IABU should be guiding these
universities to implement Buddhism effectively within our universities and by extension,
the communities where we reside and influence through our various programs. Our universities
need to pay attention to what is happening here in this conference room and the material preserved
in our publications. It’s not the role of a Buddhist institution to block or censor a conversation6
which is sanctioned and demanded by our higher institutions – particularly those involving
the UN Millennium Development Goals and the sustainable-development goals. Referring to
the revised role for Buddhism in ASEAN, Buddhism may not have an effective place in
the political-security community or within the economic community, but exhibits great potential
for influencing affairs within the socio-cultural community where it must compete or exist
alongside other systems of social-control – either in the guise of religion or secular ideologies.
ASEAN calls for accelerated economic growth, social progress and cultural
development. Regional peace and stability (although non-interference in another nation’s
affairs), through respecting justice and the rule of law is promoted, along with adhering to
the UN Charter. Collaborations are expected in the realm of: economics, social, cultural,
gender, technical, scientific and the administrative fields. There are many types of business
organizations associated with ASEAN, involving (and we are thinking about how Buddhism
can improve the following fields): airlines, health supplements, automobiles, bankers, business
advisory councils, chambers of commerce, chemical industries, textiles, furniture, insurance,
intellectual property, airports, iron & steel, pharmaceuticals, tourism, economics, shipping,
various think-tanks, and other stakeholders involving the police [ASEANAPOL], auditors,
food-sciences and technology, fisheries, and human-rights organizations. People are to provide
assistance to each other through training and research, as well into the education, professional,
technical and administrative fields. Agriculture, industry and trade-networks need developed
through improved transportation and communication links – enabling the standard of living to
rise amongst the people dwelling in ASEAN. They can only do this, through mutual respect for
independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity and national-identities free from external
interference, subversion or coercion. We may ask scholars, in various conference-rooms and
documents: where does Buddhism and Buddhist doctrine fit into these various enterprises?
If we want Buddhism to become successful, we need to see where the doors are, before we can
open doors and bring Buddhism into the scheme of things (business-operations).
Another important principle for ASEAN that cannot be overstated: no nation in ASEAN
should interfere with the internal politics of another nation, and any dispute must be solved
The UNDV “council” has blocked or banned three papers: two on the bhikkhuni issue and one involving
a controversial sect in Thailand, which bewilderingly holds influence over national affairs. Academically,
these were sound papers, and the IABU finds no grounds for banning the papers from discussion. Either MCU
was strongarmed by the sect to suppress the opinions or archaic opinions weighed heavyily on the minds of other
members, who could not handle papers on female-ordination.

6
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through peaceful-means, and the renunciation of the threat or use of force, towards effective
cooperation.7 To facilitate additional or alternative ASEAN objectives, an Eminent Persons
Group was created for consulting with stakeholders in the various important sectors throughout
civil society, organizations, businesses, academics and politicians so that ASEAN can succeed at
community building, with a single market [AEC: ASEAN Economic Community] – functioning
as one country.8 A lot of this action has little to do with Buddhism, yet, Buddhism engages
into our daily affairs – our aspirations for peace – despite the cry of the alternative: to be aloof
from worldly affairs. What do we do or what is to be done? One effective chore that can be
accomplished: invite the eminent Buddhists to become our Executive Council members: people
that can generate interest and motivation towards our vision, mission and goals.

Stakeholders and the Goals of Buddhist Education:
Attention now needs to turn towards “stakeholders” – because these are the people
who guide social change. What is a stakeholder? Chances are that our students are not aware of
this class of people. A stakeholder is a compound word, comprising of “stake” and “holder”,
someone is a holder of stakes. A stake is an important part or share in a company involving
the risk of loss, if the enterprise goes wrong, but one can gain if the venture proves to be positive.
The participating company or person is the holder or possessor of the aforementioned state.
Therefore, a stakeholder is basically someone with money invested into a company or a project
with the hopes of it succeeding – therefore they are also affected when something goes properly
or wrongly. This may be a member of the capitalist-class who uses strategic-management
theories or those that engage into corporate social responsibility. This is not a term for
the common person, it’s exclusive, and does not include you or me, unless you are one of
the few who are actually ‘stakeholders’. Professors of Buddhist Studies, for instance, are generally
not considered a stakeholder, despite their level of commitment to the ideals of ASEAN,
or basic education (through their specialization) – they are just low-level wage-earners not
familiar with ASEAN, but the person trying to get others directly involved in the process appears
to be the Rector of the University or Deans/Directors of the Program (people who deal with
the higher-level personnel or potential donors, and strive only to appease Ministry of Education
quality-assurance measurements without ever witnessing their own professors lecturing
in the rooms and concede to student demands without questioning or communicating with
the lecturers). Faculties and departments have not implemented the ASEAN Curriculum
in their self-styled programs – illuminating their lack of awareness with real work evolving
situations. Somewhere, there are people who care enough to utilize their profits (withheld-wages
from workers), money or capital and invest into some worthwhile-project, but where is
the reinvestment into the lives of the teachers who need to live and reinvest into their own
See, for example: “Thailand warns US to mind its own business over politics”. Accessed on 29 January 2015:
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/01/28/us-thailand-politics-idUSKBN0L10LZ20150128
8
NOTE: Many aspects of this paragraph originate from various pages within ASEAN’s Official Website – and
could not have been written otherwise without examining the website. The website’s language is technical and basic
enough that there is really no other simpler way to restate everything. Therefore, I just collected and represented
the material as done here, for the sake of the article and for the sake of harvesting wisdom for ASEAN, and
the 2015 UNDV Conference. See: www.asean.org – people are encouraged to read over the entire ASEAN website.
7
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lives, and receive an ample savings – in accordance with the principles of Buddhist economics.9
Obviously, the lowly-paid professor cannot put forth this investment, and needs to make pleas
for assistance without coming across as a needy-beggar, meanwhile higher-level people in
the administration are seen taking world-tours and posting their fun-filled activities on
social-media. Investors are dearly needed to work with professors, and advocate for professors
– supporting the wisdom of the professors and seek a marketplace for their books. Somewhere,
administrators are eating the financial allocations for the departments, because the lecturers
must seek additional employment outside of the classrooms just to survive. Salaries are not
equivalent to Buddhist economics or with the current demands of this technologically-advanced
society. In this era when governments are spending less on education; people with capital are
needed to generate morally beneficial projects. Certainly, poorer-people can work as a collective
to generate funds to support a project, but this is done with much difficulty and implies great
risks for financially ill-equipped people. Again, teachers are not paid enough to increase their
intellectual capital, and business-personnel transition into appearing as subject matter experts,
but they are not without their biases towards their employers.
We can begin to ask: Who are the stakeholders in Buddhist education? Who is funding
Buddhist education or participating in ‘Buddhism’, so that successes are gained and progress is
attained, for Buddhism and the stakeholders? Who will win? We need to have conversations
with these benefactors or higher-level personnel – the people with ‘money’ and influence.
Above, the different fields of employment were listed, and it is these companies that may have
some moral aspiration to see Buddhism become more effective, and where can their donation
be most effective for the sake of Buddhism, and not for the sake of self – in a new strategic
alliance. We need to identify them, speak to them, reach out to them, and advocate for greater
consideration for Buddhist ethics in their proceedings. See below, at what is promoted for
Buddhist education within ASEAN, and the areas where stakeholders can utilize Buddhist
principles. This is beneficial for us all to realize, since ASEAN wishes to cooperate in
the region’s political, economic and social development - through these various points – and ask
ourselves, critically, if this is Buddhist or how Buddhism can cooperate?:
1. Promote understanding and appreciation of political systems, culture and history
of ASEAN Member States. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?] - This does
not have to be a Buddhist activity, rather it is the responsibility of the education system in
each national government. It’s always beneficial to learn more about other people. There
is nothing anti-Buddhist about knowledge.
2. Lay the groundwork for an institutional framework to facilitate the free flow of
information for mutual support and assistance amongst ASEAN Member States. [Is this
Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?] – Buddhism would advocate for getting along with
neighboring and other nations, and it is benevolent and meritorious to assist others,
especially if they are struggling or suffering. There is nothing anti-Buddhist about
comradery.
3. Develop strategies for strengthening the rule of law and judiciary systems and legal
infrastructure. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?] – Buddhism operates under
strict regulations to govern the monastery and monastics – likewise, civil-society mandates
Please search for my article in your internet search engine for the paper on sufficiency economics, where several
issues are discussed, collected, and represented.
9
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adherence to the national legal-code. There is nothing anti-Buddhist about following
necessary regulations.
4. Promote good governance. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?] There is nothing
anti-Buddhist about doing the correct thing, even if the correct thing is the rejection of
the corrupt system. If the structure needs changed, it becomes a moral duty to create and
implement a better system that helps people.
5. Promotion and protection of human rights. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?]
There is nothing anti-Buddhist about advocating for moral and ethical justice. Society
deserves human-rights, including gender-equality and proper wages.
6. Move forward with political development initiatives. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism
cooperate?] Buddhism is not supposed to get involved in politics or the engagement into
many tricks to manipulate perceptions upon society. “This policy good for you.” How does
someone else know what is good for me or not? Who is living our lives, who is controlling
our life? Why are there people manipulating our lives. Buddhism would opt out of this
sort of engagement, or interrupt and demand protection of human rights. There may be
something anti-Buddhist about certain initiatives.
7. Prevent and control corruption. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?]
Buddhists are to never steal and never lie – corruption is something that a Buddhist
monastic or Buddhist lay people should never get involved with. Certainly, there is nothing
anti-Buddhist about this intent. Buddhists enforce ethics in the community.
8. Promote the principles of democracy. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?]
Buddhism does not have to support democracy. Buddhism can support a benevolent or
righteous dictatorship that is working hard to initiate necessary reforms in a formerly
corrupt nation. There is not much democracy in the patronage system, and there is no
democracy in the monastic system, where the abbot has absolute control over what happens
inside of the temple. However, even in these non-democratic systems, the leader does
listen to the suggestions of the minions or underlings, so there is feedback reaching
the upper-echelons – and it is these higher-ranking people that must consider what
the public want, or they may face a social-rebellion against their leadership. Buddhism
advocates for renunciation from troubling systems. There is something anti-Buddhist
about the promotion of an imperfect-democratic system – Thailand engages often in coups,
because the people of the nation are frustrated over systems that don’t do well for their lives.
Democracies have shown that the government in power exhibits partiality, benefiting only
those in the same political party. Buddhism demands a better and more equal-system, akin
towards socialism or even a system with flavors of communism. Great monks advocate
for forms of Dhammic-Socialism. ASEAN and the UN may wish to see the work of Buddhadasa
Bhikkhu10 and others, where a benevolent dictator or governor of the people is conducive
See for instance, the literature on the theme of Dhammic Socialism:
http://www.suanmokkh.org/archive/pdf/TW_3.pdf and http://www.suanmokkh.org/ds/what_ds1.htm or
http://www.stc.arts.chula.ac.th/CJBS/Buddhadasa%20Bhikkhu.pdf and even
http://www.stc.arts.chula.ac.th/CJBS/Dhammic%20Socialism.pdf and of course this publication on the theme of
the Dhammaraja: http://www.kpi.ac.th/kpith/downloads/kpi15/%E0%B8%A0%E0%B8%B2%E0%B8%A9%E0%
B8%B2%E0%B8%AD%E0%B8%B1%E0%B8%87%E0%B8%81%E0%B8%A4%E0%B8%A9_OK%203-11-56.
pdf . I submitted my own research to this conference which was never considered because my point of contact
mismanaged the submission of my work, now posted here:
10
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towards the Buddhist ideology. Governments and democracies don’t necessarily behave
in Buddhist ways – and it is in that light that this element becomes anti-Buddhist.
9. Promote peace and stability in the region. [Is this Buddhist? Can Buddhism cooperate?]
Certainly, Buddhism advocates for peace and stability. There is nothing anti-Buddhist
about this principle.
Stakeholders are the people involved who can affect this change or the needed
changes – most are driven by capitalism and not Buddhism, supporting projects through their
financial investment. Proper stakeholders would be the proper personnel – but this is hard
to discern when judging at the surface level. Exactly who is in charge of these programs
needs to be monitored, because there are monks who have not become world-renunciates as
the Buddha’s system was designed for, rather they became keen administrators dealing
with their own egocentricism and subsequent delusion, as part of the temptation from leaving
childhood poverty towards being placed on the highest social-ladder. The proper Schumacher’ian
ABC-member/official must be resolute and uncorrupt, and strive for the success of the program.
The official or monastic running the program must not be interesting in the vocation on purely
strategic-grounds, for acquiring fame and fortune, like a business-monk.11
https://www.academia.edu/4228243/The_Dhammaraja_Textual_Utterances_and_an_Examination_into_Geese_
Behavior
11
These suggestions were raised by one reviewer of this paper, prior to its publication, by Mr. Jacob Buganga, as
were the following statements or ideas, which I have been unable to answer due to the time-constraints involved
with preparing this conference, since I am the prime organizer of the academic-conference and general editor for the
conference volume. He made these comments on a draft version of this article, previously posted on my academia.
edu webpage. I am grateful for his assistance above, and for the following important (revised/edited) points to
consider:
• How should Buddhism deal with non-Buddhist topics? The generalized traditional Buddhist would remain aloof
but observant to the proceedings.
• How do Buddhists deal with the egocentrism and delusions of monks, as a result of temptation, from being placed
at the highest rung on the social ladder? The lay society acts as a system of checks/balances and while the lay
society may not have legal means to correct a misbehavior of a bhikkhu, there are other means through which
laws can be enforced, through a National Office of Buddhism and the Supreme Sangha Council – such as in
the case of Thailand. When monks are found to be wayward, the National Office of Buddhism can investigate
monks and proceed in a civil manner, which can also involve police and a forceful disrobing and arrest if necessary.
• How do we deal with monks who strategically manipulate their vocation for acquiring wealth and property – as if
they are running a business, and use their robes for leadership positions? Again, the proper authorities deal with
these issues which may involve a police investigation after the National Office of Buddhism has made its
determinations. Monks are not above the law, and are subjected to the national law, monastic law, and cultural laws.
• How do we address economic interests at the expense of virtue? Are the rising economic factors going to be
addressed within Buddhism, since this is an unspoken determination which threatens the peace and virtues within
Buddhism? Running a temple has become increasingly costly. As it goes with money, some people are good
at managing and others are not skillful with managing money. Recently a monk in the highest echelon of bhikkhus
was found guilty of mismanaging funeral-funds and the other affairs pertaining to the death and cremation of
a senior monk, to the sum of 67-million ThB – the corruption involved mandated his removal from the Supreme
Sangha Council, but he is still allowed to be the abbot of his temple. While it does not cost much to place a dead
body in a furnace, people question why certain relatives had new houses built. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/
reuters/article-2912657/THAILAND-PRESS-Abbot-Wat-Saket-removed-Sangha--The-Nation.html
• How do we address the lack of capacity or poor accountability, specialization, participation and lack of
leadership skills amongst Buddhist figureheads – because they serve as mirrors for the lower ranks and others
that have become concerned? Sometimes we just cannot get through to people, and of course some people have
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A government or university can create an austere/transparent structure, but people
may not necessarily support it. The structure for ASEAN and a more improved structure for
Buddhist education can be built, but can it be filled with the supportive masses of population?
Work needs to be done to generate this support for a structure that connects trivial amounts
of people – usually the class of adult-learners. E.F. Schumacher in his famous text, Small is
Beautiful, advocates for a system of information dissemination, and this is extremely important
for the mobilization of relevant knowledge, involving:
A: Administrators: usually consists of government officials who have the power to enforce
laws and enact social change or oversee development issues, but they follow or rely on existing
laws, and lack the ability to make changes to laws.
B: Businessmen: entrepreneurs or innovators, those with technical knowledge and control
over the production-process, commercial requirements and communications – these people,
through their financial-capital may sway law-makers to reform laws.
C: Communicators: these may be the professional intellectual people, academics, researchers,
journalists, teachers and any other people that have the time, facilities, ability and inclination
to think, write and communicate conservative traditions and revolutionary perspectives – to
benefit the next generation of learners and producers.

•

•

•

•

no proper leadership skills. Often there are insider-means to remove people from positions if they are found to
not be the suitable personnel for that duty.
How is Buddhism going to react towards strong and ancient cultures that still exist, in these times when more
cultures are nurturing greed and violence – and Buddhism and the men in robes are not immune to this issue?
The sense of this question implies that Buddhism is facing the threat of encounters with the Islamic world, and
how are Buddhists to handle this tense situation. There are people who advocate for one way or another, and we
should know that the institution of Buddhism respects other traditions, even though they may have the wrong
views on certain issues.
How do we handle situations where a monk is in charge of running a program but a lay person can do a better
job, but the position cannot be given to the lay-person, because that causes a loss of face or disgrace upon
the bhikkhu? Instead, laity are forced away. There are other universities to apply for, allegedly, but most are too
far from where someone lives with a family. To relocate is usually at the expense of the teacher, and seldom do
universities assist in the relocation of an incoming teacher. This further places teachers into debt. Additionally
consider that teachers are paid after the month of employment, so the teacher has to repurchase items and lose
money in the savings account, and when the salary comes, it is barely enough to pay for existing/current expenses,
and does not consider what was spent to get the job. In terms of having someone else running the program, no
one will ever know if the layman is better, because he is already dismissed from his duties, and the bhikkhus still
run things as before: conservatism is self-preservation.
How is Buddhism managed in far-away places where it appears to have a different social-face from the true
‘original’-face? Some places are under threats of violence and persistent social problems. These distant places are
managed by a lay community, but it is only the monk that is linked to maintain his professional and nationalistic
duty – any serious breach of etiquette may be reported to the National Office of Buddhism.
How do we handle sensitive information coming from places with renown-monks who respond to social-situations
or affected communities in need of assistance – when they are under the thumb of criminalized or suspect-Buddhist
leaders that are dragging and justifying Buddhism in opposite directions from the intention of the Buddha? We
might just have to listen and observe and switch our alliances, and shun those who are wrong. However, again,
it could be a mobilized mob that is wrong, shunning the correct revolutionary. It’s a battle for truths and rights.
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Only through ‘ABC’, can developmental work (and education) become successful12, if
funded by a donor, through four functions13 - the right people need to perform the correct actions:
•

Function of Communication: the facilitation of direct communication enables everyone
to comprehend what is happening in the nation: done through the news, websites, social
media, SMS, distribution of official government publication – this involves the open-sharing
of information.

•

Function of Information Brokerage: disseminate relevant information on appropriate
technologies for the appropriate time: television programming that disseminates public
information, radio programs; and officials going door-to-door to meet with residents,
participation in town-hall meetings, and even reading and writing in comment-sections
on websites or other media where messages can be received. This involves using the relevant
technologies to disseminate the information about ‘information’ – effectively utilizing
propaganda.

•

Function of Feedback: the transmission of technical problems from the field-workers
to those in advanced countries where suitable facilities for solutions exist. This may be
done through academic research that has been published in journals, books or television
programming. Lectures or officials may scrutinize this information and disseminate it back
to those concerned either in the classroom, factories or fields, etc. When the intellectuals
have scrutinized the information, they can create improvements, perhaps designed in
lab-conditions, for later implementation in field-settings as a possible solution. Feedback
must reach the decision-makers or they cannot remain in touch with the real issues of
the suffering masses.

•

Function of Creating and Coordinating Sub-structures: action-groups/verification
centers in the developing nations. Policy-makers may take the feedback given by
the NGOs or the special consultative groups, for basing their future decisions upon this
knowledge. Intelligence-gathering agencies are needed to gather the facts about the situation,
and these groups may consist of scholars, researchers, data-collectors, analysts, scientists,
and whoever else taking an interest to help monitor the development, through a structure set
up to control or assist the circumstance – so, these are action-groups or verification-centers.
Investigate the small-centers where change is effectively occurring. What do these new
measurements suggest?

Schumacher continues: “It can succeed only if it is carried forward as a broad,
popular, ‘movement of reconstruction’ with primary emphasis on the full utilization of
the drive, enthusiasm, intelligence, and labor power of everyone. Success cannot be obtained
by some form of magic produced by scientists, technicians, or economic planners. It can come
only through a process of growth involving the education, organization, and discipline of
the whole population.14 Anything less than this must end in failure.”15 A politician may set
one certain issue as an important factor for the campaign, and if selected or elected – endeavor
E.F. Schumacher: Small is Beautiful (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1975), p. 201
E.F. Schumacher: Small is Beautiful (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1975), pp. 202-203
14
See: Dion Peoples: http://www.undv.org/vesak2011/book/program2010.pdf - “Discipline is Required for Resolving any Crisis”, pp. 119-131
15
E.F. Schumacher: Small is Beautiful (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1975), pp. 204-205
12
13
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to see the issue into fruition. We can take these words and see that they are also applicable to
the current situation in Thailand or around other nations in ASEAN.

The interests of ASEAN so we can be effective in Buddhist Education:
As great as the aspirations for Buddhist education and social unity are, we must be
intellectually-honest and assert:
•

The Political-Security Community is not for the common person. Martial law is essentially
to protect the elite in power and enforce submission to the promoted ideals, and enforcement
of martial law can also prevent terror-units from harassing civilized society.

•

The Economic Community is not for the common person, because most of us have really
nothing beyond month to month subsistence, if we are even that fortunate.

•

The Socio-Cultural Community seems to be the agency for the civil-servants, who would
control the masses through administration/bureaucracy. This collectivizes the civilian
population and enables them to speak with a collective voice if properly organized.

ASEAN needs to have people feel as if they truly belong to ASEAN – the ASEAN
Identity needs to be developed. We may have to confront these challenges as common people.
We have to educate ourselves, certainly as Buddhists, and be ready to be open to receiving new
information, and not be resistant to changing our habitually-errant behavior. Internationally
and restated: political-sciences are important to understand each other, cultural-studies are
important to comprehend another, and histories are important to understand what has been
officially revealed or made available for people to learn. We are still learning our cultural
religions of Buddhism and Islam, but is it our own traditions which would reject this regional
integration, ideologically? We have problems because we don’t know enough to do enough.
We might be religious, but is this best for our engagements or enterprises (businesses)?
We choose civic life over spiritual life – we make choices according to managing our household
affairs (economics). Do we want to be successful and earn enough money to ensure that our
children have a better life and a better world? What do we do when our socio-cultural ways
get in the way or interfere with our economic cooperation? What is our legacy, after all of this
environmental degradation and socio-economic fiascos that we’ve created and left as a heritage
for our grandchildren? Are we truly this sick as a society?
This is the age of globalization, where there are fewer borders and everything (natural
resources for processing and other consumable products) is easier to attain, but often our salaries
have not increased to gain the material items that we need. Our engagement into the natural
world has left us with environmental degradation and our sources for wealth are gone. Resources
may be only left in the materials that we have to recycle. Stakeholders are the people behind
the system of globalization, or the system of unification of the Southeast Asian nations – and
they need to do more for our Earth. Who are these powerful people interested in unifying
the region, possibly to serve their own interests and the interests of their associates? Again,
this is beyond the scope of the common person, with little power and no persuasion over them
to improve or remedy our ailing Earth. The common person may not be the stakeholder today,
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but the potential exists for them to become the stakeholders of tomorrow, if collectively
organized – the next generation may become the agents for greater innovation for ASEAN and
for Buddhism. No single nation can develop and enrich themselves anymore, in this globalized
world. It benefits these nations to unite economically – to exploit each other’s labor, land and
resources, and to defend themselves from external elements. In this way, ASEAN becomes
an association that can defend itself from powerful external enemies, for instance, their former
colonial masters. Buddhists can bolster each other through collectivization. Now, ASEAN
can defend itself and develop itself, as an independent entity united to express itself under
the values it now propagates. Can Buddhists also unite and express themselves as a unit, within
their universities? How is Buddhism greater than sciences, and what demand can Buddhism
proclaim to deserve ample funding to influence future intellects?

Transitioning to the Communicators and Curriculum:
In regards to propagating ASEAN ideals, though: General Prayuth Chan-Ocha,
the Prime Minister of Thailand, has emphasized similar logic, partially because of previously
dismal forecasts, to becoming a great communicator for the nation. His weekly televised
broadcasts are very informative and benefit everyone in the nation, when they tune in with open
minds to comprehend the direction of the nation under reforms. General Prayuth envisions
Thailand playing a leading and effective role in ASEAN, as this is also represented in the new
draft-charter. According to a recent study: “Students from Thailand were another group whose
responses fell mostly in the territory of generally positive, if not extremely enthusiastic, toward
ASEAN. The responses pointed up obvious gaps and unevenness in their objective knowledge
about the Association – particularly extremely high cartographic literacy but low recognition
of the Association’s symbols and history. …The survey shows Thailand to be a focal point
in [other/external] students’ imaginative geographies of travel (though less so [for] work).”16
Seeing the problems before him, and seeking to reform the hearts and minds of the people,
General Prayuth Chan-Ocha, the 29th Prime Minister of The Kingdom of Thailand, propagates
these 12 Values for Thai children to learn in schools, and for everyone in society to use in their
daily lives:
1. Love the Nation, Religion, Monarchy
2. Honesty, sacrifice, endurance with good intentions for the public
3. Grateful to your parents and teachers with all your hearts
4. Strive to learn and be diligent in studies
5. Preserve the national culture   
6. Do not lack but share in morality and religion
7. Possess discipline and respect of Thai laws and elders

http://www.aseanfoundation.org/documents/Attitudes%20and%20Awareness%20Toward%20ASEAN.pdf –
accessed on 28 December 2014

16
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8. Learn about sovereignty of the people, possessing the correct understanding of democracy
with the monarch as the head of state
9. Mindful-awareness in thinking and being disciplined through doing things through
the guidance of His Majesty, King Bhumibol.
10. You can live on Self-Sufficiency
11. Be strong in body and mind, and reject corruption
12. Think of the greater public and national good over self-interest
Many of these twelve values are common to the ASEAN Values, and these twelve
values may be good points for reflection for possible Buddhist contributions for ASEAN.17
The various national governments within ASEAN all have their own values for children
to learn, towards shaping them into being productive members of this new collective society.18
We can also ascertain that many of these expressions are indeed Buddhist values, and to educate
our children in such values is assisting Buddhism and the development of our children within
Buddhist studies as an element of culturalization. Likewise, the various religions in society
have aims to make the next generation: a generation of improved people. Teachers are important
to disseminate these values. Teachers should know more about these religions and ideas to
express the proper values: there are three main religions in ASEAN, although many governments
recognize five – some religious values may run counter to these politicized-suggestions.
The twelve values are not recognizing the central role that Thailand chooses to play within
ASEAN.
Again, the IABU, has member universities in Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia,
Vietnam, Singapore and Indonesia; and religions or other important social guidance systems are
omnipresent throughout those nations and Brunei, Malaysia and the Philippines. Buddhism,
Islam and Christianity, and perhaps variations on Marxism (and the antagonistic-opposition)
are the leading ideologies in these various places. The ASEAN socio-cultural community or
the social sphere of ASEAN is very diverse and must be considerate to the plethora of values.
As already mentioned, ASEAN established the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC).
The ASCC has six main characteristics, which can be further examined in their documentation,
which also follow along with recognizing the UN Millennium Development Goals - which will
also lead to the development of an ASEAN civil-service – and the development and training
of such civil-servants may be exhausting19, in:
•

Human Development

•

Social Welfare and Protection – including the establishment of an ASEAN Consortium of
Social Welfare Practitioners, Educators and Schools of Social Work

•

Social Justice and Rights

•

Ensuring Environmental Sustainability

I recognize the assistance of Professor Damien Keown for this suggestion.
These virtues can be seen in the Prachatai Infographic, here: http://www.prachatai.com/english/node/4456 - last
accessed to complete this footnote on 6 February 2015
19
See: http://www.asean.org/archive/5187-19.pdf - accessed on 8 November 2014
17
18
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•

Building an ASEAN Identity – including teaching ASEAN centered courses

•

Narrowing the Development Gap

After years of the stereotypical “oppression and exploitation” that reigns during colonial/
imperialistic periods, nations seeking their self-determination selected embarked upon a path
to create and following their own national religious/political ideology. The people of ASEAN
now want something ‘just’ or righteous in their lives, something correct - something inherently
their own – but can they do this as a collective? Again, go over all of the documentation for
ASEAN, and the ASCC – and comprehend that the collective comprises of different people
with different ideas. Within Buddhist studies, we have people from many different nations and
we have several sections and division within Buddhism.
An important point was raised by a colleague, Mr. Zaenal Eko Putro of Indonesia,
stating: “If we want to develop [the] ASEAN Culture Community (ACC), we need to reduce
[eliminate] our deep [rooted] differences. You are right to mention that we have problems
with [the] so-called post-colonial issue; so, in reality ASEAN is a diplomatic multi-lateral
[relationship] among Southeast Asian countries, instead of an association, to bridge the gap
between ASEAN communities. As far as I know, Indonesia is not well prepared to join either
the ACC or AEC [when compared to] other ASEAN members. Indonesia has always been
entrapped in extreme tension with Singapore and Malaysia in terms of [but not limited to]
geographic issues, economic and cultural issues. Muslims in Indonesia have [many] problems
dealing with radicalism. Buddhists in Indonesia fight [with] each other to defend their own
sect. I think we cannot simply mention ways to identify countries in ASEAN based on religion.
Many scholars and politician think and get only a small part of this issue, but [none go far
enough] to unify them into [becoming] an ASEAN single-identity.”20
In Myanmar (a nation with the most skepticism towards ASEAN), Thailand, Laos and
Cambodia: Theravāda Buddhism is the social-guidance system; in Malaysia, Indonesia and
Brunei: Islam is the leading social-guidance system, and in the Philippines: Christianity guides
the people’s lives. Some people, maybe the secularists, find no value in Islam, find no value
in Buddhism, find no value in Christianity, and engage into religious tolerance, and tolerance
for others. We need to learn to communicate across our cultural boundaries. There are
university degrees, such as International Studies, and Religious Studies which provide adequate
insights into how an international-block would operate; whereas training in specialized areas
like Buddhist Studies may only provide isolated perspectives and contempt for alternatives.
Students who have this narrow and short-sided training in the early years of their university
careers will not develop into what ASEAN requests.
To get ready for ASEAN, new universities or new training programs will need to
be developed, and within our Buddhist universities, current faculty or departments are
inadequate and are making wrong decisions towards ASEAN, in 2015 and beyond. They are
making wrong decisions in the presentation of courses they are offering to students, and they
are mismanaging their human-resources. They have not taken in consideration the ASEAN
Curriculum Sourcebook. How do we address the inadequacies? What do we change?
Subject-matter experts (stakeholders in the sense that they can control the information
Again, through personal communication during the open session of the draft of this document posted on
academia.edu

20
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disseminated to the next generation) have already discussed and worked on this issue,
and agreed on implementation procedures.
An important question was raised by a sociologist, Dr. Cindy Zeiher 21, from
the University of Canterbury: What does it mean to be a Buddhist (instructor and practitioner)
in a university setting? While many professors are specialized in one tradition, many or
most are also competent in the general religion or fundamental teachings. Multi-dimensional
Buddhist traditions might involve knowing a variety of traditions or specializing in a tradition that
incorporates the various traditions, like what can be found in Indonesia with their Three-Vehicles
tradition. Our Buddhist professors should know about international affairs, national traditions,
have textual competence, legal competence, and have respect for the necessary rituals designed
for the monastic setting. Some scholars have limited intellectual range. Therefore, many scholars
came together to remedy the conflict, with the hopes that the education crisis would be cured.

Towards the Solution against the Education Crisis
At the 3rd Conference for the International Association of Theravāda Buddhist
Universities, from 16-18 May 2013, at Mahamakut Buddhist University: leading professors
from Buddhist Studies programs affirmed the contents, which produced the “Report on
the Workshop for Making Standard Buddhist Curriculum”, and the Workshop on
Formulating an ASEAN Buddhist Studies Curriculum concluded that there needs to be
compulsory subjects, core subjects and elective subjects:
•

Compulsory Subjects: Courses that are mandated by the government to attain a degree
(courses on sciences, government [civic/social-studies] institutions/law, neurosciences,
sociology, philosophy, etc…): This should include elements of studies to bring up students
to the level of other students who are doing secular subjects

•

Core Subjects: Buddhist Studies courses…. (Tipitaka Courses, etc…): exact areas and
how they are taught to be decided upon – Theravāda, Mahayana, Vajrayana courses

•

Elective Subjects: (career specialization topics): (Pāli, Engaged Buddhism, Dhammateacher…): Buddhist Philosophy, Logic and Methodology, Sociology of Religion,
specialized Sciences…

Towards this aim, ASEAN’s education requirements suggest that courses [every course]
incorporate the following ideas, contextualized, for every course:
•

ASEAN THEMES (merge these ideas into your courses):
◦◦

Knowing ASEAN

◦◦

Valuing Identity and Diversity

◦◦

Connecting Global and Local

◦◦

Promoting Equity and Justice

◦◦

Working Together for a Sustainable Future

Again, through personal communication during the open session of the draft for this document, posted on my
academia.edu website.
21
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•

•

ASEAN Pathways (merge these ideas in your lessons):
◦◦

People

◦◦

Places

◦◦

Materials

◦◦

Ideas

Sample Lesson Plans:
◦◦

Overview

◦◦

Desired Understanding

◦◦

Lesson Objectives

◦◦

Essential Questions

◦◦

Materials and Handouts

◦◦

Glossary of Terms

◦◦

Anticipatory Set

The following are all of the courses designed by all the professors in the conference
workshop – these international professors have more experience and deeper insights than most
of the localized administrative personnel making uninformed decisions in faculties:
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IATBU Workshop - Foundation/Core Buddhist Studies Courses:
CORE TOPIC:

Specific Course Titles:

History of Buddhism

1.

Pre-Buddhist History

2.

The Buddha and Disciples

3.

History and Development of Buddhism in India

4.
1.

Dissemination of Buddhism
Suttanta-Pitaka

2.

Vinaya-Pitaka

3.

Abhidhamma-Pitaka

4.

Buddhist Commentary Literature

5.
1.

Buddhist Supplemental Texts (includes hybrid-Sanskrit, Sanskrit
texts, Burmese, Thai, etc…)
Meditations I

2.

Meditations II

3.

Meditations III

4.
1.

Meditations IV
Language I

2.

Language II

3.

Language III

Buddhist Studies Courses

4.
1.

Language IV
Fundamental Buddhist Doctrines

(T, M, V)

2.

Theravāda

3.

Mahayana

ASEAN & Sciences

4.
1.

Vajrayana
ASEAN Cultural Identities

Psychology/Sociology

2.

The Buddhist and Society

3.

Buddhism & Sciences

4.

Information Technology

5.
1.

Political Philosophy
Buddhism and Environmentalism

2.

Engaged Buddhism

3.

Buddhism and Women Issues

Textual Studies

Meditations

Language Studies
(Scriptural or Local
languages)

Engaged/Sustainable
endeavors

As agreed upon in the 2013 Workshop. Our universities should consider these subjects
and realign what they are propagating.
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Now, what does this mean? We don’t know every nation’s national requirements for
a Bachelor Degree – those minimum requirements must be considered, then, the above classes
were selected and debated upon by the leading experts for the degree of Bachelor of Arts in
Buddhist Studies. This means: these are the agreed upon courses from the workshop, and
although you cannot see any specific syllabus, any syllabus can be devised by the instructor
teaching that specific course-title. The contents of the courses are likely going to be similar with
only local or ideological variations, for example. This also means, that to become successful in
ASEAN, Buddhism must adapt (or react) to the demands placed upon it. The Buddhist Studies
courses in ASEAN must contain that criteria: the ASEAN themes and pathways into the lesson
plan. Buddhism has compromised in the past and compromises itself in the present – it can
certainly align to the new demands of the new socio-political association. Buddhism is not
just about one sect, and as the IABU advocates in the same way, every Buddhist tradition is
important and should be learned at the BA level. If someone aspired to specialize in a tradition
that can be accomplished later, in a MA Program.
Some concerns have been raised, in particular from Professor Richard Payne, who
ponders22: “In general, I find myself concerned about the ‘top-down’ systems of educational
standardization, and the at times authoritarian systems implied by some of the goals/values.
At the same time, I agree with your concerns about the standards and quality of education,
and don’t have an easy alternative - perhaps attention to an ongoing process of transforming
the educational culture, as distinct from fixed goals. I also think that the default to nation-state
identification for Buddhism, e.g., Thai Buddhism, as an organizational principle will impede
communication within the [larger, wider-base, international] Sangha as a whole, serving to
create/reinforce authority and power that are fundamentally divisive. Again, this may not be
realistically challenged in the short term, but part of an ongoing transformation.”
To respond to these valued remarks, we would assert: the professors who debated
the content took everything into consideration. These professors are highly qualified in their
academic-genre. If those taking the antagonistic position wish to have a bottom-up system:
students devise the theme of the course and the direction of the course and can pick and choose
any advising professor to guide them along (if that even become necessary), then we have just
eliminated the passing on of knowledge from the previous generation to the next generation.
Knowledge and experience becomes lost. Students are not qualified to even know what lessons
will be best for them in their future. Students cannot comprehend why they need courses on
Buddhist Critical Thinking Skills or Buddhist Analytical Skills – such as those spearheaded
by Dr. Dion Peoples – because they cannot even fathom the contents of the Tipitaka at their
inferior-levels of intellect – meaning, these modern students cannot write original content,
and perpetually copy pages from the internet or use assignments from upperclassmen. New
course become a challenge to their paradigms and they panic, asserting: the Buddha only taught
vipassana-mediation and to extend loving-kindness towards all sentient beings, and there
is kamma and dependent origination, and we must travel the eightfold noble path and seek
the truth through the four noble truths. Buddhism, obviously, is much more, and students seeking
to learn Buddhism need to also advance into higher levels of dhamma-comprehension, which
may not even be the abhidhamma. Buddhists, and in particular, must adhere to and respect
the Dhamma-Vinaya of our Buddha Gotama.
Through personal communication pertaining to the draft document, being read here, now – revised and posted
on my academic.edu website.
22
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Furthermore, while the Supreme Sangha Council of Thailand is respected, people
comprehend that it serves only Thailand (and therefore: it is not the authority for international
Buddhists), and may only extend its influence into places where Thai monks are resident and
performing as requested to the immigrant communities. When Thai Buddhism, for example,
enters into a foreign nation and sets up within that immigrant community – as a foreign
entity itself, it seldom contacts the local community. Immigrant communities often lead
an isolationistic-existence, seeking solace only with those Thais (for example) who can serve
as bridges with the local community. However, within Theravāda Buddhism, people can
set aside their nationalisms, because the chanting ceremonies are largely similar23, except
when there may be sectarian differences. This means that the people from Laos, Cambodia,
Myanmar, Vietnam, Thailand, and Malaysia - for example, can all serve monks and attend
temples of the Theravāda tradition, in a similar manner, transcending barriers. In this regard,
Theravāda Buddhism may serve as the foundation for ASEAN commonalities for the Buddhist
nations, and Mahayana Buddhists may take pains to learn more about this style of Buddhism
before they advance deeper into their own doctrines. Immigrant communities, for example, in
the case of Oregon (I attended Wat Buddha Oregon, in Turner, weekly in 2003-4), or Texas in
the USA, should also aspire to become unified within or subsume themselves under Theravāda
Buddhism, pooling resources and capital in this regard, as opposed to distant and relatively
irrelevant community centers that the American non-Buddhists might treat with suspicion.
One way to assist in bridging the nationalistic divide would be to train Dhammaduta monks in
the policies and vision of ASEAN, as something being similar, conceptually, to the European
Union and the United States of America, where people of different ethnicities are brought
together for a common cause. In immigrant-communities, a single ethnicity is brought together
for a singular cause, potentially excluding any others from a sense of belonging.
The respective leaders of religion and politics in the various nations have always tried
to draw attention towards social and nation-building matters, thus drawing religion, often
the source for national values, into the political field. Our universities should consider to undergo
similar thinking for reforming the nation, where Buddhism can be adequately implemented into
daily life and influence the direction of our ever-changing highly technologically diverse
societies. Students must learn to adapt or equip themselves with the capacity to change in certain
situations. There is not only one answer for every scenario. Again, critical thinking and proper
analysis is key in seeking to create a world that we envision and aspire to create. Buddhist
values push society forward. The Buddhist Sangha in Thailand is a stakeholder in change and
in conservatism. Our United Nations Day of Vesak Conferences often illuminate the various
crisis-situations that we endure. For several years we unite for a special holiday, but we have
not seen any evidence of change. We talk about reforms, but where is the materialized evidence
of such reform and progression? How have we improved our society and the lives around us?
The time has come to actualize or implement our writings into the functional/material
realm – converting theory into practice, actualization through praxis. The IABU approved
papers for presentation that assist in pushing the boundaries however, the host institution has
See for instance: Chanting the Saṅgīti Sutta – searchable on your internet search-engine, from academia.edu,
the site where all of my documents and books are posted – making my writings freely available in this era when
universities claim they lack funding to publish my books. Chanting the Saṅgīti Sutta was actually published by
MCU but is no longer available in material form. Here: http://mcu.academia.edu/DionPeoples
23
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the final directive and occasionally bans papers that it determines problematic towards its own
politics that it portrays internally, within Thailand, to the dismay of the international community.
The Rector of Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University doubles or rather triples,
as the Chairman of the International Association of Buddhist Universities and as a member
of the governmental-body in the Supreme Sangha Council as its Assistant Secretary to
the Supreme Sangha Council - in absence of a governing (healthy) Sangharaja. In a sense,
one man – one monk – has almost supreme control over the majority of Buddhists in Thailand
and holds influence over Theravāda Buddhism, and Buddhists across the globe. The current
director of the IABU is also in the hierarchy of the MCU monastic-administration. The manager
of the IABU no longer teaches to university students but primarily organizes the international
academic conference for the UN Day of Vesak and has created courses and freely instructs
professors on important themes pertaining to the conferences, such as: Buddhist analytical/
critical thinking skills. The point of mentioning the preceding is this: Thailand is doing
one thing internally, and another activity externally, but the two activities have not merged.
The Chairman of the UNDV has not taken action on matters illuminated by the IABU,
and implemented them into MCU – the host and hotbed of this august gathering. It’s almost
as if the two realms will not collide or not progress together – and blame for resisting change
is placed upon institutionalized-components of the tradition and never any association or
educational-institution. Institutions like the National Office of Buddhism for the Royal
Government of Thailand or the Supreme Sangha Council are the authorities that are often
mentioned as the force behind conservatism or serve as counterrevolutionary agents. In many
respects, the strict conservatism is noble and respectable, but it excludes the voices of those
aspiring to be legitimized as bhikkhunis and any paper refuting the controversial
Dhammakaya-sect that is perpetually under government surveillance for financial transgressions
of various natures.24
We, as Buddhists, must fully comprehend conservatism and deeply comprehend
why such protectionism is mandated by the tradition of Theravāda Buddhism. Anyhow,
we can see that a divide remains, the two worlds do not meet, and people are victims of
this passively-aggressive institutionalized-violence upon religious/spiritual liberties.
Institutionalized Buddhism does not meet the Buddhism of the common practitioner to any
serious degree. When considering Schumacher’s ABC’s, communicators, businesspersons
and the administrators all have much more work to do, to bring Buddhism and the effective
doctrines and perspectives to the lives of the villagers and others who are struggling more
than the urbanized community. In this regard, and under the mantra of ‘Wisdom is the Light
of the World’ – MCU can play a serious role as the ideal ‘MODEL for ASEAN’ – and how so,
can this be effective? For instance: MCU, the host and prime organizer of the United Nations
Day of Vesak, could become a model-campus if campus-wide reforms were instituted – but this
can never be adequately accomplished under leadership that just recycles around the various
offices and faculties – because their opinions will never change – and it is the same people
annually, quarterly, and monthly making or maintaining the same decisions. Insiders remain
insiders, and outsiders remain outside. In the sense of Buddhadhamma, we talk and discuss
Evidence of this claim is freely available on the world-wide web. Neutrally speaking: there are articles on
the esoteric teachings of this sect, and more articles related to the financial troubles and excesses from this sect of
Buddhism – anyone interested can form a research project on these revelations.
24
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changes (impermanence) and damages, we know how to improve and proceed properly, but no
one is administering the remedy, so we fall into decay and never cure ourselves of the sickness.
We are not living as truthfully as we could and should, and this neutrality or ambivalence is
really a form of repeatedly-sanctioned violence.

What can be done – For ASEAN, for Buddhism, for MCU?
Buddhism is often an endeavor of the mind, and this is an emphasis that needs to be
and is truly evident in Buddhism. In light of all the selections in this research: Buddhism
must reinvent itself as the great intellectual tradition. However, Buddhism must not only be
an intellectual tradition but should also be a system where the noble ideas are actually practiced
to benefit others in society. In this way, Buddhism will remain relevant with the modern
intellectual and actual world. Clearly the mind (in our academic classes) needs to be developed
and utilized (proactively, into society), and given constant attention – this is progress leading
to personal and social benefits. This is probably not clear to the reader, so the Buddha had to
re-emphasize matters for those antagonistic to his message. Repeatedly the Buddha asks us
to use our minds, to reinterpret what we are learning though the lenses of his contribution for
global wisdom.
The Buddha advocated for a guarded, peaceful mind; and he advocates or encourages
us to behave, much like what has been turned into a popular cultural mantra in Thailand,
to: “kit-dii, puut-dii, tam-dii”, or in Thai-script: คิดดีพูดดีทำ�ดี. Observing in this way allows
for the creation of wisdom. Paradoxically: nations are full of ‘Buddhists’, or are claiming
to be Buddhists; but are not, in fact, living up to Buddhist principles. Just recently, Thailand
moved higher up in global rankings for being amongst the highest consumers of alcohol
per person – Thais are now ranked 4th in the world, despite being a Buddhist nation where
the consumption of alcohol is a prohibition under the precepts. Buddhism places emphasis
on mindfulness, yet: Thailand ranks 3rd in the world for having the most traffic fatalities.25
Thailand, despite being ‘Buddhist’, is considered one of the most politically corrupt nations
on the planet, and was so formerly corrupt, a military-coup was needed to replace the former
government – to operate more effectively.
According to a set of scholars: Thailand is probably the most recognizable nation
amongst the other nations inside of ASEAN26 – students are less-likely to mistake Thailand for
another nation on a map. Thailand discerns itself as the hub of Asia, and by extension, the hub
of ASEAN, although the ASEAN headquarters is in Indonesia. Cambodia, Laos and Thailand
are culturally similar, but the other nations have other distinctions that bring separations and
other feelings of not necessarily belonging in a new union. Myanmar feels the least connection
with and perhaps a mistrust towards ASEAN.
Again, the motto of MCU is: “Wisdom is the Light of the World” – so it also seems
that the wisdom that is generated here in this institute-for-education would be well received
upward and outward. In a nation that has a new mindset for reforms: MCU and what occurs
25
http://englishnews.thaipbs.or.th/thailand-ranks-worlds-third-highest-road-fatalities - re-accessed on 22 December
2014
26
http://www.aseanfoundation.org/documents/Attitudes%20and%20Awareness%20Toward%20ASEAN.pdf –
accessed on 27 December 2014
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at the UNDV should be absorbed by MCU, and passed upward as information for the sake of
courtesy to the Supreme Sangha Council, and shared with not only the government of Thailand,
but with the UNECOSOC, UNESCO and UN, as well as with the comrades and others within
ASEAN, and anyone internationally.

Ecologically Improving MCU as a Model for ASEAN Universities:
A lot of consideration was taken to ponder how to best illuminate aspects for change
within MCU that would not be harmful to the university, and would actually benefit the university and the surrounding community. To initiate a proper study, the useful tool of the Google
Earth program illuminates two similar plots of land governed by members of the Thai Buddhist
Sangha that are arranged in a similar way but the responsible decision makers have utilized
the land in different or distinct ways, according to their official purpose. Let us take a visual
look at both locations, using the technology of Google Earth. Here are the two plots of land,
and their location and description is mentioned below:

Above: Left - Wat Onoi, Nakorn Pathom Province; Right – MCU, Ayutthaya Province
Have you properly examined the locations with the birds-eye or deva-eye view?
Wat Onoi, is a Buddhist temple - a forest temple, featuring a variety of distinct infrastructures
and rationalities, some of which include: a Mahayana temple structure in the front street-side
and parking section of the temple, and next to it is a large sitting Buddha-image, still under
construction. The daily-use Theravāda section of the temple is in the forested area. The main,
unique feature of Wat Onoi, is its large solar-energy farm (seen on the bottom-left potion
of the photo), which generates more energy than what is consumed by the temple.
The excess energy or electricity is sold to the Thai government, which uses the electricity
for the surrounding areas, selling excess kilowatts back into the grid. Many of the huts for
the monks also feature solar-cells or panels on the roofs, to collect and transfer solar energy
for converting into electricity. The temple is ecologically friendly, also possessing a variety of
animals to consume food-waste. The temple is a great model for the Sufficiency Economics
derived from the ideology and royal-project research of King Bhumibol Adulyadej of Thailand.
Below, are a few pictures of the solar-farm and kutis featuring solar-panels.
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If Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University aspires to develop according to
national directives, as a public institution, it should lessen its burden upon the tax-paying
public. MCU should install solar-panels to generate its own electricity. There is ample land
available for running a solar-farm, which could also benefit local farmers, if there is additional
units for provincial authorities to purchase and redistribute. Many monks are trained at
Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University and when they graduate and leave, they can take
the technological-knowledge of solar-energy generation to their temples in other places in
the nation, and internationally, since foreign monks are trained here also. Universities are
supposed to be the beacon of knowledge or possess the wisdom to illuminate the world.
MCU can also be a leading center for agricultural research: growing the medicinal
crops that are discussed in the ancient literature, like those plants in the “Casket of Medicine”
[the Bhesajjamañjūsā] – a text that originates from Sri Lanka, but could use a re-examination
from modern learners within Thailand or anywhere else in tropical ASEAN where these plants
are found – to scientifically approve or reject this ancient wisdom as effective treatment or not,
and if so: learn to make medicines from these plants. MCU has a lot of unused ground that
can be utilized for this experiment. MCU, as a Sangha-institution, has the respect of religious
laity, consisting of random people who often seek monks for remedies to their ailments.
If the products are found to be effective, they may become marketable and customers can donate
funds that would assist in the further development of any agricultural programs. MCU has
a lot of available land and resources to begin these technical-applications of ancient Buddhist
and any recent Thai or international knowledge, which in turn becomes beneficial for their
graduating student-agents returning to society as monks in the temple or lay people seeking
employment in some way to serve people of ASEAN nations and others. Certainly there is
enough land at MCU to create demonstration-lots for agricultural projects.

333

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

If MCU aspires to become a leading center of education for and within ASEAN,
it must have the capacity to discuss issues with other nations in ASEAN, and here MCU
is really deficient. Students of MCU assert that there are only a few people on the campus who are
proficient in English, so there is really no one or few people who can be effective support-agents
for international monastic students. The faculties are also eliminating their foreign lecturers
because the excuse is that the students don’t know how to properly react to the Westerner, and
criticize the Westerner behind their back to the administration – which causes the departments
to not rehire the lecturer, who has done nothing wrong, may have been misunderstood as being
aggressive, and for talking about sexual matters during one lesson (about reproduction and
mate selection) in a ecology course, where it was prescribed in the textbook. It’s culturally
upsetting, when different foreign cultures collide within the host nation – but the truth needs
to be exposed. Not everyone can speak Thai, and English is the official language of ASEAN:
more Thai’s need to elevate their level of English, and students must also possess a higher
caliber of English. There are students graduating from the international-program within
the Faculty of Buddhism who cannot function effectively in their courses, and rely on
a comrade to translate for them; and many still copy assignments from friends or the internet.
They have no shame in committing plagiarism. There are Thai lecturers at MCU, who have
been caught taking their exam questions directly from the internet. The office for foreign
student affairs could be more sympathetic and the various departments of the university should
utilize the Language Institute more effectively, and even demand courses for students that will
help their education and university career.

Another Solution for Buddhist Education:
Buddhists need to think in new ways. Clearly, the ways in which Buddhists have
thought, in relation to the modern/developed world, has brought: not the best of matters,
as expressed in the global-rankings. Buddhism dominates in the tropic-region of Southeast
Asia. Every day, climatically, seems the same, with only variations in humidity or precipitation.
It doesn’t take much effort to survive, daily, on little economic subsistence. It doesn’t take
a lot of intellectual power to think about how to survive living with an agricultural lifestyle.
It does take some intellectual effort to be a qualified Buddhist, and a Buddhist that can teach
other Buddhists on how to be a better or greater (in skill) Buddhist. Towards this skill and
analytical ability, I authored a text on Buddhist Critical Thinking Skills that scrutinizes these
discourses or portions of texts – here is the Table of Contents27:

The full text, unpublished, can be found on my academia.edu website, using the keywords: Buddhist Critical
Thinking Skills, and my name.
27
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The novel approach in the conclusion of the text utilizes the sixteen hāras that are
found in the Nettippakaranam, and scrutinizes the word: “progress”- since progress is a single
term reducing the mandate from the discourses, or in other words: we are supposed to progress
through life, progress through morality; we are supposed to always be improving and
progressing. This completed project rested upon my mind for many months, and it became
clear later that the work was not done. There were numerous other instances in the Tipitaka
where the Buddha demonstrates his analytical mind or where there are proclamations for people
to scrutinize matters in some analytical way. Here is a glimpse at the relevant portions of
the Table of Contents:
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I bought the Emotiv EPOC Neuroheadset, so I could examine the brainwaves
of patients, and see if these thinking skills can also have some effect upon the minds of
the volunteer students. In the second chapter, I present a novice effort to begin the exploration
of the brainwaves. When additional volunteer participants can be accessed and examined,
a more in-depth research-project can resume.

28

http://emotiv.com/bitrix/components/bitrix/forum.interface/show_file.php?fid=4961&width=500&height=500
- accessed on 1 April 2015
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The idea here, is to see if thinking critically (analytically) also generates certain
brainwaves. This is another area for extended and extensive research, in which access to a medical
lab would be greatly appreciated. MCU, through my research and lead in this area can bring
Buddhist ‘scientific research’ into technological modernity. In the third chapter of the work,
many tool-sets for better analysis are offered with the proper academic references. In the next
section, a representation of some of the matters from the third chapter will be represented.29

New Perspectives for the Revised Role of Buddhism for ASEAN:
In order to advance Buddhism into the future, a reassessment of the Tipitaka is
necessary. None of this information below is unorthodox. The problem is that in recent
times, Buddhism has become so refined and specific that it caters to the whims of the ignorant
masses who haven’t ever read the Tipitaka. They have not read the Tipitaka for the sake
of the advancement of wisdom and for the sake of advancing the current condition. They read
for the sake of happiness and meditation – mere contentment and self-satisfaction. Recall
the various global rankings of Buddhist nations, and reflect upon how Buddhism is used in these
nations. Below, for the sake of brevity (without contextualization), are the valuable analytical
skills. The context can be found in my unpublished text. Here are the dhamma-sets that can be
utilized for the sake of determining new approaches to solve old problems – if only someone
knew more about these and was teaching/advocating for these, as I do:

The Buddhist Analytical Thinking Skills:
It’s a miracle, if Buddhists can be educated properly within the tradition. To establish
the tone, the Buddha suggested: “There are… these three kinds of wonders. What three?
The wonder of psychic potency, the wonder of mind-reading, and the wonder of instruction.”30
The suggestion urges Buddhists to be better educated in Buddhist doctrine and be able to receive
instruction. What follows is instruction for our professors of Buddhist studies, the people
responsible for educating Buddhists to become greater Buddhists, not just initiates into
stagnant traditionalism. Somehow we are tasked with acquiring the correct views, and this
should be done accordingly, through our analytical endeavors, our education processes,
our trials we face and learning from our errors – just amongst the many chances and challenges
for or with learning. There is a recontextuaized suggestion for good instruction, proper
instruction: “There are these two things that lead to the decline and disappearance of the good
Dhamma. What two? Badly set down words and phrases and badly interpreted meaning.
When the words and phrases are badly set down, the meaning is badly interpreted. These
are the two things that leads to the decline and disappearance of the good Dhamma.” 31
For the full length presentation of this text, see my second volume on Buddhist Critical Thinking Skills or soon
to be revised as Buddhist Analytical Thinking Skills, available on my academia.edu website.
30
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 263
31
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 150
29
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We can start by properly scrutinizing the texts that we are reading. The Buddhist tradition
relied on the verbal transmission of the Buddha’s words for centuries, before finally the written
records were prevalent enough for students to examine the texts. The Buddhist tradition also
relies on commentaries by elders to interpret what these texts are supposed to mean, towards
the younger generations. The Buddha suggested: “…These two misrepresent the Tathāgata.
Which two? One who explains a discourse whose meaning requires interpretation as a discourse
whose meaning is explicit, and one who explains a discourse whose meaning is explicit as
a discourse whose meaning requires interpretation. These two misrepresent the Tathāgata.”32
We may utilize the the available analytical skills that the Buddhist Tipitaka provides for us to
consider, and when we consider these tools for reinterpreting or scrutinizing our own texts,
we gain a more profound comprehension of the knowledge and wisdom contained in the texts,
rather than just possessing the surface level or literal level of understanding – we gain a deep
comprehension.
Here is another insight into why, from the Buddha: “…If one were to speak thus, one
would be stating what has been said by me and would not misrepresent me with what is contrary
to fact; one would explain in accordance with the Dhamma, and no reasonable consequence
of one’s assertion would give ground for criticism.”33 Elsewhere he states: “I do not dispute
with the world; rather, it is the world that disputes with me. A proponent of the Dhamma does
not dispute with anyone in the world. Of that which the wise in the world agree upon as not
existing, I too say that it does not exist; and of that which the wise in the world agree upon as
existing, I too say that it exists.”34 In this digital-age, and the proliferation of social media,
many people create memes filled with fake quotes from the Buddha. Often we are told not
to interpret his statements but remember his slogans: “…those bhikkhus who conform to
the meaning and the dhamma with well-acquired discourses whose phrasing is not mere
semblance are acting for the welfare of many people, for the happiness of many people,
for the good, welfare and happiness of many people, of devas and human beings. These
bhikkhus generate much merit and sustain the good Dhamma.”35
“There are these four kinds of persons found existing in the world. What four?
One of little learning who is not intent on what he has learned; one of little learning who is
intent on what he has learned; one of much learning who is not intent on what he has learned;
and one of much learning who is intent on what he has learned.”36 [What is to be learned are:
the discourses, mixed prose and verse, expositions, verses, inspired utterances, quotations,
birth stories, amazing accounts and question-and-answers – ideally, one should comprehend
the meanings of what one has learned.]

Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 151
33
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya, Vol. I
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 561
34
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 949 – from the single-volume edition.
35
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), pp. 160-161
36
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 392
32
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“I have taught many teachings, bhikkhu: discourses, mixed-prose and verse, expositions,
verses, inspired utterances, quotations, birth stories, amazing accounts, and questions-andanswers. If, after learning the meaning and Dhamma of even a four-line verse, one practices
in accordance with the Dhamma, that is enough for one to be called ‘a learned expert on
the Dhamma.’”37 “There are these five things that lead to the decline and disappearance of
the good Dhamma. What five? Here, the Bhikkhus do not learn the Dhamma: discourses,
mixed prose and verse, expositions, verses, inspired utterances, quotations, birth stories, amazing
accounts, and questions-and-answers. Again the bhikkhus do not teach the Dhamma to others
in detail as they have heard it and learned it. Again, the bhikkhus do not make others repeat
the Dhamma in detail as they have heard it and learned it. Again, the bhikkhus do not recite
the Dhamma in detail as they have heard it and learned it. Again, the bhikkhus do not ponder,
examine, and mentally inspect the Dhamma as they have heard it and learned it. These are
the five things that lead to the decline and disappearance of the good Dhamma.”38 Many of
them are not paying attention in the way that they should towards liberation, but are receiving
the teachings and conforming, submitting themselves under this contrived means for social
control. Buddhism now is used for social control, not for liberation. Also consider the idea
that speaking about Dhamma with others, also helps comprehension: “…When one sees three
advantages [talk also flows smoothly], it is enough to teach others the Dhamma. What three?
The one who teaches the Dhamma experiences the meaning and the Dhamma. The one who
hears the Dhamma experiences the meaning and the Dhamma. Both the one who teaches
the Dhamma and the one who hears the Dhamma experience the meaning and the Dhamma.
Seeing these three advantages, it is enough to teach others the Dhamma.”39 Then: “It isn’t easy…
to teach the Dhamma to others. One who teaches the Dhamma to others should first set up five
qualities internally. What five? Having determined I will give a progressive talk one should
teach the Dhamma to others. Having determined I will give a talk that shows reasons, one
should teach the Dhamma to others. Having determined I will give a talk out of sympathy,
one should teach the Dhamma to others. Having determined I will not give a talk while intent
on material gain one should teach the Dhamma to others. Having determined I will give a talk
without harming myself or others, one should teach the Dhamma to others. It isn’t easy… to
teach the Dhamma to others. One who teaches the Dhamma to others should first set up these
five qualities internally.”40
“What is the assembly trained in interrogation not in vain talk? Here, in this kind of
assembly, when those discourses are being recited that are merely poetry composed by powers,
beautiful in words and phrases, created by outsiders spoken by disciples, the bhikkhus do not
want to listen to them, do not lend an ear to them, or apply their minds to understand them;
they do not think those teachings should be studied and learned. But when those discourses
spoken by the Tathagata are being recited that are deep, deep in meaning, world-transcending,
connected with emptiness, the bhikkhus want to listen to them, lend an ear to them, and apply
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 554
38
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 767
39
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 245
40
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 773
37
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their minds to understand them; they think those teachings should be studied and learned.
And having learned those teachings, they interrogate each other about them and examine them
thoroughly, asking: how is this? What is the meaning of this? They disclose to others what is
obscure and elucidate what is unclear, and dispel their perplexity about numerous perplexing
points. This is called the assembly trained in interrogation, not in vain talk. …The assembly
trained in interrogation, not in vain talk, is foremost.”41
Not enough people possess analytical knowledge, not enough people have committed
the analytical knowledges towards being their mantra: the analytical knowledges of meaning,
dhamma, language, and discernment. Example questions are: What is the meaning of this,
how can it be interpreted? How is this Dhamma used? What is the characteristics, function,
manifestation and proximate cause of this Dhamma? What are the various grammatical
components of these words, phrases and sentences? What other sense can be made of what
is to be interpreted? When these questions can be asked of yourself, then insights into another
mind is possible, since many of us perform in similar ways. “…having encompassed
a mentality corrupted person’s mind with my own mind, I understand… for what reason?
Because his mind is corrupted. It is because of mental corruption… Having encompassed
a mentality placid person’s mind with my own mind, I understand… for what reason? Because
his mind is placid (with faith and confidence).”42
“And what is the wealth of learning? Here, a noble disciple has learned much,
remembers what he has learned, and accumulates what he has learned. Those teachings that
are good in the beginning, good in the middle, and good in the end, with the right meaning
and phrasing, which proclaim the perfectly complete and pure spiritual live – such teachings
as these he has learned much of, retained in mind, recited verbally, mentally investigated, and
penetrated well by view.”43
The Buddha sees the value in different approaches towards the Buddhadhamma,
there is no singular path to trod. Dhamma-masters, as opposed to only meditation-masters,
are additionally presented in the Anguttara-nikaya. Amongst Buddhist-practitioners (monks),
it is common to seek out a meditation-master and it is rare for someone to venture out on
a quest to become a learned dhamma-master. The terms “dhammayoga” and “dhammakathika”
are used towards those who use a predominantly cognitive approach to the Dhamma – through
comprehending the aggregates, elements, sense-bases, and so forth, subtle and hidden –
penetrating it with insight and path wisdom.44 Again45: Meditation-masters are those who dwell
having touched the deathless element with the body. Dhamma-masters are those who see
a deep and pithy matter after piercing it through wisdom.
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 164
42
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 96
43
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 673
44
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), footnotes on pages 1760-1761
45
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 919
41
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The Buddhist tradition is not asking people to become intellectuals, but become
something like a parrot, who can repeat the correct message at the correct times: sustaining
the message, preserving the messages became paramount in Theravāda Buddhism. There is
little intellectual innovations or advancements – and potentially a tragic error within the way
Theravāda Buddhism developed. It’s asking people to be aware, to be intelligent in that regard
– to progress beyond ignorance. Clearly the mind needs to be developed and utilized, and given
constant attention – this is progress leading to benefits. The next quote also demonstrates this:
“The mind, when tamed, guarded, protected and restrained, leads to great good.”46 “Bhikkhus,
I do not see even one other thing that when underdeveloped and unmanifested, leads to such
great harm as the mind. The mind, when underdeveloped and unmanifested, leads to great
harm. …I do not see even one other thing that, when underdeveloped and uncultivated, leads
to such great harm as the mind. The mind, when undeveloped and uncultivated, leads to great
harm. …I do not see even one other thing that, when undeveloped and uncultivated, brings
such suffering as the mind. The mind, when undeveloped and uncultivated, brings suffering.”47
Some people know the messages better than others, and there is a value placed on the sort
of companionship one maintains: “One who associates with an inferior person declines; one
who associates with an equal does not decline; attending on a superior person one develops
quickly; therefore you should follow one superior to yourself.”48 “Association with superior
persons… is a factor for stream-entry. Hearing the true Dhamma is a factor for stream entry.
Careful attention is a factor for stream-entry. Practice in accordance with the Dhamma is
a factor for stream-entry.”49 These are four factors for stream entry, and this is quality advice,
and it is advice that leads towards liberation, not submissiveness and submissiveness under
a system of social control.
This is probably not clear to the reader, so the Buddha had to re-emphasize matters for
those antagonistic to his message: “…so too those beings are few who are wise, intelligent,
astute, able to understand the meaning of what has been well stated; more numerous are those
who are unwise, stupid, unable to understand the meaning of what has been well-stated and
badly stated. …So too those beings are few who are endowed with the noble eye of wisdom;
more numerous are those beings who are confused and immersed in ignorance. …so too those
beings are few who, having heard the Dhamma, retain it in mind; more numerous are those
who, having heard the Dhamma, do not retain it in mind. …So too those beings are few who
examine the meaning of teachings that have been retained in mind; more numerous are those
who do not examine the meaning of the teachings that have been retained in mind. …So too
those beings are few who understand the meaning and the Dhamma and then practice in
accordance with the Dhamma; more numerous are those who do not understand the meaning
and the Dhamma and do not practice in accordance with the Dhamma…”50
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 95
47
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 93
48
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 221
49
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya Vol. II.
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 1792 – from the two-volume set, p. 1831 in the single volume.
50
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), pp. 121-122
46
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“Wisdom shines in its manifestation… a wise person thinks well, speaks well, and acts
well. …Because the wise person thinks well, speaks well, and acts well, wise people know of
him: ‘this fellow is wise, a good person.’ These are the wise person’s three characteristics of
a wise person, marks of a wise person, manifestation of a wise person. …It is in this way that
you should train yourself. …One who possesses three qualities should be known as a wise
person. What three? He formulates a question carefully; he replies to a question carefully;
when another person replies to a question carefully, with well-rounded and coherent words and
phrases, he approves of it. One who possess these three qualities should be known as a wise
person. …It is in this way that you should train yourselves.”51
“I do not say, Brahmin, that everything seen [or heard, sensed, cognized] should be
spoken about, nor do I say that nothing seen [or heard, sensed, cognized] should be spoken about.
For, Brahmin, if, when one speaks about what one has seen, unwholesome qualities increase
and wholesome qualities decline, I say that one should not speak about what one has seen.
But if, when one speaks about what one has seen [or heard, sensed, cognized], unwholesome
qualities decline and wholesome qualities increase, I say that one should speak about what one
has seen [or heard, sensed, cognized].52 These are also known as the ignoble declarations.53
“…We should not engage in contentious talk. It is in this way that you should train
yourself. When there is contentious talk, an excess of words can be expected. When there
is an excess of words, one becomes restless; when one is restless, one loses one’s restraint.
The mind of one without restrain is far from concentration.”54 Further: “Surely, bhikkhus, you
have committed a transgression – so foolish, so confused, so inept were you – in that, having
gone forth, in such a well-expounded Dhamma and Discipline you competed with each other in
regard to your learning, as to who can speak more, who can speak better, who can speak longer.
But since you see your transgression as a transgression and make amends for it in accordance
with the Dhamma, we pardon you for it….”55 Again: “Bhante, I have committed a transgression
in that when the Blessed One was instructing, encouraging, inspiring, and gladdening
the bhikkhus with a Dhamma talk connected with the training rules, I so foolishly, stupidly,
and unskillfully became impatient and bitter, thinking: ‘this ascetic is too stringent.’ Bhante,
may the Blessed One accept my transgression seen as a transgression for the sake of future
restraint.”56 However, the Buddha said: “Do not pass judgment on people. Those who pass
judgment on people harm themselves. I alone, or one like me, may pass judgment on people.”57
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), pp. 202-203
52
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), pp. 549-550
53
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 612
54
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 1061
55
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya, Vol. I
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), pp. 668-669
56
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 323
57
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 912
51
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What is the assembly that speaks Dhamma? Here in this kind of assembly
the bhikkhus take up a disciplinary issue, one that may accord with the Dhamma or be contrary
to the Dhamma. Having taken up the issue, they persuade one another and allow themselves to
be persuaded; they deliberate and welcome deliberation. Possessing the power of persuasion
and the power of deliberation, willing to relinquish their opinion, they do not wrongly grasp
that disciplinary issue even more tightly, nor, adhering to their position, do they declare: ‘this
alone is true; anything else is wrong.’ This is called the assembly that speaks Dhamma. …
The assembly that speaks Dhamma is foremost.”58 Yet, for those that are challenging
the issue within the Dhamma-Vinaya: “‘…Bhante, if a person to be tamed by you won’t submit
to discipline by any of these methods [gently, sternly, or both], how does the Blessed One deal
with him?’ [The Buddha replies:] ‘If a person to be tamed by me won’t submit to discipline
by any of these methods, then I kill him.’ [The horse-trainer is stunned at this response, and
seeks clarification:] ‘But Bhante, it isn’t allowable for the Blessed One to destroy life, yet he
says, Then I kill him.’ [The Buddha responds:] ‘It is true, Kesi [the horse-trainer], that it isn’t
allowable for the Tathagata to destroy life; however, when a person to be tamed won’t submit
to discipline by the gentle method, the stern method or the method that is both gentle and stern,
then the Tathagata thinks he should not be spoken to and instructed, and his wise fellow monks
too, think he should not be spoken to and instructed. For this, Kesi, is ‘killing’ in the Noble
One’s discipline: the Tathagata thinks one should not be spoken to and instructed and one’s
wise fellow monks, too, think one should not be spoken to and instructed.’ ‘He is indeed well
slain, Bhante…’”59
“…in this dhamma-discipline the training is gradual, the action is gradual, the procedure
is gradual; there is no abrupt penetration of knowledge…”60 Some sample aspects of inquiry,
include: “to what extent is one… what are the things which constitute…”61 “…self-examination
is very helpful for a bhikkhu to grow in wholesome qualities. ‘Do I gain internal serenity of
mind or not? Do I gain higher wisdom of insight into phenomena or not?”62
“…on that occasion the bhikkhu develops the enlightenment factor of mindfulness;
on that occasion the enlightenment factor of mindfulness goes to fulfillment by development in
the bhikkhu. Dwelling thus mindfully, he discriminates that Dhamma with wisdom, examines
it, makes an investigation of it. Whenever… a bhikkhu dwelling thus mindfully discriminates
that Dhamma with wisdom, examines it, makes an investigation of it, on that occasion
the enlightenment factor of discrimination of states is aroused by the bhikkhu; on that occasion
the bhikkhu develops the enlightenment factor of discrimination of states goes to fulfillment by
development in the bhikkhu.”63 More on mindful awareness: “…these five faculties, having
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), pp. 166-167
59
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 493
60
F.L. Woodward: The Minor Anthologies of the Pali Canon, Part II, Udana – Verses of Uplift and Itivutakka – As it
was said (Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1996), p. 65
61
F.L. Woodward: The Minor Anthologies of the Pali Canon, Part II, Udana – Verses of Uplift and Itivutakka – As it
was said (Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1996), p. 4
62
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 1404
63
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya Vol. II.
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), pp. 1782-1783 – from the two-volume set.
58

343

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

different domains, different resort, not experiencing each other’s resort and domain – they take
recourse in the mind and the mind experiences their resort and domain”: The mind takes recourses
in mindfulness, Mindfulness takes recurs in Liberation, Liberation takes recourse in Nibbana
….the lifestyle is not one burdened by relationships, and since this project is being
written within the university structure: “Bhikkhus, this holy life is lived without students
and without a teacher. A bhikkhu who has students and a teacher dwells in suffering, not in
comfort. A bhikkhu who has no students and no teacher dwells happily, in comfort.”64 Should
we have Buddhist universities? Should be have an international association of Buddhist
universities, incidentally managed by this researcher? A teacher has students hungry for
knowledge and department supervisors who are disconnected from the classroom reality and
knowledge possessed by the professors. Wrong decisions are often made by uninformed
students and by ill-informed supervisors. If there was ever the case where Buddhist students
could possess and read the Tipitaka, or perhaps at the very-least, the Saṅgīti Sutta, a sort of
education-manual for knowing what is significant to recollect from the Buddhadhamma,
then our Buddhist monks would possess ample knowledge. If there should be no students
and no teachers, no one to supervise the training processes, what then is the binding factor?
“…it is by way of elements that beings come together and unite. The unlearned come together
with the unlearned, the lazy with the lazy, and the unwise with the unwise. The learned come
together and unite with the learned, the energetic with the energetic, and the wise with the wise.
In the past it was so; in the future it will be so; and now too at present it is so.”65 Directly
to the point of this conference presentation: ASEAN is coming upon us, and as the manager
for our Buddhist universities, all of our universities need to adapt to thi new paradigm; and if
the new paradigm is our necessary collective identity, largely as Buddhists, or even Theravada
Buddhist, we need to raise our direction and abilities within Buddhist education to facilitate
the new direction of our regional-block or collective. We have to see things in a new way,
in our new role, within our new direction – towards our success and liberation (standing alone
and strong as a regional block).
Students must know their role, know why they are enrolled in academic programs, know
what the courses are about, when they take the class and during the class itself - it’s important
to pay attention. Some students have sat through eight-weeks of courses, and then, idiotically,
asked why the class is necessary to have? The student-antagonist never did the reading from
the Nettippakaram in the Suttanta-Pitaka Course – assigned to enable or empower the students
to become better acquainted with how to interpret then better produce reports - could barely
comprehend the lessons which were also readings on selected suttas highlighting the emphasis
of critical/analytical thinking within the Suttanta-pitaka. Restated: the Nettippakaranam is a text
for people who are designated as teachers to be able to comprehend Dhamma at deeper levels
for the sake of disseminating such Dhamma to the new generations of students. Students in
a graduate-program should be the adept capable of becoming the next generation of teachers.
If students don’t want to do the assignments, perhaps they don’t want the qualification that
they are seeking. Obviously he was in the wrong graduate-school program. They, the program
director, never considered the burdens of the teacher to do the following, for the bewildered
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 1213 – from the single volume edition.
65
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya, Vol. I
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 642
64
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students: “We did not ask our questions in order to trouble the Venerable… but we thought
that the Venerable… would be capable of explaining, teaching, proclaiming, establishing,
disclosing, analyzing, and elucidating the Blessed One’s teaching in detail. And the Venerable…
has explained, taught, proclaimed, established, disclosed, analyzed, and elucidated the Blessed
One’s teaching in detail.”66 Students were being resistant to the training, and here the advice
from the Kesi Sutta, detailed above, certainly applies. The program, though, decides to fire
the lecturer to suppress the controvery contrived by ignorant, inept pupils.
A question along the lines of: “Why do I need to know this?”, simply demonstrates
an absentness or complete disconnection from the reality of the situation. Why should
the professor tell a student that the student should learn Buddhist critical or analytical thinking
skills? Does the student know about the formation of Buddhism; did the student learn about
the development of Buddhism and Buddhist thought (as a socio-philosophical guidance system)?
Are there Buddhist doctrines that go beyond suttas used during monastic chanting-ceremonies,
or simple doctrines like the brahma-viharas? Have students even read the Tipitaka
before entering into the classroom? Students ask teachers for a variety of reasons, and react
differently – and students may know that the teachers are capable of answering in a variety
of ways. Above are the student expectations for the teacher to convey when answering,
much like this:
1. Teacher, are you capable of explaining this scenario:
2. Teacher, are you capable of teaching this scenario:
3. Teacher, are you capable of proclaiming this scenario:
4. Teacher, are you capable of establishing this scenario:
5. Teacher, are you capable of disclosing this scenario:
6. Teacher, are you capable of analyzing this scenario:
7. Teacher, are you capable of elucidating this scenario:
“Bhikkhus, there are these three bases of talk. What three? Referring to the past,
one would say: So it was in the past. Referring to the future, one would say: So it was in
the future. Referring to the present, one would say: So it was in the present. It is in relation to
talk, that a person may be understood as either fit to talk or unfit to talk. If this person is asked
a question that should be answered categorically and he does not answer it categorically; if he
is asked a question that should be answered after making a distinction and he answers without
making a distinction; if he is asked a question that should be answered with a counter-question
and he answers it without asking a counter-question; if he is asked a question that should be
set aside and he does not set it aside, in such a case this person is unfit to talk. [If he answers
appropriately, he is determined to be fit to talk.] …If this person is asked a question and he
does not stand firm in regard to his position and the opposing position; if he does not stand
firm in his stratagem; if he does not stand firm in an assertion about what is known; if he does
not stand firm in the procedure, in such a case this person is unfit to talk. [If he can stand firm
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 945 – take notice that I have switched over to the single-volume edition,
and perhaps the page numbers are different from the two-volume set.
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in his positions then he is fit to talk.] …But if this person is asked a question and he does not
answer evasively, divert the discussion to an irrelevant subject, or display anger, hatred, and
bitterness, in such a case this person is fit to talk. …if this person is asked a question and he
overwhelms the questioner, crushes him, ridicules him and seizes upon a slight error, in such
a case this person is unfit to talk.67 Chances are, those seven questions will cause frustration
within the teacher or make the teacher become irate. They may be incapable of demonstrating
ample competency in the subject under scrutiny. Again, from somewhere above, we have seen
that the students are responsible for asking proper or even timely questions; likewise: “Here,
bhikkhus, when conversing with someone, one comes to know: ‘Judging from the way this
venerable one initiates, formulates, and poses a question, he is unwise, not wise. For what
reason? This venerable one does not speak about matters that are deep, peaceful, sublime,
beyond the sphere of reasoning, subtle, comprehensible to the wise. When this venerable one
speaks on the Dhamma, he is not able to explain, teach, describe, establish, reveal, analyze,
and explicate its meaning either briefly or in detail. This venerable one is unwise, not wise.
…when conversing with a person, one comes to know: ‘Judging from the way this venerable
initiates, formulates and poses a question, he is unwise, not wise.”68
The Buddha did it for his students, why are you unable to do it for your students; again:
“A Tathagata awakens to this and breaks through to it. Having done so, he explains it, teaches
it, proclaims it, establishes it, discloses it, analyzes it, elucidates it. And he says: See!...”69
There were other times when the Buddha was faced with some unclear questions, and:
“…seeing the meaning of it, gave utterance…”70 Sometimes the smallest piece of a phrase is
enough to get to the point of the issue, and then continue on to other more important matters.
People should also pay more attention to the Buddha’s true message, or rather gain
competence in his complete message – not just small elements that have, centuries later, only
become the ‘core’ of what is being taught – because he mentioned: “When those discourses
spoken by the Tathagata that are deep, deep in meaning, supramundane, dealing with emptiness,
are being recited, they will not be eager to listen to them, nor lend an ear to them , nor apply
their minds to understand them; and they will not think those teachings should be studied
and mastered. But when those discourses that are mere poetry composed by poets, beautiful
in words and phrases, created by outsiders, spoken by their disciples, are being recited, they
will be eager to listen to them, will lend an ear to them, will apply their minds to understand
them; and they will think those teachings should be studied and mastered. In this way,
bhikkhus, those discourses spoken by the Tathagata that are deep, deep in meaning,
supramundane, dealing with emptiness, will disappear.”71
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), pp. 287-288; these four questions are presented elsewhere, for instance also on
pp. 432-433, where there is an associated verse: “He is hard to attack, hard to defeat, deep, hard to assault;
he is proficient in both what is beneficial and harmful.”
68
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 566
69
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya, Vol. I
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 551
70
F.L. Woodward: The Minor Anthologies of the Pali Canon, Part II, Udana – Verses of Uplift and Itivutakka –
As it was said (Oxford: Pali Text Society, 1996), p. 2
71
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Connected Discourses of the Buddha – A New Translation of the Saṃyutta-Nikāya, Vol. I
(Somerville: Wisdom Publication, 2000), p. 709
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How do we get to the circumstance of something being deep in meaning? How or why
have these discourses with deep meanings been picked for recitation? Why is it, ouch, that
people are no longer reciting discourses with deep meanings, but only reciting discourses that
are biographical and used as ceremonial-pieces? Buddhism has certainly decayed. The Saṅgīti
Sutta was formerly used as the text in Buddhist education, but today, monks have mistakenly
moved beyond it, towards something inadequate (previously mentioned in the researcher’s work
on: “Chanting the Saṅgīti Sutta”). What is the real reason for not wanting to study and master
the Saṅgīti Sutta? Are monks afraid of the 230 dhamma-sets that cover every aspect of sīla,
samadhi and panna; and serve as the structural framework for the later abhidhamma texts of
a few ancient Buddhist schools/sects? What are monks reciting now – ask yourself that question?
Are they reciting what the Buddha told people/disciples to recite, or are they reciting something
contrived from the 15th-19th centuries in this (Western Calendar) common-era? What has been
determined to be, in these modern times, our heritage of the Buddhist tradition, is far from
the reality of twenty-five centuries ago, and the modern Sangha doesn’t seem to be too concerned,
because there is money to be made for performing chanting ceremonies and other activities that
fall within the category of religious-rituals. This needs to be reemphasized:
We listen deeply to the person that we are potentially debating. Students demand
another parallel structure, again:
•

EXPLAIN: Teacher, are you capable of explaining this scenario:

•

TEACH: Teacher, are you capable of teaching this scenario:

•

DESCRIBE: Teacher, are you capable of proclaiming this scenario:

•

ESTABLISH: Teacher, are you capable of establishing this scenario:

•

REVEAL: Teacher, are you capable of disclosing this scenario:

•

ANALYZE: Teacher, are you capable of analyzing this scenario:

•

EXPLICATE the meaning briefly or in detail: Teacher, are you capable of
elucidating this scenario:

Most monastics are unable to demand this from their master-teachers, and most masterteachers are unable or unfit to perform at this level for their disciples. We have major problems in
Buddhism, because our professors cannot accomplish these tasks. They have not been properly
trained on how to properly train the next generations of Buddhists, and my research is the startingpoint to remedy the crisis within the structure of the doctrine. Here is a great summarization:
“The Venerable Sariputta said this: A half-month, friends, after my full ordination I realized
the analytical knowledge [of meaning by the way of its divisions and formulation; of the Dhamma
by way of its divisions and formulation; of language by way of its divisions and formulation; of
discernment by way of its divisions and formulation]. In many ways I explain it, teach it, proclaim
it, establish it, disclose it, analyze it, and elucidate it. Let anyone who is perplexed or uncertain
approach me with a question. I will satisfy him with my answer. Our teacher who is highly skilled
in our teachings is present.”72 We need to return to teaching the complete Buddha-dhamma and not
mere convenient teachings. It’s very clear that our teachers have not pushed the boundaries but we
ourselves, with a bit of effort, can and should return Buddhist universities to global prominence.
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya (Somerville:
Wisdom Publication, 2012), p. 539, and the footnote #875 on pages 1709-1710
72
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Conclusion:
Likewise, we are forced to scrutinize and reflect upon the designs of our university
programs – many are not progressive and are not liberal in spirit or design: where is the innovation
and spirit of progressiveness? Reforms are necessary to implement the incorporation of ASEAN
into our lives. We must reform and modernize our Buddhist curriculum. We can be proactive
and progressive to align ourselves with this modernization movement for the benefit of
everyone. We have to have more intelligent methods for scrutinizing the matters that we discuss
in a university thesis and dissertation. It is up to us as students and teachers of Buddhism to
ensure that we progress, as I have written elsewhere.
What is this paper trying to say? The IABU was set up to improve Buddhist Studies
and Buddhism, but this should already be evident as expressed in our vision, mission and goals.
However noble, the IABU needs proper financial support from benefactors and stakeholders.
Elements from within ASEAN should support the IABU so the association can benefit UNESCO
and UNECOSOC, to facilitate then dissemination of the wisdom to enlighten the world. This
is how the IABU is situated within the international community. We are not to be a dictatorial
authority mandating things, but should be the bridge to be the catalyst towards facilitating
improvements. We aim to improve Buddhist Studies.
ASEAN is an association to bring nation-states together. The IABU brings Buddhist
universities together. ASEAN is governed by ideals and likewise, so is the IABU. ASEAN is
something that we cannot really control, since it is an economic and political association that
needs the support of the people to make it effective. Collectively, the people of ASEAN are
important as the socio-cultural community that engages into politics and economics. Again,
ASEAN is something that we cannot really control, since we are not fully stakeholders within
that association. The IABU consists of member universities that may become a major
stakeholder in the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community, since many of the mainland nations of
ASEAN are Theravāda Buddhists or are Buddhists of another variety. The IABU can guide
Buddhists through the socio-cultural communities in ASEAN.
The common Buddhists often discuss problems with the monks in the villagecommunity. Professors should also be in tune with communities through spending time with
the various factions to learn the full truth of certain scenarios. Professors often write
on community-affairs and should have better answers, through their critical or analytical
thinking skills. If they do not possess the skills, they should learn them from the above or
from my texts on the subject-matter. The IABU, as the bridge, takes readers into the realm of
seeing the complete or better picture of developing situations. UNESCO/UNECOSOC should
then take our annual research offerings into consideration, since we are the vehicle for
Buddhist-expressions in the region and global community. Collectively we may actualize
ourselves into being important stakeholders because we are the human capital that drives
or empowers social change. When we comprehend our mature role and comprehend
the framework and ideals of ASEAN, we learn the operational-locations for our strategic
operations as communicators with important functions.
We have to transform into stakeholders as an association. We have to use our
collectivism as our strength to stand for the very virtues that we espouse and disseminate in our
classrooms. As stakeholders we must answer the calls of ASEAN and actively demonstrate
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our effectiveness. In a greater sense, we have to reassemble and proceed more analytically
and scientifically to remedy the entanglements of modernity. Schumacher, as previously
mentioned, advocated for society to reform, produce growth in education, organization and
discipline of the entire nation. Recall: discipline is required for solving any crisis. Students
need to be involved in the new curriculum since the new institution of ASEAN will be impacting
the lives of their donors and sponsors or the common attending team of laity that associate
around these bhikkhus. Many people come to famous monks and seek advice or answers to
the calamities that are afflicting their lives – monks must be knowledgeable and be willing to
adapt towards the circumstances that confront and challenge their lives. For the laity, change
is a burden, and monks ideally should possess the proper answer or the cure for the affliction.
Our professors also need to rise above the challenges that we are collectively facing and
become the agents responsible for making change and enforcing these refound ideals into our
students in our classes and in their work. They must be responsible for being able to maneuver
in these principles. We cannot all just be communicators, but also acting agents – the remedy
for eliminating suffering.
From the ground-up, here is the focus of this paper – here is what you must take from
this presentation for the UNDV 2015 Academic Conference:
1. Most of us are culturally trained as Buddhists.
2. Because we are culturally trained as Buddhists, we are not intellectually, a Buddhist.
3. To be a Buddhist with raised intellect, revised training methods are suggested.
4. It is suggested that the Saṅgīti Sutta become the new model text for our intermediate level
students (beginning in the BA programs), because these are the 230 aspects of Dhamma
that are conveyed to be recollected by the Buddhist textual tradition.
5. BA students should be trained in the Buddhist analytical/critical thinking skills (BCTS),
as highlighted in my unpublished works, but available freely on-line.
6. Students should engage into academic works, utilizing the Buddhist tools highlighted in
my BCTS texts, when they scrutinize their subject matter.
7. Ensure that their subject matter has real world application for the development of their
nation and for the cooperative endeavors of ASEAN.
8. As a collective, the IABU is a stakeholder of Buddhist Education, and in some sense is
a leading agent for the development of Buddhist studies.
9. Since the IABU is an agent for the development of Buddhist studies, we endeavor to
highlight or support papers that are progressive and will benefit the local society, the university,
the nation and the larger collective of ASEAN and the other various regional blocks.
10. We, as Buddhists should aim at making our world a better place, since we all know that
the Buddha’s teachings were designed to assist devas and humans encompassed in their
own suffering – Buddhist teachings are for the liberation of humanity from our samsaric
condition or whatever crisis that we are engaging, not only here in this conference room,
but around the globe.
11. The time for acting appropriately was many years ago, but we can do it now, so that we
can have a greater future.
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Mindfulness and Religious Diversity:
A New Pedagogical Application
Dr. J. Abraham Vélez de Cea
Eastern Kentucky University

Introduction:
This paper proposes a new application of mindfulness in the classroom specifically
designed to promote more peaceful responses to elements of religious diversity. The first part
of the paper provides a theoretical framework for the practice of mindfulness of religious
diversity. I begin by introducing a conception of mindfulness that can be used in public schools
and universities without alienating students who are neither Buddhist nor religious. Specifically,
the paper introduces the secularized conception of mindfulness developed by a group of
scientists led by Scott Bishop. Then, I develop the concept of mindfulness of religious diversity,
which is much more than mere awareness of other religions or simply applying mindfulness
to religions. The second part provides specific examples of how mindfulness of religious
diversity can be cultivated in the classroom. More specifically, the second part demonstrates
how mindfulness meditation can be successfully integrated within courses on World Religions
at the university level.

What is mindfulness of religious diversity?
Introducing mindfulness meditation in public schools and universities is intended
to address the profound educational crisis that affects many institutions of learning all over
the world. This “educational crisis” consists in conflating education and professional training.
Most schools and universities limit themselves to provide information and prepare students for
the job market. While there is nothing wrong with providing students with useful information
and training them to become competent professionals, doing just that, without emphasizing at
the same time character formation and learning skills to be better individuals and citizens, seems
questionable. By teaching mindfulness in the classroom alongside other subjects, we facilitate
the acquisition of character traits that actually help students to be not only better professionals,
but also better individuals and citizens, thus counteracting the crisis that conflates preparation
for the job market and education.
In order to facilitate the spread of mindfulness training in public schools and
universities, it is indispensable to use an ideologically neutral conception of mindfulness
that does not clash with the beliefs of students, be they Buddhist or non-Buddhist, religious
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or non-religious. Instead of teaching what Buddhists understand by “right mindfulness”
or mindfulness from a Buddhist perspective, I propose to use a non-religious or secularized
version of mindfulness developed by a group of scientists led by Scott Bishop.1 Whether this
scientific conception of mindfulness constitutes a distortion or adaptation of the Buddha’s
teachings is a difficult and important question that I have addressed elsewhere.2 Here, however,
I limit myself to build upon the aforementioned scientific conception of mindfulness to develop
what I call mindfulness of religious diversity, which, as we will see below, involves much more
than a greater awareness of other religions.
According to Bishop & al, mindfulness is “a kind of nonelaborative, nonjudgmental,
present-centered awareness in which each thought, feeling, or sensation that arises in
the attentional field is acknowledged and accepted as it is.”3 Bishop & al further explain
mindfulness as a dispassionate state of self-observation that creates a “space” between our
perceptions and our responses to them; a state that observes thoughts and feelings as events in
the mind “without over-identifying with them and without reacting to them in an automatic,
habitual pattern of reactivity.”4
Bishop & al, propose a two-component model of mindfulness. The first component
involves the self-regulation of attention. That is, mindfulness regulates the focus of our attention
by bringing awareness to our immediate experience in the present moment. This awareness
limits itself to experience our thoughts, feelings, and sensations directly as they arise, without
getting caught in value judgments and ruminations about them. Once awareness acknowledges
a thought, feeling, or sensation, it pays attention to the breath once again “thereby preventing
further elaboration.”
The cultivation of this first component of mindfulness involves: (a) sustained attention
to the breath, (b) switching attention from thoughts, feelings and sensations back to the breath,
and (c) inhibition of elaborative processing of such thoughts, feelings, and sensations.
The second component of mindfulness is a new orientation or relationship with our
experience. This new relationship with our experience can be characterized by three qualities:
curiosity, openness and acceptance. Curiosity means that we consider relevant and subject
to observation everything that may arise in our field of awareness. Openness and acceptance
refer to a non-judgmental attitude of receptivity to whatever we experience regardless of its
valence and desirability.
Scientific mindfulness performs three basic functions: (a) noticing each object in
the stream of consciousness; (b) recognizing different elements of an experience; whether it is
a thought, a feeling, or a sensation, etc., (c) investigating the elements of one’s experience
and how one experience gives rise to another. By performing the aforementioned functions,
mindfulness not only increases our emotional awareness, but also our ability to see the relationship
Scott R. Bishop, Mark Lau, Shauna Shapiro, Linda Carlson, Nicole D. Anderson, James Carmody, Zindel V.
Segal, Susan Abbey, Michael Speca, Drew Velting, and Geral Devins, “Mindfulness: A Proposed Operational Definition,” in Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 11 (2004): 230-41.
2
Abraham Vélez de Cea, “Mindfulness for Secular Purposes: Distortion or Adaptation of the Buddha’s Teachings?” In The Importance of Promoting Buddhist Education. Eds. Thich Nhat Tu and Thich Duc Thien, Phu Nhuan,
Vietnam: Vietnam Buddhist University Publications, (2014) pp. 109-136.
3
(Bishop & al, 2004: 232)
4
Ibid., 232.
1
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between thoughts, feelings, and actions, thus helping us to understand the nature and the causes
of our experience and behavior.
This scientific conception of mindfulness is the foundation for the practice of what
I call mindfulness of religious diversity. This new application of scientific mindfulness is
not to be confused with simple awareness of the existence of many religions. Mindfulness of
religious diversity begins when we realize and keep in mind that there are multiple religions
in the world. But this simple awareness of other religions is not what I mean by mindfulness
of religious diversity.
Mindfulness of religious diversity is a skill that can be cultivated through practice.
Simple awareness of religious diversity is not a practical skill, but rather a theoretical
knowledge. When someone knows that there are other religions, she or he is aware of religious
diversity, but not necessarily mindful of such diversity. Knowing that there are other religions
besides one’s own does not admit of degrees. In contrast, someone can be more or less mindful
of religious diversity depending on how much she or he is able to notice elements from other
religions at the local, regional, national, and international levels. The more someone is able
to notice elements of religious diversity at the aforementioned levels, the more mindful of
religious diversity she or he will be.
Mindfulness of religious diversity consists in noticing elements of religions in one’s
field of perception, as well as in recognizing the nature of those elements. Are the perceived
elements of religious diversity Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, Muslim, Jewish? Do they correspond
to the practical and ritual dimension of religions or rather to the doctrinal and philosophical
dimension? Do they express the ethical and legal dimension of religions or the material,
the social, and the institutional dimensions?
In order to recognize elements of religious diversity, it is necessary to familiarize
oneself with the nature and history of religions in a systematic and sustained way. Investigating
the nature and history of religions facilitates the cultivation of the first two aspects of mindfulness,
i.e., noticing and recognizing. The more we investigate other religions through a systematic
and sustained study of their present nature and historical development, the more able we will
be to notice and recognize elements of religious diversity.
In the same way that scientific mindfulness begins with training in noticing and
recognizing whatever happens in one’s field of perception, mindfulness of religious diversity
starts with noticing and recognizing the presence of elements from other religions in one’s
experience. This presence can be perceived either as an actual reality or as a virtual reality.
One does not have to be in front of people from other religions in order to perceive the presence
of religious diversity. One can simply surf the internet, take a look at one’s co-workers or watch
the daily news and realize how people from different religious backgrounds are part of our
experience. One can also perceive the way religious diversity is present in one’s experience
by going to a supermarket and seeing whether or not a product is kosher, or halal, or none
of the two. Or one simply has to drive across a relatively large town to notice the existence
of churches from distinct denominations, synagogues, mosques, Buddhist centers, Hindu
temples, etc. In sum, one can experience the presence of religious diversity without ever meeting
someone from another religion.
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Just as scientific mindfulness recognizes thoughts, feelings, and sensations,
mindfulness of religious diversity recognizes the specific religious objects that are being
perceived. For instance, if what we perceive is a temple or a building of another religious
tradition, we do not limit ourselves to just noticing it. Besides noticing it, we need to find out
whether it is a church, a synagogue, a mosque, or something else; and if what we notice in our
field of awareness is recognized as a church, then we have to further identify it as a Methodist,
a Catholic, an Anglican or as whatever kind of church it might be.
Mindfulness of religious diversity does not stop at this preliminary stage of noticing and
recognizing objects from multiple religions. Like scientific mindfulness, mindfulness of religious
diversity proceeds to investigate the nature of that which is perceived. This investigation may
take many forms, but systematic and sustained study of religions seems to be indispensable
at some point. Without an in-depth investigation of other religions, our ability to notice and
recognize elements from other religions is bound to be shallow and lacking in understanding.
In the same way that scientific mindfulness investigates the nature of the mind by
analyzing its contents and the causal interactions between them, mindfulness of religious
diversity investigates the nature of other religions by analyzing their elements and the causal
connections between them. First-hand experience of other religions will be helpful, but
ultimately insufficient to understand their nature and history. Sooner or later, it will be necessary
to enhance our personal experience of religions with a deeper understanding gained through
historical-critical and peer-reviewed studies conducted by scholars. Otherwise, we run the risk
of having a highly selective and biased view of religions, which is characteristic of insider’s
accounts and their tendency to idealize traditions. Although insider’s accounts are indispensable
to understand religions in a sympathetic manner, such accounts need to be supplemented by
the perspectives of outsiders, specially the perspective of historical-critical scholars, who tend
to provide a more realistic portrayal of the nature and history of religions.
Mindfulness training, that is, training the mind in noticing, recognizing, and
investigating other religions should not serve as an excuse to neglect the study of one’s
religion or secular tradition. Ideally, people should combine the study of both their own
religion/secular tradition and other religions. Neither the exclusive study of one’s own religion,
nor the exclusive study of other religions/secular traditions seems to be desirable. In fact,
the simultaneous study of one’s own religion while studying other religions/secular traditions
is unavoidable to some extent, because we always compare what we know best (one’s own
religious/secular tradition) to that which we do not know best (other religions/secular traditions).
The simultaneous study of one’s own religion and other’s religions/secular traditions
characteristic of mindfulness of religious diversity can be compared to the way people cultivate
mindfulness of the breath. Mindfulness of the breath involves three basic steps: (a) sustained
attention to the breath, (b) switching from thoughts, feelings, and sensations back to the breath,
and (c) inhibition of elaborative processing of such thoughts, feelings, and sensations. Similarly,
mindfulness of religious diversity involves three distinct yet interrelated steps: (a) sustained
attention to other religious/secular traditions, i.e., studying their doctrines, practices, and history;
(b) Comparative switching from other religions/secular traditions to the doctrines, practices,
and history of one’s own religion; and (c) inhibition of elaborations about other religions.
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Inhibition of elaborations about other religions means postponing judgments and
speculations during the process of becoming familiar with the teachings of other religions.
The inhibition of judgments and speculations, at least at the beginning of one’s investigation
of other religions, is intended to avoid rushed conclusions, thus facilitating a deeper and
more sympathetic understanding of religions. By inhibiting judgments and speculations at
the beginning or until someone acquires sufficient understanding of other religions, one is not
suspending her/his critical thinking skills, but rather adopting a new attitude or orientation
toward religions.
In scientific mindfulness, one establishes a new orientation or relationship with one’s
experience characterized by three qualities: curiosity, openness, and acceptance. Similarly,
in mindfulness of religious diversity we establish a new orientation or relationship with people
and elements from other religions characterized by the same three qualities.
In order to avoid the confusion between curiosity, openness, and acceptance in
the context of mindfulness of religious diversity and other contexts, I prefer to speak about
interreligious openness, interreligious acceptance, and interreligious curiosity. Together, these
three qualities constitute a new attitude toward religious diversity that I call “interreligious.”
The interreligious attitude refers to the new orientation or relationship with people and elements
of other religions necessary to generate more peaceful responses.
Without cultivating the interreligious attitude, that is, without cultivating interreligious
curiosity, interreligious openness, and interreligious acceptance, mere training in noticing,
recognizing, and investigating elements of religious diversity will be less likely to generate
more peaceful responses to other religions. In other words, if we are serious about preventing
disrespectful, aggressive, and violent reactions to people and elements of religious diversity,
then we need to cultivate a new interreligious attitude.
Mindfulness of religious diversity involves training in breathing meditation (sustained
attention, switching, and inhibition of processing), as well as training in the three basic functions
of scientific mindfulness (noticing, recognizing, and investigating). However, mindfulness
of religious diversity would be incomplete without developing an interreligious attitude, i.e.,
training in interreligious curiosity, interreligious openness, and interreligious acceptance.
In the context of scientific mindfulness, curiosity refers to showing interest in any object
that may arise in one’s experience, and then considering it relevant and subject to observation.
In the context of mindfulness of religious diversity, interreligious curiosity consists in showing
interest in people and elements of other religions. Curiosity cannot grow without cultivating
an inquisitive mind.
Curiosity in the context of religious diversity is the opposite of not caring or feeling
any need to learn about other religions. Interreligious curiosity is inconsistent with having
a submissive mind that does not dare to question ready-made answers about other religions.
Interreligious curiosity seeks knowing things for oneself and replacing second-hand knowledge
by personal experience.
Interreligious curiosity is compatible with respecting traditional claims about other
religions. However, interreligious curiosity tries to go beyond traditional claims and attempts to
find out whether such claims are based on insufficient information or biased knowledge about
other religious. In other words, interreligious curiosity does not consider traditional claims
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about other religions unquestionable, that is, absolutely true, simply because a respectable
person or a holy book said so in the past. Interreligious curiosity seeks, at least as an ideal,
direct experience of religious diversity in the present.
In scientific mindfulness, openness refers to experiential openness, that is, to being
open to whatever may arise in one’s field of perception. Openness in this context denotes
the act of being receptive to thoughts, emotions, and sensations that may arise in one’s experience.
Genuine openness does not filter the contents of one’s experience with assumptions and
expectations. That is, openness does not decide in advance what our thoughts, emotions,
and sensations are supposed to be like. Similarly, interreligious openness refers to the act of
being experientially receptive to people and elements of other religions, without deciding in
advance with assumptions and expectations what other religions may contain in terms of truth,
holiness, and salvation.
Genuine interreligious openness is incompatible with claiming to know beforehand
what other religions may or may not contain. Interreligious openness simply remains receptive
to whatever other religions may bring to one’s experience, without a priori expectations and
assumptions. For instance, if someone claims to be open to religious diversity, but she or he
assumes beforehand that other religions have nothing true, holy, or soteriologically relevant to
offer, then that person fails to be genuinely open.
Interreligious openness is inseparable from “intellectual humility.” Intellectual
humility acknowledges the limitations of one’s knowledge. Only the intellectually humble can
be truly open to religious diversity. Only those who are intellectually humble do not claim to
know beforehand what may or may not be found in other religions.
Just as someone might be better or worse in noticing, recognizing, and investigating
people and elements of religious diversity, someone might be more or less humbly open to such
elements. I distinguish among four main degrees of interreligious openness: (1) Exclusivist
openness: one assumes that other religions have nothing to offer in terms of truth, holiness,
and salvation. There might be openness to religious diversity, but never to elements related to
truth, holiness, and salvation. (2) Inclusivist openness: one assumes that other religions may
contain truth, holiness, and salvation, but such truth, holiness, and salvation is similar to the
truth, holiness, and salvation already found in one’s own religion. The inclusivist is more open
to religious diversity than the exclusivist, because, unlike the exclusivist, the inclusivist does
not assume beforehand that other religions have nothing to offer in terms of truth, holiness,
and salvation. (3) Pluralistic-inclusivist openness: one assumes that truth, holiness, and
salvation in other religions need not be similar to the truth, holiness, and salvation found in
one’s own religion. However, the pluralistic-inclusivist assumes beforehand that the elements
of truth, holiness, and salvation that might be found in other religions, even if different, cannot
challenge or contradict the superior truth, holiness, and salvation found in one’s own religion.
(4) Pluralistic openness: one assumes nothing beforehand about what other religions have to
offer, or about whether the truth, holiness, and salvation found in one’s own religion is superior.
In scientific mindfulness, acceptance has to do with allowing our experiences to be
what they are without attempting to change their nature. In Scott Bishop’s terms, acceptance
is a “conscious decision to abandon one’s agenda to have a different experience and an active
process of ‘allowing’ current thoughts, feelings, and sensations” (Bishop & al, 2004: 233).
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Similarly, interreligious acceptance refers to the act of experiencing people and elements of
other religions without any attempt to change what we are experiencing.
Interreligious acceptance does not mean that we have to agree with what people from
other religions believe and do. Rather, interreligious acceptance means that we make an effort to
remain calm while experiencing people or elements of other religions. Interreligious acceptance
requires patience and emotional equanimity. Supported by patience and emotional equanimity,
interreligious acceptance allows an individual to keep a peaceful state of mind while experiencing
both positive and negative aspects of religions. Interreligious acceptance is indispensable to
maintain a peaceful state among religious diversity, as well as to listen carefully to what other
religions have to say without being interrupted by our strong opinions and emotional reactions.
Together, curiosity, openness and acceptance, allow us to study religions in
a non-judgmental way. A judgmental study of religions will prevent us from reaching a deep
and sympathetic understanding of others’ beliefs and practices. In scientific mindfulness, one
attempts to gain insight into the nature of one’s mind and experiences. Similarly, in mindfulness
of religious diversity, the ideal is to gain insight into the nature and history of religions. This
insight is less likely to take place without studying religions in a non-judgmental way, that is,
without cultivating an interreligious attitude constituted by curiosity, openness, and acceptance.
It is important to clarify what we mean by “non-judgmental” in the context of
mindfulness of religious diversity. A non-judgmental approach to the study of religions is
an approach that presupposes genuine interreligious curiosity, interreligious openness, and
interreligious acceptance. Lack of interreligious curiosity presupposes a value judgment that
decides beforehand not to take interest in what other religions may teach. Lack of interreligious
openness presupposes a value judgment that limits beforehand the amount of truth, goodness,
and salvation that may be found in other religions. Lack of interreligious acceptance presupposes
value judgments that determine without sufficient knowledge of religions what is acceptable
and unacceptable.
Cultivating an interreligious attitude, i.e., curiosity, openness, and acceptance, is not
intended to lead to emotional indifference or the suspension of critical thinking skills. The goal
of training people in mindfulness of religious diversity is neither for them to become relativists
nor for them to remain passive before what they perceive as evil, false, or harmful in other
religions. Rather, the goal is to increase awareness of our assumptions and transform automatic
reactions of attraction and rejection into more peaceful responses to religious diversity.
By increasing awareness of our assumptions and preventing automatic reactions
of attraction and rejection toward people and elements of other religions, we are trying to
facilitate more peaceful responses to religious diversity, as well as a deeper and more
sympathetic understanding of such diversity.
In scientific mindfulness, experiencing thoughts, emotions, and sensations in
a non-judgmental way prevents us from being caught at either of the two poles of automatic
attraction and rejection. That is, automatic attraction to whatever is perceived as pleasant,
and automatic rejection of whatever is perceived as unpleasant. Similarly, in the context of
mindfulness of religious diversity, studying the beliefs and practices of other religions in
a non-judgmental way prevents us from automatic attraction to what is perceived as true, good,
or beneficial, and automatic rejection of what is perceived as false, evil, or harmful.
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Studying other religions is an open-ended process that requires awareness of what
religions say about themselves and what scholars teach about such religions. Without paying
sufficient attention to scholars and without listening to what religious followers have to
say about their religions, our understanding of religions will be shallow. However, without
cultivating curiosity, openness, and acceptance while studying religions, our understanding
will be more likely to be distorted by our narrow-mindedness, faith-based assumptions, and
rushed value judgments.
There is always room for passing judgment in the form of criticism and disagreement
with other religions. But criticism and disagreement with other religions should take place after
having cultivated mindfulness of religious diversity. Without having investigated the teachings
and history of religions with genuine curiosity, openness, and acceptance, that is, without
having cultivated an interreligious attitude, we are likely to misunderstand religions and have
less harmonious interactions with their followers.
If we fail to cultivate the interreligious attitude, we will rush into value judgments
and will fail to understand religions in their own terms as much as possible. Perhaps it is
impossible to perceive religious diversity without assumptions and without passing judgment
at some point, but even if this is the case, the interreligious attitude at least strives to minimize
distortions and misunderstandings that may arise as a consequence of uncritical assumptions
and rushed judgments.

How can educators cultivate mindfulness of religious diversity in
the classroom?
Some people may think that the best way to cultivate mindfulness of religious diversity
is to just live among people from other religions. However, not everybody lives in religiously
diverse environments. Besides, interaction with religiously diverse people without having
cultivated first interreligious curiosity, openness, and acceptance might lead to unnecessary
conflicts, distrust, resentment, and eventually, (as it is often the case), to the segregation
of communities across religious lines. In order to avoid conflicts and the aforementioned
segregation of people across religious lines, training in mindfulness of religious diversity seems
to be desirable.
The obvious place to start training in mindfulness of religious diversity is the classroom.
More specifically, in classes that discuss other countries, religions, and cultures. The age to start
training will depend on several factors. However, it seems safe to assume that a fundamental
factor will be how much religious diversity students encounter in their environment. The more
religious diversity students experience in their respective societies, the earlier the training in
mindfulness should begin.
At the very least, training in mindfulness of religious diversity should be required at
the university level even in areas where a single religion prevails. The reason for this is that
we live in a globalized world where everything is interconnected at some level. People from
different religious communities can no longer afford to ignore each other and live as if those
who belong to other religions had nothing to do with them. Whether we like it or not, living in
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isolation from people who do not share our religious convictions has become virtually
impossible and that is why there is an urgent need for training in mindfulness.
Ideally, all levels of education should facilitate training in skills that allow students
to have more peaceful interactions with people from other religions. I cannot think of a more
suitable training than mindfulness of religious diversity, which, as we have seen, involves the
cultivation of genuine curiosity, openness, and acceptance. Different levels of education and
diverse cultural contexts will require distinct pedagogical approaches.
The pedagogical approach that I propose derives from my experience teaching World
Religions at a large, public institution in the “cultural south” of the United States. The vast
majority of my students have a Christian background and, paradoxically, even though most
of them believe Christianity to be the only religion that provides salvation, they do so without
having studied the teachings of other religions.
My courses are not mandatory for all students, but they are very popular because
they fulfill a general education requirement. Although my pedagogical approach might not be
universally applicable to all contexts, it could be extrapolated to contexts in which most students
share the same religion/worldview and make similar claims of superiority without having
studied other religions in a systematic and sustained way, such as in a country/city/neighborhood
where most students are Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, secular humanists, etc.
The pedagogical approach that I advocate combines the standard methods
characteristic of religious studies and history of religions, with training in mindfulness of
religious diversity. Like other courses on World Religions at American universities, I use
a textbook written by established scholars who write as experts rather than as advocators.
More specifically, I use the textbook World Religions Today, written by John L. Esposito,
Darrell J. Fasching, and Todd Lewis, published by Oxford University Press.
There are many other textbooks in the market and most of them are compatible with
the pedagogical approach I propose. That is, training in mindfulness of religious diversity is
in principle compatible with any decent textbook on World Religions. I chose World Religions
Today because it emphasizes the social and political relevance of religions, and because
it shows how contemporary religions are responding to the challenges posed by modernity
and postmodernity. I also chose this textbook because it portrays religions as intrinsically
diverse, thus allowing students to understand better the religious landscape in which they
live. Nevertheless, World Religions Today is similar to other excellent textbooks used in
courses about World Religions at American universities in that it provides an overwhelming
amount of historical and factual information.
Like virtually all textbooks on World Religions used in American universities, John
L. Esposito, Darrell J. Fasching, and Todd Lewis present the history and teachings of religions
in an objective and sympathetic way, without taking sides, and without any attempt to portray
a religion, sect, or denomination as superior or better than others.
Although World Religions Today and other textbooks are good sources of information,
they are not intended to provide training in skills that will benefit students in their future
interactions with people from other religions. Obviously, the data that students learn about
religions will broaden their horizons, will deepen their understanding of religious diversity, and
will make them think in a more informed ways about matters related to religions. However,
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a broader, deeper, and better informed perspective remains insufficient to promote more peaceful
responses to religious diversity.
The fact is that most students do not assimilate the massive amount of information
contained in their textbooks, and they forget much of the data they learn throughout the course
just a few weeks after the semester is over. It is because textbooks on World Religions do not
necessarily help students to respond to religious diversity in more peaceful ways, and because
students forget quickly much of the information they learn about religions, that I decided to
incorporate mindfulness as a core aspect of my courses. I thought that even if my students forgot
most of what they learned throughout the course, and even if their understanding of religions
did not change substantially, at least they would have been trained in practical skills that would
hopefully improve their future interactions with people from other religions.
Cultivating mindfulness of religious diversity in courses dealing with World Religions
is not intended to replace more standard learning outcomes or course objectives. Rather,
I envision training in mindfulness as a supplement to other learning outcomes such as
the acquisition of factual knowledge about religions and the development of critical thinking
skills about religious matters.
I would like to be understood clearly. My objective as a teacher goes beyond fostering
critical thinking and providing academic information about religions. I certainly want my students
to critically learn the fundamental content of the courses I teach. However, my main goal as
a teacher of World Religions is to help students respond to religious diversity in more peaceful
and fruitful ways, and I sincerely believe that training in mindfulness as I have described
it above is the most effective method to achieve such goal.
How do I integrate mindfulness of religious diversity within a course on World
Religions? I begin by introducing students to the study of religions. I do not say anything about
mindfulness until we finish the preliminary chapter, which discusses the diverse meanings of
the term “religion,” the different dimensions of religions, and the main types of religions. Once
students are familiar with the issues surrounding the concept of religion, I provide a simple
rationale for learning mindfulness meditation, a rationale that students can relate to. Specifically,
I ask students why they think that conversations about politics and religion are considered taboo
by most people. Students usually answer that it is because politics and religion are sensitive
issues and such topics ignite passionate and strong opinions among people, thus leading on
many occasions to anger, frustration, and conflict. Then, I ask students whether the negative
outcomes of talking about politics and religion derive from the nature of the topic themselves
or from the way people react to such topics. Are the topics intrinsically problematic or rather,
does the problem lie in the way people react to them?
Once students realize that the problem with talking about politics and religion does not
derive so much from the nature of such topics, but rather from the way people react to them,
I ask whether they think that such reactions can be transformed. More specifically, I distinguish
between automatic reactions and freely-willed responses, and then ask students whether it is
possible to transform automatic reactions into more peaceful responses.
I explain that mindfulness meditation is a method to train the mind so that we do
not react automatically, but rather respond in a calmer and peaceful manner to whatever we
experience. I explain that this training in slowing down our reactions and eventually transforming
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them into more peaceful responses will be useful in the context of conversations about politics
and religion, as well as in other contexts.
I provide yet another rationale to learn mindfulness while studying World Religions.
Mindfulness meditation has multiple benefits. Mindfulness enhances the overall wellbeing,
sensation of happiness, and level of contentment; it reduces and helps to manage chronic pain;
it lowers blood-pressure, contributing to heart and circulatory health; it decreases anxiety,
stress, depression, irritability, exhaustion; it counteracts addictive and self-destructive behavior;
it improves memory, concentration, attention, self-awareness, self-control, empathy, creativity,
and resilience.
It is after students learn about the benefits of mindfulness and the difference
between reactions and responses to stimuli that I introduce the scientific conception of
mindfulness, the one I have explained in the previous section. I emphasize that such
conception of mindfulness is in principle compatible with distinct worldviews, both religious
and non-religious.
After reading and discussing the two components of Bishop’s conception of
mindfulness, I extrapolate the three characteristics of curiosity, openness, and acceptance to
the study of religions. I find it useful to compare the three qualities to the way a good host would
treat a guest. “When we study other religions,” I tell them, “we are inviting them to enter into
our house,” i.e., our mind, our experience.
Treating other religions as temporary guests requires that we show genuine interest
in their beliefs and practices. It would be rude to have a guest and not show genuine interest
in them. Similarly, it would not be the best way to maximize learning about other religions to
study them without showing genuine curiosity in their teachings.
In the same way that we do not assume without sufficient knowledge anything
sensitive about our guest’s qualities, needs, and preferences, we should not assume beforehand
anything about other religions with regard to whether they contain truth and holiness. Treating
other religions as temporary guests also requires that we remain open to their natures, without
assuming that such natures are inferior, equal, or superior in terms of truth and holiness. Instead
of assuming that our guest is or is not like us in terms of qualities, needs, and preferences,
we should be open and ask, listening carefully to what our guest has to say.
We accept our guests with patience as long as they stay with us, without kicking them
out before they leave and without detaining them against their will. Similarly, we should accept
religions as guests, without rushed reactions of rejection or attraction. In the same way we would
not do anything inappropriate to keep or to dismiss our guests, we should treat religions with
acceptance, i.e., emotional equanimity and impeccable courtesy.
Once students know how to apply curiosity, openness, and acceptance to the study of
religions, we begin to practice mindfulness meditation at the beginning of each class, a few
minutes each time. I ask students to pay attention to the breath in a place where it can be noticed,
the abdomen, the mouth, the upper lip, or the rims of the nostrils. I tell them that it is normal
to forget about the breath and be distracted by sensations, feelings and thoughts. Rather than
being frustrated or discouraged by their inability to focus on the breath for long, I encourage
students to keep trying no matter how many times they find themselves distracted. Whenever
they become aware of a distraction, they are instructed not to judge or think about it but rather
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to notice it and return to the breath. I explain that part of the training in mindfulness consists
precisely in noticing and recognizing both distractions and the breath.
I encourage students to count each inhalation and exhalation, repeating the number
again and again until the inhalation or the exhalation is over. I advise them to experiment with
different counting methods until they find the one most suitable for them. I also encourage
students to drop the counting after a few minutes, as soon as they are able to sustain their
attention on the breathing process for longer periods of time.
I clarify that the primary purpose of mindfulness of the breath is neither to relax nor
to forget about whatever is going on around us, but rather the primary purpose of breathing
mindfully is to remain focused on the present moment and to become aware of whatever
happens in one’s field of perception. The mind is compared to a ship and the breathing process
to an anchor that allows us to remain focused on the present.
Just as an anchored ship does not change its location while being affected by the wind,
waves, the sun, the moon, rain, snow, fog, etc., the mind dwells in the breathing process while
being affected by thoughts, memories, plans, sensations, etc. In the same way that an anchored
ship does not do anything in particular to reject or to hold onto any of the elements it is subject
to, the mind anchored in the breath does not reject or hold onto any stimuli it experiences.
Just like the anchored ship, the mind focusing on the breath might be displaced/distracted by
the elements/stimuli, but it always returns to the place it is anchored, the present breath.
This act of focusing the mind on the present breath does not exclude other stimuli but
rather include them. In mindfulness meditation, the mind pays attention to the present breath,
but without ceasing to be aware of other stimuli, that is, always noticing, recognizing, and
investigating whatever it experiences moment by moment.
I remind students that this awareness of the breath while noticing, recognizing, and
investigating other stimuli must be cultivated with curiosity, openness, and acceptance. I clarify
once again that curiosity has to do with showing genuine interest in whatever they experience.
I also explain that openness has to do with not having assumptions before having the actual
experience, that is, assumptions about what they may or may not be found in their experience.
Finally, I emphasize that acceptance has to do with patience and emotional equanimity, with
avoiding both rejecting and holding onto any sensation, thought, or feeling that may arise.
Once students feel more comfortable with mindfulness of the breath, I apply this
practice to the study of religions. The first religion that we study is Judaism. Most of my students
have a Christian background, and thus have a tendency to compare Judaism to Christianity
and to interpret Judaism from a Christian perspective. I explain that comparing other religions
to one’s own religion is normal and unavoidable to some extent, as well as interpreting other
religions from one’s own perspective. However, I remind my students once again that in order
to understand religions in a profound and sympathetic manner we need to cultivate curiosity,
openness, and acceptance.
First, we need to display genuine interest in Jewish traditions, studying their teachings
and history with an inquisitive mind that really cares about what it studies. Second, we need to
make an effort not to let our assumptions and beliefs hinder our understanding of Judaism. That
is, we need to keep an open mind and accept the way Jewish traditions are, without speculating
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about the truth, goodness or salvation that may or may not be found in such Jewish traditions.
I clarify that this suspension of speculative elaborations is a means to better understand Judaism.
I also encourage students to practice acceptance by paying attention to the way they
react to whatever they learn about Jewish traditions. In order to facilitate this awareness
of reactions, I purposely interrupt lectures and discussions whenever some information is
sensitive and likely to generate an emotional reaction of rejection or attraction. I instruct
students to remain calm and accept whatever reaction they may have, without making any
effort to reject what they experience or to hold onto it. For instance, right after explaining
why Jewish traditions refuse to accept Jesus as the Messiah, I suddenly stop and ask students
to practice mindfulness. “Please notice any thoughts and emotional reactions you may have
right now,” I say. “Do you like what Jewish traditions say about the Messiah? Notice it!
Do you dislike it? Notice it! You do not care much about it? Notice it too!” After encouraging
my students to notice their thoughts and reactions, I ask them to inhale deeply and pay attention
to the breath until their thoughts or feelings fade away. “Do not make any effort to reject or to
hold onto such thoughts and feelings,” I tell them, “just let them be and let them come and go
without interfering.”
After lecturing and discussing the material with at least one interruption to practice
mindfulness for a little while, I play a short video about a controversial matter with the intention
to generate a strong emotional reaction among my students. Before playing the video, I explain
how important it is to practice mindfulness whenever we see scenes that provoke emotional
reactions of approval or disapproval, attraction or rejection. For instance, I play a segment
of the documentary “Sex and the Wailing Wall.” The video is controversial because it focuses
on the clash between a group of reformed Jewish women who would like to read from
the Torah and sing in front of the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem, and ultra-orthodox Judaism, which
forbids women to do such things. I interrupt the video whenever a scene is especially shocking
or disturbing. For instance, when one ultra-orthodox woman tries to forcibly take away
the Torah scrolls that the reformed Jewish women are using to pray.
The principle is clear. Whenever something is likely to generate a strong emotional
reaction of approval or disapproval, I interrupt the lecture, the discussion or the video in order
to facilitate the practice of mindfulness for a few seconds. In this way, students train their minds
in mindfulness of the breath and awareness of their reactions. I repeat the same procedure with
all the religions I teach: we practice mindfulness of the breath at the beginning of each class for
a few minutes, and we interrupt the lecture, the discussion, or the video to practice mindfulness
of our reactions for a few seconds. An alternative way of doing it would be not to spend a few
minutes practicing mindfulness at the beginning of each class, and spending more time, not
just a few seconds, after each interruption.
Besides practicing mindfulness of the breath in the classroom, there are two assignments
specifically designed to cultivate mindfulness of religious diversity outside the classroom.
The first assignment is a journal in which students are asked to reflect about what they
experienced during class, as well as during the reading of the chapter we are studying.
Students must address the following questions: What did you feel/think during the lecture,
the discussion, and while watching the video? What did you feel/think while reading
the material for today’s class?
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The second assignment is an interfaith/interreligious dialogue paper. In this paper,
students need to have a conversation with someone from a different religion, and a visit to temple,
meeting place or center of that religion. The paper must include two sections: (1) a discussion
of the concept of interfaith/interreligious dialogue, as well as guidelines for practicing it;
(2) a description of their thoughts and emotions before, during, and after the dialogue and visit
to the temple of the other religion.
I tell students that the most important aspect of the paper is not the theoretical
discussion of interreligious dialogue but rather the description of their thoughts and feelings
before, during, and after visiting a place of worship or talking to someone from a different
religion. I explain that the reason for this is that the second part of the paper has to do with
the practice of mindfulness of religious diversity.
I conclude the course with a final reflection about religious diversity and the importance
of mindfulness. More specifically, I remind students that mindfulness of religious diversity
is much more than being aware of other religions. I encourage students to keep cultivating
mindfulness of religious diversity after the course. I ask students not to forget that mindfulness
admits of degrees. Just as someone might be better or worse in noticing, recognizing, and
investigating elements of religious diversity, someone might be more or less curious, open,
and accepting toward other religions. I explain that mindfulness of religious diversity depends
primarily on the level of openness we have. Once again, I explain the four main types of
openness and ask them to reflect about whether their openness toward religions has evolved
throughout the course.
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New Dimensions for Humanitarian Care: A Project
on Mindfulness-Based Pain Management Education
Professor Padmasiri de Silva

Apart from the increase and acceleration of humanitarian activity already existing,
the center for “humanitarian care with a Buddhist connection”, attached to ECOSOC has
expressed an interest in encouraging new dimensions of activity. ECOSOC is concerned with
the pain and trauma among displaced asylum seekers and victims of armed conflict. It is in this
context, that I present this proposal for ECOSOC, Humanitarian Care, developing a unit
for mindfulness-based pain management education. “Living Well With Pain and Illness”
is an inspiring, practical guide to living with and managing chronic pain and illness,
using “mindfulness” techniques.

THE STORY:
This project has gained worldwide attention through the indefatigable efforts of three
ICONS of this new message for dealing with chronic pain—the silent epidemic of our times:
Jon Kabat-Zinn, a pioneer; Vidyamala Burch suffering from chronic pain for thirty years, and
as a wheel chair user has generated a veritable revolution with mindfulness meditation; Risa
Kaparo, a genius for understanding the language of the body, developed the concept of Somatic
Intelligence—the art & practice of embodied mindfulness. A work that combines academic
insights and therapy: The Body Remembers, Babette Rothschild; The Emergence of Somatic
Psychology and Bodymind Therapy, a useful historical analysis.

THE THEORY:
With the emerging new face of the cognitive sciences, the study of consciousness and
meditative states acquired scientific status; the emerging paradigm of embodied emotions with
strong body-mind linkage emphasized the close relation between physical and emotional
pain. Breaking away from Cartesian dualism, today, pain researchers recognize both sensory
and emotional features of pain. “When an ordinary person experiences a painful bodily feeling
they worry, agonize and feel distraught. Then they feel two types of pain, one physical and
one mental. It is as if this person was pierced by an arrow, and then immediately afterwards by
a second arrow, and they experience the pain of two arrows” (Kindred Sayings, 36, 6). Touched
by painful feelings he finds compulsive distractions in pleasures, drugs or alcohol, and thus
the vicious circle works. Pain education helps a person to move out of this vicious circle.
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The importance of “resilience” rather than “reactivity” has been emphasized in recent neurology
(de Silva, 2013, recent publication). Also, see Physical and Emotional Pain”, de Silva, 2015.
(ECOSOC: The UN Economic and Social Council; HAS: Humanitarian Affairs Segment).

Expanding the field to Traumatology.
‘Trauma’ which means wound in Greek is often the result of an overwhelming amount
of stress that exceeds one’s ability to cope or integrate the emotions involved with an experience.
It is also said that trauma victims organize their lives around repetitive patterns of reliving
and warding off traumatic memories. Psychological trauma often involves physical trauma.
During recent time, a subject area close to pain management, namely traumatology
has come to the center of mental health issues. I do not wish to go into detail ramifications, but
establish the importance of traumatology, as a part of humanitarian care. Though psychological
trauma refers to a life-threatening, which may cause injury, today, a broader frame of reference
covers threats to psychological integrity. The category of post-traumatic disorders (PTSD) has
expanded with the increasing numbers coming under the categories of sexual assault, being
held in hostage, impact of natural disasters, refugees, asylum seekers, victims of armed conflicts
and people thrown off and displaced from their homes—and the new dimensions of physical/
emotional pain have widened with a significant social dimension. Thus pain education directed
to traumatology and PTSD (Post-traumatic disorder) is an area where the use of mindfulness
techniques for managing pain developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn and Vidyamala Burch may be
extended. Risa Kaparo offers a more extended method, capable of harnessing for issues in
traumatology.
In this context an important factor is the increasing use of mindfulness techniques
being used in trauma management. Thus mindfulness techniques are more widely used in pain
management and more recently in trauma management, where it may work. PTSD is a new
diagnostic category: this category includes combat, sexual and physical assault, being held
hostage or imprisoned...torture, natural and man- made disasters, accidents, life threatening
illnesses (Rothschild, 2000).

ECOSOC and Pain and Trauma Management
ECOSOC is concerned with pain and trauma among displaced asylum seekers and
victims of armed conflict. It is against this background that I am presenting a conceptual
framework for developing a special unit for counselling for pain management, trauma and PTSD,
using the methodology of somatic intelligence developed by Risa Kaparo, as a philosophical
and technical background, but bring before the reader, recent accomplishments in the use of
mindfulness techniques in the difficult areas of trauma and PTSD management. My presentation
of papers on pain management at a recent conferences (de Silva, 2014, 2015) exploring resources
in the Satipatthana and Western mindfulness-based therapies has given me confidence to me
to explore the conceptual framework of trauma and PTSD management. We are fortunate to
have two sorts of resources on trauma management, one Asian and the other Western. Within
the Second IABU conference, I coordinated a panel on Buddhist Psychotherapy, and one of
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the illuminating contributions was the article on “culturally sensitive trauma treatment
approaches for mass atrocity and civil war in Cambodia” by a research team, Judith Strasser,
Southearn Chim and Sopheap Taing. They have been using narrative exposure therapy and is
an interesting model which goes beyond being merely shock absorbers to positive meaning
making strategies. While this methodology is more culturally conditioned, I shall open up
a program in the West that suits ECOSOC especially as the work of Kabat-Zinn, Burch and
Kaparo have emerged over the years with great success for pain and trauma.
ECOSOC already has a good resource in the National Center for PTSD, where
the potential of mindfulness techniques in treating traumatic reactions has been recognized,
though more empirical work in testing these innovation need to be done.

National Center for PTSD
The national center for PTSD is more directed towards research and education
than treatment and well suited for an alliance with the suggested expansion of ECOSOCIAL
Humanitarian project. Also there is ample evidence of recognized mindfulness techniques in
their recommendations. The potential clinical utility of integrating mindfulness-based exercises
in extant PTSD treatment has yet to be examined empirically. However, given the beneficial
effects of mindfulness practice on enhancing emotion regulation as well as decreasing anxiety
and depressive symptoms, mindfulness has been increasingly discussed in the context of PTSD
and its treatment. The relevant theoretical and empirical literature suggests that mindfulness
may serve clinically meaningful functions in alleviating PTSD symptoms (PTSD Overview,
Internet).
First let us look at the essence of the mindfulness practice directed towards managing pain
(de Silva, 2015). It involves attention to and awareness of the present moment; non-judgmental
acceptance. Awareness of the present involves observing thoughts, feelings and sensations, by
focusing attention on the current movement. The stance of acceptance and the willingness to
experience array of thoughts and emotions without judgment is the preliminary base for therapy.
“Regular mindfulness practice can lead to a greater present centered awareness and
nonjudgmental acceptance of potentially distressing cognitive and emotional states as well
as trauma-related internal and external triggers. Awareness and acceptance of trauma-related
thoughts and feelings may serve as an indirect mechanism of cognitive-affective exposure. This
may be especially for individuals with PTSD, as it may help experiential avoidance, reduce
arousal and foster emotion regulation... Regular mindfulness practice has also been shown to
decrease physiological arousal”. (Notes from the National Centre for PSD).

Part II - Emotions and the Body:
There are several psychotherapeutic orientations, using mindfulness-based interventions.
I have developed and practiced mindfulness-based emotion focused therapy (EFT) and as
a contribution to the issues outlined above, I shall focus on the emotions and the body
relationship in traumatology and PTSD.
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“Every emotion is characterized by a discrete pattern of skeletal muscle contraction
visible on the face and in body posture (somatic nervous system). Each emotion also feels
different in the body. Different patterns of visceral muscle contractions are discernible as body
sensations (the internal sense). Those sensations are then transmitted to the brain through the
proprioceptive nerves.”(Rothschild, 2000, 56). Thus we see that that on the one hand, the emotion
looks to the outsider as facial expression and bodily posture. How it feels on the inside is what
we experience. In short an emotion is the interplay of sensory, autonomic and somatic nervous
system interpreted within the brain’s cortex. Language, usage and metaphors are illuminating:
•

Anger - pain in the neck

•

Sadness - I am all choked up

•

Disgust - she makes me sick

•

Happiness - I could burst

•

Fear - I have butterflies in the stomach

•

Shame - I can’t look in the eye.

How an Emotion Feels in the Body:
•

Anger - muscular tension

•

Sadness - wet eyes and lump in the throat

•

Disgust - nausea

•

Happiness - deep breathing

•

Fear - racing heart

•

Shame - rising heat in the face.

Anger Behavior:
•

Anger - yelling, fighting

•

Sadness - crying

•

Disgust - turning away

•

Happiness - laughing

•

Fear - flight, shaking

•

Shame - hiding

Facial and Postural Expression:
•

Anger - clamped jaw, reddened neck

•

Sadness - flowing tears, reddened eyes

•

Disgust - wrinkled nose with raised upper lip

•

Happiness - smile and bright eyes

•

Fear - wide eyes with lifted brows, trembling, blanching

•

Shame - blushing averted gaze
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Emotions & Trauma:
Anger is the emotion of self-protection and a common response to have been threatened,
hurt or scared. If anger becomes chronic in the wake of trauma difficulties emerge. Fear alerts
to potential harm and both fear and anxiety are common emotions for PTSD. Joseph Ledoux
an expert on emotions says that fear is the driving force in several psychological disorders,
phobias, anxiety disorders and obsessive-compulsive disorders. Shame is a difficult emotion
and individuals with PTSD often are reacting to sexual abuse or rape. But Rothschild says,
shame is not all bad, and acceptance is the first step in resolving an unwanted state and seeing
shame as positive is the first step to recovery. Compared with anger, fear and shame, grief when
handled well may be great resource for recovery, and it is a positive sign when a client reaches
the point that grief arises and healing is possible. In the Buddhist context you begin to realize
that loss and grief are part of the human situation (de Silva, 2014). You will also find that shame
may have a positive facet. Anger and fear are in-built into the human system.
PTSD is a new diagnostic category and basically somatic disturbances are at the core of
PTDS. The above analysis indicates that understanding the logic of emotions with its somatic
roots may open up insights and pathways for recovery. Western therapists have been looking at
what is described as “catharsis” as a positive resource in recovery. By re-enacting a repressed
event and looking at the emotions in a non-judgmental way, Sigmund Freud opened up
the notion of catharsis but Rothschild would find a different interpretation of catharsis in
the work of Mark Epstein: As I have mentioned,
“Epstein feels that the Freudian technique of evenly suspended attention and
the bracketing of the critical faculty while listening to the clients, offers a marked resemblance
to the Buddha, though there is no evidence that Freud was influenced by the Buddha “(de Silva,
2014, 111). It is this same non-judgmental deep listening that was harnessed by the pioneer
Jon Kabat-Zinn for pain management. Thus though Rothschild has presented an exhaustive
analysis of the somantic basis of the body in trauma, today, therapy has undergone interesting
transformations with the development of mindfulness techniques for pain management (de Silva,
2015). To extend this success to trauma and PTSD and give this idea institutional recognition
has been the driving force in writing the present study. In fact, as stated below further research
is necessary in this direction.
“Mindfulness-based approaches have been shown to be useful for problems commonly
seen in trauma survivors such as anxiety and hyper arousal. Mindfulness practice has potential to
be of benefit to individuals with PTSD, either as a tertiary or a stand-alone treatment. However,
before definitive conclusions can be drawn about the efficacy of mindfulness in treatment of
PTSD, further basic and applied research is needed” (National PTSD, Report).

Exploring the New Pastures of Somatic Learning
Somatic learning as developed by its best exponent Risa Kaparo, “is not about fixing
problems, which perpetuates the same fragmentation from which the problems arose in
the first place. The intention of the practice is awakening. Awareness lights up our state of
consciousness, the process of thought and feeling (conscious and sub-conscious) that underlie

370

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

the problem as they are reflected in the body.”(Kaparo, 2014, 33). It may be described as a kind
contemplative therapy, awakening the natural wisdom of embodied mindfulness, sensitive to
the vibratory messages in the body. As I have mentioned in my writings, the insight meditation
techniques of the conversion of the four elements (air, solidity, fire, water) into refined vibratory
patterns, and eventually the experience of the “breath body”, and the calming and subsiding
of the bodily dispositions, provides the background to the first states of absorption in insight
meditation. Thus the Buddhist contemplative work is even more definite and clear on the path
to somatic intelligence. Upper reaches of pain management is a liberation path in Buddhism.

Neuroplasticity
“Recent studies of mindfulness practices reveal that they can result in profound
improvements in a range of physiological, mental and interpersonal domains of our lives.
Cardiac, endocrine, and immune functions are improved with mindfulness practices. Empathy,
compassion, and interpersonal sensitivity seem to be improved. People who come to develop
the capacity to pay attention in the present moment without grasping to their inevitable
judgments also develop a deeper sense of well-being and what can be considered a form of
mental coherence (Siegel, Daniel, 2006).

Interoception and the Sixth Sense
The exteroceptive system is the one that you are most likely to be familiar. It includes
the sensory nerves that respond to stimuli emanating from outside the body. The interoceptive
is comprised of sensory nerves that respond to stimuli emanating from inside the body.
Proprioception includes the kinesthetic sense which enables one to locate all the parts of the body
in space, and the internal sense which gives feedback on body such as heart rate, respiration,
internal temperature and muscular tension. It is literally how we sense ourselves. Kinesthesia
is the feeling of movement derived from all skeletal and muscular structures. Kinesthesia
also includes the feeling of pain, our orientation in space, the passage of time, and rhythm.
A second source, visceral, consists of the miscellaneous impressions from our internal organs.
“The physiological term “proprioception” refers to our ability to sense, evaluate and respond to
stimuli sensed by the proprioceptors, actual nerves embedded in tour tissues (muscles, joints,
and tendons). These constantly communicate with the brain orienting the body to its position,
movement and tone. It is our sixth sense. It is of great interest to note that in Buddhist
contemplative practice, we speak of consciousness independent of the five senses, a “sixth
sense”, anindriyapatibattha vinnana.

Embodied Mindfulness
I have discussed the importance of the concept of embodied emotions in several article
(de Silva, 2014a, 2014b). Rick Hanson and Richard Mendius indicate that embodied mindfulness
develops both awareness of one’s own body and empathy towards others.
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“Research has shown that the more a person is aware of their own body, the more their
insula lights up in an MRI. The more active their insula is, the more empathetic they are to other
people, which is the foundation of compassion and loving kindness” (Hansom and Mendius,
2009, quoted, Kaparo, p21).
In conclusion, it may be said that “Somatic learning” involves a Transformative
Experience, where back pain becomes a laboratory for deepening presence and the Buddhist
contemplative approach offers a path, as far as we wish to traverse. To say that this insight is
also my personal experience is a personal note to confirm my point (de Silva, 2015).
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Educating through Dancing: An Alternative Approach
in Response to Educational Crisis - A Case Study
of Buddhist Community in Central Java
Wilis Rengganiasih Endah Ekowati1

Art is an irreplaceable way of understanding and expressing the world—equal to
but distinct from scientific and conceptual methods. Art addresses us in the fullness of our
being—simultaneously speaking to our intellect, emotions, intuition, imagination, memory,
and physical senses. There are some truths about life that can be expressed only as stories,
or songs, or images. You don’t outgrow art. The same work can mean something different
at each stage of life. A good book changes as you change (Dana Gioia, 2008).

Indonesian Education is In Crisis
Indonesia has been facing crisis in education. In the Jakarta Arts Council official speech
for ending the year 2013, Karlina Supeli examined the situation in Indonesia. Transformation
in many spheres of lives triggered by globalization has taken place in our country. We have
been struggling with the changing values that submit to the logic of economy and leave behind
intrinsic values of culture in its various manifestations, and this gave way to consumerism
taking control over the lives of the many.
“Why Indonesian Education is in Crisis” article highlights the editorial page of
The Jakarta Post on May 3rd, 2014. The writer, an American teacher affiliated to an International
School in Jakarta, denounces that there are two causes of our educational crisis: corruption and
lacking of integrity. Though his discussion of the case slips into a simple generalization, i.e.
when he points out that diplomas and degrees are possible to obtain with the power of money
in our colleges/universities, I have to admit that he is right. Even, sadly, diplomas/degrees
dealing does happen. Human’s integrity is at stake.
Corruption cases, ironically, happen in the ministry of religious affair and ministry
of education; two institutions that are supposed to be the guardians of our humanity. After
a corruption case for the procurement of Al-Qur’an and computer laboratories reported in 2013,
last November there was a report on another corruption involving the ministry’s director
of Buddhism Education Affairs and the former general director for the Directorate of Buddhism
Guidance. Both were convicted as suspects for misusing their authorities and making deal with
a publisher of Buddhist textbooks and now still in the process of further investigation.
Wilis Rengganiasih Endah Ekowati is a PhD candidate at the South and Southeast Asian Studies Department at
UC Berkeley. Her area of interest include gender and religion, interfaith dialogue, Buddhism and local culture, and
performing arts. She is a lecturer at the Syailendra Buddhist College, Semarang.
1
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In this paper I will be presenting my project as a follow up to David R. Loy’s
recommendations in what we could do in the face of educational crisis in many societies.
In the last part of his article “Globalizing Education or Educating Globalization” he underlines
Tamas Agocs’ affirmation that the transformation of motivations is the most crucial aspect to
cultivate in the face of our crisis. Loy responds that to enable the transformation it needs
an ethical foundation, i.e. the five precepts. But he further suggests that mindfulness training
is more important. I believe this to be true if we are to re-valuate - borrowing Loy’s term - and
to reform our educational system and institution. What I will be presenting here is only
a humble step in its early stage in response to our educational crisis. It is an alternative approach
by utilizing knowledge, skills, and experiences at my disposal as a dancer and dance teacher.2
I am translating and applying Buddhist teaching on mindfulness, non-duality and
non-attachment into my dance and teaching practices. Thich Nhat Hanh’s elaboration on these
particular aspects has been an inspiration and guidance for my philosophical thinking and
practice. My years of experience in the sphere of dance attest that dancing, and other artistic
skills as well, have the power to work with delicacy and awareness. They have the ability to
touch the physical, emotional, and even the spiritual level of an individual. My dance practice
and teaching offer to supplement what is lacking in our “mainstream” educational culture.
In some ways, my approach is in reversal to the common--or again, mainstream--learning
approach. Our dance learning values process over result, does not set a goal in a restricted
time, pays attention on details, and grows based on the unique characteristics of our students.
Exam is not a determining factor in evaluating students, and collaboration is favored over
competition. By providing students with this approach supported by commitment, continuity,
and consistency, I am confident to be able to slowly wind down the negative impact of our
educational deficiencies beginning with my students.

Dance and Me
Before describing my dance learning project, I will be giving a brief background
of myself as a context. My relationship with dance evolved in three stages. From the age of
seven up to college, my formal dance trainings polished my talent into a fine skill and I became
a professional dancer. This first level of connection shifted, or I prefer to view it as deepening,
after the deaths of my parents that happened when I was studying abroad. I coped with my
loss, and dealt with challenges as an international student, through dancing. Dance was healing
and empowering to me. This connection has deepened once more as I began practicing
meditation with a group of people and led by a teacher. Practicing mindfulness in daily activities
has many benefits even for a beginner like me. Mindfulness widen my perspective and deepen
my understanding about who I am and others, and this live. When I incorporate mindfulness
in my dance practice and teaching, the practice offers me even more: it is not only healing and
empowering, it is liberating.
I would like to thank my kalyanamitta, Waluyo, M.Pd. who encouraged me to share my project in this writing.
In the beginning I hesitated if this small step is worth the time of my reader. But he assured me that my initiative
to working with small groups despite the challenges I have been facing is a concrete effort in response to our
educational crisis. Of the alternative approach, method, and technique I use, it is a longlife process. I am simply
trying to do the best I could mindfully with a commitment, consistency and continuity in carrying out my project.
2
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My realization of an intimate connection between mindfulness meditation and dance
was conditioned by my life experience. And then through discussions, workshops, and practice
with Suprapto Suryodarmo and a group of foreigners from different cultures and professionals
who have been practicing Amerta Movement with him last year, I became more convinced that
the combination of the two practices is .powerful tool to transform myself and others. Suprapto
developed his Amerta Movement style that has its foundation in vipassana meditation
combined with daily movement, non-stylized movement and a meditation technique of
Javanese spirituality known as Sumarah (Bloom 2014, p. 2). Being involved in the activities
enabled me to recognize the power of dance/movements in channeling body-mind-feeling/
sensing-spirituality. Dancing/moving can be practiced while being aware of our own sense of
being, our identity, our ego, and the environment. I am confident that combining mindfulness
training and dancing, we have a powerful tool that would transform us and our students as well.

Educating through Dancing: Dance as Pedagogy
My life journey has shown the transformative power of dance and of art in general.
As it is brilliantly expressed in the paragraph I quote in the beginning of this writing, let me
highlight again that “Art addresses us in the fullness of our being—simultaneously speaking
to our intellect, emotions, intuition, imagination, memory, and physical senses.” Our cognitive
is only one way of knowing, of understanding ourselves and of our world; it is only partial
learning. Art opens up our capabilities to understand and to experience using our whole body
and feelings. We can sense, feel, hear, see, listen, smell, touch, and listen using our faculties, and
these provide much more than what our brains could offer. If we are to educate our children to
become human beings in their fullness, we cannot leave behind other possible ways of knowing.
My project with the first group began in January last year, as part of an outreach
program supported by Vihāra Dhamma Sundara located in Surakarta3, Central Java. It is a free
dance class for children living in the vihāra’s neighborhood who are mostly coming from lower
income families. I serve as the coordinator for the program, but I also teach with my colleague
who also has a degree in dance. We worked with female elementary students in the first ten
months, and then male students came to join our class. A female Javanese dance repertory for
beginners was the first genre we taught as the foundation for the students by considering our own
expertise and the cultural context. The majority of these children come from Muslim families.
There is a few Christians and only one Buddhist, the daughter of my colleague.
In terms of the material, method, and technique of learning, this start was basically
quite similar to that of other dance groups in Surakarta. What differentiates our group from
others is that we do not target our students to master one dance repertory in certain amount
of time. Mostly other dance groups set up three months for the students mastering one dance
repertory, and then they will test them. We emphasize more on the process, so the pace of
the learning follows the students with various degrees of talent and abilities.
We address gaps in talent and skill by developing a collaborative environment learning.
Collaboration requires an involvement of all members working as teamwork. The successful of
teamwork is impossible to achieve if there is self-centeredness attitude in the students. Those
3

Surakarta is also known as Solo city.
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who are doing better in class are encouraged to helping those who are experiencing difficulties.
Competition is not helpful for it only cares about one’s own success, and others’ weaknesses
are not of one’s interest. We teach about self-centeredness that has no benefit for ourselves
and for others in our class and anywhere. At school, competition among students is likely to
be alright, even applaud.
Thich Nhat Hanh elaborates about three complexes of inferiority, superiority,
and quality that are not useful in our mental and spiritual development for these are rooted in
our notion of self. The dangers of these complexes include the tendencies that we will attach
to our ego, that we will think that we are separated from others, while in reality, we are
interconnected or interbeing. Non-duality is especially helpful in cultivating mutual relationship
as a community or a family (2010, pp. 61-70). Our group is a family whose members love and
help each other. Therefore, we hope that our collaborative approach and method will give our
students different perspectives and experiences from what they have already been accustomed
to in other environment.
The second dance repertory was a new choreography that I prepared for the Vesak
Day 2014 celebration at our vihāra. We needed to come up with a piece of dance that would
fit well in the Buddhist festival, therefore, this new choreography was composed based on
a Buddhist song with gamelan orchestra. I named the dance after the title of the song “Buddha
Pelita Dunia” (Buddha the Torch of the World), 4 but I changed the word “Buddha” with
“Guru” during our early rehearsal. I was aware of any potential problem, i.e. offending my
non-Buddhist students by teaching the dance with Buddhist song as music accompaniment.
That was my first experiment in the project touching an issue on religous diversity.
Out of twenty, we selected seven students to perform at the Vesak Day celebration
along with other performances including dances, gamelan orchestra, tai chi, and wushu.
Their performance came out to be nice, although for most of these students it was their
first time performance ever. There was no problem with our non-Buddhist students dancing
accompanied by a Buddhist song with a combination of Pāli and Bahasa Indonesia lyric, and
with participating in the Buddhist festival. I was a bit worried that my experiment in this project
would cause any religious issues. The students and their parents were happy and proud, while
the committee and audience were satisfied.
In our next project of 30-minutes long dance drama performing Sasa Jātaka, I began
with telling the story to my students. The story about the birth of the Buddha as a rabbit who
performed the first pāramitā of dānā is something easy to share with students. The practice
of giving or charity can also be found in Islam and Christianity, so we were able to connect
this Buddhist teaching on generosity with their religion’s teaching. We try as much as possible
not to use label “Buddhism” in discussing aspects of Buddhist teachings. So far what we have
been talking with our students are universal teachings of ethics or morality, and not religious
doctrine. Our free dance training for these children is intended to build a relationship with
communities of different faiths based on mutual understanding, trust, honesty, and sincerity.
In this dance drama, our students performed in collaboration with Buddhist students
of the vihāra’s Sunday School, and of the Syailendra Buddhist College. Dance drama has story
and characters that give opportunity for our students to learn about acting. Their lessons at this
4

The song was composed by a lecturer of gamelan orchestra at the Syailendra Buddhist College.
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time have developed to include theatrical movements with facial and bodily expressions.
The characters in the story consist of a rabbit, a monkey, a jackal, and an otter, the God Sakka,
and a brahmin. In our performance, we had three dancers performing for each character of
rabbit, otter, and jackal, five monkeys, and six fire dancers. For the God Sakka and the Brahmin
we used puppet shadows.
Victoria Rue in her book Acting Religious: Theatre as Pedagogy in Religious Studies
shares her experience using “theater as an embodied technique for learning” (2005, p. 2)
for her various classes in religious studies. The responses from her students after taking her
courses show that indeed, theater has a transformative power. As an embodied technique, theater
provides more than just movements to students. Doing theater, students embody the visual,
aural, and the kinesthetic aspects of the story and the characters.
During our rehearsal together with Buddhist Sunday School and the Buddhist college
students, our student got a valuable opportunity to work with many people from different
faith, age, gender, ethnic, and economic backgrounds. The Buddhist Sunday Schools students
that involved in the performance were eighty percent Chinese and from wealthy families. Our
college students mostly come from peasant families living in villages. These diversity meeting
and collaboration have some values to offer to our students, and to other students and all
the people involved in the project as well.
I directed and wrote the script for the dance drama, but then the situation required me to
work intensively with the group from the Buddhist College during the rehearsals in Surakarta.
These youths do not have any backgrounds in dance, but we encouraged them to get involved
in the artwork since we do not have enough Buddhist artists in Indonesia. They had practice
for a few months with a dance teacher at their college for certain scenes in the dance drama.
Six female students took part as in the opening and in the ending as fire dancers. Five male
students were dancing as monkeys. I evaluated and trained intensively these dancers for up to
eight hours per day for five consecutive days. I even made significant changes on the monkey
dance choreography, so the male dancers worked even harder in mastering and memorizing
the new movements and the floor/stage formation.
Since they are not dancers, practicing eight hours per day was absolutely hard and
need a very strong motivation to endure it. As the result of the intensive training, they learned
many new things about dance choreography and theater , i.e.: paying attention to details
of movements (clarity and cleanliness), exercising the right power for every movements,
producing the right expressions, harmonizing their movements with the music accompaniment,
discipline, and working as a team. Despite of some weaknesses in their stage performance
as the result of expedited training and the fact that they are not professional dancers, I was
happy with their work. They tried to do their best and did not complain about the long hours
and intensive training. These attitudes were more important than the performance itself. The
dance vocabulary, and the method and technique in dance learning for sure are plus points
for these students of the dharma acharya program who never took any courses in dance and
acting before. But more than this intensive skill training, their willingness to try and to learn
new things seriously, their enthusiasms, and their perseverance are crucial for the successful
of their study at college and in their lives. Here, dance as pedagogy plays role on personality
and characters building in addition to dance skill.
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The non-attachment teaching is in play when I, as the coordinator and director of
the projects, let go of any expectations for the successful of the performances. In professional
dance, music, theater, or other performances, all the energy, time, and money that have been
put into the work are expected to be paid with big successes. Any imperfections or even
worse, failings, would not be tolerated and condemned. We prefer to appreciate and to enjoy
as much as possible our journey. The process is meaningful and benefiting if we do not attach to
the outcome. This Buddhist teaching of non-attachment we hold dearly as we want our
students to grow, to be able to accept imperfections and failings, as long as they have done
the best they could.

Reflections
I know very well through my life experience and learn from the experiences of others
that dance is a way of knowing about ourselves, others, and our world. Dance and other forms
of art benefit our humanity through the magic of its work; it touches our mind, heart, and
even our spirituality in unique ways. For me and for some other people, dance is healing,
energizing, and liberating. I consider myself as an engaged Buddhist, so I cannot just be silent
and doing nothing while our educational system is in crisis. The mainstream education
has failed in preparing our people to become individuals with strong personality and good
characters. Education is supposed to be nourishing and liberating, while our education is working
in the opposite direction. Many people are not free from material, fame, and power cravings.
I witness that dance is a skillful mean that is able to sharpen our senses to become more aware,
to soften our heart to become more compassionate, and to clean our mind to become wiser.
This is especially true when mindfulness is the foundation of our dance practice.
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Introduction
The ‘Village of the Five Precepts’ project, in cooperation with Buddhist, private, and
local administrative organizations as well as government agencies, educational institutions,
and communities throughout Thailand, seeks to encourage Buddhist Thais to adopt the Five
Precepts of Buddhism as guidelines for leading their daily life. These Five Precepts of
Buddhism are basic ethical guidelines taught by the Buddha for lay practitioners. The Five
Precepts urge people to refrain from: destroying life, taking what is not given to them, immoral
sexual behavior, false speech, and consuming intoxicating drinks.
The Most Venerable Somdet Phra Maharatchamangkhalachan, Acting Supreme
Patriarch of Thailand, launched the ‘Village of the Five Precepts’ project by assigning the Sangha
administration in all provinces to work in coordination with the Office of National Buddhism
(National News Bureau of Thailand, 2014). Under the project, trainings will be organized that
seek to assist village member participants in leading their lives according to the Five Precepts.
In order to adopt the Five Precepts participants will be encouraged to join various activities,
on a voluntary basis. The project will then identify if adoption of the Buddhist principles by
participants leads to improvements in their lives, in relation to behavior, mentality, social aspects,
and economic well-being. The project commenced in 2014 and runs through 2017, it covers
7,255 subdistricts and 74,693 villages throughout Thailand. Individuals and communities that
achieve the objectives of the project will be honored (National News Bureau of Thailand, 2014).
The rationale for the ‘Village of the Five Precepts’ project came about as a response to
a dramatically changing world in which children are considered the most vulnerable in our society
yet their needs for physically nourishment and suitable education are increasingly overlooked.
The result of which is a generation of underdeveloped children who are not capable of taking
on the future challenges of the world. In order to address these issues, adults must take on
the responsibility of supporting our children to ensure they are prepared to be tomorrow’s
leaders. Therefore, this project seeks to expand on this notion that early education, in this case
on the Five Precepts of Buddhism, is a necessity in the full and successful development of future
generations. The pilot phase of this project was undertaken with students in the Naraiwittaya
School as expanded upon in the proceeding section.
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Overview of Naraiwittaya School
The Naraiwittaya School is a private institution which has served children and their
parents in the Chaibadan and other districts, as well as nearby provinces, for more than 50
years. The school provides primary education and was founded by a family in the Chaibadan
community concerned by a lack of educational opportunities for local children. The school was
set up in 1961 with an inaugural enrollment of seven students. Currently there are 1,312 students
registered for class levels ranging from Prathom 1st (first grade) to Prathom 6th (sixth grade).
Seventy teachers and 12 support professionals advocate for their students. The family-owned
school has 70 percent of its costs subsidized by the government. The other 30 percent of costs
are covered by students’ school tuition fees.
The Naraiwittaya School vision is to promote students in becoming world citizens while
maintaining awareness and understanding of their Thai characteristics. Naraiwittaya School has
been long-established within the community as a Buddhist school with approximately 99 percent
of students, teachers, and personnel identifying as Buddhist. Buddhist practices and principles
are part of the teachers’ lesson plans and the school’s activities. The institutionalization of
a Buddhist education plan seeks to produce students who are recognized as good members
of a Buddhist society. It was with this in mind that the Naraiwittaya School was contacted by
the Buddhist Office of Lopburi Province to be the primary school program in the pilot phase
of the ‘Village of the Five Precepts’ project. Naraiwittaya School subsequently joined this
longitudinal project (2014-2017) with the belief that early education of the Five Precepts
of Buddhism instills a robust awareness of what it means and requires to be a good person
according to this religious doctrine. In this study, triangulation methods between the observations,
semi-structured interviews and documentations were used to ensure that findings came from
more than one source as extended upon in the flowing section.

A Case Study: Interviewing, Documentation, and Observation
The subjects of this study are the head teachers at Naraiwittaya School for each of
the primary school levels from first through sixth grade. While the subjects serve as the heads
of each level, they also work as classroom teachers. The school administrators determined
that the head teachers for each level were the best subjects for the study due to their ability to
give both perspectives as classroom teachers and administrators of their levels. Furthermore,
their long-term experience teaching students at Naraiwittaya School was deemed a necessity in
identifying and comparing students’ development before and after adopting this project within
the school. The six subjects were all women between the ages of 42 and 58-years-old with
an average of 29 years teaching at Naraiwittaya School. For each grade there are six classes
made up of 35-40 students, approximately 210 total students per grade, with one classroom
teacher in charge. From the researcher observations, most students arrived at school before
7:40 a.m., in time for their required participation in the school assembly at 8.00 am. Students
typically left school after 3:30 p.m. Cultivating the students’ moral developments such as
integrity, compassion, generosity, responsibility, and gratefulness to others are the goals of
students’ self- development as explained in the following section.
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Study Findings
Eight months after adopting the Five Precepts into lesson plans for all subject strands
and school activities, between May 2014 and December 2014, students of Naraiwittaya School
show an outstanding outcome in their development. This determination is based on interviews
and documentation with all subjects as well as school observations. Through these different
methods the researcher also identified various themes which they categorized into four
dimensions: Promoting Five Precepts through the School Activities, Promoting Five Precepts
through the Lesson Plans and Class Teachings, Students’ Self-Development Outcomes, and
Teachers’ Suggestions. The four dimensions of the pilot project initiatives and study findings
are expanded upon in the following sections.

Promoting Five Precepts through the School Activities
In promoting the Five Precepts of Buddhism various activities were initiated during
the 2014 academic year. These activities included:
1. Participating in the morning school assembly, every Monday through Friday, by singing
Thai national anthem, praying, brief meditation, being compassionate, and paying respect
to the parents and teachers.
2. Dressing appropriately in white top uniform, five precepts keeping, and giving of offerings
to the nine invited monks on the Buddhist holy day four times a month.
3. Participating in Praying Assembly on Fridays from 2:00-3:00 p.m.
4. Paying Respect to the teachers activity in June 12, 2014.
5. Participating in Ethics and Moral Development Activity to become good laypeople within
a month of June 2014.
6. Participation in Dharma teaching by the invited monk in a topic of ‘gratefulness to
the parents’ on July 2, 2014.
7. Give offering candles to the temples in the community during the Buddhist Lent on July
7-9, 2014.
8. Participating in National Mother’s Day Activity to help develop students’ gratefulness to
their mothers on August 12, 2014.
9. Participating in National Father’s Day Activity to help develop students’ gratefulness to
their fathers on December 5, 2014.
10. Give offering to the Buddhist Pilgrims on December 17, 2014.
11. Give offering to the monks for New Year occasion and Children’s Day on January 8, 2014.
12. Participation in cleaning of school activity during which students help pick up trash, empty
trash cans, and contribute to the overall cleanliness of the school grounds Mondays through
Fridays from 12:30-1:00 p.m.
13. After school praying activity of each class on Mondays through Fridays.
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14. Dharma teaching and students’ practicing in the temple during the whole month of
February 2014.

Promoting Five Precepts through the Lesson Plans and Class Teachings
In the current technological age, children tend to prefer playing video games over
playing outside. Consequently, teachers need to find fun and meaningful educational tools that
help children learn about building relationships with other human beings, other loving beings,
and the environment in order to be a positive member of society (Seibert, Sullivan, Simonis,
and Nemitz, 2013). To foster this type of learning Naraiwittaya School offers a holistic and
hands-on approach to teaching which reaches out to students of all ages and aims to strengthen
their relationship with the environment.
Beyond encouraging meaningful participation by students with the activities
associated with the Five Precepts, the teachers explained that they also simplified the meaning
of each precept to make it easy to understand for students. They did so by describing each of
the precepts as follows: 1) To abstain from intentionally harming living beings; 2) To abstain
from taking what is not given; 3) To abstain from sexual misconduct; 4) To abstain from lying
and unkind speech; 5) To abstain from intoxicating drinks and drugs. The teachers substituted
the new thoughts to refine the students’ behaviors to be: 1) Loving-kindness; 2) Generosity;
3) Stillness and Contentment; 4) Truthful Speech; 5) Mindfulness or Awareness (Clear Vision, n.d.).
When teaching each precept, the first rule for example, to abstain from intentionally
harming living beings is not possible to fully practice in most realistic contexts. The teachers
explained to the students that when we grow food, or protect our families, we may kill or injure
animals, so that we may live in health. They also noted that whether we harm the animals,
or someone else does it for us, we are equally responsible. Moreover, Danuse Murty (2012)
explains in her work that teaching the first precept can encourage students’ critical thinking by
asking questions such as: how do you like being treated by others?; how do you think we should
treat other people and animals?; how can living by the Five Precepts make your school, your
country, and the whole world a safer and nicer place?; what would this world be like without
any wars, crime, theft, lying and harsh speech, and illegal drugs?
When growing the students ‘Loving-Kindness’ in their minds, the teachers reviewed
the Buddha’s life story. Some of the techniques enlisted by the teachers included asking students
to demonstrate how the Buddha showed loving-kindness and compassion towards animals and
people (Clear Vision, n.d.). Furthermore, teachers had students describe various situations, where
the Buddha showed loving-kindness towards people. It is then understood by students that the
loving-kindness is an absolute basis for the whole spiritual training, and also for all the other
pure states of mind (Murty, 2012). Through the teachers’ lessons on loving or caring about
a person or an animal, the students were meant to innately feel compassion towards her or him.
Students were taught that everyone is born with natural kindness towards ourselves, and those
who love them, parents, siblings, children and grandchildren, and also with the knowledge that
all people like to be loved. The teachers tried to cultivate the idea of living by the Five Precepts,
including being kind to everyone in our daily life, even in the face of difficult interpersonal
situations (Seibert, Sullivan, Simonis, and Nemitz, 2013).
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In classes, the teachers introduced the use of moral songs, ethical stories, and dharma
talks as well as creative activities such as drawing, which the researcher observed to polish
the students’ minds. By engaging students with these learning tools at the beginning of each
lesson plan the teachers drew their attention to the Five Precepts before teaching each subject.
In some cases the teachers inserted a current issue, such as the use of illegal drugs, into their
teachings and offered the students methods by which to engage the Five Precepts, in this instance
to avoid drug addiction and why they must not utilize illicit drugs according to Buddhism.
Furthermore, the teachers taught the students why they should go to the temples on
the Buddhist Festivals, and other import Buddhist days, to make merit and give offering to
the monks. The students were also taught about the core Buddhist festivals. Buddhist festivals
(bucha) are celebrations held to commemorate important events in the Buddha’s life and
the lives of his noble disciples. The three most important celebrations are, Makha Puja in March,
Visakha Bucha (Vesak) in May, and Asalha Bucha in July Teachers also encouraged students to
join activities for fathers’ day and mothers’ day to demonstrate their gratefulness to their parents.
The ideas and skills associated with team building were also important and
demonstrated through the installment of group work among the students. Through this teaching
method students were meant to learn how to successfully interact with their peers. This included
how to effectively approach, and communicate with, each other in order to learn and work as
part of a collaborative group. They would gradually adjust their perceptions and understandings
to meet at an optimal point of agreement. As noted by one head teacher, “living with people has
to be practiced.” The project endeavored to demonstrate that young children must be trained
in order to understand that life is about being interdependent and that living with others needs
much empathy and caring. Beyond teaching students to be successful collaborators, the teachers
sought to grow students’ moral developments such as integrity, compassion, generosity,
responsibility, and gratefulness to others. The project functioned under the understanding that
such characteristics are required for the students’ ability to follow a decent career path.
The teachers at Naraiwittaya School also taught about Karma through examples of
the Buddha. The Buddha taught that good actions lead to happiness and Nirvana as well as
freedom from suffering, and bad actions lead to more suffering, unhappiness and away from
Nirvana. The teachers had the students name and describe living cycle such as breathing
(in and out), describe the Law of Karma, and discuss the three karmas (bodily actions, speech,
and thinking).

Students’ Self Development Outcomes
The teachers presented that within eight months most of the students made significant
progress and the school met their goal for students’ self-development. The teachers framed
the outcomes broadly, and articulated that students became much more aware of, and cared more
for, others around them. Overall, the teachers found that students became more well-behaved,
harmonized within group settings, and respected the rules of the classrooms. The teachers
reported that the parents of the children also indicated that they were more helpful at home.
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The researcher identified the changes in the students’ self-development in three distinct
yet interconnected ways. First, for the students themselves they became more disciplined in terms
of wearing school uniforms properly, coming to school early to attend the morning assembly,
increased independence, awareness of benefits from working hard, utilizing good manners,
being more responsible and honest, engaging leadership skills, and learning the Pāli terms of
praying and knowing the meaning of each. Second, for living with others, the students learned
to be patient and punctual as well as to speak politely, behave appropriately, reduce swearing
and aggressive behavior, have a softer character, help out with others, act appropriately to
different genders, increase sharing, be kind to other living beings, have more respect to others,
and not engage in bullying. Third, for the benefit of the nation, the students learned to observe
the rules and the norm of the society which benefits the happiness for citizen of the whole nation.

Teachers’ Suggestions
Globalization has far reaching effects that impact everyone, including the students
in Naraiwittaya School. Students’ understanding and maturation do not yet match with
the western culture that floods in through social media and the internet. Keeping of the Five
Precepts can act as students’ protection system to reduce harm from outside influences and teach
them to be smart in their media consumption. Moreover, in the future, the teachers recommend
an interdisciplinary curriculum available between school and temple. They believe this would
help students to be more capable at the practices of being moral Buddhists. The teachers also
emphasized that this would provide a clear connection between the two important places in
the students’ lives.
Since Naraiwittaya School is located in a province that requires parents to move to
cities to find work, many students were left to live with their grandparents who were less aware
of global changes. Under the grandparents’ guardianship, students encountered difficulties
associating school teachings with their living environments. Nonetheless, the keeping of the Five
Precepts should be practiced to correspond both with home and school life. While the students
practice at the school, they should be able to bring the Five Precepts keeping into their homes
where parents and grandparents can benefit along with the children. This will instill keeping
of the Five Precepts from early development through their entire lifespan.

Conclusion
In sum, the Five Precepts play an important role to help the Naraiwittaya School students’
self-development with an emphasis on their moral development. While the student participants
in the ‘Village of the Five Precepts’ project examined the foundations of Buddhist morality,
they were also able to explore their own moral beliefs and compare them with those entrenched
in Buddhist teachings (Religions Along The Silk Roads, n.d.). Similar to western culture, students
in this project, aged 7 to 12-years-old, were taught to follow a common set of moral virtues
such as honesty, kindness, gratefulness, fairness, and responsibility (De Roche and Williams,
1998). The student participants were able to reflect on the experiences and internalize rules for
good conduct that were a part of the project. For example, they learned that it is good to help
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others who are in trouble and it is wrong to take something that does not belong to you.
This learning leads children to become considerably more independent and trustworthy
(Weisner, 1996). As children get older, cognitive-developmental theorists point out that
they benefit from increasing opportunities for moral discussion, in other words evaluating
beliefs and practices on moral grounds (Berk, 2005). As the students keep progressing in their
self-development, the Naraiwittaya School looks to keep engaging with this project in order to
meet the highest point of students’ self-development.
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Introduction
In Sri Lanka, like in developed countries, like in the United States of America and ,
the United Kingdom high rates of crime have become a normal social fact. For instance, in
the USA, 1961 to 1991 period is marked for an increasing crime trend. Especially during
1961-1974 murder rate doubled and robbery rates reached more than three times higher
(Lafree, 2000). Garland (2001) states these developed countries have well organized towards
introducing new form of social control mechanisms. But Sri Lanka has not contributed much
to that end. In Sri Lanka the widely used punishment for offenders is imprisonment. Therefore,
it is obvious that imprisonment has become one of the major official punishments today.
There is hardly any country without correctional facilities at present.
During the last 2-3 decades, in many countries in the World, the prison population
has increased rapidly. In Sri Lanka, imprisonment per 100,000 was 50 in 1989, but this had
increased up to 139.7 in 2012 (Prison Statistics, Vol 13-2013). This was due to fact that both
grave offenders and minor offenders were punished with imprisonment. As the death penalty
has not been used in Sri Lanka since July 1976, offenders who commit grave crimes such as
homicide, narcotic and drug offences are sent to prison; but the crime rate remains increasing
in the country. There were high rates of reconviction and recidivism among those offenders
who had been incarcerated. In 2012, the percentage of reconvicted offenders and recidivists
represented 55.9% of the inmate population in prisons. The increase in prison population
precipitated the use of diversion programs and the community crime control models in
Sri Lanka. Some of these conventional programs namely probation, parole, and community
service act have not achieved their targets.
The correctional policies of some countries including the USA, have shifted from
rehabilitation to deterrence during the last two decade (Maxwell, 1999). But in Sri Lanka, since
independence, corrections have turned towards a rehabilitation oriented model for prisoners.
Rehabilitation is used for the prison inmates through the planned intervention with the aim
of reducing further criminal activity of an offender. It is believed that offender’s behavior is
related to a particular personal defect, stemming from his/her psychological make-up or from
adverse social conditions, therefore, the offender can actually be transformed into a prosocial, law
abiding human being. Consequently, in closed prisons, inmates are being rehabilitated through
training programs which include academic, religious, industrial and agricultural disciplines.
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The prison authorities in Sri Lanka as well as in other countries like India have emphasized
the use of religious practices and religious teaching in disciplining and rehabilitating prisoners
(Bedi, 1995: 237-242). Most of the individuals tend to commit crimes owing to some personal
(mental) problems, or environmental problems (Kalupahana, 1999: 103-105). Meditation can be
the best medicine for the mentally and spiritually sick prison inmates to get rid of their wrong
perceptions which often lead them to commit crimes.
Meditation refers to the mental culture which cleans impurities and disturbances and
finally leads to sees the nature of things as they are and realizes the Ultimate Truth, Nirvana.
Vipassana is the method of meditation often practiced in prisons. Vipassana means “insight”
into the impermanent nature of mind and body. It is said that this method of meditation was
introduced by Gautama Buddha 2500 years ago. Vipassana aims at complete liberation
of mind on the basis of mindfulness, awareness, vigilance and observation (Rahula, 1996:
67-68; Gunaratana, 1992: 147-148). It is a way of self transformation through self-observation
and introspection. It deeply focuses on the interrelationship between mind and body, which
can be perceived directly by disciplined attention to the physical sensation of the body, which
continuously interconnect and condition the state of mind.
The method has been used for both inmates and officials alike in a number of prisons
in India by Kiran bedi, a reformist of Inspector General of India’s prisons. India has introduced
a ten day course in Vipassana meditation in prisons and it is said to have dramatically changed
the behavior of inmates and jailers alike. The inmates who had completed this ten day course
were found to be less violent and had a lower recidivism rate than other inmates. (Bedi, 1998)
Subsequently, this method has been adopted by the USA and other countries as well.
In Sri Lanka, Buddhism is the main religion of the majority. The Buddhist teaching
and practices have made a considerable effect upon prisoners for their rehabilitation.
Therefore, this study will explore the impact of Buddhist teachings and practices on
rehabilitation of prisoners in Sri Lanka.

Research Problem:
Is there a positive impact of meditation programs on the rehabilitation of prisoners
in Sri Lanka?

Objectives of the Study:
•

To assess the effectiveness of the existing meditation programs and their successes
and failures.

•

To identify factors underlying the attitudinal and behavioral changes of prisoners.

•

To explore the effectiveness of meditation as a disciplinary measure among
the prison inmates.

•

To identify the perceptions of correctional administrators regarding the changes
of prisoners’ behavior.
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Methodology
This study explored the impact of Vipassana meditation practices in changing
prisoners’ behavior and their negative attitudes. Present study was conducted during the months
of June and July in 2012, at Bogambara prison, Kandy. Purposive sampling method was used
to select 48 prisoners who practiced meditation in prison and thereby data were gathered by
interviewing selected prisoners concerning the perceived changes in behavior and attitudes
of prisoners caused by the practice of Vipassana meditation. All the prisoners selected for
the sample were Sinhalese Buddhists.

Age of the Prisoners
Age of participants ranged from 26 to 55 years and above. Graph 1 indicates age
categories of participants. There was not any one belongs to age group of 18-25 years.
There were 6 (12.5%) participants in each category of age of 26-35 years and over 55 years.
The highest number of participants that is 22 (45.8%) were belong to the age group of 46-55 years.
Graph 01 - Age Distribution of Participants

Source: Field Study - 2012
These age groups tend to observe meditation more compared to other categories of age
groups. 29.2% (n = 14) prison inmates were from 36-45 age category and the highest percentage
45.8% (n=22) were from the age group 46-55. Many inmates had been sentenced with the death
penalty and they had special tendency to meditation.

Level of Education
There were three (6.25%) who had never been schooling. The rest of the inmates had
attended schooling. Five (10.41%) had studied up to grade five. Twenty two (45.83%) had
studied up to grade eight. Twelve (25%) inmates had studied up to G.C.E. (Ordinary Level)
while five (10.5%) inmates had reach G.C.E. (Advance Level) education. There was only one
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inmate who had obtained a degree from a university. Graph 2 shows the level of education
of the prison inmates who participated in the Vipassana meditation program. Accordingly
the majority of the inmates had studied beyond the grade 8. It is commonly accepted phenomenon
that criminals have low level of education but here we found that the majority of participants
in meditation program had higher level of education compared to the rest of prison inmates.
Graph 02. Level of Education of the Participants in Meditation

Source: Field Study - 2012

Criminality of the Participants in Meditation
In the current study, the offences committed by the participants in the meditation were
main concern. The majority of the inmates selected for the sample had committed crimes
against persons such as homicide, rape, abortion, and abduction whereas three (6.25%) inmates
had committed property offence of robbery. Graph 3 indicates the categories of the crimes
committed by the inmates of the prison.
Graph 03 – Crimes Committed by the Prisoners

Source: Field Study - 2012
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Length of Sentence:
The length of the punishments was a concern of the study. Accordingly, 93.75
(n = 45) inmates had been sentenced to longer period of imprisonment. In addition to that
prison inmates had been punished with death penalty and life imprisonment and long term
imprisonment consisting of 10-35 years, 35-45 years and 45 years and above of imprisonment.
Among the inmates who had been punished with short term imprisonment 6.25% (n = 03)
had been punished with 4-7 years and 8-10 years.
The punishments had inflicted upon the inmates in proportionate to the gravity of
the crimes that they had committed. Accordingly, 52.08% (n = 25) had been sentenced either
to death or life imprisonment. A few inmates who had been convicted of homicides, abortion,
and rape had been sentenced with long imprisonment of 8-10 years. Table 01 indicates
the type of sentences underwent prisoners and the length of imprisonment.
Table 01 – Types and Duration of Punishments of the inmates
Types and Duration of Punishment

Frequency

4 – 7 years
8 – 10 years
Above 10 years
Life Sentence
Death Penalty
Total

5
14
4
6
19
48

Source: Field Study - 2012
It is obvious from the table 01 that the majority of the prison inmates who had been
involved in meditation programs convicted of homicide and had been punished with death penalty.

Attitudes towards the crime committed
In the current study it was examined the attitudes towards the crimes that they had
committed from the prison inmates who had changed their mental and behavioral patterns
through Vipassana meditation. Accordingly, 75% (n = 36) inmates repented over the crimes
that they had committed. The majority of inmates who repented over their crimes had been
convicted of homicide. However, 10.4% (n = 5) inmates did not repent over the murders that
they committed because they thought that they had removed some culprits from the society to
live others with safety. Those who were convicted of abortion and robbery said that they had
committed such crimes due to economic hardships. It is important to note that there were five
inmates (10.5%) who had been convicted of drug abuse and rape did not accept that they had
committed crimes.
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Welfare activities for the Prison Inmates
The main welfare activities carried out in the Bogambara prison were educational
programs, vocational training, aesthetic programs and religious activities. Many participants
of the current study were involved in meditation and observance in sīla (observing 8 precepts
at least on poya days). Three (6.25%) inmates had participated only in meditation programs.
There were 25 (52%) inmates who participated in both meditation and observance in sīla.
Thirteen inmates (27.8%) were involved in other religious activities such as listening to Dhamma
desana, Dhamma educational programs etc. Two (4.16%) attended sports and dancing while
three inmates participated in educational programs.
In the current study it was a main concern to know the programs that the inmates liked
most. 23 (47.9%) inmates said that they liked most Vipassana meditation. Another 5 (10.4%)
stated that they liked most sīla programs. Twelve (25%) liked most other religious activities
such as listening to Dhamma desana, learning dhamma etc. Other two (4.16%) liked most
educational programs. The rest (n=4) of the inmates said that they liked most vocational
training, sports and dancing.
In inquiring special reasons for participating in Vipassana meditation at the prison 42
inmates (87.5%) presented special reasons while six (12.5%) did not present any special reason.
Reasons for prison inmates, who have been long term imprisoned and faced bad experience,
tend to follow vipassana meditation which is concerned in the current study. Accordingly, those
inmates have participated meditation with different objectives. 41.75% (n = 20) expected to
get rid of mental agony that they experienced after being imprisoned. It is natural that people
have mental imbalance after that they committed crimes. To get rid of this mental problems
they followed vipassana meditation. There were 25% (n = 12) inmates who followed vipassana
meditation to change their behavior. Another 27% (n = 13) practiced meditation to get rid
of their hatred towards the people who put them in prison while other 6.25% (n = 3) inmates
practiced meditation to obtain early release from the prison. The in-depth analysis of data
revealed that inmates who accept that their criminality followed meditation with the hope
of their early release from the prison. The reasons to follow vipassana meditation indicates in
the Graph 4. Accordingly, the main reason was to change their bad behavior.
Graph 04 – Reasons to follow Vipassana Meditation

Source: Field Research – 2012
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In inquiring how did vipassana meditation cause changes in their present behavior:
47 (97.9%) stated that meditation definitely helped them to change their behavior. But one
inmate (2.08%) said that meditation did not help him to change his behavior. Upon inquiring
in which way meditation helped them to change their behavior 14 (29.16%) stated that mental
solace that they received from meditation caused them to change their behavior. A half of
the inmates (n = 24, 50%) of the present sample said they were able to build up characteristics
of not involving in conflicts, patience, discipline and get rid of habits of smoking and drug use
after meditation practice. Three (6.25%) inmates said that meditation affected them to reach
mental relief and change the behavior. Seven (n = 14.5%) inmates said that they were able to
understand the life realistically.
The current study was concerned about the impact of meditation practices of inmates on
their sleeping behavior. Accordingly, 85% (n = 42) stated that there was an impact of meditation
on their sleeping behavior. As 22 (45.83%) mentioned they had been able to convert their bad
sleep into a peaceful one. In the prison, five (10.5%) inmates said that they had seen nightmares
before they started meditation but it had gradually declined after they practiced meditation.
Another 18 (37.5%) stated that they achieved mental purification through meditation and it had
affected their peaceful sleep. Other three (6.25%) inmates said that they were able to remove
their physical difficulties through meditation and it had caused them to have normal sleep.
It was revealed that meditation caused prison inmates to achieve mental and physical comport
and it had helped them to have peaceful sleep.
The physical changes occurred due to the meditation practices were also concerned in
the current study. Accordingly, 83.3% (n=40) said that their physical difficulties such as bodily
pains, lasted bodily ailments were able to minimize through meditation. And also they had got
use to stay in one stance for several hours when they practiced meditation. In addition to that
they had been able to achieve good health by getting rid of rheumatic, bodily pains, back pain,
headache, mental distress, smoking and drug abuse. However, 16.7% (n = 8) inmates stated
that they were not able to get rid of their health problems through mediation.
When a group working together, they can identify the changes of individuals take
place from the group activity. Similarly, in the current study, 39 (81.24%) inmates said that
they had identified individual’s differences occurred due to meditation. Thus, 41.25% (n = 19)
had noticed improvement in disciplines of their fellow inmates. Another 46.15% (n = 22) had
identified behavioral changes of their team members. Other two (n = 5.1%) had become
vegetarian and still other three (6.25%) had improved spirituality. But such a changes of inmates
had not identified by nine (18.75) inmates.
After the meditation 52.18 (n = 25) inmates had experienced appetite for food. Such
a change in appetite had experienced 47.9% (n = 23) of inmates. When it was asking about
the willingness of prison inmates to continue the vipassana meditation practices in future 47
(97.9%) said they were willing to continue the meditation practices while one (2.1%) inmates
said that he did not want to continue it. The inmates gave the facts as to why they wanted to
continue vipassana meditation and it indicates in the table 2.
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Table 02 – Reasons for the continuation of meditation practices
Reason

Frequency

Mental Comport
Understanding of life
Physical/Mental comport
Change of behavior
Total

25
14
03
06
47

Source: Field Research - 2013
All the inmates (n=48; 100%) honestly participated in Vipassana meditation practices.
79.2% (n=38) had practiced meditation for the first time in their life while they were in the prison.
There were 18.75% (n = 9) inmates whose interest towards meditation had been
declined. The reasons for declining the interest in meditation were that some inmates had used
it to mitigate the bad effects of punishment and others tried to get the assistance of prison
administration for their benefits. Inmates who had more enthusiasm towards meditation gave
following reasons to justify it. 69.3% (n = 33) stated that their interest towards meditation
increased as it is a way of reaching mental comfort. 17.9% (n = 8) followed meditation as
it helped them to understand life. 12.8% 9 (n = 6) stated that they continuously practice
meditation as it helped them to remove their mental distress and gave them guidance to walk in
the right path of life. The inmates who were involved in meditation had received good effects
and advantages through vipassana meditation otherwise unable to get from their normal life.
The prison inmates stated that the advantages that they received from meditation.
Accordingly, 25% (n = 12) were able to understand good and bad things of life and thereby
do away with bad things of life. 45.8% (n = 22) had obtained good understanding of life. 8.4%
(n = 4) had achieved mental solace while 20.8% (n = 10) had improved good temper of the life.
As the Sri Lankan prisons were over crowded, it was concerned as to how inmates
carried out their meditation practices in overcrowded prison. Upon inquiring whether prison
environment was suitable for meditation, 68.75% (n=33) stated that there was a suitable
environment for meditation in the prison. 31.25% (n=15) said that prison environment was not
conducive for meditation. The reasons given by them were increase in prisoner population,
disturbances and noise in the prison, and not permanent place being existence in prison.
As the inmates in the sample of the current study participated in meditation programs,
they also tend to attend other religious activities such as observing sīla, listen to dhamma
chanting, dhamma school, parita chanting programs, Vesak festival etc.
Involvement in meditation programs had helped 12.5% (n = 6) short term prisoners to
obtain home leave from their imprisonment. But the rest (87.5%; n = 42) said that meditation
did not help them to alleviate their punishment as they were sentenced with death sentence or
life imprisonment.
Upon inquiring the inmates their physical and mental achievement from the meditation,
58.3% (n = 38) said that they reached mental comport from meditation while 8.5% (n = 4) said
that they were able to get rid of negative emotion of imprisonment. Meditation had helped 25%
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(n = 12) inmates to have proper understanding of life and 6.25% (n = 3) had obtained energy
to face challenges of life through meditation. But 2.15% (n = 1) stated that he did not have any
mental comfort as he was undergoing death sentence.
In the current study 93.75% (n = 45) of inmates were following meditation daily alone
in their prison cell in the morning or at night when other inmates go to sleep or other convenient
time. But 6.25% (n = 3) said that they did not follow meditation in their prison cells. Through
the meditation inmates had achieved mental comport, discipline, patience etc.
The reactions of prison officials towards the inmates who were involved in meditation
was inquired in this study. Accordingly, 43.75% (n = 21) stated that prison officials pay special
attention to those who were involved in meditation. 25% (n = 12) stated prison officials worked
with them in friendly manner. 6.25% (n = 3) of inmates stated that prison officials worked
with them in trustworthy manner; but 22.9% (n = 11) of inmates said that there were no any
special treatment for prisoners as they were practicing meditation. 2.1% (n = 1) said that prison
officials treat them in friendly way when they practiced meditation but such a treatment limit
only for the time of meditation.

Conclusions
The findings of this study revealed that Vipassana meditation helped prison inmates
who suffered various mental and physical problems. Those inmates had been imprisoned for
different types of crimes and have a variety of sentences passed down upon them – being
punished for short term imprisonment to the death penalty. Those prisoners who practiced
vipassana while they were in prison managed to overcome mental agony generated by
the punishment and control their mind and body doing away with anger, hatred, and revenge
which were obstacle to the mental and physical happiness. Prisoners stated that they were able
to understand the real nature of life through meditation and it helped them to conquer their
emotions that badly affected for the people who live as a group. Vipassana meditation helped
prisoners to live peacefully and harmoniously with their fellow inmates and helped generate
peaceful and harmonious environment oneself to others.
Vipassana proved to be effective technique for reform of prisoners. Through this
technique prisoners have achieved a behavioral changes required to live together with other
inmates without any conflict. Prisoners were able to manage harmful impulses of mind and do
away with negative feelings such as anxiety, hostility, depression and fear and develop patience,
compassion, generosity and humility which would benefit for them to abstain from crime both
inside and outside of the prisons.
The meditation practiced in prison found to be an effective means for attitudinal change
and help to replace revenge with compassion, jealousy with joy at the success of others, greed
with generosity and hate with love. The mental peace achieved through the meditation helped
prisoners to have a good sleep and rid of nightmares. Further, meditation had helped them
to make their environment peaceful abstaining from smoking and taking drugs and alcohol.
Thus findings of this research proved that practicing of meditation in prisons cause major
transformation of behavior patterns of prisoners and it would help prison authorities to use
meditation as a tool of reforming criminals and thereby reduce recidivism.
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Challenges and Opportunities Posed to
the Transmission and Preservation of Buddhism by
the Increase in Higher Educational Migration among
Ladakhi Buddhist Youth in India
Dr. Elizabeth Williams-Oerberg,

While many efforts have been made to promote ideas of how Buddhism may contribute to improve educational conditions for young people, few of these attempts acknowledge
the work that young people are already doing in order to improve their own educational
situation. While the value of education has been widely accepted worldwide, an apprehension
towards promoting a ‘modern education’ at the cost of a disintegrating indigenous or ‘moral
education’ has also been widely expressed. These concerns, while mostly expressed by religious,
societal and political leaders, are also expressed by young people themselves who are in
the midst of experiencing what they consider to be an educational crisis. What I will address
in this paper is how a group of young Buddhists have responded to this crisis in education.
For these Buddhist youth who are actively engaged in pursuing a modern education, they
have also been simultaneously engaged in supplementing the modern education with Buddhist
practices and understandings, albeit in young, transformed ways. Focusing on Ladakhi Buddhist
youth in India who migrate away from their homes to pursue a prestigious higher education in
metropolitan cities in India, I highlight how these young Buddhists have been actively engaged
in learning more about Buddhism to add value to their modern educated lives, but also how
they are transforming the manner in which Buddhism has been practiced and understood in
order that it may become relevant for their 21st century young Buddhist lives.
Buddhist youth from the North Indian Himalayan region of Ladakh are growing up
in an environment of tremendous change and transition. Ladakhi society has been developing
rapidly, transitioning from a land-based to a cash-based society in which traditional livelihoods
are being forsaken in favor of prestigious government and lucrative tourism-based employment.
An emphasis on education in the region as the most important pathway to both obtain these
highly sought after positions, as well as to lead Ladakhi society on a path towards development
and modernization has particularly emphasized the role that educated youth play during this
period of transition. Especially through the modern, higher education 1 obtained through
an educational migration to acclaimed universities in India, Ladakhi youth are thought to bring
not only economic and social mobility to their families through acquisition of prestigious degrees
and professional employment, but also to represent Ladakh in struggles for rights, resources
and recognition on the state and national level. Thus, education has been deemed essential for
continued development and modernization in Ladakh with youth at the forefront.
By higher education I consider the post-higher secondary (plus-two) phase of education which mostly entails
the Bachelor level and above.
1
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Throughout the following, the complex and somewhat contradictory expectations placed
upon educated Buddhist youth are highlighted, including demands that they simultaneously
pursue a modern, higher education and preserve Ladakhi Buddhist culture and traditions for
future generations. For many Ladakhi educational migrants, these concurrent expectations
are conflicting and seemingly unresolvable, as one student expressed, “How can we learn
about our culture while away from Ladakh?” Educational migration, in this way, has become
a “contradictory resource” (Levinson and Holland 1996). Concern rests among young and old
alike that educational migration, while sought after and encouraged by the majority of Ladakhi
families, might also possibly lead to the deterioration of a distinct Ladakhi Buddhist culture,
a culture which is a source of traditions, values and pride for many Ladakhis.
Even though an importance is placed on furthering development and modernization in
order to not be left behind in the swiftly developing Indian nation, preservation of the traditional
cultural and religious practices is also simultaneously promoted among religious, political and
societal leaders alike. Thus, this paper examines how youth who migrate away from Ladakh,
some even from as early as three years of age, negotiate these competing desires and expectation,
including the ways in which Ladakhi student migrants maintain as well as transform a sense of
identification as modern, Ladakhi and Buddhist.2 Furthermore, what this paper will reveal is
that through pursuing continued knowledge about Buddhism while away from Ladakh, many
Ladakhi students are able to tap into as well as shape what it means to be a Ladakhi Buddhist
in India, thus challenging accusations from back home that students away from Ladakh are
losing their religion. I suggest, moreover, that an innovative appropriation of ideas and practices
is taking place which integrates what is considered to be “moral education,” i.e. Buddhism,
with the “modern education” pursued at universities; thus, simultaneously preserving and
transforming what it means to be a modern, young Ladakhi Buddhist.
The research presented in this paper is based on one year of extensive multi-sited
ethnographic research among Ladakhi Buddhist youth in Delhi with shorter field visits to
university centers at Jammu, Chandigarh and Dehra Dun, as well as longer stays in Leh, Ladakh.
The research has been part of my PhD dissertation research which has examined how
Ladakhi youth negotiate Buddhism in their everyday lives while away from Ladakh,
and included participant observation, informal and formal recorded interviews, social media
participation and documentation, as well as archival data review. In addition to Ladakhi college
students, I conducted semi-formal interviews with political and religious leaders of Ladakh,
Ladakhi scholars, parents, school children, previous educational migrants, youth who did not
migrate, youth who are about to migrate and students from other communities including Tibetan
and Northeast Indian in order to contextualize how Ladakhi students have become positioned
within a wider social-political-religious landscape. With 157 recorded interviews and countless
informal conversations with a few hundred Ladakhi students both face-to-face and online, what
emerges is not a young cohort of highly educated and disinterested youth as normally assumed,
but a sincere engagement with Buddhism as will be explicated throughout the following. First
I will introduce how modern education has been emphasized in Ladakh as a means towards
shedding the backwardness attributed to this far-flung region in the borderlands of India. Then
I will examine how young Ladakhi Buddhists have turned towards Buddhism, not only as
For matter of simplicity, Buddhism is referred to in the singular, while recognizing the multiplicity of sects,
practices and understandings of Buddhism.
2
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a means to tap into what is considered to be Ladakhi culture and values, but also to draw upon
historically and globally circulated ideas about Buddhism as particularly modern and relevant
for their young twenty-first century lives.

Education for shedding backwardness
An emphasis on education as a main pathway towards modernization has been
the mantra of development policies and initiatives in Ladakh, as well as throughout India and
beyond. When Jawaharlal Nehru visited Leh, Ladakh on July 7, 1949, he stated in his address
to the public, “In Ladakh you are backward and unless you learn and train yourselves you
cannot run the affairs of your country” (Amrita Bazar Patrika, 8/7/1949 quoted in van Beek
1999). Nehru was not the only outsider to comment about the so-called backwardness of
Ladakh and proclaim the necessity of learning and education in order to spur social and economic
upliftment; throughout the history of Ladakh, the people of Ladakh have been characterized as
simple, economically backward and in need of development, with an emphasis on education
as the means towards modernization (see Bertelsen 1996; van Beek 1999; Aggarwal 2004:
35). Hence, from the 1930s on it has been continually asserted among both outside observers
and local leaders alike that in order for so-called “backward” Ladakhis to gain the recognition,
rights and resources needed to incite economic and social development, education was central
(Bertelsen, 1996, 1997a, 1997b; van Beek, 1996, 2000, 2001). Likewise, as asserted by
the Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development Council (LAHDC), Leh: “Education has a critical
role to play in the development of any society. In Ladakh, the importance of education is even
more marked because it was a neglected sector in the region for many years before the authorities
finally woke up to its importance” (LAHDC, 2005: 49). Thus, efforts to improve the standard
of modern education in Ladakh have taken place, with considerable success. Currently,
the importance of education has been well-adopted in Ladakh, with most families not only
sending their children to school, but investing substantially in their children’s education.3
Furthermore, while an increasing value is placed in spending on education, Ladakhi families
are concurrently gaining access to the economic resources required to invest in their children’s
education, due to the increasing income from tourism, government and military employment.
However, while major improvements in primary and secondary education have taken
place in Ladakh, higher education facilities in Ladakh remain poor, thus sparking a higher
education migration trend among Ladakhi youth. There seems to be a widespread consensus
in Ladakh that the best opportunity to obtain the prestigious and lucrative positions which will
not only provide financial benefit to Ladakhi families, but also lead Ladakh out of so-called
‘backwardness’ is to encourage youth to achieve a quality higher education and thus migrate
outside of Ladakh to universities in Jammu, Chandigarh, and preferably Delhi. While one
Ladakhi male interlocutor estimated there to be around 80-100 Ladakhi Buddhist students in
Jammu when he studied there in the 1990s (personal communication, May 23, 2012), today there
are said to be around 5000 Buddhist and 2000 Muslim students in Jammu;4 1500 students in
In an interview with Mr. Ghulam Abbas Abidi, the Executive Councilor of Education for the LAHDC,
he explained that on average Ladakhis earn around 13-14,000 rupees per month, and invest on average 5-6,000
rupees per month on their children’s education (recorded interview, May 23, 2012, Leh).
4
Former Jammu student union president, personal communication, May 2011
3
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Chandigarh, most of whom are Buddhist;5 around 1500 students in Delhi;6 1500 in Srinagar
(mostly Muslim);7 and approximately 3000 students throughout the rest of India in places
such as Bangalore, Varanasi, Dehra Dun, Mumbai, Aligarh, etc. While the total population of
Ladakh, both Kargil and Leh District, is around 230,000 with an average youth population of
26% (~60,000) the approximate 14,500 student migrants throughout India is remarkable (~25%)
(LAHDC, 2012; K. LAHDC, 2013). With the increasing number of Ladakhi youth leaving
Ladakh to pursue a higher education, this education movement, however, has accompanying
consequences, as will be discussed in the following:
In the effort to obtain a prestigious higher education outside of Ladakh, Ladakhi youth
are engaged with a modern education which is thought to entail not only a process of becoming
modern but also gaining “exposure” to the outside world. “Exposure to the outside world,”
which includes experiencing life outside of Ladakh and becoming familiar with alternative
lifestyles, customs, cultures, ideas, etc., was also often cited by Ladakhi student migrants as
the main benefit achieved in pursuing a higher education outside Ladakh. Through obtaining
a modern English-medium education, Ladakhi students gain access not only to a world
of globally produced. The exposure that Ladakhi youth gain during their migration to
metropolitan cities in India, moreover, helps to demarcate a distinct identification as modern
and cosmopolitan in comparison with Ladakhis who remain home. Similar to how Pigg (1996)
writes in relation to her research on modernity, development and belief in Nepal, migrants to
the city gain an understanding of other places through their migration and are perceived
as gaining an ability to manage in the wider world (173). Through exposure and gaining
a ‘cosmopolitan sensibility,’ (ibid.) migrants also acquire a form of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu,
1996) which is attributed to the symbolic power of the ‘outside world,’ the globally infused
places of metropolitan cities and the ability to manage these spaces (ibid.). Thus, by tapping
into a global or transnational world through educational migration, Ladakhi student migrants
gain new skills and outlooks which further a process of transformation, or as they say
“modernization”, and acquire an identification as modern and cosmopolitan in contrast to
the traditional, backward villagers from back home.

Education a contradictory resource
The modern education, however, while often understood to be, on the one hand,
necessary in order to further the development of the Ladakhi society, on the other hand it
is thought to bring an increase in social ills among youth, such as competition, depression,
alcohol and drug use, even suicide. Claims about the potential negative influence of the modern
education are often substantiated by an apparent increase in suicide cases, especially among
students. For example, concern about the impact of social change and modernization leading
to increasing cases of suicide among youth in Ladakh was discussed in the Facebook Group
“Ladakh in the Media” and began with the statement: “Suicide in Leh is becoming increasingly
alarming… We all need to do something if there is anything we can do in this regard. .. I feel
one of the reasons could be that many of us are not able to cope up with the competitions and
5
6
7

Former Chandigarh Student Union president, personal communication December 2012
Former Delhi Student Union President, personal communication, April, 2012
Former student Kashmir University, Srinagar, personal communication, May 2013.

402

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

changes of the modern era as we are passing through a very crucial transition period in
the history.. But we need to do something!!”8 Geshe Konchok Wangdu, founder of the Ladakh
Education Society, concurs:
Nowadays especially in this modern society, there are a lot of young people with
some kind of psychic problem. For example LBA [Ladakh Buddhist Association] has
a record that in a year we have something like more than 30 cases of suicide among
the youths. So when we see or when we think about all these problems, I feel that there
is something lacking in the education policy, (…) there is something lacking in this
education system. (Recorded interview, Leh, May 18, 2012)
Moreover, during an interactive session with Ladakhi youth, the Dalai Lama is reported
to have responded to a question about an apparent increase in suicide rate among Ladakhi youth
by saying: “existing modern education is something that lacks holistic, inner and mental values,
that’s the cause of raising suicidal cases…” (Information, 2012). Furthermore, it was reported
that “His Holiness strongly urged upon the youth of Ladakh to become fully and qualitatively
educated with the values of their religions” (ibid.). Hence, an education in values, or ‘moral
education,’ i.e. Buddhism, has been suggested as a necessary remedy for perceived social
illnesses brought upon by the modern education.
The juxtaposition of a modern education with a moral/spiritual/cultural education also
expresses a deeply rooted concern about a loss of distinct cultural values which separate this
ethnic Buddhist minority group in India from the Hindu mainstream, as well as maintaining
a distinct cultural, religious identity as Ladakhi Buddhist. As the Ladakhi commentator Tashi
Drolma (2012) explains: “In the past few years, this unique culture has suffered great losses
and the indigenous communities, intentionally or unintentionally, have included themselves in
the fold of unchecked globalization, further damaging their cultural wealth.” She continues:
“The most crucial role in managing the change to protect the traditional wisdom and
environment heritage of Ladakh is presently being played by the alarmed older generation.
Young Ladakhis, the elders stoically maintain, are easily influenced by the glamour of the alien
culture that overpowers the austerity of their own culture” (ibid.). One of these elders, Thubstan
Palden, has stated very clearly: “It is the duty of every Ladakhi to preserve and protect their
unique cultural and religious tradition. If the youth of Ladakh go on copying western culture
in the same speed as they do today, they will lose their own cultural identity” (Palden, 1998:
7). It is especially the young Ladakhi Buddhists who leave Ladakh to pursue a higher education
who are considered to have the highest risk of abandoning the traditional Buddhist wisdom from
Ladakh. Hence, the importance of preserving Ladakhi Buddhist culture and religion, as well
as substantiating the importance of Buddhism for counteracting the perceived moral pitfalls of
the modern education has been emphasized among young and old alike. How young Ladakhi
migrants then negotiate this importance placed upon Buddhism in their everyday lives is
the topic of the next section which we turn to now.

8

https://www.facebook.com/groups/340444066034448/permalink/382919465120241/
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Young Buddhism
While it is normally assumed that youth are not interested in religion and in cultural
transmission, Ladakhi youth in cosmopolitan places such as Delhi have often expressed a desire
to be engaged in projects of transmission and cultural preservation. Throughout the following
I examine the transforming practices and understandings of Buddhism among Ladakhi student
migrants, including the manner in which they are themselves engaged in a process of religious
transmission. Through moving away from Ladakh and pursuing a modern, higher
education, I argue, Ladakhi youth are not only gaining ‘exposure’ to the outside world, but
also transforming the way in which they understand and practice Buddhism in their everyday
student lives. These efforts are not to be understood as a mere passing down of older traditions,
but rather as a reformulation of customs, practices and understandings about Buddhism so
that religion may become relevant for their young (highly educated) Buddhist lives in the 21st
century, as many seminars for Ladakhi Buddhist youth also proclaim.9
Whereas previously the transmission of knowledge about Buddhism was gained either
through access to a religious adept or through learning a classical language in which Buddhist
scriptures are written (e.g. Sanskrit, Pāli, Tibetan, etc.), increasing pathways for learning about
Buddhism are opening, allowing any interested person with literacy and access to books and
the Internet to gain Buddhist knowledge. Likewise, books about Buddhism in English provide
a prominent source of knowledge about Buddhism for Ladakhis outside of Ladakh. Very few
Ladakhis have the proficiency in Bhoti language (chos-skad, or classical Ladakhi/Tibetan)
to read the classical religious texts. Instead, their choice of reading is often dependent on which
book about Buddhism is available in English, the language of preference for learning about
Buddhism among educated youth. English language, in this way, also marks a “transnational
religious cosmopolitanism” (Aravamudan, 2005: 7) through which students can tap into global
or transnational Buddhist knowledge. Furthermore, Ladakhi youth can search the Internet for
knowledge about Buddhism, read a book in English by the Dalai Lama, or watch a documentary
movie or video about Buddhism posted on You Tube all within the privacy of their hostel room.
Thus, while away from traditional sources of knowledge and practice arenas, youth
often seek alternative sites for religious inspiration, such as books, seminars on Buddhism,
the Internet, and peer-group discussions, which in turn impact a transformation in youth
understandings and practices of Buddhism. For example, during a group interview with Ladakhi
students on Delhi University campus, I asked whether or not they felt the way they understood
and practiced Buddhism has changed after moving to Delhi. Dorje, a young male student, replied
immediately with: “Yes! It is definitely changing.” After which he explained:
We question the practice, whether it is a ritual or whatever. Say I was in my home for
like 15 years, and after that I come out of Ladakh for higher education. Then I have
seen a lot of things during those 15 years of me staying in Ladakh. I see what monks
are doing at the monastery, and what my parents are doing. And I come out here, I am
maturing, I read books. Then I question those practices, you see. And I try to know
really, what exactly it will lead to, these practices. (Delhi, March 14, 2011)
E.g. the seminar on “Relevance of Buddhism in the 21st Century,” held in Leh, June 23-25, 2012 arranged by
the youth wing of the Ladakh Buddhist Association.

9
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Rather than engaging with Buddhist practices through repetitious ritual and blind
faith, many Ladakhi youth stress the importance of knowing that precedes practice, alluding to
the impact that modern education has had on their understandings of Buddhism. This was also
emphasized by Drolma who felt that students are trying to “come back,” or regain an interest
and knowledge about Buddhism, even though they are “new to Buddhism” in her eyes:
Ladakhi students outside, in Delhi for example, they have so much knowledge from
outside. They are interested in the old tradition, yet with reasoning and logic. They
are more experienced. They argue [about Buddhism], and when something is found
correct, then it is accepted. Ladakhi students outside of Ladakh have a different form
of practice. When there are misunderstandings, they are questioning to each other. They
discuss. They use logic. (Group interview, Delhi, March 14, 2011)
Hence, in addition to reasoning and logic, questioning and discussion practices obtained
from their modern education are also being employed in Ladakhi students’ efforts to learn more
about Buddhism. Discussion has become a central practice in the Ladakhi student
communities, as Drolma highlighted above, whether it is face-to-face or online discussions.
Groups of Ladakhi students meet regularly through the Ladakhi student union activities;
they create Buddhist youth organizations to facilitate discussions, such Flowering Dharma,
a Ladakhi Buddhist student organization in Delhi; they arrange talks on campus given by
renowned Buddhist teachers, with whom they ask questions and discuss; they organize
religious activities, such as full-moon butter-lamp lighting ceremonies with discussion sessions
afterwards; and they meet and discuss about Buddhism in impromptu gatherings in homes
and on campus. Additionally, students meet online and discuss in the various platforms
created through various Facebook groups relevant for Ladakhi Buddhist student issues that have
popped up throughout the past few years, such as those led by Flowering Dharma members
and the Ladakhi student unions.
With the widespread practice of questioning aspects of Buddhism which students
find difficult to understand, as well as engaging in discussion in order to quell these issues,
a number of transformations in the way that Buddhism is understood among this young
Ladakhi Buddhist cohort seem to be taking place. One of these transformations is the way
that Buddhism is defined among Ladakhi youth, such as defining Buddhism as “Humanism.”
Often in my discussions with Ladakhi students, I would ask the question: “What is Buddhism?”
While a more traditional answer to the question might entail the Buddhist tenets, including
The Four Noble Truths, The Eightfold Path and The Five Precepts, etc., among the Ladakhi
Buddhist students living outside of Ladakh, the most frequent response was: “Buddhism is
Humanism.” Moreover, when asked further what they meant by “Humanism,” the most common
reply was: “To be a good human being.” Lhadol, a Flowering Dharma member, explained how
she understood Buddhism during a discussion in her rented flat in North Delhi: “We all are
interdependent. We all need to respect each other. We all need to work together. There is no caste,
creed, no color, nothing. We all simply believe in one, we are all human being. Respect in that
human being concept, and try to spread peace and love and compassion” (recorded interview,
Delhi, June 7, 2011). She refers to the Buddhist philosophical understanding of interdependent
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origination in the beginning of her comment, and then emphasizes an understanding of
the human being which is not confined by the limitations of “caste, creed, color,” etc. Moreover,
by emphasizing the human-being nature of everyone, Lhadol attempts to align herself with
a humanistic approach to religion which works to diminish tension between religious groups
in India, commonly referred to as communalism, which has plagued the post-colonial context
of the Indian nation since gaining independence.
Furthermore, the manner in which the ‘Buddhism is Humanism’ understanding is put
into practice is through a more “practical” application of Buddhism which involves social
engagement, which many Ladakhi youth emphasized as the most important Buddhist practice;
as Lhadol related: “The real thing [in Buddhism] is in social work, make others realize what life
is.” The pervasive understanding among Ladakhi student migrants of Buddhism as entailing
social work, or work for the benefit of all human beings, while not a new understanding having
derivatives in the Bodhisattva ethic of Mahayana Buddhism, has acquired young applications
in recent times. Otherwise commonly referred to as Engaged Buddhism or Socially Engaged
Buddhism (SEB), the emphasis is positioned outside of one’s own quest for liberation and onto
benefiting others. As the founder of Socially Engaged Buddhists of Ladakh (SEBoL), Otsal
Wangdus, emphasizes “engaged Buddhism means not to keep Buddhism with you, but really
to engage... you just cannot sit silently” (recorded interview, Leh, June 7, 2012).
The above young Buddhist understandings such as an emphasis on knowledge
and discussion, understanding Buddhism as Humanism and a Socially Engaged approach,
moreover, are purportedly brought to mind with the ultimate intention of instigating inner
change. The focus on the private quest to become a better or good human being and a focus
on inner change, moreover, is not an uncommon element of what is considered to be ‘Modern
Buddhism’ (Bertelsen, 1997a; Lopez Jr., 2002; McMahan, 2012). As Gombrich and
Obeyesekere (1988) recognize in their work among Sri Lankan Buddhists: “Religion is
privatized and internalized: the truly significant is not what takes place at a public celebration or
in ritual, but what happens inside one’s own mind and soul” (Gombrich & Obeyesekere, 1988:
216). Similarly, among Ladakhi Buddhist student migrants in places such as Delhi, Buddhism
seems to be practiced and understood in a manner in which the students engage privately, albeit
in tandem discussion with others, in order to enact inner change and to work for the benefit of
all sentient beings- regardless of caste, creed, etc., and in a practical, engaged way.
Thus, the Ladakhi student community arena, I argue, allows for an opening through
which young religious practices, understandings and approaches are formulated, including
an emphasis on knowledge and discussion and the definition of Buddhism as Humanism
enacted through social engagement and a focus on inner change. These understandings are not
necessarily new, but perhaps shift the focus towards a more everyday modern and globally
connected religious life in which young Ladakhi Buddhists are not mere passive recipients of
Buddhist knowledge, but actively involved in shaping what I consider to be ‘Young Buddhism.’
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Conclusion
The particular situation that Ladakhi student migrants face while away from Ladakh
impacts the ways in which they understand Buddhism, and how they pursue Buddhism in their
everyday lives. While the pursuit of a modern, higher education has been encouraged and valued,
the concern about the possible drawbacks of undergoing this process of modernization through
education reveals how modern education has become a contradictory resource. Concern that
modern-educated Ladakhi Buddhist youth are losing what is considered to be distinct for
Buddhist Ladakh has sparked widespread public discourse which emphasizes the importance
that young Ladakhi Buddhists not abandon their roots, culture and values, i.e. Buddhism.
Hence, a turn towards Buddhism has also become noticeable among educated Ladakhi youth.
These young Buddhists are learning more about Buddhism not only as a means to connect with
their homeland, but also as a means to connect to a wider global public which is producing and
disseminating ideas and practices about Buddhism, further illuminating wider global trends
which position Buddhism as a particularly relevant religion for the modern global world,
especially for young twenty-first century youth in Asia. Hence, Buddhism here acts as a bridge
for Buddhist youth in which they can become distinctly modern while simultaneously distinctly
Buddhist. Thus, while religious and societal leaders encourage the incorporation of Buddhist
values in education systems, it is also important to understand how young people themselves
are engaging in, as well as possibly transforming, Buddhist practices and understandings as
a response to situations of educational crisis in Asia and beyond.
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Who Listens? World Crisis as Kōan
Ricardo Toledo

Introduction: Crisis, the desert advances
We live in a time of great collective failures, defined by a clumsiness and
institutional immaturity in understanding and caring for life; environmental devastation,
climate change, poverty, wealth concentration, violence, fundamentalism, terrorism,
cultural degradation and loss of values. Communities, nature and life -which are the foundation of our social, economic, ecologic and spiritual well-being- are being destroyed.
We may say that humanity has been constantly facing this kind of crisis: pests, natural
disasters, wars, famine, etc. Nevertheless, it is in this time that life on the planet -and not only
human life- seems to be globally and drastically threatened. Many animal and plants species
are disappearing. Since 1950, the human population has almost tripled in size and modified
the Earth more drastically than any other time in 200.000 years of human history.
The human race faces the delicate situation of an exponential population growth-which
calls for greater resources to survive- while these same resources are diminishing at an inverse
rate. The world is more crowded; everything is accelerated and heating up. And the energy
resources we use to keep our life systems going are being exhausted rapidly; they have
an expiration date.
“The Desert Advances,” claimed one of the characters in Nietzsche’s book The Gay
Science, “do not forget man; consumed by lust; you —are the stone, the desert, are death...”
In that same paragraph he states: “God is dead!”... The Argentine thinker Hugo Mujica writes
about this in his book The Initial Word – Mythology of The Poet in the Work of Heidegger:
God died, murdered the father, men seemed to have concluded, now we can penetrate
our mother with impunity, we can violate and depredate nature, reduce it to a convenient
store used for the unlimited and continuous production of merchandise manufactured
as fast as discarded. Violation of earth that Heidegger will see as the culmination of
metaphysics, as the conclusive gesture of the “will to power” that turns earth into
an “industrial desert.” The desert of a man that doesn’t live under the sky
anymore -the open- nor on the Earth – the nutritious-. A man who no longer inhabits.1

1

Hugo Mujica, La palabra inicial: la mitología del poeta en la obra de Heidegger (Buenos Aires: Biblos, 2010), 33.
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It is in this fragile and awkward relationship between man and the web of life, between
man and the other, between human and its alterity, where this paper will focus on the notion of
a “global crisis.” Fragile, because this link seems unsustainable and about to break. Awkward,
because although there has been great debate, thought and initiative in the quest for answers
and solutions, models that feed and deepen the gap are what prevail. Ultimately, the cultural
and socio-economic model that rules our time is one of separation, domination and exploitation
of nature, for unlimited growth and development, where false needs are created to maintain
an unsustainable life style.
That development model hasn’t fulfilled its promises. In 50 years the breach between
poor and rich has increased more than ever. Currently, half of the world’s wealth is in the hands
of 2% of the richest. This inequality provokes the displacement of people of whom we haven’t
really taken notice of yet.
What matrix of thinking is it that pushes us into the abyss of destroying the very
web that we belong to; and, at the same time, keeps us blind and prevents us from seeing
the consequences of our individual and collective behavior? In what way are we thinking of
reality and facing the great challenges ahead of us? Is our way of thinking part, and/or the root,
of the problem? Men of goodwill may ask themselves about the cause and solution, and also
about the sense of it all. But the situation is overwhelming, and humans seem lost.
This paper will explore the contribution of “kōan” as an approach to reality. But
before even defining what a koan is, let me introduce one here, completely naked, beyond any
explanation, as is precisely the territory of the koan: pure presentation, beyond explanations.
It is case 5 of the Wu-men kuan, The Gateless Barrier:
The priest Hsiang-yen said; “It is as though you were up in a tree, hanging from
a branch with your teeth. Your hands and feet can´t touch any branch. Someone appears
beneath the tree and asks, ‘What is the meaning of Bodhidharma’s coming from
the West?’ If you do not answer, you evade your responsibility. If you do answer, you
lose your life. What do you do?”2
Are we ourselves struggling between life and death, urged to give an answer that
enlightens meaning? Have we reached a limit where human civilization, as we know it,
could perish? Are we facing the imperative for a new beginning? Wumen’s commentary of
the case says:
“Even if your eloquence flows like a river, it is all in vain. Even if you can expound
cogently upon the whole body of Buddhist literature, that too is useless. If you can
respond to this dilemma properly, you give life to those who have been dead and kill those
who have been alive. If you can´t respond, you must wait and ask Maitreya about it.”3

2
3

Robert Aitken, The Gateless Barrier: the Wu-men kuan (Mumonkan) (New York: North Point Press, 1991), 38.
Ibid, Pg.38
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This commentary resonates with those four foundational lines of Zen Buddhism,
as they are attributed to Bodhidharma, the first ancestor: “A special transmission outside
the scriptures; / not founded upon words and letters; / by pointing directly to mind / it lets one
see into True Nature and attain Awakening.” We certainly need to awaken. We need a collective
awakening. According to data from 20094:
Only 20% of the human population consumes more than 80% of the planet’s resources.
Military expense is 12 times higher than investment on development. Five thousand
people die daily caused by unhealthy water. A thousand million people suffer from
hunger. More than half of the cereals traded in the world are used as food for animals
and agro fuel. Out of all the farmable land on the Earth, 40% is already degraded.
A thousand million people don’t have access to drinking water. The average temperature
of the last fifteen years is the highest that it has ever been registered. Thirteen million
hectares of forest disappear annually. One in four mammals, one in eight birds, one in
three amphibians, are endangered. Three fourths of all fishing resources have been, or
are at the verge of being exhausted. The ice field has lost 40% of its thickness in 40
years. There could be 200 million climate refugees before 2050.
The following paper proposes that the current critical situation of humankind can not
be fully understood by using the same ways of thinking that got us here, and that it will be
even less possible to find holistic solutions coming from the same thought patterns. It raises
the need to change paradigms and relate and respond to reality in an appropriate and creative
way. It parts from the hypothesis that current global crisis is sustained by a cultural matrix of
thought, with defined characteristics. It suggests that such a matrix is currently at its climax.
What matrix is that?

Western Paradigm: Human, all too human
To frame the idea of “cultural web of thought” I will use the definition of “social
paradigm” made by Fritjof Capra in his book “The web of life,” when he speaks of cultural
transformation and widens Tomas Kuhn’s definition of scientific paradigm: “a constellation of
concepts, values, perceptions, and practices shared by a community, which forms a particular
vision of reality that is the basis of the way the community organizes itself.”
I will be focusing in the prevailing culture of our time. The one that originates in Europe,
the one that imposed itself and continues to prevail over global cultural diversity. It isn’t the
only living culture, of course, but is the dominant and central one. From there, the organization
of almost all aspects of life on Earth radiates. It is the main extended Cosmo-vision; one that,
without doubt, has brought tremendous advances for humanity and life, with an irresistible,
seductive force; but one that has also clearly shown that it is capable of stripping the Earth’s
resources to exhaustion.
4

See HOME, the Yann Arthus-Bertrand’s documentary (2009)
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Hugo Mujica says: “Heidegger considered our time the ‘time of consummation
of metaphysics,’ the one that is depicted in the technological-productive project applied to all
aspects of human life, as the historical destiny in which the Being has been totally eclipsed by
the immediacy of entities, that is to say, by the things and the men that populate the world. Of
the ‘totality of entities’ that is the single ‘object’ of metaphysics, of an objectifying way of
thinking, of thought that calculates its profit but doesn’t question its meaning. It sees the entities
that light shows, illuminates, but eclipsed by them, ignores the question about the light that reveals
them, that gave birth to them. ‘What the world means to us today (Mujica quotes Heidegger)
is the immense tangle of a technological information apparatus that has been placed in front
of nature, occupying its place, and which operation is only accessible and dirigible by means
of calculation’. Wholeness concatenated in a system of cause and effect, of reasons deployed
and stated by the leading Reason of this era. The Era of noun and the ‘kingdom of quantity’
(…) the era of the ‘ever and all the same’ desert, of the indifferent.5
Considering the various forms of knowledge that emerged in Ancient Greece, the early
cradle of our current civilization, we can assure that the quintessence of the West has been to
pursue the technique (techne). This has been a kind of knowledge that implies the ability to do
something. But unlike “prudence” (phronesis), which refers to doing in the sense of conducting
or behaving, “technique” enables us to do in the way of producing or manufacturing something.6
Technique, of course, entails reason, which was one of the key original components of
Western culture, together with religion and aesthetics, which in some way complement each
other as different ways of knowing reality based on different aspects of human experience,
such as feelings and creativity. This was progressively left aside with the fascination of
the magnificent accomplishments made by Reason; at the cost of concentrating in just one area
of existence, that of concrete technique, acting on the entity and not on the Being.
By placing too much value on reason, Western mentality progressed in such a way that
it became increasingly boxed-in and unable to contemplate the Being, the otherness, nature,
mystery, the sacred and life itself. Evolving into that “desert of the ‘ever and all the same,’
desert of the indifferent,” referred to by Mujica. The consummation of such a development of
thought seems to be what we call globalization, which tends to displace or erase the diversity
of cultural identities not aligned with the dominant way of thinking. This sequence is built
around the principles of identity, non-contradiction, third excluded and enough reason; and
ends in the modern subject an extreme anthropocentrism, which resonates and is reinforced by
the well-known biblical statement “let man rule over nature.”
The ecological issue with its current urgency poses a great dilemma to the dominant,
central way of thinking, derived from Descartes, which identifies humanism with
anthropocentrism, and confronts nature from a level of domination -following the principles
of identity, non-contradiction and third excluded, in accordance to the same kind of
reasoning- this, nature, must be irrational and opposed to humanism. All progress must be
measured according to that process of domination of reason over irrational.
Hugo Mujica, La palabra inicial: la mitología del poeta en la obre de Heidegger (Buenos Aires: Biblos, 2010), 33.
See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Techne “As an activity, techne is concrete, variable, and context-dependent
(…) techne was not concerned with the necessity and eternal a priori truths of the cosmos, nor with the a posteriori
contingencies and exigencies of ethics and politics. [...] Moreover, this was a kind of knowledge associated with
people who were bound to necessity. That is, techne was chiefly operative in the domestic sphere, in farming and
slavery, and not in the free realm of the Greek polis.”
5
6
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The Argentine thinker Eugenio Raúl Zaffaroni, in his book The Pachamama and
The Human, proposes that the great confusion of the dominant way of thinking is due to
the continuity between humanism-reason-exclusivity-domination, and the form of knowledge
accumulation. He says: “If all knowledge is to dominate, as it seems to derive from Bacon’s
formula of knowledge is power, the reason that drives knowledge is nothing else than
an instrument to the service of domination. All knowledge conceived this way seeks domination,
that is, a knowledge of lords, manorial, of dominus.”7
Therefore, the relationship between the subject and its object of knowledge must always
be one of domination. The first is located in a separated higher level to interrogate the second,
searching for an answer to dominate it. This basic dualistic form of subject-object already has
the root of all violence within it. It shapes the subject into a kind of torturer dominus, says
Zaffaroni, he continues:
When the human in our civilization formulates its question to the interrogated entity
in a bellicose, lordly way, trims its questioning to the measure of its domination will
and, consequently, awaits for a limited answer for what he searches in his will to
dominate (…) The human that questions as an aspiring dominus splits up reality,
wants to locate himself outside of it (…) but, in reality, cannot hear, because to listen
is necessary to belong, and he believes he doesn’t belong to the same layer of reality
of the questioned entity, he locates himself in a higher level. (…) As the trimming of
reality is more arbitrary, his deafness increases. The arbitrary trim reduces this ability
to realize his belonging to the same reality of the questioned entity. He doesn’t belong
because he can’t listen, and he doesn’t listen because he doesn’t belong; in that circle
he becomes autistic8.
To present, only some core aspects of western mentality (characteristic of human
condition in general, but, I believe, exacerbated by the dominant way of thinking), some
more related to the forgetfulness of Being when placing the focus of Reason and technique on
the entities - function, calculate, achieve, produce, count, accumulate, consume, replace,
discard- and others to dualism and the subject-object relationship – dominate, submit, control,
conquer, evangelize, colonize- I have started with the reflections of two Argentine thinkers,
Mujica and Zaffaroni, One is a priest and mystic poet, the other, a first line jurist.
Both delve into that central web of thinking, coinciding with the dangerous isolation of
the modern subject; so individualistic, so unable to open to the otherness, as an equal, to listen,
discover, share, understand, dialogue, learn and cooperate, in a harmonious coexistence with
the rest of the web. Both thinkers also point to the importance of listening. That is because,
whether depicted as autistic or narcissistic, the human being needs to get out of himself,
return to a larger belonging, to be awakened and rescued; to find his true place in the family of
beings and things, in the web of the universe. He needs to listen, but really listening. Not just i
Eugenio Raúl Zaffaroni, La Pachamama y el humano (Buenos Aires: Colihue; C.A.B.A: Ediciones Madres
de Plaza de Mayo, 2011), 99.
8
Ibid, Pg.102
7
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lluminate differently the universe of entities and their multiple relations, but also open himself
to the question of being, rediscover his mystery and find sense.
It is important to recognize the value of reason and logic, and all they have contributed
as forms of knowledge; but it is also important to go further in search of balance, in search of
other precious resources, of new dimensions of existence; it is important to enter in the well,
where healing and true creation come from.
As René Char says: “A time is coming when only what knew how to remain
inexplicable may require us9.”

Kōan: touchstone of reality
Your hands and feet are tied. You are holding the branch of a very tall tree with your
teeth. Someone comes along and asks for the ultimate meaning. At the expense of your life you
need to respond. The scene is absurd; logic doesn’t have a place here, what is this all about?
Another case:
The priest Nanquan found monks of the Eastern and western halls arguing about
a cat. He held up the cat and said, “Everyone! If you can say something, I will spare
this cat. If you can´t say anything, I will cut off its head.” No one could say a word,
so Nanquan cut the cat into two.
That evening, Zhaozhou returned from outside and Nanquan told him what happened.
Zhaozhou removed a sandal from his foot, put it on his head, and walked out. Nanquan
said, “If you had been there, the cat would have been spared.”10
Zen master Robert Aitken warns us about this case: “Like all kōans, this is a popular
tale, expressive of true nature as it is in a particular environment. Those who object to its
violence are like those who refuse to read fairy tales to their children. Fairy tales have
an inherent teaching that children understand in an intuitive way, and kōans are windows into
spiritual knowledge. Fairy tales don’t teach people to grind the bones of the English to make
bread, and kōans don’t command us to go on killing animals11.”
Once the literal and superfluous reading of this story has been sorted, then, what is it
all this about? Both in the case of the man hanging from the tree as in the case of the cat, what
is the urgency they convey? What is the action or vital expression that both situations urgently
demand? Ultimately: What is a kōan?
Originally, the term “kōan”, gongan in Chinese, was connected with the law in
Medieval China. Literally, it means ‘bench’ (an) of a ‘judge’ (gong). By extent, this came to
mean a brief sentence written on the table of a magistrate. The most extended translation of
the original word is ‘public case’.
9
10
11

Quoted by Hugo Mujica in his book El saber del no saberse (Madrid, Ed. Trotta, 2014), 27.
Robert Aitken, The Gateless Barrier: the Wu-men kuan (Mumonkan) (New York: North Point Press, 1991), 94.
Robert Aitken, The Mind of Clover: Essays in Zen Buddhist Ethics (New York: Paperback, 1984), 16.
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It was during the Sung Dynasty (960-1279) in China that collections of kōans first
started to be compiled, writing and gathering in different books the stories, dialogues,
encounters, parables, sayings, anecdotes, biographies and sermons registered during the Tang
era (618-907). As I once heard a contemporary Zen master say, Zen Buddhism still lives off
the rent from that glorious era, known as the golden era of Zen.
Barry Stephenson in his essay The Kōan as Ritual Performance says that the strong
influence of thinkers like D.T. Suzuki, Alan Watts and Carl Jung, whom he calls
“experientialists” because of their more psychological and mystical view of kōan, made
the word kōan become one of colloquial use. Stephenson says:
The Longman Dictionary of the English Language (1991) defines “kōan” as a “paradox
to be meditated on that is used to train Zen Buddhist monks to abandon reason
and develop intuition in order to gain enlightenment.” As a last example of
the experientialist model of the kōan, consider the description offered by another
prominent figure in the transmission of Zen to Europe and North America, Ruth Fuller
Sasaki: “Kōans study is a unique method of religious practice which has as its aim
the bringing of the student to direct, intuitive realization of reality without recourse to
the mediation of words or concepts.”12
Stephenson rightly questions this limited perspective on kōan, but also offers, in my
view, another biased understanding of it. He opposes the “experientialists or psychological”
perspectives to the “textualists or dogmatic” ones, and ends up offering his own approach to
the kōan as “ritual performance;” a way of looking at kōan emphasizing its enactive aspect, of
embodied action, concrete corporeal action ritualized in a specific context of training. But all
these are more academic appreciations of kōan study. What do Zen masters have to say about
the kōan?
John Daido Loori, abbot of the Zen Mountain Monastery, has said: “Zen teachers
don’t routinely analyze kōans in terms of their psychology, philosophy, structure, or dynamics.
We do kōans.” Or like says Bernard Tetsugen Glassman, another Zen master, Loori’s brother
in the Dharma: “There are a number of ways of working with kōans. One is to talk or write
about them in order to illustrate something, as I´m doing now. Another, by which I mean actual
kōan practice, is to become the kōan13.” And the Japanese teacher of both of these American
teachers, Zen master Taizan Maezumi roshi says:
It is more than a paradoxical riddle invented to spur on the mind towards an intuitive
understanding. The kōan is, in a very precise way, a touchstone of reality. It picks up a case that
represents a key moment on the practice and the way towards self-realization, and examines
it more from experience than discursive or lineal logic. It works as a precedent, similar to
a classical legal decision. In the same way we refer to a legal precedent to clarify the enforcement
of a law, thus, the kōan (which literally means “public case”) establishes some basic lines of
Barry Stephenson, The Koan as Ritual Performance (Journal of the American Academy of Religion, June 2005,
Vol. 73, No. 2), 475–496
13
Bernie Glassman, Infinite Circle: teachings in Zen (Boston, Massachusetts: Shambhala Publications, 2002), 139.
12
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understanding to help us deeply penetrate the meaning of life and death, to diagnose our blind
spots and move the obstacles that prevent us from seeing. For the Zen student, the kōan offers
the possibility of measuring his own understanding with the ancient master’s scale, whose
understanding of a given matter, is reflected in the case presented by the kōan.
By immersing himself in the spirit of the given kōan -it generally is a dialogue or
anecdotic saying from Zen history or from a Sutra- the Zen student is forced to discard his
limited perspectives and see through the eyes of Buddhas and Patriarchs. By doing this in
a systematic way, year after year, under the strict guidance of a qualified successor of these
patriarchs, he can move beyond the opinions and conditionings of his personal vision of
the world, acquiring the precision, clarity, depth and width typical of illumination.14

Presentational form: don’t explain it, show it.
The kōan, as a “touchstone of reality,” implies at least three aspects: the case itself
(the story, phrase, dialogue or question); the process of approaching the kōan until its
consummation; and the expression or presentation of its understanding. Then we could also
consider the implications of these three aspects in the life and reality of the practitioner.
We can see traditional and non-traditional kōans. What is your original face, the one
you had even before your parents were born? This is a traditional kōan. Another example is:
You know the sound of two hands clapping, what is the sound of one hand?
I have also seen a South American Zen master, when asked what a kōan was, answered
with a poetic fragment from Pablo Neruda: “Why do waves ask me the same thing I ask them?”
In this case the question may be considered a non-traditional kōan. But in fact what would make
it a kōan, and not only an inspiring poetic expression, has to do with the other two aspects. How
do I relate with that phrase? How do I resound with it, allowing myself to be touched by it and
give an expressive answer that comes from the most intimate? About this, John Tarrant, another
western Zen master, has said that a kōan is “poetic technology for bringing about awakening.”
Aitken Roshi, pioneer of Zen in the West, says on his essay “Kōans and their Study”:
Kōans are tiny doors that open to great vistas, inviting us to wander through endless
gardens. They are the folk stories, their expression is presentational, rather than
discursive, to use Susanne Langer’s terminology. They are poetical –and sometimes,
though not usually, they can be nonverbal. In any case, they are not explanatory.15
Aitken himself, approaching his nineties, wrote a literary piece that is very illustrative
of kōan spirit. It is the book Zen Master Raven, a collection of parables where the characters
-animals- live and share the Buddha Dharma. In the following passage, the teacher and his
disciple address the issue of kōan study referring to them as “turning points”:

14
15

Koun Yamada, Gateless Gate (Los Angeles, California: Zen Center of Los Angeles, 1979), 17.
Robert Aitken, Original dwelling place: Zen Buddhist essays (Washington: Counterpoint, 1996), 103.
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After zazen one evening Porcupine asked, “We examine turning points as our practice. What is the pivot on which this study turns?” Raven said, “The large intestine.”
Porcupine asked, “So, it´s all physical?” Raven said, “All physical, all mental, all
moral, all spiritual, all void, all material.” Porcupine thought about this and finally
asked, “What’s the upshot?” Raven said, “Trout in the pool, lilies on the bank.”16
In the first part we find that the Zen teacher emphasizes the fact that kōan study,
far from being an intellectual exercise, is a visceral practice. When the student then infers that
the experiential, somatic or embodied aspect is what prevails, the teacher points out that in
fact it is a whole, something total, integrating “this and that” as well as going beyond “this and
that”. But the most illustrative point about the presentational and non-explanatory aspect of
kōan is the answer given by the teacher to the question: “What’s the upshot?”… “Trout in
the pool, lilies on the bank.” This is the presentation.
Zen is not interested in generic or abstract answers, in the accumulation of experiences,
or in long explanations and analysis. Zen pretends to make the point emerge and to show
whatever is alive, here and now. Like the fragment of the Diamond Sutra that awakened
the young Huineng: “Dwell nowhere and give rise to that mind.” Like Shakyamuni Buddha
raising the flower in front of the assembly, finding Mahakashyapa’s smile.
Ultimately, kōans are expression of - and also evoke - that mind that dwells nowhere,
that true nature, which is beyond conditionings and is intrinsically free right now. But we are
not talking about mind in the sense of something inside the skull. The direct question: “What
is the mind?” is in fact, another fundamental kōan. Dogen Zenji has written: “The mind is
the mountains, the rivers and the great earth, the sun, the moon and the stars.17” About this, we
find the following dialogue in Zen Master Raven:
One evening Owl said, “I´ve heard that the mind is the mountains, the rivers, and
the great Blue Planet.” Raven said, “Right.” Owl continued, “And that the mind is
neither tall nor short.” Raven said, “That, too.” Owl asked, “Then what is the mind?”
Raven said, “Beans18.”
Raven doesn’t explain, but presents. Just like the Zen teacher in the dokusan (interview)
room will reject your explanations and demand you “Show me!”
In his essay “Method and realization: Dogen’s use of the koan language” Dr. Hee-Jin
Kim critics the way that D.T. Suzuki treats kōan, as means rather than presentation:
the aforementioned perspective that emphasizes the function of kōan as a paradox to be solved, as
a vehicle to go from one mental state to another. Quoting Dogen first: “Discriminating is words
Robert Aitken, Zen Master Raven: sayings and doings of a wise bird (Boston, Massachusetts, Honolulu Diamond
Sangha, 2002), 25.
17
Quoted by Peter Matthiessen in Nine-headed Dragon river (New York: Zen Community of New York, 1978), 26.
18
Robert Aitken, Zen Master Raven: sayings and doings of a wise bird (Boston, Massachusetts, Honolulu Diamond
Sangha, 2002), 66.
16

418

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

and phrases, and words and phrases liberate discriminating thought” Dr. Kim says: “In other
words, the kōan language presents the workings of Buddha Nature19.” About this, Aitken wrote:
This reminds me of Seikan Hasegawa’s definition of a kōan, “A matter to be made
clear.” The Tao is not a matter of deliberate frustration and release. It is a matter of becoming
intimate with, say, Mu20. Mu presents the workings of Buddha Nature. It is not a device to force
you into a corner21.”

Meditation as kōan: non-meditation.
In the Rinzai tradition, kōans are approached especially during zazen, sitting meditation. I say especially because, in fact, kōan practice usually occurs as Wumen recommends:
“Day and night, keep digging into it.” In the Rinzai tradition -and in my own lineage,
the Diamond Sangha, which integrates both Soto and Rinzai traditions- it is the teacher who
gives you the kōan and who will request a direct answer. Kōan study is something alive,
intimate and relational at the same time. It is formally established and developed with the teacher
in the dokusan room. It was Zen master Hakuin Ekaku (1686-1768), known as the revitalizer
of Rinzai Zen in Japan, who systematized kōan study, shaping it into the more established
form that it has today.
Instead, the Soto tradition doesn’t use kōans in this way. The practice of zazen is
shikantaza, just sitting. Dogen Zenji (1200-1253), the founder, avoids therefore any idea
of dualism, process, technique and result in the very practice of Zen. Zazen is, in itself,
practice/illumination. We could also say here that zazen presents the workings of Buddha
Nature. Dogen says:
“The zazen I talk about is not the learning of a meditation; it is simply the Dharma door
to peace and joy, the practice and realization of complete illumination, the manifestation
of the ultimate reality. Traps and baits can never reach it. When you touch its heart,
you are like the dragon diving into the lake, like the tiger entering the mountain22.”
The great master Zhaozhou from the Tang dynasty was asked: “What is meditation?”
“It’s no-meditation”, said Zhaozhou, “Master, why is it not meditation?”... “It’s alive,
it’s alive23”, he answered.

Hee Jin Kim, ‘The Reason of Words and Letters’: Dogen and Koan Language (Honolulu: University of Hawaii,
1985), 54.
20
Mu is the Japanese pronunciation (and probably the ancient Chinese pronunciation) of the Chinese word
meaning “no; does not have.” It is found in the story “A monk asked Chao-chou in all earnestness, ‘Has the dog
Buddha Nature or not?’ Chao-chou said, ‘Mu.’” This is often the first case taken up in Zen study. See Robert Aitken,
The Gateless Barrier.
21
Robert Aitken, Encouraging Words: Zen Buddhists teachings for western students (New York: Pantheon Books,
1993), 118.
22
Quoted by Peter Matthiessen in Nine-headed Dragon river (New York: Zen Community of New York, 1978), 19.
23
Quoted by Daniel Terragno in his book Queridos Bodisatvas (Caminante Society, 2014)
19
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Even though Dogen avoids establishing and systematizing a method using a dualistic
and technical paradigm, in a way we could say that he establishes a fabulous kōan: What is this
practice of shikantaza that looks for nothing, doesn’t come or go, that is practice and illumination
in itself, here and now, on this very moment? Can you show it to me? I’m not requesting that
you explain it to me, show me. If shikantaza is practice and realization; show me that practice,
show me that realization. And show me not only in the context of formal Zen practice, but also
in the whole extension of your life and death.
Of course Dogen was soaked to the bones with kōan tradition, and even though his
school refuses to use them as a specific methodology for zazen and the study of the Way, Dogen
doesn’t spare the use of kōan, its spirit and language, on his verbal presentations of the Buddha
Dharma. An example of this is his Genjo Kōan. There, Dogen offers us a famous paragraph
that condenses the Buddhist Zen way of practice/illumination wonderfully, and frames what
kōan study is all about:
“To study the Buddha Way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self.
To forget the self is to be actualized by a myriad of things. When actualized by a myriad
of things, your body and mind, as well as the bodies and minds of others, drop away.
No trace of enlightenment remains, and this no-trace continues endlessly24.”

Who is the master of hearing that sound?
In the previous section we lingered a little on the presentational aspect of the kōan,
the aspect of its expressive language. Let’s focus now a little more on the process and
the experience itself of approaching a kōan, as the actualization of the awakened mind. Mary
Jaksch has written in her essay, The Road to Nowhere:
Asahina Sōgen understands the connection between kōans and the awakened mind as
follows: “Kōans are expressions in words or actions of the enlightened state of mind
of people who have gained awakening through the intimate practice of Zen.” ‘Intimate
practice’ implies that awakening happens when the sense of a separate self falls away25.
Who is the master of hearing that sound? This was the question of Bassui Tokusho Zenji
(1327-1387) that became a “public case,” another one among many other fundamental kōans.
The Zen student will have to confront this question sooner or later in his training, sometimes
even as his first kōan. Aitken says:
Bassui Zenji’s koan, “Who is the master of hearing that sound?” can be paraphrased
here at the Palolo Zen Center, “Who is hearing that thrush singing on the railing
Dogen Zenji, Genjo koan (Buenos Aires, Viento del Sur Ediciones, 1997), 4.
Mary Jaksch, The Road to Nowhere: Koans and the Deconstruction of the Zen Saga (M.A. Buddhist Studies
Dissertation, University of Sunderland, 2007), 27.
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outside?” If, in the days before I retired, a student were to respond, “I hear the thrush”,
I would not have approved. Bassui would not have approved. Intimacy would be
missing, and intimacy is the Dao. Intimacy is the way of all the Buddhas. There is
no Zen without intimacy. Intimacy with what? Both the self and the thrush. That was
Bassui’s intention, you can be sure (…)
Zen Buddhism stresses intimacy while in Theravāda and Tibetan forms of Buddhism
you will find “mindfulness” and “compassion” to be salient terms. Yet the ultimately
mindful is personally most intimate. Compassion by etymology is “suffering with
others” –the realization of social intimacy26.
Intimacy is key in Zen. In fact, intimacy is the very place where all dualism falls apart.
The fundamental dualism of subject/object and self/other breaks down. But also those other
dualisms like practice/realization, ignorance/illumination, etc. In the end, any this/that
disappears, and of course, also that dangerous dualism of our time: human/nature. In more
experiential and simple terms, Aitken poses intimacy in this way: “if you are not intimate,
it is because you are in your head.” If you are separated evaluating, reflecting, commenting,
speculating, judging, you are not being intimate. From there comes the answer given by Aitken
Roshi when he was asked: What is the right way to work with a kōan? Aitken answered,
“The right way to work with a kōan is the kōan itself.” There is no gap, no ‘me’ separated
to manipulate the process. The superior and separated interrogator, the dominus described
by Zaffaroni, has no place here. The modern subject has no place here. Reason, proud of its
exclusive power and ready to “get to work” with its logical-technical approach has no place
here (in fact, I have also heard Aitken say “The more emphasis on technique, the less emphasis
on realization”)
Who’s hearing the sound of the car passing by right now? The question doesn’t admit
an abstract or general answer; it must only circumscribe to the present moment, not related
to before or after, it is the presentation itself of the living fact, in total intimacy and freedom.
It is the great liberation. The actualization of the awakened mind, letting that mind that dwells
nowhere emerge under this specific kōan, of this precise question: Who’s hearing? The interesting
fact is that from that question and its subsequent presentation, come all the other approaches
to kōan that we have been looking at: the experiential, the psychological, the mystical,
the contextual (because, if there’s real intimacy, all the fundamental Buddhist teachings of
no-self, impermanence, emptiness, freedom from suffering, etc., are implied) and also that of
the embodied action, as the teacher doesn’t admit an explanation or a concept, he asks you to
show it.
I can now imagine the old teacher testing me, “You say that psychology, philosophy
and Buddhist ritual are implied in the answer to “Who’s hearing?”
I smile. Be careful master.... vroooom… vroooooom, the car is passing by.
But, I can also see the teacher smiling and agreeing with me if I were to say that,
without a doubt, right there, is Kanzeon, the bodhisattva of compassion, whose very name can
be translated as the one that hears the sounds of the world. Aitken says: “Kanzeon, the one
that hears the sounds of the world in this place of infinite emptiness, is in complete harmony
26

Robert Aitken, Who Hears? A Zen Buddhist Perspective (Honolulu Diamond Sangha, Newsletter, 2008), 1.
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with the suffering of other creatures (…) You are at peace with the world when Kanzeon is
listening through the hair of your ears.”27
Because, in the end, Kanzeon is the world itself. There, in that place of infinite
emptiness, the one who hears, the act of hearing and the world itself are one and the same.
Mother Theresa was once asked about her prayer life. The interviewer asked, “When
you pray, what do you say to God?” Mother Teresa replied, “I don’t talk, I simply
listen.” Believing he understood what she had just said, the interviewer next asked,
“Ah, then what is it that God says to you when you pray?” Mother Teresa replied, “He
also doesn’t talk. He also simply listens.” There was a long silence, with the interviewer
seeming a bit confused and not knowing what to ask next. Finally Mother Teresa breaks
the silence by saying, “If you can’t understand the meaning of what I’ve just said, I’m
sorry but there’s no way I can explain it any better.”28

Not knowing is the most intimate.
We are completing the tough and almost impossible quest of presenting the spirit of
kōan as touchstone of reality. In fact, it is not the intention of this paper to offer an exhaustive
research of kōan and all its aspects. Our focus is the possible contribution of kōan as an approach
to reality in regard to education.
That is why, before flowing into those fields, we will focus in one more aspect of kōan,
related to “intimacy.” Let’s illustrate it with a kōan itself, when Fayan met Dizang while on
pilgrimage:
Dizang: “What are you up to these days?”
Fayan: “I´m going around on pilgrimage, wherever my feet will carry me.”
Dizang: “What do you expect from pilgrimage?”
Fayan: “I don´t know.”
Dizang: “Not knowing is most intimate.”
Fayan underwent great realization29.
Intimate not-knowing; and not-knowing as the most intimate. The most essential and
true, the ultimate. Intimacy and not-knowing as awakening, as great liberation.
Can we go there? Furthermore, can we turn to that dark source, that wisdom of
not-knowing, in the context of the urgent question about the crisis of our suffering world?
Because, ultimately, the whole practice of Zen Buddhism evolves from the Bodhisattva vow
to “save the numberless beings.” Not only is the question about the world pertinent, but also
the very task of awakening. It’s the working of Buddha Nature itself. Shakyamuni Buddha
realized all his search and teachings starting from a question about suffering.
Robert Aitken, The Mind of Clover: Essays in Zen Buddhist Ethics (New York: Paperback, 1984), 18.
Quoted by Joseph Goldstein in his book One Dharma: The Emerging Western Buddhism (2002)
29
Quoted by Robert Aitken in his article Who Hears? A Zen Buddhist Perspective (Honolulu Diamond Sangha,
Newsletter, 2008), 2.
27
28
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Reeducate perception: The dry tree you look at grows green again.
Capra says in The Web of Life:
We face a series of global problems that damage the biosphere and human life in
an alarming way, and that could become irreversible very soon (…) these problems
must be contemplated as different facets of the same crisis, which is, to a great extent,
a crisis of perception. Derives from the fact that most of us, and especially our big
social institutions, subscribe to the concepts of an outdated vision of the world,
an inadequate perception of reality to deal with our overpopulated and globally
interconnected world.”30
When the Zen practitioner becomes one, intimate with the kōan, and realizes it -as
the expression of the awakened mind, as the workings of Buddha Nature- there’s a transformation. This existential transformation is at the same time personal and social, as the agent of
such transformation is not separated from its surroundings, it is not detached from everything
else. Following Capra’s definition of social paradigm we can recognize that in the process with
kōan “a constellation of concepts, values, perceptions and practices that conform a particular
vision of reality” intervene. This is a vision of non-separation, of belonging, inclusion,
participation and compassionate commitment with a reality of which we are part of, and not its
superior, independent center. “Interbeing,” as accurately proposed by Thich Naht Hanh.
This different perception can be illustrated with the words that accompany the last image of
the Ten Ox-Herding Pictures, called Entering the market with Bliss-bestowing hands:
“Bare-chested, barefooted, he comes into the marketplace. Muddied and dust-covered, how
broadly he grins! Without recourse to mystic powers, withered trees he swiftly brings to bloom31.”
Let’s briefly review different approaches and methodologies that work with personal
and social transformation that resonate, come from, or can be compared with the vision that
embodies the tradition of kōan. At least on some of its aspects.
From within Zen Buddhism itself we find the contribution of the Zen master and social
activist Bernie Glassman. This teacher trained with Maezumi and completed the kōan study
with him. After many years of serving as a priest and a Zen master he felt the call of
a question, which he decided to aboard with a five day street retreat: “I sat the entire time with
one question in mind: What can I do about homelessness, AIDS, and violence in this country?”
As a product of this inquiry that he treated as a kōan he founded the Zen Peacemaker Order.
The three principles of this Order are Not Knowing, Bearing Witness and Taking Loving
Action. I see these principles as a direct expression of Glassman’s experience with kōan;
a very specific implementation of kōan dynamics to treat social problems. It shows a different
attitude from classic social activism, which starts from a previous ideology to relate with
an already diagnosed reality, that is going to modify in a specific direction, in accordance to
a personal interpretation. Well, these three principles are an invitation to bracket and/or drop
preconceived ideas; and testify to the phenomena, allowing it to present itself, in its Tality
and, only after having witnessed and listened deeply, intervene. This dynamic of stopping and
bracketing, being touched and affected (and guided) completely by phenomena, and only then
30
31

Fritjof Capra, The Web of Life (New York, Anchor Books, 1996), 26.
Philip Kapleau, The Three Pillars of Zen (New York, Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1985), 347.
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responding with an action or an expression, is intrinsic to the koan process. In koan lingo,
the teacher would say became one with it. That is, by the way, Yamada Koun roshi’s definition
of zazen: “the practice of becoming one with a given thing” (your breath, a koan, the present
moment). Glassman has written, referring to the Order’s tenets:
In order to describe these tenets, I would like to discuss one of my favorite koans:
“Why has the Western Barbarian no beard?” (…) The point is not-knowing. It doesn´t
matter how often we’ve seen depictions of Bodhidharma with a beard, when we
approach this koan, or any situation for that matter, we must approach it with the state
of not-knowing, no separation from the situation or koan itself. For example, one
symptom of separation, of duality, is found in the word why, such as in our koan,
“Why has the Western Barbarian no beard?” Why? That´s the symptom of duality.
Why do we wake up at the sound of the alarm clock? Why do we do this, why do we do
that? Why do we need rules and regulations? Why do we need forms and practices?
Why is grass green? Why? Eliminate why from our lives and we’re bearing witness.
So in terms of our koan, we’re asked to be Bodhidharma, be his beard. Feeling the beard,
being the beard, we see all the problems: that it’s unkempt, that food gets stuck in it,
that molds grow in it. Instead of asking why, instead of standing aside and analyzing,
thinking or talking about it, we are it. That’s the practice of bearing witness (…) When
I bear witness I open to what is. That´s how healing begins. Being Bodhidharma’s
beard, I learn how to clean it, how to comb it, how to take care of it. I learn how to
take care of Bodhidharma. The beard teaches us, as do all the other things we try to
deny. If we try to teach them, if we go to a homeless woman to teach her how to live,
we’re not bearing witness. When we listen to her, she teaches us. What does she teach
us? To take action. Taking loving action is the third Tenet of the Zen Peacemaker Order
(…) Of itself, the fruit is born. Out of our zazen, out of our bearing witness, the right
action arises. We don’t have to worry about what to do, we don´t have to worry about
what’s right or wrong. If we function from the state of not-knowing, if we bear witness,
the offering arises, the fruit is born. Isn´t that a relief?32
Here, we are touching the central point of the article -the crisis as kōan- which doesn’t
only imply to the perception in question, but the eventual action that could arise from such
perception. Actually, perception/action are not two separate processes. Right action,
compassionate response, transformative, healing and creative action must be one of
no-separation. However, to become one with a phenomena or any given situation (people,
processes, communities, the world, and nature), the impulse of control, coming from fear,
needs to be put aside. Just like the poet and Buddhist activist Gary Snyder says, “Knowing that
nothing need done, is where we begin to move from.”33

Bernie Glassman, Infinite Circle: teachings in Zen (Boston, Massachusetts: Shambhala Publications, 2002), 141.
Gary Snyder, Nothing Need Be Done. A 1988 interview, from the newly published anthology Nobody Home:
Writing, Buddhism, and Living in Places (Tricycle: The Buddhist Review)
32
33
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Is the Universe friendly?
An important issue that appears here is trust. Trust in what? In life, in phenomena itself,
in what’s presented as it is; in its own wisdom to be, organize and self-repair or heal. Einstein
was asked if there was any fundamental question that human beings need to ask. He answered
yes, and the question would be “Is the universe friendly?”34
I will allow myself to build a bridge between those notions of kōan, as actualizing
Buddha Nature and its workings, and some other transformative methodologies. In fact, in
the Zen Peacemaker Order, in addition to formal Zen training, other methodologies from other
disciplines are included, some contemporary: Nonviolent Communication, for the interpersonal;
Council Process, for groups; and the Sociocratic Model for the organizational. I can affirm
that all of these models share a paradigm of confidence in process, people and phenomena, as
opposed to hierarchical models of control based in fear, distrust and asymmetry.
In my experience as a Counselor, trained from the Person Centered Approach developed
by Carl Rogers -and having worked with individuals, couples and groups, accompanying them
through their process of crisis, learning, development and conflict-resolution in the educational
and therapeutic context: I can appreciate time and again, that when certain conditions are
created, when a particular psychological climate is created, enabled by an attitudinal context that
is empathic, acceptant and congruent; processes tend to develop in a constructive way. People
involved tend to grow and develop their potential positively. Healing can occur. Meaningful
learning can occur. This is what Carl Roger’s key notion expresses: “actualizing tendency.”
Roger stated in his book A Way of Being: “Practice, theory and research makes it clear that
the whole Person Centered Approach rests on a basic trust in the organism. There is evidence
from many disciplines to support an even broader statement. We can say that there is in every
organism, at whatever level, an underlying flow of movement toward constructive fulfillment
of its inherent possibilities. In man, too, there is a natural tendency toward a more complex
and complete development. The term that has most often been used for this is the ‘actualizing
tendency.’ and it is present in all living organisms.35” But for this tendency to do its work there
must be—in the interpersonal relationship of aid—a phenomenological attitude of putting
aside our own judgments, diagnostics, prognostics and theories, to approach the person from
a comprehensive point of view, and not interpretative, evaluative, soothing or interrogative.
Rogerian therapy is radically based on deep listening. A phenomenological and empathic
attitude is essential. It seeks to understand the other within his own framework, as opposed to
the framework of the one who listens. Then a transformative process can develop; but is guided
by the person himself, it is in fact life unfolding. I often use Hugo Mujica’s words to illustrate
this kind of empathic listening, in his poetic essay The Nascent. Thinking the creative act:
Poetic listening, its understanding, is not an apprehension, it is a giving in;/ it’s
the resignation of the will to power, inherent to knowing / it’s the resignation of knowing as
the possibility to own, to erase alterity. The poetic understanding doesn’t advocate for a speech
on what is known / it is not even a thinking act: / it’s the sensitivity, the vulnerability receptive
Quoted by Morris Berman in his book Coming to Our Senses: Body and Spirit in the Hidden History of the West
(New York, Paperback, 1998)
35
Carl Rogers, A Way of Being (by Houghton Mifflin Company and Ed. Kairos, 1980), 69.
34
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to welcome, / to letting come, to shelter the other as the other; / it is allowing to be altered by
alterity, transfigured by sense, / illuminated by beauty, or hurt by the sublime.36
My point here is that there are many methodologies in the fields of education,
psychotherapy, organizational and interpersonal relations in general that, in line with the Person
Centered Approach, have studied how processes in life auto-organize in a wise way if certain
facilitating conditions are given. Some of them are: Focusing by Eugene Gendlin; Non-violent
Communication, by Marshall Rosenberg; the Hakomi Method, by Ron Kurtz and the Theory
U by C. Otto Scharmer.37
I want to end with what, in our Zen community Viento del Sur in Argentina, we
call the Hearing Circle. It’s a group or community model of working on certain topics. This
methodology was introduced be Zen teacher and anthropologist Joan Halifax, and developed
by Jack Zimmerman and Virginia Coyle38. Halifax had studied the Native American cultures
and their practice of the Council. We have implemented it with great satisfaction, because of
its simple form and its results. We implemented it to guarantee the expression and reception of
the voice of every member, in different contexts and under certain situations, like for example,
the selection and carrying out of community projects. For these meetings we sit in a circle;
in this circular layout we all see each other and favor horizontality and inclusion, beyond our
personal roles and tasks in the community. The circle itself becomes the leader or teacher. After
we share a moment of zazen, the ritualized directives, for everybody to speak in turns without
being interrupted are few and simple: 1) Speaking from the Heart, 2) Listening with Attention,
3) Being brief and concise, 4) Spontaneity. This methodology cultivates deep listening and
actualizes a deep confidence in community and in what emerges from itself. The sangha as
a jewel becomes very tangible with it. It has proved to be a very good dynamic in the process
of decision making (in our South American community we value decisions taken by consensus,
as it reinforces participation, commitment, responsibility and mutual care), and confirms once
and again that what comes from the whole may be better than what’s imposed by just a portion
or an individual in a hierarchical model.
The etymology of the words compassion and empathy share the same root, linked to
pathos. Compassion is to feel with and empathy is to feel in. Although empathy -as it seems to
be happening with mindfulness- is being assimilated in the West as a product to obtain some
profit, for example in the sales and business world (again: reason, technique, utility), it really
expresses the precious opportunity of a true meeting with the other. In this sense, it’s an exercise
of alterity, love put into play, following the definition by Chilean biologist Humberto Maturana:
“Love is the recognition of the other as a legitimate other in coexistence.”39
And the fact is that we are all coexisting in this house that we call Earth. Or like Aitken
would say, “We are in it together, this ferry to the other shore” Not just humans, the entire web.
Hugo Mujica, Lo naciente: pensando el acto creador (Madrid, Buenos Aires, Editorial Pre-Textos, 2007), 81.
See Eugene Gendlin, Focusing (1982); Marshall Rosenberg, Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life
(2003); Ron Kurtz, Body-Centered Psychotherapy: The Hakomi Method (2007); Otto Scharmer, Theory U: Leading
from the Future as It Emerges (2009).
38
Jack Zimmerman and Virginia Coyle, The Way of Council (Ojai, California, Brambles Books, 1996), 28.
39
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, El árbol del conocimiento: las bases bilógicas del entendimiento
humano (Santiago de Chile, Editorial Universitaria, 1984), 163.
36
37
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That is, it is not just about putting ourselves in the place of other humans to understand and
recognize their viewpoint, but to open to the whole of life. Naess’s Deep Ecology transcends
cultural anthropocentrism and says “Think like a mountain.”

Ending with a personal tone: Like a fool inviting others to cap a well with
snow.40
Wumen wrote this as a poem for the kōan “Don’t think right, don’t think wrong. Show
me your original face.”
It can´t be described; it can´t be pictured.
It can´t be praised enough; stop groping for it.
The Original Face has nowhere to hide.
When the world is destroyed, it is not destroyed.41
The article is coming to an end. It presented, dramatically, critical aspects of the world’s
situation. It entered into the view that seems to be robbing wonder from us; those crazy eyes,
poisoned by greed, ill-will and ignorance, belonging to an alienated human too proud of himself.
This article attempted to get into his thinking and his language, in order to deconstruct it with
the kōan; whispering and yelling, to see if we hear. It proposed that, instead of worrying when
we don’t know, we stay present for a while, because life will show the way. It invited us to
become intimate. It got drunk and dreamt with the workings of Buddha Nature and its
actualization. Like a kind grandmother, it invited us to be more considerate with others.
It suggested that compassion can be taught and learned, hand in hand with her younger sister,
empathy. It shared what can happen when people sit in a circle and listen to each other. It told
us that we can trust. At moments it abused, like now, a poetic style, for it wanted to be coherent
with the subject. Throughout its journey, the article called on the compassionate and enlightened
voice of many venerable sages. I thank them, and apologize to them at the same time.
In this ending, it comes to mind that when Heidegger finished his book Being and Time,
one of the most important insights on western thinking about itself, he realized that what he
wanted to express wasn’t there. So he went looking for the poets and their language. Hölderlin
would give a voice to his message: “Who thinks the deepest, loves what is most alive.”42
Inspired by Heidegger’s experience, although far from comparison, please allow me
to call on the poets of my South American lands. They have the message, and sing it in that
endearing tone that takes me by the hand back home. The last word is from Pablo Neruda, with
his poem Keeping quiet:
Hakuin Zenji quoted by Kadowaki J. Kakichi in his book El Zen y la Biblia: lectura corporal del koan y la
Biblia (Madrid, Ediciones Paulinas, 1981), 229.
41
Robert Aitken, The Gateless Barrier: the Wu-men kuan (Mumonkan) (New York: North Point Press, 1991), 149.
42
Quoted by Hugo Mujica, in his book La palabra inicial: la mitología del poeta en la obre de Heidegger (Buenos
Aires: Biblos, 2010), 23.
40
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Now we will count to twelve / and we will all keep still.
This one time upon the earth, / let’s not speak any language, / let’s stop for one second,
/ and not move our arms so much.
It would be a delicious moment, / without hurry, without locomotives, / all of us would
be together / in a sudden uneasiness.
The fishermen in the cold sea / would do no harm to the whales / and the peasant
gathering salt / would look at his torn hands.
Those who prepare green wars, / wars of gas, wars of fire, / victories without survivors,
/ would put on clean clothing / and would walk alongside their brothers / in the shade,
without doing a thing.
What I want shouldn’t be confused / with final inactivity: / life alone is what matters,
/ I want nothing to do with death. / If we weren’t unanimous / about keeping our lives
so much in motion,
If we could do nothing for once, / perhaps a great silence would / interrupt this sadness, /
This never understanding ourselves / and threatening ourselves with death, / perhaps
the earth is teaching us / when everything seems to be dead / and then everything is alive.
Now I will count to twelve / and you keep quiet and I’ll go.43

43

Pablo Neruda, Extravagaria : A Bilingual Edition (Noonday Press; Bilingual edition, 2001)
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Contexts of the Research
Given the continuing state of global affairs, apparent is a lack of a spiritual dimension
(moral and ethical) in leadership. Whether in business, politics, family, or education we see
the lack of deep spiritual leadership contributing to negative consequences caused by
unethical or unenlightened leaders. Both Eastern and Western societies may lack an in-depth
understanding of how the spiritual leadership practices of Vietnamese Buddhist monks
might be models of moral and ethical leadership. Considering the potential for their spiritual
leadership to be transformative in global and local contexts, we are reminded of the Thich
Nhat Hanh’s wisdom:
Whether or not the twenty-first century becomes a century of spirituality depends on
our capacity of building community. Without a community, we will become victims of
despair. We need each other. We need to congregate, to bring together our wisdom,
our insight, and our compassion.
Regionally, ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) seeks to create a peaceful
community within its member nations, acting in a spirit of cooperation to settle differences and
disputes through peaceful processes. Seeking to create a caring society, ASEAN nations seek
the common good for the people, one typified by well-being, inclusivity, and harmony. Those
mutual purposes may be informed by the spiritual leadership practices of Vietnamese Buddhist
monks revealed through this research project.
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Contextualizing the Need for Spiritual Leadership
In the 21st century, people appear to be “heading outward” rather than focusing on
their inner lives. Consumed with running errands, devising and completing work-related tasks,
dreaming of that better house or faster car, they are distracted by the temptations of material
gains rather than concerned about the sensations of spiritual rewards and inner peace. The mass
media tend to favor reports of individuals making dubious moral and ethical decisions that not
only affect themselves but also those around them. This lack of the spiritual dimension—from
the individual to the larger community, from public schools to financial institutions, from
corporate interest groups to the politicians who ultimately make policy—has become a major
factor contributing to a lack of ethical action by our leaders. Furthermore, recent studies, such
as those by Bowen and Heath (2005) and McDaniel (2004) found that many corporate sectors
collapsed due to the lack of moral and ethical values in the decision-making process.
Taking the time to reflect on actions and, thereby, begin to understand the impact of
leadership on the greater good (in the larger society) seems to be severely lacking. The practice
of mindfulness, fully being present in the here and now is, therefore, needed to make more
mindful decisions. Buddhism, Zen, mindfulness, and Buddhist monks are no longer strange
to the American mainstream culture. According to Gontovnick (2000), Gregory (2001),
Gvosdev (2002), Asian immigrants conveyed Buddhism to America’s shores as early as
the 18th century. According to Fong (1998), Asians came to America for many reasons such as
the need to emigrate from socially or politically insecure homelands, for financial opportunities
abroad that offered the chance of helping them provide for their families back home, for military
service abroad, and sometimes for the simple need to reunite with family. Chiefly, though,
most immigrants came because of the aforementioned political and economic factors in their
own countries. Many of these immigrants were Buddhists. Furthermore, according to Asai and
Williams (1999), Japanese Buddhists arrived in Honolulu, Hawaii in 1913. In addition, Thich
(2007) determined that Vietnamese Buddhists arrived in the United States in the late 1950s,
and their numbers grew rapidly through the many waves of political and economic refugees
after the Vietnam War ended on April 30, 1975.
Thich, Q. M. (2007) and Nguyen (2008) suggested Vietnamese Buddhist monks, such
as Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh and Thich Thien An, brought mindfulness meditation, Engaged
Buddhism, Pure Land Buddhism, and Mahayana traditions to American soil in the 1960s.
These practices and traditions are beneficial to the Buddhist practitioners and communities at
large. In the West, many authors like Carlson and Garland (2005), Kabat-Zinn (1990), and
Wingard (2005) have suggested the positive benefits of practicing Buddhism and mindfulness
in both the workplace and in the medical field. Research on mindfulness and meditation along
with many Buddhist principles and values are the keystone of the work by Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn.
Thich, Q. M. (2007) also suggested the Vietnamese were able to draw upon their Buddhist beliefs
and values to support their adapting to, interacting with, and assimilating into the American
mainstream culture. These immigrants and first-generation Americans have made great strides.
Although they had a great number of obstacles, they also managed to adapt, assimilate,
and contribute while keeping their distinctive Vietnamese Buddhist ethics and virtues.
Thich, Q. M. (2007) concluded that Vietnamese immigrants have persevered and flourished
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by drawing upon their unique Vietnamese Buddhist heritage, while contributing positively to
the cultural and spiritual needs of the Vietnamese and established communities in America.
While Love (2008) indicated, “Some qualitative research exists about religious figures
in leadership roles (as cited in Capper, 2000; Nwachukwu, 2005; Santee, 2006) and the path
of Buddhists in leadership roles” (as cited in Scharmer, 1999, p. 6), research that studies
the lived experiences of Vietnamese Buddhist monks in their spiritual leadership roles is very
limited. The researcher, therefore, has sought to understand how the essence of their practices
may positively impact individual, corporate, institutional, political, and educational leadership
scenarios by pursuing the phenomenon of experiences of a random selected group of
the Vietnamese Buddhist monks in their spiritual leadership roles and contributions.
A new habit of mind, a secular approach, and a solid measureable action of spiritual
leadership may benefit organizations, governments, and education. A spiritual emphasis
influences leadership in different ways: (a) in leading by example – as a fundamental foundation
and/or motivation, (b) in practicing mindfulness – shaping leadership beliefs and values,
(c) in cultivating compassion and loving-kindness – with an emphasis on justice, and
(d) in sharing merit – nurturing relationships rather than highlighting individuals (Thich, M.-D., 2011).
The research described in this paper lays a foundation for understanding, from a Buddhist
perspective, how a mindful leadership or spiritual leadership model can result in more mindful
and harmonious leadership that will in turn result in a more ethical context within which to
enhance family, organization, political, and educational outcomes for all.
The research presented herein focused on three key elements: (a) the limited
research on the lived experiences of Vietnamese Buddhist monks and thus the limited
understanding of the living experiences of Vietnamese Buddhist monks in their leadership
roles, (b) the contribution of useful information about different approaches to leadership, and
3) the contribution of the knowledge of how religious leaders perceive their spiritual leadership
roles. Potentially, this research could contribute toward the development of a new model of
leadership to foster change in individuals, families, and organizations for the greater good.
Of evolving leadership Most Venerable Dao-Quang observed during an interview:
I believe that everything changes constantly, moment by moment; therefore, my
leadership style is flexible and adaptable to the current situation. I believe that life is
interdependent. So as leader, I have to see that I am not separate from my followers.
We work together, and we share life values and responsibilities together.

Overview of the Research
The purpose of this phenomenological research was to understand how spiritual
leadership practices of Vietnamese Buddhist monks might/may be models of moral and ethical
leadership for others in the larger society. It explored the phenomenon of the lived experiences
of Vietnamese Buddhist monks in their spiritual and leadership positions.
There were 14 participants who are the Abbots of Buddhist temples from across
the state of California and from the cities of Chicago, IL, Denver, CO, Baton Rouge, LA,
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Panama City, FL, and Houston, TX. In fact, they established 22 monasteries, temples, or practice
centers. There were 827 lived-years with all of their ages combined. There were 364
lived-years in the United States of America with 513 years combined of practice. Furthermore,
the average age of the Abbots was 59 years old.
Out of 14 interviews, eight were conducted in English while six were conducted
in Vietnamese, and the transcripts were later translated into English. It is essential to point
out that all the interviews with the Most Venerables - the older monks who are at least
60 years old—were conducted in Vietnamese, plus Venerable Thich-Tue-Giac, who came to
the United States 10 years ago. The rest of the interviews with other venerables—the younger
monks—were conducted in English. The Vietnamese Buddhist monks have a combined total
of 827 years of practice-based experience.
The audio file of each interview was transcribed, summarized, and organized in
a concept map. From the concept maps emerged an umbrella map with five major themes:
(a) Biographical information/background, (b) Beliefs, (c) Practices, (d) Lived-experiences,
and (e) Leadership styles and Characteristics. Each of the sub-sections has four to six other
sub-findings that expand the outcomes of each category. All 14 concept maps were compared
and cross-examined, which ultimately lead to the three prominent themes (see Appendix A for
chart of themes and sub-themes).
From these five themes emerged answers to the research questions and five leadership
strategies. Answers to the three research questions are interdependent and “inter-being,”
as the philosophy of Buddhism has indicated. In fact, they are consistent and interrelated while
supporting, reinforcing, and enhancing each other.

Research Question 1: What are the essences of the lived experiences of
Vietnamese Buddhist monks in spiritual leadership roles?
The essence and nuance of lived-experiences of Vietnamese Buddhist monks are
dynamic, unique, and positively contribute to society at large because of their spiritual
leadership roles and obligations. First, the Vietnamese Buddhist monks took Bodhisattva vows;
they came to the United States of America from different situations, yet they all worked hard
to lead with an exemplified life as spiritual leaders.
Vietnamese Buddhist monks have to overcome this hurdle to become authentic and
passionate leaders to serve the community and society at large. Their understanding and
practice of the Buddhist’s concept of interdependence—the world is interconnected, as well as
all life on planet earth—are the foundation for social justice and a more harmonious society.
As Buddhist monks, they put meditation practice and Dharma teaching into action. To them,
mindfulness practices help leaders cultivate skills of awareness, compassion, sympathy,
and caring for themselves, others, and the natural world. Vietnamese Buddhist monks have
dedicated their lives for the benefit of others, yet they are humble in their contribution. They
have a high spirit of serving others and find their own inner peace by practicing meditation and
mindfulness and cultivating compassion, understanding, and peace.
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Vietnamese Buddhist monks are not born as leaders, but ultimately, they learn, adapt,
and assimilate into their leadership roles. They are truthful to themselves and have a strong
commitment—a mindful desire—to serve others through their belief system, which is
the Buddhist doctrine. They take Bodhisattva vows, have interest in serving all sentient beings
and making a difference in others and society as well as themselves. Their leadership qualities
come from meditative minds, compassionate hearts, and tested wisdom.
Vietnamese Buddhist monks come from varied backgrounds and experience
difficulties and challenges that they have to overcome. They experience Dukkha or sufferings
and dissatisfaction firsthand, yet they are able to overcome these hurdles because of their
skill sets and their character points. Over their spiritual journey, they are able to hone their
leadership skills to deal with different types of people and environments. They are dynamic
and adaptable in their leadership styles. While they are being truthful and contented, they are
inspired and motivated by others.
Overall, the core essence of Buddhism for the leaders is to practice their belief. This
is because, saying without doing is not enough to lead or convince others to follow or get
respected, and, therefore, will not succeed. Vietnamese Buddhist monks are finding practical
ways to benefit the larger society and improve the lives of others through their own action and
contribution. They provide a new mindscape in leadership, a landscape of inner experience and
practice. These ideas, such as the concepts of mindfulness, meditation, and compassion, are
applicable. Furthermore, the Vietnamese Buddhist monks are the living proof that compassion
and meditation work. They harvest the ability to be in stillness regardless of the surroundings
and they make a positive difference for themselves and others.

Research Question 2: How do Vietnamese Buddhist monks describe their
ethical and spiritual practices as spiritual leaders?
Vietnamese Buddhist monks describe their ethical and spiritual practices as a challenge;
they are the spiritual leaders in their communities. In addition, they are able to serve
commendably because of their daily practices. Their practices include, but are not limited to,
meditation (sitting and walking), chanting, and being mindful in their daily activities both in
their thoughts and in their actions. As Venerable Thich-Dao-Quang noted:
Being a spiritual leader in the 21st century is very challenging because I am expected
to know many aspects of life (religions, psychology, counseling, sociology, politics,
public relations, etc.) in order to bring a good service to my community. It is also very
hard to counsel the community on the balance between spiritual and material life.
However, they are using Sīla, or precepts, as guidance. It is an ethical and moral
standard they hold. They lead by example and practice as a part of their daily routine. They
balance between a spiritual and material life. They practice mindfulness meditation and abide
by precepts as the foundation for teaching and transformation. Vietnamese Buddhist monks’
leadership styles are leading by example, engaging with the community and being authentic
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or truthful to their leadership capacities that are based upon the foundation of mindfulness,
compassion, and wisdom attained from their lived-experiences.
What is special about the Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ leadership style is the exercise
and implementation of their beliefs. Not only are they demonstrating their own beliefs, they
are practicing their own beliefs and values as well as others. The notion of leading by example
is embedded in their hearts and minds. They always emphasize that all transformations must
start from within. Vietnamese Buddhist monks come from humble and different backgrounds,
yet they have very positive outlooks to make their life and others better. A positive attitude
is the driving force for the transformation of an individual’s happiness and the community’s
well-being. Their optimism helps them tremendously in their efforts at easing the suffering
of others. With their “can-do” mentality and determination through the Bodhisattva’s vows,
Vietnamese Buddhist monks enhance the quality of life and world-peace.

Research Question 3: How do Vietnamese Buddhist monks perceive their
roles in encouraging a spiritual life for those in leadership roles so they
can effectively lead others?
Vietnamese Buddhist monks offer their own practices and insights into meditation,
compassion, and wisdom. Their own contentment and happiness are crucial for them to
continue to lead and share with others. Their practices of mindfulness meditation enhance not
only their personal well-being, but also that of the collective well-being of the whole community.
The findings show that their practices, presence, and contributions bring peace of mind and
happiness to themselves, others, and, ultimately, to society as a whole. Most of the participants
agreed with Venerable Thich-Minh-Thien’s perception in their monastic roles of encouraging
others to live a spiritual life so they can effectively lead others:
a) Love thyself more: means practice more on yourself and expand your compassion
and loving-kindness to others.
b) Perceive that your own happiness plays a big part in your leadership role. If you’re
not happy, your leadership skill will suffer.
c) Success is not accounted by benefits only but together with your own happiness
and others.
d) Lead-by-example.
The Vietnamese Buddhist monks believe all transformations start from within,
and that their roles are to enable and encourage themselves and others to live their lives happily.
They always believe that a temple built, is a prison less. The Most Venerable Thich-Tinh-Tu
pointed out that Buddhism is not only religious in nature, it is educational, and it is a way of
life. Buddhism’s platform is the use of the five precepts to educate all Buddhists along deeper
practice in the 10 precepts and many more. It is designed to transform personal shortcomings
and unwholesome concepts to completion, to help human morality and transform negative
thoughts and actions into positive thoughts and actions.
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The leadership styles of Vietnamese Buddhist monks are dynamic and distinctive.
The notion of a leader as an educator is crucial because when it comes to education, three
other interactive elements such as compassion, wisdom, and ethics come into consideration.
These are fundamental to making life in this world better. The Vietnamese Buddhist monks’
leadership style contains these characteristics in which empowerment and enhancement of
others is a requisite. Their leadership style is unique as spiritual leaders. They have a strong
foundation and fundamental principles with defined obligations and responsibilities.
The networking between Vietnamese Buddhist monks is just like a family structure where they
respect and nurture one another. Their minds and hearts are always serving others as well as
preserving, protecting, and strengthening their belief, vision, and mission. Vietnamese
Buddhist monks have a strong relationship amongst the community leaders and have many
inner values such as selflessness, and harmony. They also have a high spirit and moral. Some
of these moral values include compassion, diligence, determination, joy, gratitude, love,
integrity, honesty, mindfulness, perseverance, responsibility, trustworthiness, understanding
and wisdom.
A conclusion that can be drawn is that the Vietnamese Buddhist monks embrace
a spiritual awakening—the awakening from their delusions, thoughts, and actions. To be
awakened or transformed, individuals must practice the core values and beliefs. As Venerable
Thich Dao-Quang, a licensed psychologist, stated, “If you practice well enough, you can see
tremendous change in your life which benefits those around you. Change begins inside yourself.”
In addition, the Most Venerable Minh-Dat added, “First you have to see your practice through
the scope of Buddha’s teachings. You have to see its benefits, practice the Noble Eightfold
Path, be an effective Dharma teacher, and live ethically.” The Most Venerable Thich-Tinh-Tu,
a participant in the focus group, agreed and summarized these as “the wisdom accumulated
from 58 years of practice.”
Conclusions drawn from this research will enable leaders and others in the general
society to understand in-depth Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ lived-experiences, beliefs,
practices, and leadership styles by engaging in authentic leadership as well as
leading-by-example. The findings reveal a strong, yet simple notion: It is better to be a human
being than a human doing. What is embedded in the Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ leadership
style is their daily practice that has transformed the lives of those in their communities.
It is the idea of living inside out; it is the idea of peace. The findings show that this leadership
style is based upon wisdom, understanding, practice, peace of mind, harmony, and compassion.
All these elements are associated with peaceful existence.
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Five Leadership Strategies
With all the gathered data, the researcher went on to interpret the discoveries of
the essence of leaders and leadership styles of the Vietnamese Buddhist monks. From these
discoveries, the researcher found five main leadership strategies or statics: (a) Leading from
the Inside Out, (b) The Notion of Daily Practice, (c) Leading-by-Example, (d) Congruence and
(e) The Notion of Completeness (see graphic below on the Principles of Mindful Leadership)

The five core leadership principles lie in this particular order for specific reasons. First
the notion of Leading from the Inside Out is the foundation and mindset. It can be a mission
statement and a vision of mindful leaders who embrace the path of leading others to a happy,
harmonious, and compassionate society. Second, the Notion of Daily Practice is crucial to
finding one’s personal development, improvement, and transformation. However, that mindset
is not enough, it requires a skill-set that can be obtained through daily practice. Thus,
the Notion of Daily Practice is the stepping-stone for success. For the Vietnamese Buddhist
monks, abiding by the 250 precepts is the way to harvest their understanding and merits. With
their determination, daily chores such as mindfulness practices, chanting, and meditation they
cultivate serenity, calmness, concentration and the wisdom needed to lead. Third is the notion
of Leading by Example, which is a temperament and nuance of any leader. Leading by Example
is the spirit of service all the research participants. According to Venerable Thich-Minh-Thien,
what separates good leaders from great leaders is the spirit of service in their leadership. Leading
by Example has been the soul and spirit of many Vietnamese Buddhist monks for generations.
The fourth notion is Congruence, the connection and harmony of different aspects. Its quality
of agreeing between alternative viewpoints and different findings is what makes it appropriate
and suitable. The fifth and last notion is the Notion of Completeness, which closes the circle,
and is the completion of all. This notion perfects a human being, all leaders would like to
leave a legacy, which completes their life. This Notion of Completeness reveals the sense of
satisfaction, self-fulfillment, and self-actualization of a leader or any leader.
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Leading from the Inside Out.
For leadership practice and implementation, the research findings revealed the notion
of being or leading from the inside out, living inside out, and transforming from the inside
out. Leading from the Inside Out is a mission statement and a vision of any leader. It is
the wisdom accumulated from the other four leadership strategies that will be further explained.
These are the leadership’s beliefs, practices, values, and attitudes that leaders should possess
in order to lead effectively and efficiently in the 21st century. The notion of being or leading
from the inside out is a concept and practice in which Vietnamese Buddhist monks imply that
individuals cannot give something they do not have. Thus, in order to give or share Dharma,
that individual must have learned and practiced Dharma first. Living inside out is the force
of life. For instance, consider this metaphor of an egg: If there is enough force and pressure
coming from the outside, the eggshell will crack and destroy a potential life—negativities
happen. However, if there is enough force and pressure coming from the inside, the eggshell
will crack and a chic is hatched, thus its life begins—positivity happens. Leading from
the Inside Out gives life and positive results.
Obtaining the habit of mind of Leading from the Inside Out for studying and applying
mindful practices into leadership styles processes a means—a skillful approach—to a solution
in the modern leadership and governance. The notion of Leading from the Inside Out enhances
a new perspective and understanding that there is the notion of completeness or there can be
completeness, which completes the journey of leadership, in the work leaders do with other
human beings. The research findings reveal the notion: The mindful leader is the one who leads
and lives inside–out with understanding, compassion, and wisdom. It is this new understanding
that makes emergent and mindful leadership much more relevant. Vietnamese Buddhist monks
also characteristically summarize, “Peace and happiness start within and that they spread out
just like a drop of oil on water.” It spreads gradually. Furthermore, the art of obtaining peace
is through the cultivation of self-awareness or the beginning stage of meditative practices.

The Notion of Daily Practice.
The findings also revealed two major notions: The idea of daily practice and
the manifestation of beliefs to make this particular society better. Vietnamese Buddhist monks
have a solid/resilient belief in the teachings of the Buddha and carry on that belief through
their daily practice, which is the bridge to extend what they believe into solid actions. Their
daily practices include abiding to the 250 precepts, practices of mindfulness, chanting, and
meditation to ensure an inner peace, the cultivation of serenity, calmness, concentration, and
wisdom for themselves, which then spreads and embeds leadership characteristics into others.
The idea of daily practice and the manifestation of beliefs extends into a really interesting area
and is the people’s need in society. All leaders must have their core values and belief system,
or philosophy. However, its manifestation is the key and daily practice, a requirement, in order
to turn their belief into something fruitful. Likewise, they need to help others no matter what
their leadership position is—whether it is in the family or an organization, in politics or religion,
wherever it is there is education—to begin to promote the notion that leaders need some kind
of daily practice to center themselves in relationship to other human beings.
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Practicing mindfulness is an essential tool for balanced, contented, thoughtful, and
productive leaders. According to findings, the benefits of practicing meditation and mindfulness
include the feeling of ease and calmness. It helps with concentration and attaining a better
focus. While it decreases negativities, such as anxiety and stress level, it increases awareness
both inside and out. It also helps with the development of empathy, understanding, wisdom,
and compassion. These are the essential life-skills for all individuals. It is pertinent to note
that the notion of daily practice exists in all faiths. No matter what religion individuals
belong to, once we go back to our own religion and practice, the fruitful results will be present.
Put differently, this foundation is not only in Buddhism, but also in all religions. Vietnamese
Buddhist monks emphasize that foundation is the daily practice. They urge that whatever one
individual’s belief system is, one should go back to the beliefs and core values and practice
them diligently. Only then that individual will harvest peace, ease of mind, and happiness.

Leading-by-Example.
The Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ leadership style—considered as authentically leading
by example from their daily practices—is transformative for themselves and others. Vietnamese
Buddhist monks learn these leading by example styles from their masters. They practice and
encourage others to lead by their own examples, actions, and intentions so as to make the world
a wonderful place to live. They are the characteristics of mindful leadership. In leadership,
it is these kinds of character traits, such as being mindful and responsive, grit, courage, and
self-compassion, that are implementable. Thoughts and action must go hand-in-hand, that is
the mentality and practice of the Vietnamese Buddhist monks.

Congruence.
Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ leadership style has both an authentic component
and congruent component central to their daily practices of meditation, of mindfulness and
of chanting. That notion of congruence and authenticity is there. It runs across all three of
these because they contribute to their society around them in a very deep, meaningful way
on a continuing basis. It is the Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ belief that everything is
interdependent with everything else. Thus, the sense of mutual respect and the showing
of gratitude is revealed during the study. Likewise, their understanding and practice of
the Buddhist’s concept of interdependence—the world is interconnected, as well as all life on
planet earth—are the foundation for social justice and a more harmonious society. This finding
is also supported by Bass and Steidlmeier’s (1998) transformational leadership on virtue
and moral characters as well as Burns’ (1978) theory of social-historical perspective that
incorporates the moral development and mutual interdependence of human interaction.
The findings show the primary notion that Vietnamese Buddhist monks are in a constant
state of living their leadership. They are practicing and living what they believe. There is
a great congruence between who they are as men who practice the Buddhist faith and how they
interact with others. Vietnamese Buddhist monks take Bodhisattva vows for the greater good
of all beings; they are congruent between their own and others’ Buddha nature, practices, and
perceptions.
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The Notion of Completeness.
The findings suggest a need for spiritual dimension in leadership to have a sense
of completeness. The notion of wholeness can be seen via the Vietnamese Buddhist monks’
practice, morality, and spirituality. This Notion of Completeness helps them feel complete as
human beings and be unified and whole. The Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ spiritual leadership
style, like many others, has the core values of understanding, compassion, and courage.
Yet their approach is also holistic as they are connecting themselves with others and
the environment or communities where they live. They serve the community well since
the spirit of service is fundamental. What is unique about Vietnamese Buddhist monks,
however, is that they add the “mindfulness” component into their leadership flair. It completes
the whole notion that leadership has a human being component that has an intellectual (wisdom)
and spiritual (practice) dimension.
The viewpoints of the research participants in this study are consistent with Northouse
(2004) who argued that there must be ethics in leadership. According to Northouse,
“Ethics is central to leadership because of the nature of the process of influence, the need to
engage followers to accomplish mutual goals, and the impact leaders have on establishing
the organization’s values” (p. 307). Furthermore, Northouse (2004) also pointed out the five
components of ethical leadership: (a) respect for others, (b) serving others, (c) showing justice,
(d) manifestation of honesty, and (e) building communities. In addition, Vietnamese Buddhist
monks’ leadership styles add the mindfulness component into their leadership flair. It completes
the whole notion that leadership has virtues, values, and practice. The practice of mindfulness
is backed by researchers Carlson and Garland (2005), Kabat-Zinn (1990), and Wingard (2005).
They suggested there are positive benefits in practicing mindfulness in both the workplace
and the medical field. Kabat-Zinn (1990) and Thompson and Gauntlett-Gilbert (2008) also
revealed that mindfulness-based interventions enhance improvements in self-awareness and
chronic illness conditions and promote well-being.
Overall, the ultimate goal of the Vietnamese Buddhist monks is to enable individuals
and society to be more harmonious, peaceful, and happy. This is comparable to their
authenticity and determination on mindfulness and awareness as individuals and society
to become congruent with others in both the societal and spiritual worlds, which is central to
leadership. That element of leading by example is just that congruence or that unity between
who they are as Buddhist practitioners and their leadership or intersection with others.
That notion of congruence and authenticity is intertwined. It runs across all three because
they contribute to the society in a very deep, meaningful way on a continual basis. What
the researcher found in the research findings is apparent and remarkable.

The Impact of Mindful leadership and Buddhism: What Next?
The five core principles frame specific practices for leaders and directions for
researchers. What emerged from researching the lived-experiences of Vietnamese Buddhist
monks in the United States of America are concepts and practices that are expandable across
international and national contexts. The Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ ideas and practices about
leadership as well as their transformation for higher purposes, if applied, would help build more
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harmonious, peaceful, and happier individuals, families, and societies. Recommendations
offered here are offered as assistance to leaders and practitioners as well as ordinary individuals
who want a happy life, a more harmonious and peaceful society.

Recommendations for Leaders, Educators, and Policymakers
Human beings desire happiness, peace, and harmony to ensure comfortable, balanced
lives for themselves, their families, their communities, and ultimately, society itself. The need to
understand what leadership means, particularly mindful practices are vital for developing a more
harmonious and peaceful life. The Vietnamese Buddhist monks’ lived-experience, practices, and
insights have made this research much more enjoyable, relevant, and valuable. Findings, results,
and conclusions from this study are expected to enable anyone from students to teachers, from
business leaders to political leaders, and policymakers to adapt, formulate, and practice
compassion-based and wisdom-based principles and virtues. Noted here are recommendations
for the practice of leadership, ones that can generate both discussion and action.
1. Cultivate, practice, and share Compassion. What keeps society peaceful, orderly, and
balanced emotionally and spiritually is the ability of individuals, leaders, and followers
to control their own thoughts, speech, and actions in relation to others. Such is central to
cultivating compassion and should be a predominate approach in enlightened leadership.
2. Practice meditation: This practice develops an awareness, which, in turn, creates an attentive
and healthy mind. Leaders who are mindful practitioners can engender well-being and
happiness in themselves and those they lead.
3. Practice and develop mindfulness: The practice of mindfulness enables leaders and
individuals to handle strong emotions such as anger, sadness, and hatred, as well as
anxiety, loneliness, and jealousy. In particular, a practice of mindfulness can help
individuals reduce the effects of stress on themselves and others. Stress reduction through
the practice of mindfulness has positive potential for leaders, those whom they lead, and
the contexts of their interactions.
4. Learn and apply Buddhist-based principles and values: Such application can encourage
leaders to move to a less ego-centric, positional practice of leadership and toward more
harmonious, peaceful, and productive environments. In this sense, consider extensive
teaching in Dharma that teaches and brings compassion to leadership as it is practiced in
the Western society.
5. Provide adequate integrated mindfulness training: To invest in sustainable-based and
wisdom-based practices, organizations and its leadership rank team should provide
mindfulness training for leaders and followers. For example, teach and implement
mindfulness-based programs in the private and public institutions as well as in
the educational settings, especially K-16, for administrators and teachers, alike.
6. Convert from a learned-based approach to an applied-based approach: Leaders and followers
need to emphasize the practice that nourishes the heart, body, and mind. World peace starts
with one’s personal peace and transformation. A balanced, happy, and harmonious life
absolutely cannot be advanced without true understanding and love for oneself and others.
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7. Advocate the physical facilities for mindfulness-based practices: Leaders and policymakers
at local and state levels should give favorable conditions in the process of obtaining
construction permits and use permits for Meditation Centers, Buddhist Temples, and
Mindfulness-based Practice Centers in the United States of America because “These
facilities are one of the most beneficial places for people to come to practice and to come
to heal their problems.” This alternative and newfound approach of mindfulness-based
practices can enhance the quality of life for all.
8. Promote the notion of completeness: Essential to enlightened leadership, the “U theory”
moves leaders through a suspension of judgment to enlightened visioning. Expansion of
that notion and its practices hold promise, should the model continue into the “O theory,”
which is an expression and practice of “completeness.”

Recommendations for Further Research
1. Conduct replication studies with Buddhist monks residing in ASEAN member countries
(Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam), as well as countries such as: Australia, China, South
Korea, Sri Lanka, France, Germany, and other European countries. Doing so may reveal
additional information about monks’ beliefs, practices, and contributions as leaders.
2. Investigate whether, or how, the armed conflict based on ideology, religion, and territory
impact the leadership of monks, their experience and practices that seek harmony,
prosperous and compassion in the world.
3. Replicate this research with Vietnamese Buddhist nuns: A qualitative investigation
of their leadership practices may add to a holistic picture emerging from this research on
the leadership practices of the monks. In addition, it may reveal new dimensions of
leadership practiced within the realm of Buddhist-based principles.

Practices for Harmony and Peace – A Final Reflection
What has emerged from this research expands both the understanding of enlightened
and mindful leadership and its practice. Through this research, the monks send the message
that leaders can develop the practices and habits of transformative leadership that result in
them being harmonious, contented, and happy for themselves and those they serve. Mindful
leadership is generated by the diligent practice of mindfulness, meditation, contentment,
altruism, and appreciation, the nuances, and essences of which are cultivated virtue,
compassion, understanding, and peace.
More specifically, the Vietnamese Buddhist monks cultivate contentment by finding
the beauty within and around the environment in order to live a simple life. The simplicity of
“being,” content and living frugally helps reduce the risks of uncontrolled greed and desires
of the material world. As humble monks each found that beauty delights six senses and that
beauty can be recognized in their own minds and hearts. The monks suggest that if
individuals look deeply with compassionate eyes, all things are beautiful and so is each
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individual. The monks also recalled the teachings of Buddha, which noted that all human
beings have the Buddha nature – the ability to be awakened – and so does each individual.
Reflecting on deep reflection and peace, Most Venerable Thang-Hoan suggested
practices for enlightened leadership:
Peace is a part of the Buddhist’s daily prayers. The meaning of peace, according
to Buddhism, can be achieved by transforming the defiled mind into a pure one,
or from the disturbed to the peaceful. In particular, peace can be achieved through
the following ways:
1. Practicing peace for oneself: lessening desire by practicing moral precepts,
controlling hatred by being mindful, and liberating ignorance by understanding.
2. Practicing peace for people: do not take what is not given, do not do things that
are harmful to others and living things, and do not hold prejudices against them.
3. Practicing peace for the environment: thinking of the hunger and famine of other
people by practicing a life of self-sufficiency, to love and protect the environment
by not wasting and destroying natural resources.
Deep practices of spiritual leadership exemplified by the monks are in synchronicity
with Buddhism’s tenets of peace and harmony. As described within this research, their practices
can generate within leaders the capacities to serve others in deeply meaningful and community
based ways. Whether locally, globally, or regionally within the ASEAN community, these
spiritual practices would create for people and societies the common good and well-being we
seek in the 21st Century.
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Appendix A: Chart of Themes and Sub-themes from the Qualitative Data
Mindful Leadership – Another Perspective And Approach To Current World Crisis
By Examining The Vietnamese Buddhist Monks In America’s Leadership Practices
And Their Contributions To Society
1. Vietnamese Buddhist Monks in America and their lived-experiences are dynamic, unique,
and contribute to the society because of their spiritual leadership roles and obligations.
a) Vietnamese Buddhist monks in America joined monkhood at a young age and escaped or
immigrated to the United States due to different circumstances.
b) Vietnamese Buddhist monks take Bodhisattva vows that dedicate their lives for the benefit
of others.
c) Their monkhood is challenging and they must overcome many obstacles.
d) They learn from their own masters, practicing Buddha doctrines and shaping their own
beliefs and practices to empower themselves and others.
e) Their contributions and influences are mostly to the local communities and surrounding
areas, especially to the Vietnamese communities as well as the Vietnamese Buddhist Youth
Associations throughout the United States of America.
f) They are content with who they are, and they are happy with what they are doing in
the present time and circumstances.
2. Their leadership style is characterized as authentically leading by example, basing
decisions upon the core values of mindfulness, compassion, and wisdom.
a) Vietnamese Buddhist monks in America learned from the living example of their masters
and lead-by-example themselves.
b) They practice meditation daily and are mindful of their thinking and actions that contribute
to their leadership characteristics.
c) Their practices are based upon being compassionate to themselves and other beings for
the benefit of themselves and others in the present and in the future.
d They balance their hectic schedule with mindfulness and lead the congregation, laypersons,
and others.
3. Through their practices, their presence, and their contributions to the welfare of others,
they bring about peace of mind and happiness for themselves and for others in society.
a) The foundation for peace in the Vietnamese Buddhist monks and others is the mindset of
the Bodhisattva (making a difference for all beings) and is the practice of precepts, which transform
negative into positive thoughts and actions.
b) Their practices of calming the mind, opening the heart and soul, and seeing others as their
colleagues, collaborators, and teachers brings peace-of-mind, optimism, and loving-kindness.
c) Their own happiness, which is fundamental to their leadership and spiritual roles, depends
upon their daily activities and mindfulness practice.
d) They are humble regarding their contributions and lead with their sincere good-hearted intentions.
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Education is like a bridge to cross over from ignorance to knowledge. It is viewed
as the most important tool to develop the society and raise the living standard of the people.
A progressive society imparts knowledge to make people educated and aware. There is a close
and complex proximity between education, society, economy and growth. In the globalizing
age rapid progress of advanced science and technology has created new modus operandi for
life style, growth and sustenance. The education system was developed to facilitate knowledge
and skill in terms of earning material prosperity, and comfortable life without any personal
demeanor. It is felt that such education system is incompatible as it is measured on scale of
money spent on institutions, research grants, placements and earnings. The pattern of education
suggests that knowledge gap is widening between rich and poor.
Despite growing concerns and strategies chalked out by United Nations Social and
Economic Council to promote universal respect of human rights and fundamental freedom for
all without discrimination of race, sex, language or religion, the society is still grappling to
provide basic education to millions of children especially in Asia, Africa and Latin America. It
has always been pondered over that universal egalitarianism is a distant dream for any state or
nation because it is an ideal condition but any responsible and conscious nation must apprise
to make its every citizen aware, dutiful and self-earned. It has been acknowledged that in many
parts of the globe such opportunities are lacking and certain regions consciously or unconsciously
have failed to provide equal opportunity of education. There is wide scale of discrimination,
bias, and prejudice to emphasize the pervasive and critical nature of social inequality woven
through out social institutions as well as embedded within individual consciousness.
The people have been excluded from positions of decision making by putting them
aloof either from education or constructing of such discriminating standards based on religion,
color, or gender. Such phenomenon is percolating at individual and societal beliefs,
behaviors, conscious and unconscious ethos. It perpetuates implicit and explicit values
that bind individuals and institutions and illustrates that oppression appears in attitude and
behavior at the individual and systemic levels. The attitude of individual and society describe
the values, beliefs, ethos and stereotypes that support and justify discrimination. The social
identities can include ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status, caste and religion. In a particular
society there may be members of social identities who are disenfranchised, exploited and
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victimized. There are some dominant section of population who take unfair advantage in
the society. These dominant group define the rules, customs and values what become
acceptable to all and at the opposite end the alienated group is considered deviant and
defective. Such features in a society give understanding to learn the dynamics of complexities
and alienation and it is necessary for fair treatment and equal access to resources and education
to all. John Rawls says:

‘Each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice that even the welfare
of society as a whole cannot override. For this reason justice denies that the loss
of freedom for some is made right by a greater good shared by others. It does
not allow that the sacrifices imposed on a few are outweighed by the larger sum
of advantages enjoyed by many. Therefore in a just society the liberties of equal
citizenship are taken as settled; the rights secured by justice are not subject to
political bargaining or to the calculus of social interests.’1
Buddhism is accepted as a tool by many nations to attain absolute equality in the field
of education. It is originated from the Buddha’s recognition that all sentient beings possess
the innate wisdom and there is no inherent difference among them. It can provide altruistic
education which is cognitive, effective and behavioral. It can usher in transmission of
experience, exploration of potential, and method to develop just society. The purpose of
Buddhist way of education is constructive as well as earning for growth. Material growth
is necessary but not at the cost of poverty, discrimination and environmental deterioration.
The Buddha’s teaching can be evolved in more humanistic way of education that leads to
altruism, joyfulness, non-discrimination and self-cultivation. Buddhism has appeared sparingly
in the social justice movement. It offers the image of the bodhisattva of compassion and as
an image for social work. A cultural figure with a thousand eyes and hands, it symbolizes
the ability to perceive suffering and respond appropriately. Buddhist notion of inter
connectedness offers a new extension of social justice.
The Buddhist concept of sunyata (emptiness) reflects the situation that social
environment is in a constantly changing reality that has no true boundaries and develops
a non-attachment practice stance. This stance includes acceptance and openness to difference,
the readiness to let go and the appreciation of changes as opportunities for new possibilities.
It is observed that our egos often trap into defined roles, precluding the possibility for authentic
connection between people. If person breaks down the illusion of a dichotomy between
the oppressor and the oppressed or between the individual and the institution then a different
approach to community work will be advocated. Buddhism is a practice concerned with
changing consciousness as a necessary condition for social justice. Not only it is necessary to
change policies, procedures, and behaviors, but changing the frame of mind behind draconian
social policies and practices is also necessary. This entails paying attention to the entire
situation and all the players involved in a situation, particularly the egos of one’s self and
others. As advocates for systemic change, we are not individual islands. Injustice is much more
1

John Rawls. A Theory of Justice, pp.3-4
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than a wrong that has been perpetrated against someone, it is an entire situation that involves
interdependent phenomena to which one must attend in its entirety.
Buddhism entails an intricate dialectic between personal consciousness-raising and
helping the world. Conceptualizing ideas in education such as advocacy, social justice and social
development are certainly challenging. Though there are exceptions, much of the writing in
the social development and advocacy literature focuses on ends, rather than processes or
means. Buddhist social development practice provides an opportunity to look into the process
and most importantly to look into our interconnected selves. This can include looking into our
blind spots, such as our subtly colonialist attitudes, and looking at the overt and subtle ways
that is inappropriately used as power with stakeholders, colleagues and within other institutions.
The primary Buddhist position on social action is one of total activism, an unswerving
commitment to complete self-transformation and complete world transformation.2
Buddhism can be helpful to learn, introspect, evaluate and regulate education for all
because it is not mere a creedal faith but also an ethical agency to set the standard of social
behavior and virtues to encourage social justice. In early Buddhism the aim of an ordained
monk was to make effort through teachings of the Buddha to propagate equalitarian ethos.
He proclaims the dhamma which is beneficent at the beginning, beneficent in the middle
and beneficent at the end for divine and human.3 The sangha became a divine preceptor,
a personal counselor and social educator for the society. It gives the notion of desirability of
evolving a culture that leads to sustenance of just socio-economic structure and administration.
The idea put by Buddhism before society was of general applicability cutting across
the diverse tendencies and provide social adherence to diverse ethnic cultural elements based
on homogeneous and egalitarian principles.4 What is common between Buddhism and social
justice is that both perceive a vision of society in which the distribution of resources should be
shared and equitable and people should be physically and psychologically safe and secured.
It envisages a society where members are self-determining and interdependent. It engages
in social actions which have some belongings and social responsibility.5 The Buddha has
done same by attempting to learn and understand the histories, traditions and experiences of
the people who had formerly been excluded and marginalized. His vision to access, retention
and understanding of the society began as a radical approach to create a just society. Over
the time he also examined that his efforts for awareness and social reformation have been
challenged by deeply embedded rigid and dogmatic system that disenfranchised people.
He visualized that there are limitations to change culture, stereotypes and prejudiced attitude
which are maligning the people.
Recently many models of inculcating education to all have been evolved, experimented
and practiced. It has been argued that discussion concerning diversity required to move beyond
access and assimilation and efforts are going on to deliver equal opportunity of education
to all regardless of race, religion, color or sex. Some of the problems like way to respect
cultural differences and balancing one’s culture verses developing a common culture have
R.A.F. Thurman. ‘Guidelines for Buddhist Social Activism Based on Nagarjuna’s Jewel Garland of Royal
Counsels’, p.46
3
Mahāvagga. I.I
4
Anand Singh. ‘Social Issues in Early Buddhism: Gender, Caste and Class’, pp.8-16
5
M. Adams, L. Bell & P. Griffin (ed.) Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice: A Source Book, p.3
2
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been experienced. It has been found that the notion of race and existence of racial hierarchy
have been prevalent since the beginning of modern education system.6 The noticeable growth
has been seen to provide equal access to education to deprived members of society and it has
been derived by a number of economic, political and socio-cultural facets. The facilities and
awareness provided by the United Nation’s Social and Economic Council have been taken into
account to provide equal access to education for all.
The ideological view like multiculturism facilitates, admits and welcomes students from
all section of society. Because of its over emphasis upon disadvantaged or underprivileged,
it is known as ‘anti oppression education’, ‘diversity education’, ‘multicultural education’.
The heterogeneity surrounding socialism can perfectly enrich to its meaning.7 It encourages
social and political change. The motive behind multiculturism is to create shared community
that protects the integrity of various groups and usher in general curriculum for all. It is
a mode of education dominantly representing a will to restructure academic canons and to
aspire for knowledge production and politico-cultural norms that built heterogeneous societies.
It has been argued that multiculturism did not always challenge established cultural prejudices
as was envisioned. It is considered as fluid enough to denote very different kind of cultural
relations that is critically challenged by many.8 A movement for socio-cultural change in
the field of education should be more than the representation of multi-faceted cultures. For just
and judicious pedagogical strategy that can challenge biased assumptions, practices and norms
incorporates a notion that one live in a homogeneous society and have equal opportunity to all
means and ends. Sometimes it is charged that the multicultural approach to education did not
look into the issues that lead to the unequal social conditions and disparities in the society.9
The mobilization for structural change to provide equal accessibility in the field of
education should be more than the representation of many cultures. Search for a pedagogical
strategy that challenges biased practices and thoughts is utmost an urgent requirement of
modern pedagogy. It helps to reduce social tension among the communities and help them to
improve without forfeiting their cultural ethos. It can be done by diversifying the curriculum
to bring educational equity for low income and historically marginalized groups.10 The norms
of compassionate justice has been enshrined in the Buddhist ethics and moral order. It does not
provide rational bias for ruthless culture of greed and selfishness. The welfare of the community
was depend upon equal accessibility of opportunity by highlighting the importance of frugality,
resourcefulness and control over excessive craving. The equal opportunity in the field of
education can be exemplified by accepting communal deliberations, face to face negotiations,
free and frank discussions among the community members. The Buddha emphasizes upon
reason and choice rather than dissenting customs and beliefs. It was a form of deliberative
democracy which was participating and accommodating difference of opinion and even dissent
without imposing majority.11
6
D. B. Tyack. ‘Constructing Difference: Historical Reflections of Schooling and Social Diversity’ Teachers
College Record, pp.8-34
7
Aaron J. Hahn Tapper. ‘A Pedagogy of Social Justice Education: Social Identity Theory, Intersectionality and
Empowerment’p.412
8
Chicago Studies Group. ‘Critical Multiculturism’ p.115
9
D.G. Smith, et. al. Diversity Works: The Emerging Picture of How Students Benefit, Washington D.C.: Associates
of American Colleges & Universities, 1997
10
J. A Williamson, L. Rhodes & M. Dunson. ‘A Selected History of Social Justice Education’ pp.195-224
11
Laksiri, Jayasuriya. ‘Buddhism: Politics and Statecraft’, pp.54-55

450

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

The wider deliberations and thought suggest that a comprehensive overhaul of policy
making is necessary. It is complimentary to know the target groups and educators, designing of
outcome based activities and creation of facilities. The educators to bring transformative learning
experiences through an integrate process that incorporates cognitive and effective interpersonal
and intrapersonal domain of learning for the holistic growth.12 Being a good educator includes
setting up of a physical space for appropriate training and functioning with students to create
opportunity to reflect on their salient learning experiences. The aim is to establish an equilibrium
between the emotional and cognitive components of learning process and acknowledge
the personal and societal dimensions of problems, experiences and rectifications. The rectification
can be done by avoiding mistakes and creating an awareness and humility. The intention is to
evolve a credible source of information, honest personal reflection, questioning the prior beliefs
and assumptions and sustained critical thinking.13 Such goals encourage more imperatives to
create accessible and inclusive educational opportunities for under privileged at equal footing.
It also challenges the assumption that all members of a society share a universally common
culture that ensures equal access for resources and opportunities.
It is vital to challenge rules protecting privileged and the aim of social justice
embedded education is to explore and provide effective education to arouse critical
consciousness, institutional and societal changes. The remedy does not lie in the exercise alone
but also in developing an understanding for transformative learning. The idea behind is to
reject the notion that education is a value neutral process. Instead attempt should be made to
inculcate socially transparent education with proper discourses, values and customs.14 Social
justice education requires awareness content, process and endurance to simultaneously participate
in the process and step out to judge and intervene in ongoing interaction.15 Early Buddhism has
well developed view on social justice which remains a powerful template providing normative
guidelines for the theory and practice for all dimension of statecraft be in the domain of
education, economy or governance.16
The investigation of right perception to discover the root cause of deception and
discrimination in the field of education is the first stage of recovery process. A member of social
group is born and brought up in relation to ethnicity, gender, nationality, religion and certain
socio-economic structure. The social identity is primary criteria through which personality is
groomed. The widespread pattern is found across the world to show instances of subjugation
and intergroup dissonance. It embraces the notion that an individual has social identity in
relation to particular religion and socio-cultural fabric. The person functions with in context of
social identities, power relations, and conflict. All these apprise that current problem relating
to education can be transformed. The approach of educational method should be in form of
commitment to equal partnership across the ethnic, religion and gender lines. The personal
expression of the Buddha and his method to resolve conflict could be instrumental here.
The Buddha did not apply hegemonistic attitude to resolve any issue of the Buddhist sangha
but always interested in amicable solutions.
S. J. Quaye. ‘Think Before You Teach: Preparing for Dialogue About Racial Realities’ pp.542-562
M. Adams. ‘Pedagogical Framework for Social Education’, p.32
14
P. McLaren & H. Giroux. ‘Radical Pedagogy as Cultural Politics: Beyond the Discourse of Critique and
Anti-Utopianism’ pp.29-57
15
P. Griffin and M.L. Ouellett. ‘Facilitating Social Justice Education Courses’ p. 90
16
S. J. Tambiah. World Conqueror and World Renouncer, p.25
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The dissent among the monks in Kośambi can be example where the monks were
divided on certain issues and the Buddha could not settle it. Seeing the awkward situation,
he left Kośambi but advised the monks to associate with friends who were righteous, mindful,
wise and happy and abandon those who were in opposition nature. The Buddha left the scope
of reconciliation and thus provided an opportunity to use their own wisdom.17 When education
fails to provide equal opportunity of education to underprivileged classes, the middle way is
an approach to social well-being. It constitutes normative guidelines for public policy in terms
of ideals of material and moral welfare.
The policies facilitating education could be broadened comprising a system of public
morality and social welfare based on a sophisticated radical analysis of the human conditions.
The educational policy based on social justice plays explicit attention to social relations and make
conscious use of reflections and expressions as a mechanism to counter subversive ideas and to
promote positivism. It rewards changes in awareness level that is impetus to personal growth
and wisdom. It also facilitates discussions and brain storming on social justice and provide
opportunity to common people to share their experience and evaluate their achievements. It is
complete task that should be undertaken with full knowledge of the context and determination
because it builds authentic relationship by transgressing conflict and prejudice. Such efforts
mirror just and unjust social relations by neutralizing problematic elements. Paulo Freire gives
critical pedagogical view and practice and recommends a theoretical philosophy and pedagogy
that serves as an impetus for thinking, liberation movements, critical educational work and
social justice action. The goal of perfecting critical conscious is to learn and understand how
relationship among social groups can be transformed as a more equitable tool.18 Sukuma Dutta
refers to a passage from Aṅguttara Nikāya that mentions quality and pedagogical method for
a good teacher.
‘A monk may learn new and unheard things relating to the dhamma without getting
confused. The first condition is the teacher’s own ability and range of knowledge.
The teacher himself should have mastered the dhamma as set forth in the nine aṅgas
as learnt, as mastered (by himself). He teaches other the dhamma in detail, as learnt,
as mastered, he makes other repeat it in detail, as learnt, as mastered, he ever reflects,
he ever ponder in his heart, mindful he pores over it. Thus is the instruction carried
on by the teacher, himself accomplished in canonical lore, taking the monk learner
through the whole of the canon until the trainee becomes ‘much heard’ (bahussuta) or
learned (pandita).’19
Education is the key to enhance the base of social justice and provide space to achieve
equal opportunity of education. The act of discrimination makes categories of differences that
hierarchically divide people as superior or inferior. The level of difference in any society is
systemic and involves the unjust limitation of the prospects of self-development, realization of
goals and material success of one part of population for the unlimited benefits of other section
Mahendra P. Mittal. Buddha and Early Buddhism, p.270
Paulo Freire. Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p.10-11
19
Sukumar Dutt. Buddhist Monks and Monasteries in India, p.322 (Aṅguttara Nikāya, VI.51), (The nine aṅgas
are sutta, geyya, veyyakarana, gāthā, udāna, itivuttaka, jātaka, abbhutadhamma, vedalla)
17
18
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of population. The institutional and cultural barriers that are created by such social dynamics
are more complicated and it is propagated in the society under rubrics of cultural worldview.
Social justice orients towards reducing and resolving conflict in field of education and avoids
failures or discord between groups of haves and have-nots. It identifies disparities in societal
opportunities, resources and outcomes among the marginalized groups. The intention to provide
accessibility to education for all should be manifested in terms of ideology and application.
Education is the key to broaden the base of social justice and it leads to freedom at
physical and intellectual level. It is primary condition for the quest of human completion.20
One of the foci of such policy is to create opportunities for inter group cooperation and activities
that have the potential to take participants towards perspective of belongingness and shared
values because they all have shared humanity and can focus on the common bond instead of
their differences. It gives the idea that social alienation and marginalization are a superficial
conflict. It shows circumstances under which social identities became important and also signifies
the primary determinant of social perception and behavior. It also specifies different strategies
that society can employ to cope up with a deviant social identity. It is truly psychological and
pertinent on social content as the key determinant of self-definition and behavior. The response
of the people could be understood in terms of subjective beliefs about the marginalized groups
and their relation with other members of the society.
Freire says that authentic thinking is concerned about reality and it does not take place
in ivory tower isolation but only in communication.21 Eradication of discrimination in the field
of education and perpetuation of just norms necessitates to know profoundly the mechanism
by which power is shared historically to silence and marginalize certain social groups through
biased curriculum, poor infrastructure or discrimination on various social parameters.
Progressive educators commit to social justice to disrupt and problematize such social
circumstances. Personal identity, ethnicity may not give an indication of individual’s affiliation
with a historical or cultural background because personal identification with one’s own
ethno- culture is an issue of personal choice.
The parameters like race or caste are social constructions that divide people artificially
into different hierarchies based on arbitrary socio-cultural and physical characteristics.
Any scientific connection between visible difference and psychological attributes is delusion.
Race is a political phenomenon brought into existence and made viable by socio-economic and
political acumen. Such hierarchies of social groups sustain institutionalized system of power
and privileges by sustenance of oppressed groups on one hand and the privileged on the other.22
The identity of a person in a society is shaped by recognition or its absence often
by the misrecognition of others. By instigating and perpetuating conflict one can inflict real
damage and distortion to the people or society. Non-recognition may inflict harm and can be
treated as a kind of oppression impersonating a person in a false, disrespectful and reduced
mode of being.23 Such repugnant ideas have been perpetuated in the society through cultural
imposition and ideological subordination. The pedagogical view with egalitarianism can identify
pronouncement of such beliefs and hateful invectives. To remove any sort of inferiority among
20
21
22
23
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the oppressed class is first stage of reformation. The harm done by foul words invokes all
the millions of cultural ethos regarding inferiority that one has painfully repressed and that
impinged upon as a badge of servitude and subservience.24 The ideological balance is challenging
and ultimately pedagogical objective is to examine and teach about the complexities of social
conflict. Its main goal should be to sharpen the critical thinking skills in order to develop their
thought and intension.25
Buddhism can be helpful in formation of such pedagogical theories because it recognizes
existing realities of things and always strives to make a greatly united world in which all
the people regardless of nation, religion or culture can live happily and flourish. In the context of
social justice the interdependence means whatever principles, policies and action taken should
bear positive intension. The Buddha’s view on non-discrimination and equality recognizes
complexity of causes that produce conflict and suffering and solve them with reconciliatory
approach. The mindset of the Buddha was to establish equalitarian ethos which could cut across
the distinction of race or religion. He says that lineage does not enter into man’s being either
good or bad.26 The Buddha formulated his teachings at a time of profound social and economic
upheaval and turmoil. He envisages new form of social and economic relations build around
the shared values of equality and equanimity. It endeavors to cater the need of just society in
a new social environment. The Buddha often seen as the most enlightened classical philosopher
and his pragmatism could be seen in his willingness to listen, entertain and consider dissenting
points. It was not his absolute command but practical thought to identify and recognize
the problems and give solutions.

Recommendations:
The pedagogical approach for sustenance of just society invigorate culture to the extent
to alleviate those social relations that functions to silence marginalized groups of the society.
Beginning with effective social justice is a methodological approach that is grounded in
an understanding of the history and legacy of exclusion, discrimination and a vision of
systemic social changes. It is a complex task that should be facilitated with full knowledge of
the elements that speed up learning, social justice and commitment to transform the worldview
on education. It requires plasticity in approach formation, implementation and recovery.
The early Buddhist monastic development can be one of the examples of it. Theravāda
monasteries in India were centers of faith and the novice monks had to go for nissaya for
monastic training.27 In these monasteries custom developed among the monks holding
discussions and debates among themselves. The learning was once to get expertise in
canonical literature but gradually its scope was liberalized and extended. This type of method and
transparency in pedagogical methods could offer approaches toward creating just communities.
Emergence of Mahāvihāra tradition (monastic universities like Nālandā) on Buddhist
horizon changed, modified and innovated Buddhist education, its curriculum, literature, language
of writing and mode of education. The process was designed by a re-orientation of monastic
24
25
26
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learning whereby it liberalized its cloistered inbred character and turned into a learning that
was liberal and multifaceted. It was not isolated from larger life of society. It demanded and
perfected knowledge for good and happiness of society. Similarly in modern pedagogy,
the experiences, intergroup contacts, dialogue opportunities can form a stage for critical
self-reflection and freedom of expression on grounds of equality and non-discrimination.
Buddhism propounds maitri, and karuna with an understanding of dependent
co-arising, interconnectedness, and an understanding of the source of suffering. With it
compassion for all beings naturally appears. In the context of development of just society and
education, it is fairly easy to advocate for the oppressed, for the underprivileged, but what is
much more difficult is for true compassion to appear and to advocate for everyone, including
the people who enjoy privileges and who is lacking. It should be noted that Buddhism
does not necessarily promote a particular political, economic or social ideology. Buddhism
is compatible with progressive democratic ideas, as well as economics based on sharing
resources and controlled consumption. These ideas ought to be explored in more depth as a way
to contribute to the substantive literature on sustenance of just society. The historical-doctrinal
viewpoints of Buddhism could be explored to educate the society.
Buddhist view and practice of meditation can be adopted in curriculum to develop
equanimity and selflessness in the society. Learning about the self and the nature of mind and
its delusions are of central importance to the Buddhist endeavor. Meditation is nothing else
but working with what one has, or starting where you are, also a mantra of the social justice.
Meditation helps the practitioner to understand True Self. The True Self is beyond the categories
of gender, caste, race and religion, and yet it is not beyond these things. The self or mind can
often manifest in dichotomous thinking and selfishness. Meditative practices can help individuals
distinguish the True Self and recognize that the self is constantly changing and impermanent
and cut through the illusory separation between self and others.
Since individual and social values cannot be separated, one crucial issue is whether
an education system is conducive to the ethical and spiritual development of its participants.
Those who defend old methods argue that its emphasis on competition and personal gain
is grounded in the fact that humans are fundamentally self-interested. Critics of monopoly
of system by few reply that our human nature is more altruistic, so the general good is better
promoted by emphasizing enduring policies for promotion of education to all. Early Buddhism
avoids that debate by taking a different approach. The Buddha emphasized that we all have
both wholesome and unwholesome traits. What is important is reducing our unwholesome
characteristics including afflictive emotions. The pedagogical structure requires understanding
of social and political content in which such phenomenon occurs. It identifies systemic forces
and barriers which are related to each other and jointly immobilizes educational institutions.
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Gotama Buddha in the Eyes of Modern Biographers
Harkiman Racheman
Faculty of Languages and Linguistics, University Malaya

Introduction
Rather than being a changeless replica of the real patriarchy of the Buddha’s time,
the Buddhist patriarchy of the present time can only be a dynamic interpretation and
reconstruction of it. That the historical life of Gotama Buddha1, in the sense of an absolutely
comprehensive and definitive biographical document, has never existed2 seems to suggest even
further that that must be the case. In addition to that, there is a real time lapse between the actual
historicity of the Buddha on the one hand and the reinterpreted and, hence, reinvented history
on the other (see Schober, 2004: 45; Bechert, 2004: 83). Consequently, despite the known facts
about the Buddha’s life, there is still a certain amount of continuing speculation. One case
in point is with the question of whether or not Gotama Buddha was really so regrettably
unjust towards womankind. By examining some selected biographies published in the modern
era, the present paper aims to demonstrate that the Buddhist patriarchy as it is recognized
today can never be anything greater than a sheer social construction based particularly on
the socio-cultural realities of the modern times.

‘Reality’ & Social Constructionism
Modern social scientific discoveries, as pioneered among others by Peter Berger &
Thomas Luckmann in their The Social Construction of Reality (1966), have revealed to us that,
rather than being an unchanging fixity or essence transcending historical time and
geographical space, the so-called ‘reality’ is so time-bound and culture-bound indeed that it
can only be a fluid and dynamic social phenomenon (cf. Burr, 1995: 4; Weinberg, 2009: 283).
Social constructionists strongly believe that there is no objective once-and-for-all independent
1
The following names—i.e. Gotama, Siddhartha, Gotama Buddha, the Buddha, and the Master are used
interchangeably herein to refer to the founder of the Buddhist religion.
2
Oldenberg (1882: 78-79) and Mrs. Rhys Davids (via Brewster, 1975: xi), for instance, have stated that even
in the minds of those early disciples who were responsible for the canonization of the Master’s verbal teachings,
the thought for producing such a comprehensive biography had not occurred at all. “[T]here were biographical
fragments,” Oldenberg noted, “but a biography was compiled from them for the first time at a much later
period” (1882: 81). Calling it a carelessness on the part of those early followers, Mrs. Rhys David further stated that
“the Buddhist monk-community…did not make it of equally prime importance to do as much for the story of his
[the Buddha’s] whole last life on earth. That we must now piece together scraps of biography and autobiography
embedded in those rules and those sayings [in the Buddhist scriptures] is the only way left us to make good that
negligence” (via Brewster, 1975: xi).
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reality whatsoever at all (Burr, 1995: 4). So much so that what we call ‘reality’ in the general
linguistic application of the word had better be viewed as a perceived ‘instability’ at least in
the sense that:
“Since the social world, including ourselves as people, is the product of social processes, it follows that there cannot be any given, determined nature to the world or
people. There are no ‘essences’ inside things or people that make them what they are”
(Burr, 1995: 4).
However, such a perceived reality, according to Berger and Luckmann, can only be
the end result of the three-stage process which consists of (1) externalization, (2) objectification,
and (3) internalization (Burr, 1995: 7). As regards what each of the stages means within
Berger and Luckmann’s anti-essentialist account of social life, Burr has offered the following
illumination:
“People ‘externalize’ when they act on their world, creating some artifact or practice.
For example, they may have an idea (such as the idea that the sun revolves around
the earth) and ‘externalize’ it by telling a story or writing a book. But this then enters
into the social realm; other people re-tell the story or read the book, and once in this
social realm the story or book begins to take on a life of its own. The idea it expresses
has become an ‘object’ of consciousness for people in that society (‘objectification’)
and has developed a kind of factual existence or truth; it seems to be ‘out there’,
an ‘objective’ feature of the world which appears as ‘natural’, issuing from the nature
of the world itself rather than dependent upon the constructive work and interactions
of human beings. Finally, they ‘internalize’ it as part of their consciousness, as part of
their understanding of the nature of the world” (Burr, 1995: 7).
But, it must be added here that the whole process above can occur primarily due to
the essential role or through the prerequisite existence of language (see Burr, 1995: 5; Kelly,
1983: 50-51; Leeds-Hurtwitz, 2009: 892). Berger and Luckmann have stated that
“[t]he common objectifications of everyday life are maintained primarily by linguistic
significance” (via Kelly, 1983: 50). Or, in Burr’s even simpler words, “the way people think,
the very categories and concepts that provide a framework of meaning for them, are provided
by the language they use” (1995: 5).
In The Linguistic Construction of Reality (1987), in which the “socially-constructed”
reality is concretized even further as being “linguistically-constructed” in its very nature, George
W. Grace writes, “[A]ll we can do is to theorize about reality, or to put it more precisely still,
to construct models of it. These models are our constructed realities, and they are reflected
in the languages we speak” (1987: 6). It is not surprising, therefore, that more radical social
constructionists would go so far as arguing that reality can only be conceptual as it “has been
created continuously by its speakers” (Burr, 1995: 11) via language; therefore, “there is nothing
outside the text” (Burr, 1995: 6).
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The above unprecedented approach to knowledge, often referred to as ‘social
constructionism’ or ‘social constructivism,’3 has had a far-reaching impact to nearly all social
and humanistic scientific fields or disciplines—with a probable exception of the natural sciences
which seem to follow their own non-social scientific methodologies (see Halfpenny, 2003: 379;
Weinberg, 2009: 284-285).
Social constructionism seriously questions the deceptive stability of the so-called
‘scientific’ knowledge, previously taken to mean a sheer body of changeless or unquestionable
facts discovered subjectively, and consequently replaces them with socially-constituted
perceptions. In Eberle’s wording, “Constructions are thus not the subjective business of singular
individuals. They are socially derived and intersubjectively shared and enacted” (Eberle, 1992:
498; see also Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009: 892). Therefore, such a perceived knowledge or “common
sense knowledge” (see Eberle, 1992: 492; Weinberg, 2009: 281) or “a common sense of reality”
(Eberle, 1992: 501), as it is perhaps better referred to, “is not a product of [subjective]
observation but the outcome of interactions between scientists working in a particular community
of practice”4 (Swann et.al, 2004, s.v. “Social Constructionism (-ism)”).
Thus, unlike subjective constructivism, which is its complete opposite, social
constructionism is, therefore, about “reality construction in interaction and conversation,
by means of internalized social objectifications and typifications, stabilized by routines,
institutionalizations and legitimations, and so on” (Eberle, 1992: 499).
As a consequence, the ‘reality’ of the Buddha’s misogyny or, for a milder term,
the Buddhist ‘patriarchy’, as suggested by Rita M Gross (Gross, 1993: 22), may not have been
the same kind of creature today as it was over 2,500 years ago in the Indian subcontinent.
In simpler wording, what we ‘collectively’ (as opposed to ‘individually’) believe to be
the Buddhist patriarchy of the time of the Buddha, based inevitably on our modern social-cultural
contexts, may only be our own critical perception in response to the past reality that can never
be fully resurrected intact in the strictest sense of the word. Therefore, this sort of Buddhist
patriarchy should only be viewed as another social construct inseparable from the gravitational
pull of the socio-cultural life of modern times.

The Early Disciples & The Buddhist Patriarchy
Schober has stated that it was only after five centuries following the death of the Buddha
that the otherwise scattered or imperfect accounts of Gotama Buddha were eventually organized
and standardized (2004: 45). However, during the process of systematizing the biographical
accounts of the Buddha, certain elements which were not genuine parts of the historicity of
the Buddha’s life, most probably had made inroads into it.
It is no wonder that the disputed injustices towards womankind could well be a later
fabrication which was institutionalized into the later Buddhism rather than being entities which
had existed right from the very beginning (see Gross, 1993: 22; cf. Foucher, 1963: 198 &
Despite a subtle theoretical difference in meaning, both “social constructionism” and “social constructivism”
are more frequently used to mean the same thing (see, for instance, Weinberg (2009: 296; footnote 1).
4
In Sociolinguistics, the ‘community of practice’ suggests a group of people (for instance, one’s colleagues at
work, etc.) who share more or less the same aspects of language identity due to their similar engagement or endeavor.
3
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Oldenberg, 1882: 164). “I do not find widespread misogyny in the Buddhist tradition,” Gross
said, “…for the most part, traditional Buddhism is relatively androcentric and that those who
formulated the tradition and wrote the texts operated with an androcentric worldview” (1993: 22).
Similarly, for pretty much the same reason, modern Buddha biographers who live in
the present era; i.e. one that is so far apart from that of the ancient Buddhists, must choicelessly
re-create or re-modify the ancient Buddhist patriarchy in order to re-present a new image of
Gotama Buddha (see also Strong, 2009: xii). This is inevitable because modern humanity no
longer lives in the same socio-cultural milieu; instead, as Coleman puts it, it constantly struggles
to survive “in an age of feminism and a radical rethinking of gender” (2002: 15 ff).

The Research Methodology5
Discourses6—including the biographical texts of the life of the Buddha—are often used
by their producers to perpetuate the dominant power or ideology in their society (Fairclough,
1989: 86; see also Henderson, 2005: 16). This is done especially through a mechanism known
as inculcation (Fairclough, 1989: 75).
The social practice of the Buddhist biographical discourse or, in simpler wording,
the traditional imposition of a certain set of values, rules or conventions on all biographers
of the Buddha as regards the do’s and the don’ts, constitutes the most important point of
departure for the production of any Buddha biographies; and, for that matter, it is basically but
necessarily biased.
However, it must be stated right from the outset that, as the Buddha biographers whose
works are under scrutiny here do not seem to have faithfully succumbed to the pressure of
the traditional Buddhist biographical discourse, their Buddha can rightly be viewed collectively
as a counter-discourse, as it were. The CDA analysis proposed herein, though not meant
to unravel completely the patriarchal ideology characteristic of the traditional Buddha
biographical writing, and expects to make manifest the biographers’ counter argument in
response to it.
Drawing on the views of Halliday, Foucault, Critical Theory, the Frankfurt School,
etc., Fairclough is widely known as one of the pioneering critical discourse analysts who
introduced CDA or what he calls CLS (Critical Language Study) (Fairclough, 1989: 5) at its
earliest stage of development. He published his most influential book entitled Language and
Power in 1989—ten years after Fowler and his colleagues introduced the term ‘critical
linguistics’ in their Language and Control—and renamed it as CDA (see Xin, 2000: 20).
Also known as the Sociocultural Change Approach, Fairclough’s version of CDA
covers the following three successive layers of analysis; namely, the analyses of the text, its
discourse practice, and its social practice respectively. These stages have been referred to by
This section is largely the same as that in Harkiman Racheman & Faridah Noor Mohd. Noor’s Paper which we
presented at the 9th International Buddhist Conference, Vietnam 7-11 May 2014 entitled “A Silent Protest against
Gender Inequality: a Case of Karen Armstrong’s Buddha.”
6
The term ‘discourse’ here is employed in Fairclough’s sense to mean “the whole process of social interaction of
which a text is just a part. This process includes in addition to the text the process of production, of which the text
is a product; and the process of interpretation, for which the text is a resource” (Fairclough, 1989: 24).
5
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Fairclough as the stages of description, interpretation and explanation (1989: 109). In conducting
Fairclough’s version of CDA, which is predominantly a text-based analysis (see Jorgensen &
Phillips, 2002: 65), it is therefore imperative that the discourse practice and the social practice
of the discourse be investigated equally thoroughly.
At the level of description, a discourse analyst investigates first and foremost
the lexico-grammatical features of the text under scrutiny. These features are related to
the vocabulary, sentence structures and/or coherence/cohesion encountered in the discourse.
Next, at the level of interpretation, the analyst investigates the productive process of
the text. S/he attempts to figure out how the text has come into being (read: the process of textual
production) as well as how the text has been socially or collectively received (read: its textual
consumption) (see Fairclough, 1989: 141-162). In other words, the analyst herein analyses
the text in relation to its order of discourse.
There are three things to be done here. First, the analyst will figure out how
the personal backgrounds of the text-producer have made their ways into the text. Second,
s/he will track down the interdiscursivity and the intertextuality of the text under scrutiny in
order to establish any outside contributions instrumental to the production of the text. The former
means the text-producer’s implicit reference to certain discursive systems; while the latter his
more explicit borrowing from them (Wu, 2011: 97). In other words, the analyst shall conduct
a genre analysis and an intertextual analysis on the text under scrutiny. Finally, s/he shall look at
how the text-producer’s target audience has affected the eventual quality of the text produced.
Lastly, at the level of explanation, the CDA analyst can interpret her/his own research
findings by relating them carefully to all the relevant social practice prior to making important
inferences about them (see Fairclough, 1989: 162-166). S/He can explore the extent to which
the discourse under scrutiny has followed, maintained, upheld, supported or, even, challenged
or modified the assumptions, ideas, concepts, conditions, rules or values adopted or accepted
collectively within the discourse community concerned.
With the adoption of Fairclough’s three-stage CDA, it is expected that the investigation
shall come full circle in establishing the modern biographers’ critical and skeptical response
towards the traditional depiction of the Buddhist patriarchy, but as one integrated counter
discourse. This emphasis is in line with the tenet within the social constructionist philosophy
above that recognizes no individual reality as such as there is only a social reality; i.e. one that
is constructed collectively (Burr, 1995: 119).
However, due to the limitation of space herein, the research findings from
the proposed three separate (though not mutually exclusive) analyses under CDA above shall
only be collectively summarized narratively. Technical details and terms, however, shall be
avoided as much as possible. And, for the sake of convenience, all the findings shall come under
some thematic sub-topics. As many strong-supporting quotes as possible shall be incorporated
in order to maximize both the authorial representation and representativeness of the texts under
scrutiny as well as to reduce my otherwise overlapping paraphrasing to an absolute necessity
only. Hopefully, this strategy may enable the reader to identify the origin of each excerpt or
quote even more meaningfully.
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The Primary Data
Throughout the historical span of the Buddhist religion, a great deal of biographies of
the Buddha have been produced and published in many languages (i.e. Sanskrit, Pāli, Chinese,
Tibetan, Mongolian, etc.). However, many of them, especially the monumental biographical
works mentioned in Lamotte’s scheme (via Willemen, 2011: 71), shall not be discussed at all
here.7 Instead, the focus shall be on a selected few of modern biographies, without minding
their sectarian persuasions or orientations, written in the English language and whose primary
audience is identifiably an English-speaking readership.8
In general, the research object here is a series of Buddha biographies which emerged
from roughly about the final decades of the 19th century to the first decade of the 21st century.9
However, other biographies which may be highly relevant but could not be made readily
available in time for viewing, shall not be made part of the present undertaking.
Of all the Buddha biographies initially considered, only those which demonstrate
significantly their authors’ sufficient coverage or treatment of the dynamic relationship between
Gotama Buddha and the feminine, though of course in varying degrees of depth and relevance,
were made the primary texts on which the proposed research was conducted10. The central
focus, however, was on the Buddha’s initial rejection or his strong disapproval of Mahapajapati’s
plea for being allowed to join the monastic community (sangha).11 This is because the issue of
Lamotte divided all the texts about the legendary life of the Buddha into 5 successive productive stages; namely,
1) those in the Suttas; 2) those in the vinayas; 3) those incomplete works such as Lalitavistara, Mahavastu and other
Chinese texts; 4) those complete biographical works of the Buddha like Buddhacarita; and, finally, 5) the Sinhalese
works (see Willemen, 2011: 71).
8
There are also Buddha biographies produced in other European languages. To mention just a few of them,
there are Julius Dutoit’s Das Leben des Buddha (1906); George Grimm’s Die Lehre des Buddha (1919); Herbert
Günther’s Der Buddha and seine Lehre (1956); Hermann Beckh’s Buddha und seine Lehre (1958); Kurt Leider’s
Buddha (1968); Hellmuth Hecker’s Das Leben des Buddha (1973); and Johannes Lehmann’s Buddha: Leben, Lehre,
Wirkung (1980).
9
The biographies which have been written with the aim of discrediting both the Buddha and his teachings and, for
that matter, can be suspected of containing some unfair fabrication shall not be incorporated into the present study.
For example, Bishop Paul Bigandet has stated his objective in his production of The Life and Legend of Gaudama,
the Buddha of the Burmese (1912) as follows: “The best way to undermine the foundations of a false creed and
successfully attack it, is to lay it open to the eyes of all and exhibit it as it really is” (see the Preface to the First
Edition). To mention one more example, Kenneth J. Saunders has similarly voiced the same stance in his Gotama
Buddha: A Biography (1922) when he wrote: “Yet the biographer must record the failure as well as the success of
his hero, and facts must be faced: there is something in Gotama’s system which in the end of the day spells failure,
or rather it lacks that one thing which alone can guarantee success—a true idea of God” (p. 86).
10
Biographies like Robert Allen Mitchell’s The Buddha: His Life Retold (1989) which do not seem to make
an important issue out of the Buddhist patriarchy shall accordingly not be discussed at all.
11
Consequently, modern Buddha biographies which are meant to be sheer literal or near-literal translations
or collections of translations (for e.g. The Rev. Samuel Beal’s The Romantic Legend of Sakya Buddha (1875);
Paul Carus’ The Gospel of Buddha: According to Old Records (1915); E. H. Brewster’s The Life of Gotama the Buddha
(1975); Bhikkhu Nanamoli’s The Life of the Buddha (1978), N. A. Jayawickrama’s The Story of Gotama Buddha
(1990), etc.) or those generally considered as popular fictional works or literary renderings of the Master’s life
(for e.g. Hermann Hesse’s Sidhhartha (1922(1988)), Deepak Chopra’s Buddha: A Story of Enlightenment (2007), Jack
Kerouac’s Wake Up: a Life of the Buddha (1955(2008)), etc.) shall not be considered either. The reason is because
these works do not seem to significantly project their authors’ spontaneous or exclusively personal reactions. Other
biographies; such as, Arthur Lillie’s The Popular Life of Buddha (1883) ; T. W. Rhys Davids’ Buddhism: Being
a Ketch of the Life and Teachings of Gautama, the Buddha (1890); Sherab Chodzin Kohn’s A Life of the Buddha
(2009); and Michael Carrithers’ Buddha: A Very short Introduction (2001), despite their important contributions
7
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the Buddhist patriarchy has most of the time been most heavily related to this very event
(cf. Coleman, 2001: 141; Gross, 1993: 36).
Thus, perhaps only the following biographies can so far really qualify for a closer
investigation or study: Hermann Oldenberg’s The Buddha: his Life, his Order, his Doctrine
(1882); Edward J. Thomas’s The Life of Buddha as Legend and History ((1927)1976);
A. Foucher’s The Life of the Buddha According to the Ancient Texts and Monuments of India
(1963); David J & Indrani Kalupahana’s The Way of Siddhartha: a Life of the Buddha (1982);
Jeannine Auboyer’s Buddha (1996); Karen Armstrong’s Buddha (2004); Walter Henry Nelson’s
Buddha: His Life and His Teaching (2008); John S. Strong’s The Buddha (2009); and,
Vishvapani Blomfield’s Gautama Buddha: the Life and Teachings of the Awakened One (2012)12.

The Research Findings
The Buddhist patriarchy13, though the ancient disciples of the Buddha might not have
admitted it, was indeed fabricated through the “[male] chauvinism in the Order” (Armstrong,
2004: 154)—in which “the prudish writers of the treatises on discipline exaggerated Sākyamuni’s
dislike of the fair sex” (Foucher, 1963: 199). In general, it seems that all the above mentioned
biographers have agreed that the Buddhist religious system of old “had been thought out and
molded solely by men and for men” (Oldenberg, 1882: 381). Accordingly, this section shall
aim to explore the extent to which the above biographies have re-constructed or re-invented
the Buddhist patriarchy based on their collective responses to its ancient counterpart. To give
the present exploration a necessary round-off, all the possible impacts that such a social
reconstruction may cause shall later be briefly discussed, too.

Lack Of Respect For Women In Ancient India
Some lack of respect for the fair sex in the form of “the seclusion of women from
the outer world” (Oldenberg, 1882: 164) had already been quite prevalent in the Indian
spiritual scene prior to the emergence of the Buddha14. According to the social law of Manu,
“[a] woman is not permitted to enjoy independence” (Oldenberg, 1882: 377): “In childhood,
let her be subjected to the will of her father; in adult life to the will of the man who has led her
home; to her son’s will, when her husband has died” (Oldenberg, 1882: 377).
to the study of the Buddha’s life, are not relevant to the present study as they do not contain significant comments
by their authors with regards to the theme currently explored in this paper.
12
It is not easy to do justice to all the concerned biographies. Therefore, wordy and repetitious excerpts from them.
However, highly-relevant words, phrases, clauses and, even, shorter paragraphs shall be quoted and carefully cited
with the names of their respective authors, their dates of publication and their reference page numbers following.
13
It must be stated here that only Armstrong (2004) and Blomfield (2012) have used the stronger term ‘misogyny’
as opposed to the milder term ‘patriarchy.’ See also a discussion on these two terms in Gross (1993: 22).
14
Armstrong has stated that the date of the Buddha’s attainment of Nibbana or enlightenment, supposedly
the starting point of his missionary service, is still a case of controversy: “The scriptures say that the Buddha
attained Nibbana in late April or early May, but they do not reveal the year in which this important event took place.
The conventional date has long been held to be 528 B.C.E., though some modern scholarship would put it as late
as 450” (2004: 123).

464

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

It is not surprising that, in later times, the Buddhist monastic order, in which its female
members are “treated merely as a tolerated, and reluctantly tolerated, element in the Church”
(Oldenberg, 1882: 166), would still be “an amplification of this position of Manu” (Oldenberg,
1882: 377).
In this socio-cultural milieu, in which the significance of “true womanhood” (Oldenberg,
1882: 164) was not recognized, the Indian women were unfortunately only “second-class
citizens” (Kalupahana, 1982: 187) who “enjoyed very little opportunity to demonstrate their
abilities” (Kalupahana, 1982: 188), though few of them like Gargi and Maitreyi would participate
socially in the intellectual life of the kingdoms of Magadha, Kasi and Kosala.
This was also an environment in which “[p]rejudices against them were many and
varied” (Kalupahana, 1982: 188) and “women were mere objects of enjoyment for men”
(Kalupahana, 1982: 188). No doubt, the ancient Indian men would seriously doubt that women;
such as, Sela, Soma, Vimala, Nandutara, Mutta, Subha and the others “could attain the spiritual
heights that male ascetics were able to reach” (Kalupahana, 1982: 188) or that they were able
to “rule a kingdom” (Kalupahana, 1982: 188).
It is perhaps not that surprising if, out of the seven types of wives introduced to
the ancient Indian society, “a persecutor or a thief or a mistress or a mother or a sister or
a friend or a servant” (Foucher, 1963: 199) Gotama Buddha “preferred and… gave first place”
(Foucher, 1963: 199) to the last. The reason was simply because “[s]he would have patience
beyond all endurance and submissiveness that could not be disturbed” (Foucher, 1963: 199).
However, in relation to the continuity of the Buddhist order, “[women] cannot be left
out of sight” (Oldenberg, 1882: 169) either. As “benefactresses of the Church” (Oldenberg,
1882: 169) who “zealously engaged as fellow-laborers through charity, assistance” (Oldenberg,
1882: 167), these early women (of which Visakha was one of the most prominent) were
“the actors who made the oldest Buddhist community what it was” (Oldenberg, 1882: 169).
Their “stupendous munificence … proceeded in gross measure” (Oldenberg, 1882: 169).

Siddhartha Exchanged Domesticity For Homelessness
In the beginning, Siddhartha may seem to have succumbed to the Indian ideal for
domesticity. He readily agreed with his father in order to get married. As “all previous Buddhas
did marry, [he] consents to this, and even indicates his preference for Gopā, the daughter of
his maternal uncle, Daṇdapāni. (Strong, 2009: 59). But, this was only for “fulfilling the duty
to provide sons, rather than a path to emotional fulfillment” (Blomfield, 2012: 27). His later
comments, however, clearly suggest that marriage is for him “constricting” (Blomfield, 2012:
27) and that the “household life seemed narrow and troubled” (Blomfield, 2012: 141).
Thus, to realize any spiritual goals, one had to literally abandon one’s domestic life in
order to pursue the holy life (brahmacariya), “a lifestyle that had nothing to do with domesticity”
(Armstrong, 2004: 1) or that “miasma of petty tasks and pointless duties” (Armstrong, 2004: 1).
As “thousands of men and even a few women” (Armstrong, 2004: 1), who lived
under the spell of the pre-Buddhistic Indian ethos, desired for “[t]he thick luxuriant forests that
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fringed the fertile plain of the Ganges river” (Armstrong, 2004: 1); Gotama who was equally
overwhelmed by the excitement made up “his mind to join them” (Armstrong, 2004: 1).
However, “one might think” (Armstrong, 2004: 4) that Gotama’s unstoppable desire
for homelessness was propelled by the loss of an “ability to live” (Armstrong, 2004: 4) or
“a profound depression” (Armstrong, 2004: 4). However, “that was not the case” (Armstrong,
2004: 4). As far as Gotama was concerned, homelessness was irreplaceable as “the endless round
of duties and responsibilities that made up a householder’s life became a symbol of samsara
and of exclusion from holiness” (Armstrong, 2004: 40-41). In addition to that, “Gotama was
leaving home to find a cure for the sickness that plagues humanity and which fills men and
women with unhappiness” (Armstrong, 2004: 6).
One important note which must be taken in this context is that to leave home is also
to dissociate oneself completely from womanhood and some of the complex that it entails.
Homelessness is an utter “rejection of the domestic world and women” (Armstrong, 2004: 155)
because “this fool’s paradise” (Armstrong, 2004: 32) was helplessly “dominated …by lust,
greed and ambition” (Armstrong, 2004: 40) providing Siddhartha with “no hope of liberation”
(Armstrong, 2004: 41).

Women Were a Hindrance to Enlightenment
Within the framework of the spiritual quest above, there is an interesting resemblance
between Siddhartha and Jesus in relation to their rejection of women. Both sages “took it for
granted that family life was incompatible with the highest forms of spirituality” (Armstrong,
2004: 2); and, consequently, “they must leave their wives and children and abandon their aged
relatives” (Armstrong, 2004: 2). Women were viewed by the young Siddhartha as a hurdle to
his attainment of spiritual enlightenment; and, therefore, there “is an intense and urgent desire
on his part to leave” (Strong, 2009: 70) the family life immediately.
It is said that, in the Buddhist scriptures, women have been both unkindly and
unpleasantly depicted. Firstly, “of all the snares which the tempter has spread for men,
[they are] the most dangerous; [as] in women are embodied all the powers of infatuation, which
bind the mind of the world” (Oldenberg, 1882: 165). Secondly, “Unfathomably deep, like a fish’s
course in the water is the character of women, robbers with many artifices, with whom truth
is hard to find, to whom a lie is like the truth and the truth like a lie” (Oldenberg, 1882: 165).
Thirdly, they have also been pictured “like idiots clutching pretty vases full of vomit”, “like
excited dogs in the midst of bones,” “like fish caught in a net,” “like moths throwing themselves
into burning flames” (Strong, 2009: 70), etc. Finally, Gotama has also spoken of a woman
as an “‘unclean, bad-smelling, timid, fearful and treacherous’ snake” (Blomfield, 2012: 211).
But, as truly degrading and offensive as they can possibly be, the above impressions,
contrary to popular expectation, were not initially meant for public knowledge.
“[The Buddha’s] unflattering descriptions of women are exclusively addressed to monks with
the sheer purpose of encouraging them in their celibacy, and the Vinaya tells us that the extra
rules were pragmatic precautions to guard against real dangers for the community” (Blomfield,
2012: 211).
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Thus, “Gautama’s comments [in the scriptures] need to be read in context” (Blomfield,
2012: 211); or “[m]odern readers [will] often see these rules as evidence of misogyny”
(Blomfield, 2012: 211).

The Master Was Distanced From Women
Despite the Buddha’s attitude to women which was “remarkable for its time”
(Blomfield, 2012: 209), the Sutta pitaka and the Vinaya pitaka, which were committed
to writing by later male monastics, “have relatively little to say about Gautama’s contact with
the nuns—the Sakyadhitas, or ‘daughters of the Shakyan’” (Blomfield, 2012: 210). It is only
the Therigatha which consistently shows “that many nuns gained realization and felt confident
in their capacities” (Blomfield, 2012: 210).
In general, as “Buddhism has not had a Mary of Bethany” (Oldenberg, 1882: 166),
the Buddhist scriptures tends to ‘unmistakably keep the female disciples, who have donned
the garb of nuns, at a certain distance from the master, both in spiritual offices and in daily
life” (Oldenberg, 1882: 166). It follows from here that, for example, “[n]ot one of the female
disciples is near the master when he is dying… “(Oldenberg, 1882: 166); and, “[i]n the account
of Buddha’s death they [the nuns] are not mentioned” (Thomas, 1975: 109) at all.

Gotama’s View About Women
To pursue his spiritual quest, Gotama would do without the accompaniment of
his wife, Yasodhara. “It did not occur to him to take his wife with him, as some of renouncers
did” (Armstrong, 2004: 154). The underlying reason was quite clear: “In the Buddha’s
mind, women may well have been inseparable from the ‘lust’ that made enlightenment
an impossibility” (Armstrong, 2004: 154).
“Staying focused on Enlightenment meant steadfastly resisting the lures of
the world – especially in the shape of women (who receive rough treatment in the monks’
verses)” (Blomfield, 2012: 187-188). Thus, by having left his palace, he can “take[s] no delight”
(Strong, 2009: 9) anymore, say, in “the girls of the harem” (Strong, 2009: 69) who constantly
“play very seductive tunes and sing suggestive songs” (Strong, 2009: 9).
“The body was another source of revulsion, and [to avoid it] some monks stayed in
cremation grounds amid the ghosts and rotting bodies” (Blomfield, 2012: 188). “Consider,
for example, the plight of a solitary monk who is meditating beneath a tree when a woman
approaches him” (Blomfield, 2012: 188). But, if a male disciple had intentionally approached
a female, as is the case of Sudinna (who had a sexual intercourse with his former wife in order
that his family would have an heir), the punishment would have been of the severest kind—i.e.
a “rebirth in ‘the bad destination, the abyss, hell’” (Blomfield, 2012: 199).
The following fiery words, addressed by the Master to Sudinna, would, therefore, also
act as a stern warning barring all other male monastics from indulging in any sexual intercourse:
“Worthless man, it would be better that your penis be stuck into the mouth of a poisonous snake
or a pit of burning embers than into a woman’s vagina” (Blomfield, 2012: 198).
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This view of women also shows through, though implicitly, in other thematically-related
events in the canon. For example, in the Buddha’s past lives, though he had been reincarnated
as both animals and humans many times, “he was spared the state of femininity” (Auboyer,
1996: 28). This is because, as the monastic orders “in all countries and at all times … have
held” (Foucher, 1963: 199), women were “the devil’s most dangerous of snares because [they
are] the most seductive” (Foucher, 1963: 199). No wonder, Mara the Tempter in one of his final
attempts to prevent Gotama from realizing enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, has sent his
three daughters (read ‘not sons’)—named Thirst, Joy and Delight, “the most beautiful in
the world” (Auboyer, 1996: 59)—to “display ‘the magic of women” (Auboyer, 1996: 59).

Gotama Did Not Abandon His Wife
There has also been a question about whether or not Gotama has unfairly abandoned
his wife at all. However, his rejection of his spouse’s participation in his spiritual quest was
more about doing away with his own psychological attachment than, say, associating Yasodhara
with sheer lust—”But this was not because he found sexuality disgusting, like the Christian
Fathers of the Church, but because he was attached to his wife” (Armstrong, 2004: 154). Also,
it was in keeping “the vow for Buddhahood he took under the previous Buddha Dipamkara”
(Strong, 2009: 9) that he had to leave his wife.
After the attainment of his enlightenment, Siddhartha spoke of his marital attachment
to Yasodhara which spanned over countless lifetimes: “We both knew what this meeting meant,
for she and I had recognized each other. We had been husband and wife together in the past,
in countless lives over the millions of years, and in that moment, when our eyes met,
I remembered all” (Nelson, 2008: 40-41).
Furthermore, “[the Buddha] remembered lives with her—aeons past—when he was
a young hunter and the world was new, and lives before that, when he lived his time on earth
as a great tiger and she his mate” (Nelson, 2008: 41). Still, in another past life, the Buddha
was shot with a deadly arrow by some ancient king who struggled to win Yasodhara’s heart;
however, she (then called Fairy Canda) quickly “taunted the gods, saying, ‘are there no world
guardians, or are they gone abroad, or are they dead that they do not protect my husband’ that
Sakka came down and restored him to life (Thomas, 1975: 100-101).

Buddha’s Rejection Of Women’s Entering The Sangha
The Buddha’s objection to the establishment of the female monastic order, to begin
with, was more sociological than soteriological. The Master predicted that it “would create
a still greater disruption in the existing social fabric” (Kalupahana, 1982: 156); so much so
that “not only the brahmans but even the non-brahmans … would rise against such a step”
(Kalupahana, 1982: 156).
Gotama’s rejection of female involvement in men’s spiritual quest occurred
particularly after his enlightenment. Despite his foster-mother’s or Pajapati’s repeated begging
and pleading for an ordination into the Sangha (or the Buddhist Order), Gotama Buddha
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strongly disapproved of it. His uncompromising stance was: “There was no question of
admitting women to the Order” (Armstrong, 2004: 151). He may have appeared to “bar women
from the Sangha” completely (Armstrong, 2004: 152) as in his mind, there seemed to be
“a fundamental difference, which could not be reconciled” (Oldenberg, 1882: 166-167) between
his disciples on the one hand and women on the other.
But, as “there was no reason to refuse women their right” (Foucher, 1963: 198),
“[t]he Buddha in time resigned himself to following [the Upanishadic] example, but we
are told that it took the insistence of his aunt and adopted mother as well as good Ananda’s
intercession to bring him to it” (Foucher, 1963: 198); and, thus, “only with grave misgiving
that Buddha yielded to the pressure…to receive women also as his disciples” (Oldenberg,
1882: 165). But, the Buddha’s acceptance of women was not at all “an immediate response”
(Kalupahana, 1982: 155).
For the Buddha, Pajapati’s request was “a moral dilemma not amenable to an easy
solution” (Kalupahana, 1982: 156). “The Buddha clearly remained doubtful of the wisdom
of accepting women into the Order” (Nelson, 2008: 138). However, this does not mean that
the Master considered women as incapable of attaining the highest spiritual goal. “[H]e
presumably did not regard them as ‘inferior’ for he had admitted to Ananda that they were as
capable as men of attaining full enlightenment and becoming Arahants” (Nelson, 2008: 138).
His hesitation was basically twofold: “One was to help his mother overcome her grief and
find some solace in life. The other was the general welfare and duration of the order he had
founded” (Kalupahana, 1982: 156).
There were a few underlying reasons to the Buddha’s admitting women into the order.
Firstly, he told Ananda that if women had been admitted to the monastic order, the Dharma
would last for only five hundred years. But, “when the Buddha predicted for his faith a length of
time that has been proven far too short, he was being true to his doctrine of the impermanence
of things of this world” (Foucher, 1963: 199).
Secondly, it would be truly hard for members of the male sangha to come to terms
with the presence of female monastics. “There are many [monks] who are yet in bondage to
desires and passions. Many who join the order in the future too would remain for a while in
bondage before they would be able to free themselves from passions” (Kalupahana, 1982: 157).
Thus, it was this issue of passion between males and females that had particularly made
the Buddha averse to the admission of women: “Such, Ananda, is the attraction of man to woman
and woman to man. Male and female disciples who have not yet attained freedom and have
to live together, would be like fire and fuel kept in close proximity” (Kalupahana, 1982: 157).
Also, “[a] tribe with too many women would become vulnerable and be destroyed;
similarly, “in the Buddha’s mind, “no Sangha with women members could last long. They
would fall upon the Order like mildew on a field of rice” (Armstrong, 2004: 153).
Lastly, “the nuns’ presence clearly affected attitudes towards [the Buddhist order] in
the general population. The sight of unattached women wandering freely, and perhaps
encouraging other women to leave their families, threatened normal society more directly than
male renunciation” (Blomfield, 2012: 211). Worse still, “[n]uns were sometimes abused as
‘shaven-headed strumpets’” (Blomfield, 2012: 212).
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As mentioned in the Therigatha, the opposition faced by women even prior to their
admission into the order, was intense. One of these women, for example, was Sumedha. For
the sheer purpose of convincing her husband or family to “let her go forth” (Blomfield, 2012:
212), Sumedha had to “threaten[ed] to starve herself to death and ‘threw her hair on the ground’
before her prospective husband” (Blomfield, 2012: 212).
But, still, the above reasons are probably never going to be convincing enough for some
contemporary women who may not be willing at all to condone any bit of the male rejection of
women. “[T]he Dhamma was supposed to be for everybody: for gods, animals, robbers, men of
all castes” (Armstrong, 2004: 152). They would ask, why “were women alone to be excluded?
Was rebirth as a man the best they could hope for?” (Armstrong, 2004: 152).
By reflecting “on the pros and cons, of the long-term consequences of such
an innovative step” (Kalupahana, 1982: 156), Gotama Buddha would eventually approve of
it, but not without reserve. He had to impose the “eight severe rules” (Foucher, 1963: 198)
on the female nuns; and, “these humiliating stipulations” (Foucher, 1963: 198) immediately
“placed nuns under the rigid supervision and absolute jurisdiction of their male colleagues”
(Foucher, 1963: 198). Or, in other words, the Buddha “firmly placed nuns in a distinctly inferior
position to monks” (Nelson, 2008: 138).

The Buddha’s Sympathy For Women’s Suffering
The Buddha’s siding with the feminine, though largely under-represented in the general
Buddhist discourse, cannot be overlooked either as it also has some canonical support.
For example, on one occasion the Master accepted, without the slightest hesitation, the famous
courtesan’s (i.e. Ambapali’s) invitation to a meal. And, for that matter, he “had to refuse
the Licchavis of Vesali, who came with a similar request” (Thomas, 1975: 145).
To cite another example, when he encountered “[a] crowd of people were shouting
abuse and throwing rocks and sticks at a woman who appeared almost naked. He hurried
up to the scene” (Kalupahana, 1982: 70). In order to save the woman who had lost her sanity
(due to the sudden deaths of her husband and son), Gotama dispersed the crowd saying, “Don’t
you feel ashamed of yourself? ...What if it was your mother or sister or a relative? Would you
treat them the same way you do this woman?” (Kalupahana, 1982: 70-71).
Lastly, Gotama’s obvious partiality for women “who commonly died in childbirth”
(Blomfield, 2012: 22) can as well be encountered in his great sympathy for them in risking
their lives in the face of “the dangers involved” (Kalupahana, 1982: 67) in the procreation duty.
“Yasodhara’s suffering on the occasion of Rahula’s birth therefore caused great anxiety in him”
(Kalupahana, 1982: 67). Similarly, “Gautama must have been affected by the knowledge that
his mother had perished so that he might live, and that his very existence was bound up with
her suffering” (Blomfield, 2012: 22).
It is “curious” (Strong, 2009: 149) that the Buddha’s deep sympathy for her deceased
mother’s suffering has seemed to attract only a “little attention” (Strong, 2009: 149). “She is
mentioned only at the very beginning and at the very end of the episode” (Strong, 2009: 149);
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even though, it must be stressed here that “one of the indispensable acts performed by all
Buddhas is to bring their father and mother to a vision of the truth” (Strong, 2009: 149).

The Buddha Was Not A Misogynist At All
Of all the biographical texts researched herein, only two (i.e. Armstrong’s (2004)
and Blomfield’s (2012)) have seemed to recycle the term ‘misogyny’; even though, they
do not seem to believe that the Buddha is one in the real sense of the word. “The Buddha may
not have personally subscribed to this full-blown misogyny, but it is possible that these words
[i.e. of the canon which prohibit Ananda from seeing a woman] reflect a residual unease that
[the Master] could not overcome” (Armstrong, 2004: 154).
“[E]nlightened as he was, [the Buddha] could not escape the social conditioning of
the time, and that he could not imagine a society that was not patriarchal” (Armstrong, 2004:
154). As “the Buddha was not a revolutionary” (Foucher, 1963: 199), the Buddha wanted to
avoid his teachings becoming so revolutionary and disruptive of the social order. He wanted
the situation to be ripe for introducing such changes in the society” (Kalupahana, 1982: 156).
Thus, when he initially disapproved of the idea of women entering the Sangha, he was voicing
the interest of his male disciples in the order rather than his own: “This judgement … doubtless
represents a view held in the Order” (Thomas, 1975: 109).
Thus, as regards the eight additional rules for the female monastics, which are often
thought of “as evidence of misogyny” (Blomfield, 2012: 211), “Gotama’s comments need to be
read in context” (Blomfield, 2012: 211). These rules are supposed to be fundamentally essential
“for the guidance of both male and female disciples who are not yet enlightened and who are
living in the same vicinity” (Kalupahana, 1982: 167). Thus, “[t]he purpose of the eight rules
may have been to placate mainstream society” (Blomfield, 2012: 212); and, as such, they are
indeed “binding upon everyone” (Kalupahana, 1982: 157), not just the females.
In the meantime, if seen from the Axial philosophical perspective (as introduced by
Carl Jaspers), the Master’s initial rejection of women may seem to some to be much less
objectionable. According to this view, the Buddha’s misogyny was not something exclusively
Indian; it was, in fact, quite a universal phenomenon, “If the Buddha did harbor negative feelings
about women, this was typical of the Axial Age. Sad to say, civilization has not been kind to
women” (Armstrong, 2004: 155). In other words, it was not only Gotama Buddha, but also
the Axial-age sages (i.e. Confucius, Lao Tzu, Zoroaster, the Jewish prophets, Jesus, Muhammad,
etc.) who showed a lack of respect for them (see also Armstrong, 2007: xxii).
In addition to the above, some scholars seem to have uniformly agreed that, despite
the Buddha’s lack of androgynous consideration, his eventual approval for the establishment
of the female Sangha, though “with grave misgiving” (Oldenberg, 1882: 165) and “some
hesitation” (Auboyer, 1996: 24), was unprecedentedly radical. “[The Buddha’s] ordination
of women was a radical act … [because] perhaps for the first time, [he] gave women
an alternative to domesticity” (Armstrong, 2004: 154). More importantly, by doing so,
the Buddha “may have been the first teacher ever to regard women as spiritual equals to men
in this respect” (Blomfield, 2012: 210).
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The Impacts Of The Reconstruction Of The Buddhist Patriarchy
Despite their different objectives, professional backgrounds, sectarian orientations
or philosophical points of departures, the above biographers, as a complementary
interpretive community, have among other things arrived at a collective position in response
to the Buddhist patriarchy of those early Buddhist disciples. However, this re-construction
will surely challenge some of the concepts, assumptions or ideas which are still continuing to
circulate within the Buddhist community of today. Firstly, the biographers’ idea that the origin
of the Buddhist misogyny can be traced all the way back to the male chauvinism of the early
Sangha may not be an extremely welcoming idea as contemporary Buddhists would still view
the elder disciples of the Buddha as faultless Arahants15.
Secondly, the idea that the Buddhist misogyny is only an integral part of the Axial
philosophy and that Gotama Buddha is but one of the Axial sages (as opposed to being
the Buddhist sage par excellence) may however contrast sharply with the generally-accepted
doctrinal position of the Buddha as “the highest being in all the universe” (Sangharakshita,
2002: 157).
Finally, the Buddhist patriarchy and, hence, the gender inequality that it has entailed
has in principle resulted from the worsening power relation or struggle between its male and
female monastic members. This is largely because, as Sangharakshita’s illuminating metaphor
clearly implies, “[m]an is not only risen ape but fallen angel” (1987: 60).

Conclusion
The Buddhist patriarchy, as it is presented or shown in the cited biographies,
constitutes another ‘socially-constructed’ reality on top of the ancient patriarchal system
prevalent within the Buddha’s historical time. This is because “[e]ach culture or social group
develops its own understandings of the world, creating its own meanings for behavior and how
this is to be understood” (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009: 892; cf. Strong, 2009: xii).
However, it must also be stressed here that the modern perception of the Buddhist
patriarchy, itself representing only one of “the processes by which [modern] people jointly
construct[ed] their understandings of the world” (Leeds-Huruwitz, 2009: 891), will likewise
continue to be reaffirmed or reconstructed.
A serious implication of this finding is that the Buddha’s treatment of women might
not have been as seriously or an ugly wrong as it seems to have been liberally viewed today.
More important than that, to refer to Burr’s phraseology again, is the utmost importance that
“we should not assume that our ways of understanding are necessarily any better (in terms
of being any nearer the truth) than other ways” (1995: 3). For one thing, because the ancient
patriarchy was only a sheer corollary of all the socio-cultural standards, norms or conventions
of ancient India many of which are unfortunately still unknown to us16.
See, for instance, Damien Keown (1996), Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University
Press), p. 26.
16
Auboyer has stated in her biography that “…up to the present no one has been able to recover any remnant of
architecture or art that could be traced back to the time of the Buddha” (1996: 24).
15
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This same skeptical thought shows through quite unmistakably, for instance, in Gross’
phraseology in relation to her eventual reassessment below of the significance as well as
the potentially grave impact of the largely-abandoned Therigatha in the earliest Buddhist
scriptural literature. Gross writes:
“However, if one reads the literature of this period using androgynous methods,
one cannot fail to be impressed by the dignity, strength, and size of the women’s order,
as portrayed in the Therigatha. One wonders why these stories are not more strongly
emphasized, more frequently recounted. Certainly if they were, our stereotypical
impressions of women in early Indian Buddhism would be significantly changed”
(1993: 30).
Lastly, there has probably been no absolute correlation between the ancient Buddhist
patriarchy and the current issue of gender inequality or women de-empowerment within
the contemporary Buddhist world. The relationship between the two poles can only be relative,
contextual and dynamic. To a certain extent, this reminds us as well of the Buddha’s teaching
on cultural relativism about which Carrithers has noted as follows:
“The Buddha recognized, that is, that peoples’ values are relative to their own history and culture. We too have come to recognize this irreducible difference of values:
we call it cultural relativism, and we take this to mean that other societies are not
to be judged by own” (Carrithers, 2001: 95).
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Buddha as Therapist: Conversations and Meditations
G.T.M. Kwee, Ph.D.,
Clinical Psychologist

On the metaphysical question: “Would you exist after physical death?”
The Buddha replied: “…I expound and point out only the reality of suffering and
the cessation of suffering.” (Anuradha Sutta)

Introduction
UNESCO’s “Building Peace in the Minds of Men and Women” is an appropriate
adage for psychotherapy interested in advancing the Buddhist spirit of healing in a world of
Buddhists and non-Buddhists. In order to reach non-Buddhists the skillful means (upaya) of
religious neutrality as a paramount quality of the Dharma seems to be a dire need. Troubled
minds, religious or non-religious, might require therapeutics: sane self-talk and emotional
balancing. These are practices of a Buddhist therapist proficient in explaining psychological
working mechanisms in secular terminology and implementing interventions which are by
necessity worldly. If Buddhist therapy and meditation are to be helpful for humanity and applied
worldwide, formulating a teaching which transcends communal contexts would be a gap-filling
boon. This educational effort is called pan-Buddhism, a bare-bone teaching of Buddhist basic
ideas which – devoid from cultural and worshipping hurdles – is able to eclipse conflicting
doctrinal tendencies, is capable to bind the numerous schools of thought and is likely acceptable
by all factions interested in the bright future of Buddhism as psychotherapy. In the field of
meditation a Buddhist approach toward building a peaceful mind requires a silent mind which
dawns when thinking ceases which cannot be commanded. As means-is-end, there is no way
to peacefulness but peace at every step. A peaceful mind can be effectively exercised via
the silencing meditation of heartfulness/Pristine Mindfulness and the relationally equilibrating
contemplations of kindness, compassion and joy.
In helping non-Buddhists of any or no religion, Karma Transformation offers a talking
cure (psychotherapy) (Kwee, 2013a) for disturbed emotions which leans on Western mentality
due to the simple fact that therapy is invented in the West. My observation when teaching and
treating is that clients are best served by meeting their preference for an evidence-based
approach. This prompted the creation of a method that could compete with established systems
like psychoanalysis, experiential therapy and cognitive-behavior therapy. In Karma
Transformation, The historical Buddha Gautama (6th century BCE), referred to as The Buddha
in the remainder, is viewed as a mortal - thus fallible - human being (though a genius) who is
the precursor of Freud, Rogers and Beck, to mention a few giants. Pan-Buddhist concepts like
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the skandhas (equivalent to the modalities of emotion, cognition and action) offer an orderly
structure for a practice congruent to Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy, a variety of
cognitive-behavior therapy founded by Albert Ellis (1913-2007). These psychological modalities
provide a fitting sequential format for karma defined as intentional (cognitive) action (behavior)
and for a clinical tool for transforming self-sabotaging emotions. Disseminating a confluence
of pan-Buddhism and Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (Kwee & Ellis, 1998) could be
a land-sliding enterprise conceivably evoking conflict with religionists as it might shift
attention away from vested interests whose prime concern is prayer and devotion.
Notwithstanding Buddhism is a search for happiness amid existential suffering (Kwee, 2013b).
Proposing a Buddhist therapy as a secular practice is diametrically opposed to a view
of Buddhism as a religious practice of worship. These conflicting tendencies might engender
a struggle, confusion, and crisis in the minds of students in Buddhist education. In a teaching
of mind-emptiness the controversy between religionists vs. secularists impresses as an issue
on the surface, at bottom anathema. However, going forward, there could be a “crisis within
and without” which might continue to exist in the scholarly arena until surpassed by a peace of
mind for all on the need and needlessness for a Buddhism as religion or secular intervention.
This contribution is based on a program which was presented earlier (Kwee, 2014). Its content
is rooted in three books (Kwee, 2010, 2013a, 2015a).

Not-self and heartfulness
This offering starts with the proposition that Buddhism (the Dharma) is a “religion-less
religiosity” commenced by a godly but godless man who got his insights by sitting under a tree
and using his heart and rational intellect. What he discovered or rather uncovered in the Iron
Age was obviously not rocket science but knowledge and wisdom how to get along with self
and others. Against the current of the time his teaching excludes metaphysics and references
to the beyond and highlights instead the primacy of one’s own experience. When asked by
the Brahmin Dona what kind of being he is or will be, his answer was that he is awakened,
thus not a god, a ghost or a prophet (Dona Sutta). This makes his teaching fundamentally
different from known systems which propagate some other-worldly/all-mighty deity or deities
who rule the world and its inhabitants. The Buddha’s teaching can be delineated as the skillful
art of relating peacefully within (as well as without) which is based on confronting oneself
with one’s own body and mind, i.e. feelings and thoughts, the only experiencing available
when sitting alone under a tree. Basically this is a search for self in a secular way and could
also be called a psychological quest. Ironically, in his exhaustive quest to “know thyself”
The Buddha did not find any self but found “not-self” instead. Thereby, metaphysics and
worship are anathema in his teaching on “balanced views” which exclude projections of
godheads (Kaccanagotta Sutta; Aggi-Vacchagotta Sutta; Gaddula Baddha Sutta).
Opposed to the Brahmanical belief in godheads and self, The Buddha expounded
“emptiness” and not-self which imply that there is no everlasting fixed self (I-me-mine/ego)
to be found (due to life’s impermanence). As manifested in thinking (cognition and imagery)
and feeling (sensation and affect) this impermanence causes continuous imperfection and
psychological suffering. The latter is due to one’s habitual striving to crave, grasp, and cling
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while any attachment will surely weather, leaving one in despair. The trilogy of impermanence,
suffering, and not-self, also known as the 3-Empirical Marks of Existence (Dhamma-Niyama
Sutta), is characteristic to The Buddha’s basic teaching which rationale is to pacify human
psychological/emotional suffering on existential issues in life. This pivotal insight implies
the possibility of a choice to suffer or not to suffer and raises the question of free will: does
free will exist? According to classical experimental studies by Libet et al. (1985, 2004) there
is a “free won’t” rather than a free will, meaning that in a psychological change process habit
might prevail and is stronger than the will to change. On a positive note, “free won’t” allows
the choice not to act the old fashioned way and that the power not to do or to turn around
habitual intentional tendencies can be mobilized at any time (Kwee, Gergen & Koshikawa, 2006).
The peaceful method that The Buddha applied to end suffering under a tree is known
as mindfulness which I rather call heartfulness. The Chinese calligraphy for this meditation
is 念 which means presence (upper character) of heart (lower character) denoting that it is
about being wakeful while practicing loving-kindness, compassion, and joyfulness when
confronted with whatever feeling, thought, or action popping up in body/speech/mind. These
dimensions might be discerned into Behavior-Affect-Sensation-Imagery-Cognition-Interaction,
one’s BASIC-I, a wordplay for self and an acronym for the modalities of clinging (skandhas)
(Kwee & Lazarus, 1986; Kwee & Ellis, 1997). Affect is the psychologist’s term for inner
feelings, from vague moods to fierce emotions. The discovery that there is no self comes in
naturally as insight and understanding dawn that self is a non-abiding abstraction which exists
as an illusion as well as a useful practical index in provisional reality. On an ultimate level of
reality, the Buddhist experience is that “I am not.” The BASIC-I is to be witnessed, attended,
and embraced in unconditional positive regard which is in effect letting experiences come and
go with tolerance, acceptance, openness, curiosity, gentleness, humor, caring, and trust.
By doing so, particularly, when the 3-Poisons – greed, hatred, and ignorance on how the mind
works – are met, the practitioner becomes peacefully grounded and relatively unmoved by
the daily recurrent storms of negatively felt emotions of fear, grief, anger, and depression.
Practice while in action is the quintessence of heartfulness which boils down to a method
of relating to experiences encountered throughout the day. If self-acceptance is concerned
heartfulness is hands-on by being non-judgmental when dealing with thoughts about self, but
pertinently judgmental to-the-max when intentions of karmic actions are at stake.

Karma and ignorance
The Buddha called himself a kammavadin and kiriyavadin, someone who explains
the causes and conditions of karma and the consequences of action (kiriya) to live
a “self-actualized” fulfilling life (www.purifymind.com/KammaLifeforce.htm). This illustrates
the importance of karma and effective action. His take of karma was radically different from
the Brahmin meaning as an account balance of good and bad deeds and in the context of
reincarnation. As the self and soul were negated by The Buddha, reincarnation, the transmigration
of a spiritual substance from one body onto another body, is anathema. The meaning of karma
and reincarnation was modified by The Buddha who was also known as an analyst,
a vibhajjavadin (Peoples; www.academia.edu/7612755/Buddhist_Analytical_Thinking_
Skills_BRI2013). He interpreted rebirth in a present life context as a this-worldly event, i.e.
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the recurrence of an emotional episodes due to one’s karma defined as intentional-action/
behavior. Heartfulness changes one’s undesirable conduct and might extinguish karmic
emotions by unconditionally and peacefully accepting whatever enters the spaces of body/
speech/mind. Hence the admonition is that one needs to be mindful, i.e. aware of and attend to
the intention of each deed in order to transform karmic unwholesome into wholesome emotions
and peaceful behaviors.
The 3-Poisons (greed, hatred, and ignorance) hold a central place in a karmavadin’s
practice of Karma Transformation. These poisons follow a traditional Buddhist classification
of affect and make more sense if they are formulated in psychological terms by using
an equivalent taxonomy of emotions. The framework to do this is the onion model of basic
emotions (Kwee, 2013) comprising specific layers, from outer to inner: depression, anger, fear,
grief, joy, love, and silence. Silence is the state of being unmoved which could change into
being moved (emotion is a term derived from the Latin emovere, to move), toward positively
felt positive emotions (love and joy) or negatively felt negative emotions (grief, fear, anger,
and depression). Experiencing negative emotions is although painful, agonizing and distressing
not per se something negative in the end. Its meaningfulness can be insightfully understood
and subsequently transformed if totally accepted in heartfulness with unconditional positive
regard. The Buddha’s greed inheres in fear (anxiety, fright, scare, panic, terror, apprehension,
etc.) and usually the act of fleeing when anticipating the loss of a loved object and inheres in
grief (sadness, bereavement, anguish, pain, despondency, etc.) and often the act of crying when
having lost a loved one. Hatred inheres in anger (fury, enragement, hostility, resentment,
contempt, etc.) and sometimes the act of fighting/aggression when blaming someone or
something outwardly and inheres in depression (dysphoria, dejection, melancholia, gloom and
doom, etc.) and frequently the act of self-downing when anger down-hearts self. Peace within
and without are then far away.
The most controversial concept in Buddhism is karma. The Buddha however was clear
about karma’s entanglement with the 3-Poisons because he viewed them as intertwined with
his teaching on ceasing karma (Kamma Sutta). Detoxifying the poisons is a matter of education
which is a prime interest of the Dharma when anti-doting the poison. Ignorance is lifted when
the 4-Ennobling Realities (on “suffering, diagnostics, prognosis, and therapy”) are completely
understood. The quintessence of diagnosis, prognosis, and therapy revolves around karma.
Educating therefore includes a rational interpretation of karma, not as a law of retribution but
as a concept of logical fate: willful feeling and thinking reap willful action. In summary:
1. The sober and secular (non-metaphysical/this-worldly) shortest definition of kamma or
karma is intentional action.
2. Karma comprises an intention plus an action (behavior/conduct/deed) which is planned
(premeditated).
3. A karmic or intentional action takes place willfully during or after an affective or emotional
episode.
4. Karmic/intentional action consists of feeling, thought, and action which exist and originate
in interdependence.
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5. Although karmic/intentional action arises in dependent origination what counts eventually
is the deed.
6. Dependent origination is a sequential process of arising-peaking-subsiding-and-ceasing
of emoting-thinking-doing.
7. Karma Transformation requires awareness and attention (mindfulness/heartfulness) of
intention and action.
8. Karma Transformation starts with investing heart-mind in witnessing BASIC-I to gain
experiential insight in not-self.
9. This implies an understanding of the transient nature of Behavior-Affect-SensationImagery-Cognition-Interaction.
10. Heartfulness is a love affair with karmic self-resulting in vanishing of feeling-thought-action
of self as lover and self as beloved.

The miracle of education
The Buddha’s down-to-earth teachings point at demystifying the redundancy of exotic
inferences and magic in explaining life’s phenomena. The rejection of everything beyond
the human experiential range is also illustrated by his acknowledging only one miracle namely:
the miracle of education. Education is meant to attain inner peace of emptiness and nirvana
(i.e. the extinction of emotionality rather than going to paradise as a tangible destiny) (Kevatta
Sutta). This “miracle” can be exemplified by the metaphorical language The Buddha used to
practice when eradicating ignorance. Consider a dialogue with Angulimala, the cruel “finger
necklace serial killer.” Surprised to see an ascetic in his area, the killer yelled “stop or
otherwise…”, while continuing to walk. The Buddha retorted “I already stopped, don’t you
want to stop?” The bandit, puzzled: “how can he ask me to stop while I’m not walking and
say he stopped already while still walking?” Obviously, The Buddha juggled with semantics
as “stopping” carries the double entendre of stopping to walk and behaving unwholesomely.
Another instance of the metaphorical use of terms is his view on nirvana: rather than becoming
literally unified, the Buddhist “union with Brahma” is through exercising the Brahmaviharas
(which include applying loving-kindness, compassion, joy in the equanimity of heartfulness)
(Tevijja Sutta). The thesis is that The Buddha was a “semantic artist” and “poetic activist,”
a therapist who seized the awakened meaning of words and cured by talking metaphors.
As a mortal man, The Buddha was a fallible human being who lived à la condition
humaine, to use a Malraux phrase, starting with his mother’s death which was likely due to
his birth. Uncertain, he doubted whether to teach the world or not (Dhamma Cakka Sutta).
He also made mistakes like ordaining an infant (Rahulovada Sutta) and initially refusing
women in the order (Gotami Sutta). Not free from anger, he called his cousin Devadatta, who
tried to kill him: spit licker, a “vile one to be vomited like spittle” (Abhayarajakumara Sutta).
Also, he could not dealt with a crisis in his own commune in the ninth rainy season of his 45
year mission (Kosambiya Sutta) and could not prevent the massacre of his clan (the Shakyas)
(Ambattha Sutta). Illustrating the latter two instances might explain The Buddha’s fallibility.
Once in Kosambi a quarrel with sharp words arose among hermits about water and a bathroom
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jar (equivalent to not flushing the WC). An escalating conflict divided the commune in two
factions hitting each other. The Buddha admonished to no avail and was asked to keep out of
the conflict which he did by leaving the spot. The second illustration: remarkably, The Buddha
did not perform any miracle when toward the end of his life his family was massacred by King
Vidudabha, bastard son of a Shakyan king and a slave girl. He revenged a denigrating fate
by murdering almost all Shakyas and despite The Buddha prevented Vidudabha three times
previously from marching against the Shakyas, he failed this time. During these events, many
hours in the burning sun caused a headache for the rest of his life. The Buddha was not
omniscient and not invulnerable (Kariyawasam, 2010). Finally, The Buddha was not
able to foretell or avoid his own death due to poisoning (Malalasekera, 2003, p. 876;
www.wisdomlib.org/buddhism/book/the-buddha-and-his-disciples/d/doc3674.html).
Emphasizing his teachings’ human nature, The Buddha did not only use Brahmanistic
words in a new meaning, he also applied fresh terms (Kalupahana, 2010). The term dukkha is
an example of a new term justifying his claim that what he uncovered under the tree is “unheard
of before”. While the term sukha is linked to “kha”, meaning “axle-hole,” with “su” as prefix
meaning good, thus a “good axle-hole,” the term dukkha, literally means “a bad axle-hole.”
The latter does not properly align with the axle by being too loose or too tight. If too loose,
the wheel wobbles, when too tight, the wheel gets heated and burns up. Exactly this happens in
life if in dukkha, if tensed, under stress, or burnt-out, i.e. when suffering emotionally, one is either
unsteady or wobbly in one’s action. Happiness then is a well-aligned axle providing for a smooth
ride which is certainly what The Buddha meant by sukha. Thus, freedom or nirvana enables
someone to lead a smooth flowing life as illustrated by the phrases “Whose thought, when in
contact with the worldly phenomena, does not tremble, who is sorrowless, without blemish and
peaceful, this is the highest bliss” (Mahamangala Sutta). Furthermore, “Just as the ocean has only
one taste, namely, the taste of salt, so is the Dharma possessed of one taste, namely, the taste of
freedom” (Hemavata Sutta). Thus, The Buddha has his own language game plenty of metaphors
and texts whose meaning is to be inferred metaphorically. Moreover, translations using Western
religious terms, like e.g. sermon or monk, rather than talk or hermit, likely set the reader on
a wrong footing if the Dharma is to be viewed as a secular psychology/therapy.

Eradicating ignorance
Although the Buddha and his soteriological teachings can be qualified as godly,
he is neither a god nor a prophet, just a fallible mortal human being; a teacher on extinguishing
emotional suffering by eradicating ignorance by practical education. Thus he resembles
a “clinical psychologist” of today. The present offering proposes the working title “Buddha as
therapist: conversations and meditations” which contains a practical guideline for training in
meditation (a) and conversation (b). The program might be qualified as Manjushri’s double-edged
sword meant to educate practitioners skilled in the art and science of meditation toward
emptiness and of wise talking and walking the talk as a “cure.” The world of psychotherapy
might benefit from learning meditation, while the world of Buddhism might benefit from learning
psychotherapy. In both instances modeling by live demonstrations forms the educational way
to teach how to practice karma transformation. Depending on the set goal the various themes/
subjects can be offered flexibly as a half to one hour lecture, a two hour workshop, a four
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hour seminar, a one day master class, or a 1 or 2 week intensive course. All presentations are
accompanied by PowerPoint slides and is structured like a show of “infotainment/entertainment.”

Buddha as therapist: meditations
This one week intensive course toward a peaceful mind might include a practicum
(3-5 days) and is one out of two consecutive courses (on meditations and conversations) which
are complementary to each other. Each could be the other’s introduction or sequel. Buddhist
practices like emptying the mind and deconstructing the ego or self are intelligible in
the framework of contemporary psychotherapy. That is why The Buddha is presented here to
you as a therapist. He was a pioneer and forerunner of transforming emotional afflictions by
changing conduct and cognition. This course is meant for everyone who is professionally or
personally interested, in gaining insight in “provisional self” and in balancing life. Ideally, one
is willing to embody the spirit of loving-kindness, empathic compassion, joyful contentment
and meditative balance in relationship with others and with self in private self-talk. These are
also the basic Buddhist attitudes of the therapist in conversation with the client. They function
as the necessary “therapeutic common factors” when transforming unwholesome conditions
to wholesome ones. The course features a lively interaction and ingredients for an inspiring
presentation with lots of humor and seriousness. It aims at understanding the Buddhist taste of
karma and its transformation. The student might gain deep insight in Buddhism and its methods with a far-reaching after-effect. (A certificate might be issued at the end.) Here are the 18
subjects of “Buddha as Therapist: Meditations” summarized per hour:
1. Psychology in Buddhism 1: virtual excursion Borobudur: This presentation is meant
to highlight the development of Mahayana Buddhism as a psychology by understanding
and revealing the mystery of the Borobudur, a UNESCO protected construction in mandala
form situated on the island of Java. This will be done by a virtual excursion to this open
air university where students learn to become a Buddha-to-be (Bodhisattva) in 10 steps,
guided by 5 books depicted on open air graphic narratives, 2672 panels to be read in
a 5 km walk, culminating in a resetting/rebooting emptiness and to be subsequently finalized
by imbuing the contemplations of loving-kindness, empathic compassion and shared joy
in balanced inter-mind. Thus, it offers awe experiences of AHA on the way up and HAHA
experiencing on the way down (Kwee, 2012a).
2. Psychology in Buddhism 2: virtual excursion Borobudur (Ibidem 1)
3. Buddhism: Westward, secularity and psychology: Buddhism’s arrival in the Western
hemisphere went along with a religious-like flavor due to the Christian background
of the translators. Since for about a century the first psychological interpretations of
Buddhism appear in the academic literature. This might be viewed as a paradigm shift and
a promising contribution to the helping professions. However, for Buddhism to become
a psychology as a social science discipline it needs to be secular and non-theistic (neither
theistic, nor a-theistic) which it already was. This presentation offers a metaphorical and
non-metaphysical/this-worldly interpretation of the Theravāda suttas and Mahayana sutras.
Firmly rooted on the Buddhist scriptures the basics for a Buddhist psychology are founded
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which main constituents are assessment of self/not-self and the clinical practice of therapy/
counseling/coaching.
4. Buddhism as non-theism (Ibidem 3)
5. Schools of psychotherapy: This presentation is about the links made between Buddhism
and psychotherapy which starts at the middle of the past century with the work of Fromm
and Watts. The present author belongs to one of three psychologists who offered a cognitivebehavioral concept of Buddhism. A comparison is made between the major systems
of therapy: psychodynamic, humanistic, cognitive-behavioral and social constructional.
After introducing The Buddha as therapist, Karma Transformation is explained as
a Buddhist psychotherapy which could be described as a confluence of Buddhism and
Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy, an eclectic-integrative brief but comprehensive system
of treatment designed by this author.
6. Pristine Mindfulness/heartfulness 1: explanation/exercise/homework: A presentation
of views and experiencing reclaims the Buddhist origins by reviewing the Theravāda
and Mahayana representations and by integrating the relational perspective of reality of
Social Construction. The “what” and “how” of experiencing awareness and attention are
enhanced by meditations/contemplations which acquaint with the Buddhist mentality of
“zeroness.” It aims at (1) familiarizing with “pristine mindfulness” or heartfulness and by
re-contextualizing the mindfulness-lite undertaking as part and parcel of the Buddhist 8-Fold
Balancing Practice; at (2) acquainting with four conceptualizing approaches to emptiness/
not-self and “non-foundationalism;” and at (3) experientially traversing the 4-stage/8-step
model of heartfulness culminating in not-self/nirvana, dependent origination, non-dual
wholesomeness and reality as a social construction (Relational Buddhism) (Kwee, 2015b).
7. Pristine Mindfulness/heartfulness 2: explanation/exercise/homework (Ibidem 6)
8. Breathing meditation (exercise/homework): A calming/tranquilizing exercise which uses
breathing (air passing the nostrils) as an anchor; witnessing the whole body breathing is
the first step in learning meditation.
9. The common factors approach: Studies suggest that 30-70% of therapy success is
regardless of theory, problem type, professional discipline, session mode or dosage. Success
is likely attributable to relational non-specifics or non-specific/common factors rather than
to specific factors of a particular approach. The Buddhist main common factors consist
of advisory friendship (kalyanamitta), therapeutic-appreciative dialoguing and the social
meditations (Brahmaviharas).
10. Sensory meditation (exercise/homework): Sensory meditation is meant to learn to watch
the working of the sensing organs and their functioning (eyes/vision, ears/hearing, nose/
smelling, skin/touching, tongue/tasting and mind’s eye or brain/thoughts-feelings). It is an
exercise in heartfulness because of the subject’s unconditional acceptance by being kind,
compassionate, humorous, curious, caring, open, gentle, trustful, non-striving and letting
go to incoming stimuli.
11. Karma assessment (static): Learning to assess the illusory skandhas of clinging, here
conceptualized as BASIC-I (Behavior-Affect-Sensation-Imagery-Cognition-Interaction),
and to check the person’s basic emotions (depression, fear, anger, grief) from a 3-Poison
perspective of the: greed, hatred and ignorance on how the mind works.
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12. Death contemplation (exercise/homework): A supreme meditation by visualizing exercises
acquainting with the transience and impermanence of life. Images of one’s physical death
and decay of the body make a lasting impression and contribute to increasing appreciation
for life even if fickle.
13. Karma Transformation (KT): An introduction to the meaning and ins and outs of karma
as intentional action which opens up a cognitive-behavioral view and idem ditto intervention.
A conversation aiming at ceasing distress and agony by a system of helping based on
the non-specific factors of loving-kindness, compassion, joy and relational balance and
on specific factors, techniques administered during a process of ongoing assessment and
remedy, including heartfulness and other meditations, to accrue wholesome karmic outcome
of body/speech/mind in the larger context of seeking awakening
14. Loving-kindness (exercise/homework): This contemplation is about intending and wishing
oneself and others heartfelt healing loving-kindness showering over oneself and others by
visualizing in the mind’s eye a sane life of contentment, health and happiness, free from
greed, hatred, ignorance, trouble, sickness, harm, blame, doom, gloom, sorrow, and pain.
15. Dependent origination of emotional suffering: The dependent origination of emotionality
might be understood in a candle light (Theravāda) and domino (Mahayana) metaphor.
This presentation explains a down-to-earth 12 link understanding of the domino metaphor
regarding depression, fear, anger and grief as they arise, peak, subside and cease
interdependently as a function of feeling-thought-action or more extensively of
the BASIC-I. In the framework of the 3-Poisons the realms of heaven, hell, gods, titans,
humans and animals are viewed as metaphoric for various variants of affect.
16. Empathic compassion (exercise/homework): Compassion meditation is an ancient
Buddhist training and practice of “receiving and offering” designed to increase feelings
of compassion and wanting to help and forgive self and others. In a 30 minute guided
meditation, one cultivates feelings of compassion for loved ones, oneself, strangers, as well
as people one is in trouble with. Compassion meditation is like training the compassion
muscle, starting with the lightest weight of a loved one and working up to a heavier weight
of a difficult person. It was scientifically validated to show that practicing compassion
meditation for 30 minutes a day for two weeks increases altruistic behavior and changes
the brain’s responses to human suffering. Compassion is the feeling of caring for and
wanting to help self and others who are suffering. Forgiveness is a strong cleansing affect
toward peacefulness, within and without.
17. Karma functional analysis (process): The Karmic Life History Questionnaire is a 300
question anamnestic assessment tool which can be used by therapists of any denomination.
It covers stress factors, narrative re-biographing, self as narrative, pathography, biography
and finding meaning culminating in a karma topographical analysis (BASIC-I structure)
and karma functional analysis (BASIC-I process). Whatever happened to the man shot by
a poison arrow (of greed and hatred) and who felt physical and psychological pain? Chronic
emotional disturbance can be functionally analyzed in five vicious cycles which give clues
to intervene how to break through the circles.
18. Laughing meditation, smiling visualization, and evaluation: Affluence is not so much
in money as it is in a good mood, laughing and smiling. This training is meant to be
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applied when one is confronted with unfortunate circumstances and when making mistakes.
The AHA of Buddhism sometimes needs cleansing by HAHA to reset/reboot the mind by
laughing at death, at self, and at mistakes. Life’s mission is “to dance as though no one is
watching, to love as though never hurt before, to sing as though no one is hearing and to
live as though heaven is on earth.” A sign of understanding is in smiling which is trained
here by learning the inner smile, i.e. to smile to our vital organs.

Buddha as therapist: conversations
This one week intensive course toward a peaceful mind might include a practicum
(3-5 days) and is one out of two consecutive courses (on conversations and meditations)
which are complementary to each other. Each could be the other’s introduction or sequel.
Buddhist practices like emptying the mind and deconstructing the ego or self are intelligible in
the framework of contemporary psychotherapy. That is why The Buddha is presented here to
you as a therapist. He was a pioneer and forerunner of transforming emotional afflictions by
changing conduct and cognition. This course is meant for everyone who is professionally or
personally interested, in gaining insight in “provisional self” and in balancing life. Ideally, one
is willing to embody the spirit of loving-kindness, empathic compassion, joyful contentment
and meditative balance in relationship with others and with self in private self-talk. These are
also the basic Buddhist attitudes of the therapist in conversation with the client. They function
as the necessary “therapeutic common factors” when transforming unwholesome conditions
to wholesome ones. The course features a lively interaction and ingredients for an inspiring
presentation with lots of humor and seriousness. It aims at understanding the Buddhist taste of
karma and its transformation. The student might gain deep insight in Buddhism and its methods
with a far-reaching after-effect. (A certificate might be issued at the end.) The 18 subjects of
“Buddha as Therapist: Conversations” summarized per hour are:
1. 2600 years of Buddhism: the East and ancient Indo-Greece: The thesis put forward
here is that there is no need to learn Buddhism from the East as Buddhism was shaped by
what I have coined Ancient Greek Buddhism which started after the late Greek-Bactrian
kingdom post Alexander (from 4thcentury Before Common Era) which developed into
the Indo-Greek kingdom (2ndc BCE-c.0). It all began with Basileos Soteros Menandrou
(Buddhist Savior King of Taxila, present-day Afghanistan; reigned 155-130 BCE) who
declared his allegiance to the Dhamma after 304 of his questions were satisfactorily
answered as reported in the Milindapanha. After him 27 Greek Kings of the East were
Buddhist until the demise of the Kingdom. Ergo: Buddhism belongs to Western civilization
since 2200 years.
2. Pan-Buddhism: pivotal themes: The Questions of King Menadros as in the Milindapanha
accrue 16 themes which constitute the foundation of the Buddhist teachings. Wise
understanding of these interdependently related subjects warrants one’s knowledge on
basic Buddhism.
3. The Buddha: psychological life story 1: A psychological account on The Buddha’s life
narrated from conception to death. It highlights the places where he was born, got awakened,
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held his first discourse and attained parinirvana and also presents some significant discourses
out of the available 17.505 suttas which is relevant to Buddhist therapy. The biography is
illustrated by Greek styled sculptures as found in the bigger area of Gandhara.
4. The Buddha: psychological life story 2 (Ibidem 3)
5. The ABCDE of 4-Ennobling Realities: karma episodes: Papanca is a habitual process:
an obsessive elaboration and proliferation of distortions and falsifications due to emotional
craving, cognitive grasping and behavioral clinging which can be designated as “distress
and agony perpetuating irrational hypermentation.” Papancizing self-sabotages by self-infliction through self-defiling thoughts and self-afflicting emotions. Central to this notion
is irrational self-talk resulting in craving, grasping and clinging featured by irrational
“musts/should” and “must-nots/should-nots.” Due to papanca there is common ground
for Buddhism and Cognitive-Behavior Therapy, particularly Rational Emotive Behavior
Therapy. This combination offers a specific method for therapeutic conversation of karma
transformation. Emotional reality is personal but the way one derives reality is universal.
In short this comes down to what we call the ABC of karmic episodes, twofold deeply
rooted in Buddhism. It is not the external circumstances (called A-vedana/dukkha) that
make me feel bad, mad, sad or scared (called C-sankara/niroda), but my own ignorant-unrealistic-irrational thoughts, opinion, judgment, evaluation and attitude regarding (called
B-sanna/samudaya). In order to change B, we need to focus on each thought leading to C
and change them through thorough disputation (D/marga) into wise-realistic-constructive
thoughts to accrue a new desirable karmic emotional effect (E-sankhara). Disputation takes
place by scrutinizing each thought by questioning: is it wholesome and leads to kindness,
compassion or joy?
6. Demonstration (homework) (Application of 5 with a volunteer from the public)
7. The ABC of Karma Transformation (See 5)
8. Exercising the ABC in dyads or triads (homework) (See 5)
9. The DE of Karma Transformation (See 5)
10. Exercising DE in dyads of triads (homework) (See 5)
11. Psychotherapy by Karma Transformation 1 (See 5)
12. Demonstration/exercise 1 (homework) (Application of 5 with a public client)
13. Psychotherapy by Karma Transformation 2 (See 5)
14. Demonstration/exercise 2 (homework) (Application of 5 with a public client)
15. Psychotherapy by Karma Transformation 3 (See 5)
16. Demonstration/exercise 3 (homework) (Application of 5 with a public client)
17. Psychotherapy by Karma Transformation: the end (See 5)
18. ABCDE (student’s paper), evaluation of goals and expectations (See 5)

N.B.: the above representation reflects a tight and compact program, meaning that
for the sake of assimilation some loosening by more interaction, Q&A and breaks is
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recommended. Thus the total 36-hour (6-day) program could be extended into a 2-week
(10-day) program.
The literature to be read as homework comprises a selection of chapters/articles from
my works listed below and provided by a host of Buddhist scholars. The texts are authored
by among others: James Austin, Peter Bankart, Henk Barendregt, Aaron Beck, Guy Claxton,
the 14th Dalai Lama, Michael DelMonte, Padmal De Silva, Padmasiri De Silva, Albert Ellis,
Paul Fleischman, Kenneth Gergen, Yutaka Haruki, Dian Marie Hosking, Jane Henry,
Jon Kabat-Zinn, David Kalupahana, Yakupitiyage Karunadasa, Belinda Khong, Fusako
Koshikawa, Jean Kristeller, Michael Mahoney, William Mikulas, Pahalawattage Premasiri,
Lobsang Rapgay, Deane Shapiro, Sik Hin Hung, John Teasdale, Asanga Tilakaratne, Dennis
Tirch, Michael Tophoff, Paul van der Velde, Mark Williams, Han de Wit, Ven. Xing Guang,
Zhihua Yao. Due to space constraints, the selected literature, also derived from other sources
than from the below, will be specified on request.

Discussion
This contribution provides a course for trainers, an infotainment-entertainment,
how to practice Karma Transformation by traversing a 36-hour comprehensive curriculum
for Buddhist and non-Buddhist educators. The Buddhist venture is a practice of “liberation
within” and the theory is a guide, a roadmap for practice. Psychologically, liberation implies
a freedom of emotional captivity. Therapy, counseling, and coaching are meant to disentangle
psychological knots. Because of the primacy of practice, the above curriculum is inextricably
entwined with clinical practice, supervision, and intervision. A minimum amount of hours for
face-to-face or long-distance personal guidance (via Skype) is advisably done and depends
on the student’s individual needs and the supervisor’s assessment of the student’s skillfulness.
The topics of psychology in Buddhism and Buddhist psychotherapy are conspicuously
missing in textbooks used in university curricula internationally. Acclaimed introductory
books reviewing Buddhism like Gethin’s (1998) and Harvey’s (2013) touch the subject of
psychology only sideways; and the term psychotherapy is as yet completely absent in Buddhist
course books. Surveying of other works varying from Buddhist encyclopedias to dictionaries
(e.g. Keown & Prebish, 2003) accrues the same result. Texts amalgaming Buddhism and
psychology are exceptionally rare (An Introduction to Buddhist Psychology; De Silva, 1979/2005
and The Principles of Buddhist Psychology; Kalupahana, 1987). After these two pioneering
books Buddhist psychology as a term became accustomed, but this does not apply to Buddhist
psychotherapy. As Buddhism is primarily viewed as a religious belief, Buddhist therapy
struggles for acceptance in academia. Somehow psychotherapy sounds like a strange bedfellow
in combination with Buddhism. For Buddhists, this might be due to the nature of the concept
psyche which is anathema in a teaching contending the MTN of self and ego. Moreover, what
could be Buddhist therapy? A clear-cut methodology seems lacking. After the 1980s authors
from an experiential/Rogerian (e.g. Brazier, 1995) and psychoanalytical/Freudian (e.g. Epstein,
1995) perspective pioneered the cross fertilization of Buddhism and psychotherapy. To date this
author introduced the first integrative account of Buddhist therapy and coaching through his
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book Psychotherapy by Karma Transformation: Relational Buddhism and Rational Practice
(2103; www.taosinstitute.net/psychotherapy-kwee).
This offers a practice oriented mosaic of pan-Buddhist principles and Rational Emotive
Behavior Therapy (Kwee & Ellis, 1998). The basis of Karma Transformation is a Buddhist
psychology (of a cognitive-behavioral signature) which was elaborated earlier in various edited
books, backed by professionals in the field (Kwee, 1990; 2010; Kwee & Holdstock, 1996; Kwee,
Gergen & Koshikawa, 2006). Based on three decades of practice, theory, teaching and research,
the present contribution launches the specifics of a concise but comprehensive university level
curriculum to secure Karma Transformation for the next generation. Because of the curriculum’s
practical implication, participants need to have access to clients for the practicum. Eligible
for the course are students in the helping professions. In effect, the curriculum is particularly
apt for professional therapists, counselors, and coaches. This includes MAs, MDs, and PhDs:
psychiatrists, physicians, psychologists, Buddhologists, reverends, social workers, and
managerial or organizational advisors. The proposed curriculum aims to train trainers
and teachers.
Most programs introducing Buddhism do not refer to psychology or therapy
(e.g. www.uvm.edu) or offer a “science of mind” which alludes to the teaching of Nagarjuna.
The latter appears to be a program expounding a “middle way theory (Madhyamaka)
of logical consequence ad infinitum (Prasangika) on things lacking inherent existence
(svabhava) which emptiness however does not mean that things do not exist” (e.g.
www.tibetcenter.at). Traditionally, most Buddhists consider Buddhist psychology to be
the “deeper teachings” of the Abhidharma. (the 3rd Theravāda canonical basket). From a second
millennium point of view, I view this work as an archaic philosophical psychology trying
to shed light on the nature of “the smallest unit of experience” (dharmas) which does not
lead to rescuing “the man shot with a poison arrow” (of greed, hatred, and ignorance;
Cula-Malunkyovada Sutta). In fact it has lead to a centuries long lasting hair splitting dispute
of sectarians, i.e. the supramundanes (mahasanghikas) vs. the elders (sthaviravadin)
(4th century BCE), the personalists (pudgalavadin) vs. the realists (sarvastavadin) vs.
the differentialists (vibhajyavadin) (3rd century BCE), and between adherents of these realists:
the materialists (vaibhashikas) vs. the sutra-ists (sautantrikas) (2nd century). Out of 18 schools
and sub-schools only the Theravāda (“heirs of the elder differentialists”), survived the ravages
of time. Offered as a closed system by Tibetan Buddhist teachers such courses seemingly
exclude other views and require submission to a guru (cf. Batchelor, 1990). In effect, it likely
leaves the student full-headed but empty handed (save meditations) and cannot be called
“conversational therapy” of equal partners
Regarding the literature to be studied, there are works on Buddhist psychology/
therapy-coaching which are “neither fish, flesh, nor good red herring.” I surmise that this is
because there are only few professional psychologists and Buddhologists who are well-versed
in both Buddhism and in clinical psychology. Most authors are theoretical/research
psychologists (e.g. Claxton, 1990), practicing psychoanalysts (e.g. Safran, 2003),
Buddhist philosophers (e.g. Hall, 1979), Buddhists adepts (e.g. Wallace, 2003), Nichiren
psychologists (e.g. Dockett, Dudley-Grant & Bankart, 2003), and there are psychologists
who became Buddhist gurus (e.g. Kornfield, 2009). A powerful current is headed by the 14th
Dalai Lama who is boosting expensive Buddhist research on psychology, neuropsychology,
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and neuroplasticity (e.g. Goleman, 2003; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Davidson).
Despite the huge effort, these writings do not seem to have a real impact on designing
a full-fledged Buddhist psychotherapy.
There are exceptions to the rule (e.g. Watson, 1998; De Silva, 2008) and a collaboration
of a Buddhist adept/philosopher and a mainstream psychologist accrued a gem of an article
in mainstream literature (Wallace & Shapiro, 2006). The notable exception is Kabat-Zinn’s
(2003) Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction which has become and is still hype in health and
mental health care. It changed clinical practice all over the world. Helpful to achieve this was
the smuggling away of mindfulness’ Buddhist roots. In its wake there is Mindfulness-Based
Cognitive Therapy (Segal, Williams & Teasdale, 2002) and other mindfulness-based
interventions. However, creating a Buddhist psychology and therapy is quite a different ball game
than establishing an 8-week technique-oriented procedure. Considering the thriving research
on compassion, forgiveness, and happiness (e.g. Kwee & Taams, 2004), the next logical step
is to originate Buddhist psychotherapy. Karma Transformation endeavors Buddhist therapy on
cognitive-behavioral lines, which I (Kwee, 1990) ventured in conjunction with Mikulas (1978)
and De Silva (1984). My take differs from cognitive-behavioral approaches like Dialectical
Behavior Therapy (Linehan, 1993) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (Hayes, 2004)
which – despite their Buddhist inspiration – are not Buddhist psychotherapies. They are at best
cognitive behavior therapies with a Buddhist flavor.
A stream of thought which bear correspondence with the current non-theistic take is
Batchelor’s (1997) secular Buddhism. However his innovative take remains in the framework
of philosophy and does not include psychology at all. My proposition bears resemblance with
Zen Therapy (D. Brazier, 1995) and with a similar program (C. Brazier, 2003). However,
our differences regarding Buddhist background (Amida Buddhism) and therapy approach
(experiential therapy) are significant. In fact, having teamed-up with David Brazier my
conclusion is that Karma Transformation complements Zen Therapy. There is high hope that
a cognitive-behavioral approach to Buddhist psychology/therapy, counseling, and coaching
will make headway going forward via the present curriculum.

Conclusion:
UNESCO’s “Building Peace in the Minds of Men and Women” is a global striving
which asks for a local beginning: change the world and start with me, like by compassionately
forgiving self and others. There cannot be peace unless there is peace within the individual
person. Peace is likely not the avoidance or absence of difference and conflict but the presence
of harmony and silence. These insights can only be understood through education. However
due to the jungle of norms, values, differing cultures and religions peace might have gotten
lost in a myriad of good intentions. The practice without is hard because there are so many
involved; so is the practice within, but at least there is only me and self to deal with which are
in principle comprehensive and transparent. Notwithstanding, one might have gotten lost on
the road and unable to find the right track, unless helped by a guide. Here is where
psychotherapy by Karma Transformation comes in; it has been practiced by the present author
for more three decades. Many denominations of therapy exist and the widespread need for
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a Buddhist version remains to be seen. Considering the increase in interest in Buddhism in
the Western world, the future seems bright. Buddhist therapy is rooted in Buddhism as
a psychology which on its turn is based on The Buddha’s teachings and the Buddhism that
has developed during 2500 years thereafter. An extract of all of this has been published about
(Kwee, 2013c) and forms the groundwork for a practice of conversation and meditation as
presented here as a curriculum. Supervision and intervision on delivering meditation and
on conducting conversations are part and parcel of the program.
The present secular approach to Buddhism is based on Ancient Greek Buddhism
and differs from other Buddhist therapy approaches (e.g. Watts, 1961) and non-religious/
worldly takes of Buddhism. It offers a brief but all-inclusive method of therapy meant to
advance the Buddhist spirit of healing in a world of Buddhists and non-Buddhists. While most
of them (e.g. Batchelor, 1997) stay within the realm of philosophy, they are unable to make
the paradigm shift to a next phase of conversational therapy practice. This is due to a lack of
methodology to transform greed, hatred, and ignorance into bliss and to a lack of a relational
and meaning perspective as proposed by Relational Buddhism (Kwee, 2012bc). The present
author made strides to make a comprehensive psychology/therapy out of the Dharma to help
people help themselves.
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Website and social media
http://relationalbuddhism.org , Fb @ Relational Buddhism, Tw @ relationalbuddh

References
Batchelor, S. (1990). The faith to doubt. Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press.
Batchelor, S. (1997). Buddhism without beliefs. New York: Riverhead Books.
Brazier, C. (2003). Buddhist psychology, London: Constable Robinson.
Brazier, D. (1995), Zen therapy: Transcending the sorrows of the human mind. New York:
John Wiley & Sons.
Claxton, G. (2002). The heart of Buddhism. London: HarperCollins.
De Silva, M.W.P. (1979/2005). An introduction to Buddhist psychology (4th ed.). London:
Palgrave Macmillan.
De Silva, M.W.P. (2008). Introduction to Mindfulness-Based Counselling: The magic of
the ordinary and the elegance of small things. Ratmalana, Sri Lanka: Vishva Lekha.
De Silva, P. (1984). Buddhism and behavior modification. Behavior Research & Therapy, 22.
Dockett, K., Dudley-Grant, G.R., & Bankart, C. P. (Eds.) (2003). Psychology and Buddhism.
New York: Kluwer Academic.
Epstein, M. (1995). Thoughts without a thinker: Psychotherapy from a Buddhist perspective.
New York: Basic Books.
Gethin, R. (1998). The foundations of Buddhism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Goleman, D. (Ed.) (2003). Healing emotions. Boston, MA: Shambhala.
Hall, M.P. (1979). Buddhism and psychotherapy. Los Angeles, CA: The Philosophical
Research Society, Inc.
Harvey, P. (2013). An introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, history and practices.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Hayes, S.C. (2004). Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Relational Frame Theory,
and the third wave of behavioral and cognitive therapies. Behavior Therapy, 35.
Kabat‐Zinn, J. (2003). Mindfulness‐Based Stress Reduction (MBSR). In M.G.T. Kwee &
M.K. Taams (Eds.), Special issue: A tribute to Yutaka Haruki. Constructivism in
the Human Sciences, 2.
Kalupahana, D.J. (1987). The principles of Buddhist psychology. Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press.
Kalupahana, D. (2010). Miracles: An Early Buddhist view. In M.G.T. Kwee (Ed.),
New horizons in Buddhist psychology: Relational Buddhism for collaborative
practitioners. Chagrin Falls, Ohio: Taos Institute Publications.

492

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

Kariyawasam, T. (2010). Omniscience: The Buddhist point of view. In M.G.T. Kwee (Ed.),
New horizons in Buddhist psychology: Relational Buddhism for collaborative
practitioners. Chagrin Falls, Ohio: Taos Institute Publications.
Keown, D., & Prebish, C.S. (Eds.). (2003). Encyclopedia of Buddhism. New York: Routledge.
Kornfield, J. (2009). The Wise Heart: A guide to the universal teachings of Buddhist
psychology. New York: Bantam Books.
Kwee, M.G.T. (Ed.). (1990). Psychotherapy, meditation and health: A cognitive-behavioral
perspective. London: East-West.
Kwee, G.T.M. (2010). (Ed.). New horizons in Buddhist psychology. Chagrin Falls, Ohio:
Taos Institute Publications.
Kwee, G.T.M. (2012a): The Borobudur: A psychology of loving-kindness carved in stone.
Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Universities, 3.
(www.undv.org/vesak2013/book/ebook3.pdf)
Kwee, G.T.M. (2012b). Relational Buddhism: Wedding K.J. Gergen’s Relational Being
and Buddhism to create harmony in-between-selves. Psychological Studies, 57.
Kwee, G.T.M. (2012c). Relational Buddhism: a psychological quest for meaning and
sustainable happiness. In P.T.P. Wong (Ed.), The human quest for meaning:
Theories, research and applications (2nd ed). New York: Routledge.
Kwee, G.T.M. (2013a). Psychotherapy by Karma Transformation: Relational Buddhism and
rational practice. Downloadable @ www.taosinstitute.net/psychotherapy-kwee
Kwee, G.T.M. (2013b). Relational Buddhism: An integrative psychology of happiness
amidst existential suffering. In S.A. David, I. Boniwell & A. Conley Ayers (Eds.),
The Oxford handbook of happiness. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kwee, G.T.M. (2013c). Psychology in Buddhism. In A. Runehov & L. Oviedo (Eds.),
Encyclopedia of sciences and religions (Vol.3, Ch. 159). Dordrecht,
Netherlands: Springer.
Kwee, G.T.M. (2014). A curriculum on Buddhist psychology and therapy/coaching.
In Thich Nhat Tu & Thich Duc Thien (Eds.), The importance of promoting
Buddhist education. Vietnam Buddhist University Series 25: Religion Press.
Kwee, G.T.M. (2015a). Buddha as therapist: Meditations. Downloadable at
www.taosinstitute.net (in process).
Kwee, G.T.M. (2015b). Pristine Mindfulness: Heartfulness and beyond… In E. Shonin,
W. Van Gordon & N.S. Singh (Eds.), Buddhist foundations of mindfulness
(in press). New York: Springer.
Kwee, M.G.T., & Ellis, A. (1997). Can Multimodal and Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy
be reconciled? Journal of Rational-Emotive & Cognitive-Behavior Therapy, 15.
Kwee, M.G.T., & Ellis, A. (1998). The interface between Rational Emotive Behavior
Therapy (REBT) and Zen. Journal of Rational-Emotive & Cognitive-Behavior
Therapy, 16.

493

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHIST RESPONSE TO EDUCATIONAL CRISIS

Kwee, M.G.T., & Holdstock, T.L. (Eds.) (1996). Western and Buddhist psychology:
Clinical perspectives. Delft, Holland: Eburon.
Kwee, M.G.T., & Lazarus, A.A. (1986). Multimodal therapy: The cognitive behavioral
tradition and beyond. In W. Dryden & W.L. Golden (Eds.), Cognitive-behavioral
approaches to psychotherapy. London: Harper & Row.
Kwee, M.G.T., & Taams, M. K. (2006), Buddhist psychology and positive psychology.
In A. Delle Fave (Ed.), Dimensions of well-being: Research and intervention.
Milano: Franco Angeli.
Kwee, M.G.T., K.J. Gergen, & F. Koshikawa (Eds.) (2006), Horizons in Buddhist
psychology: Practice, research & theory. Taos, NM: Taos Institute Publications.
Libet, B. (1985). Unconscious cerebral initiative and the role of conscious will in voluntary
action. Behavioral & Brain Sciences, 8.
Libet, B. (2004). Mind-time. Cambridge, MASS: Harvard University Press.
Linehan, M. M. (1993). Cognitive-behavioral treatment of borderline personality disorder.
New York: Guilford Press.
Malalasekera, G.P. (2003). Dictionary of Pāli proper names. Delhi: Asian Educational
Services.
Mikulas, W.L. (1978). Four noble truths of Buddhism related to behavior therapy.
Psychological Record, 28.
Peoples, Dion (2013). Buddhist Critical Thinking Skills (unpublished text).
www.academia.edu/7612755/Buddhist_Analytical_Thinking_Skills_BRI2013
Safran, J. (2003). Psychoanalysis and Buddhism. Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications.
Segal, Z.V., Williams, J.M.G., Teasdale, J.D. (2002). Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy
for depression: A new approach to preventing relapse. New York: Guilford Press.
Wallace, B.A. (2003). Buddhism and science. New York: Columbia University Press.
Wallace, B.A. & Shapiro, S.L. (2006). Mental balance and well-being: Building bridges
between Buddhism and Western psychology. American Psychologist, 7.
Watson, G. (1998). The resonance of emptiness: A Buddhist inspiration for a contemporary
psychotherapy. Richmond, UK: Curzon Press.
Watts, A. (1961). Psychotherapy East and West. New York: Random House.

494

R

Reestablishing the Analytical Thinking of Students:
A Buddhist Solution to the Modern Educational Crisis
Kustiani, Ph.D1

Problems of Lacking Analytical Knowledge in Modern Education
Education is important aspect for human beings. Education can be done formally or
informally. In Buddhist point of view, education should be done as long as the life of a person.
It is done throughout the samsaric journey until someone becomes an enlightened one,
a non-learner (asekha). When someone is not enlightened yet, he or she is called a learner
(sekha), someone who needs to study. The focus of education in Buddhist point of view
is about how to train and develop someone’s mind, and about how to change someone becomes
a better person.
In the modern education, various facilities are provided to produce a very good
graduate. There are books, nice school, beautiful classes, and full with internet access. Even,
some schools are providing free internet access for students. If schools do not provide free
internet access, students usually go to communication shop to get internet access. Unfortunately,
internet is not used wisely by some students in the modern education.
Have we ever seen the students of Junior or Senior High School going to the internet
café or a communication shop in order to browse the data from internet for doing their
homework from school? The answer is positive. We often see the mentioned above fact, and it
is becoming the common thing. Due to the habit of doing homework by copying and pasting
data from internet, students are not trained to think analytically. They just copy paste the answer
from internet. Not only that, they just copy and paste the answer from internet without reading it
carefully. The habit of copy and paste the data from internet is a disaster for modern education.

Why Do We Care of the Development of Analytical Skill?
The habit of copy and paste the data from internet should become a matter of reflection
by many people in educational circle. The solution should be found because it creates the lack of
analytical thinking of students. The lack of analytical skill makes student become unproductive
in many aspects. As the result, they don’t demonstrate the ability to think comprehensively,
and don’t have the ability to raise a new idea or to solve the problem correctly. That is why
many students are just keeping silent in the class without able to rise or to answer questions. On
the other hand, the Buddha gave advice that some signs of wise one was a person who was able
to raise questions and able to answer questions carefully.2
Graduated from PGIPBS, University of Kelaniya, Sri Lanka, 2013
Bhikkhu Bodhi: The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha – a translation of the Aṅguttara-Nikāya. Somerville:
Wisdom Publication. 2012. pp. 202-203
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A human is a being with a higher mind than any animal. A human being is called
manussa in Pāli. Literally, manussa means “higher mind”. It means that a human being has
special ability to understand matter relating to the past, present and future by comparing and
contrasting everything well.3 This definition also indicates that the mind of human can be
developed until its maximum capacity, intellectually or spiritually. Intellectually speaking,
the human mind can be developed in very large and broad aspect creating many innovations
and new findings. In spirituality, human mind can be developed into its peak level, the so called
enlightened mind, Arahat.
When the mind of young generations is just addicted with internet, it is a bad reality for
the development of intellectuality and spirituality. Intellectuality will not be developed as they
just copy and paste whatever is said by the people in the internet. They become lazy in doing
thinking, and in analyzing something. This condition will become worse when young
generations are addicted with online games, on the internet. They will spend more time in playing
game online than in doing study. When it happens, the development of spirituality also cannot
be hoped from them. Their spiritual quotient will not be trained well. They will not have time
to learn the spiritual teaching and to do meditation. Generally speaking, in order to develop all
qualities and to make someone can become a dependent one, become a person who is able to
stand on his or her own feet, he or she have to possess analytical knowledge. Hence, it is true
when a statement says “a person cannot be helpful to someone else, if they do not have
the intellect to perform; if someone doesn’t know their own mind, they cannot really solve
issues troubling another person’s mind.”4
In Buddhist point of view, there are four types of human beings based on the quality
of their mind. They are mannussa nerayika, manussa petta, manussa tirachana and paramatho
manussa.5 Manussa nerayika is a person belonging to hell. It is indicative of people who indulge
in evil actions such as stealing, killing, and lying. People who live in suffering in this life; not
getting enough food and shelter is categorized as manussa petta. Manussa tirachana is a life of
people who are leading the menial life. An ideal person is called paramatho manussa. This type
indicates a human being who is able to differentiate good from bad, and develops the mind well.
Based on the above categorization, the educational purpose should be done for
achieving the so called paramatho manussa. The young generation who has bad habit in copying
and pasting the answer from internet, a game addict, and one without analytical skill is not
a part of paramatho manussa. Hence, creating paramatho manussa should be used as the main
agenda by teachers and by policy makers in educational activities. Paramatho manussa in
the modern educational context is a young generation who is able to develop an old idea,
analyzing, criticizing it and finally become able in creating new idea.

Māha Kassapa: Great Disciple in Analytical Knowledge
In the Buddhist texts, it is stated that the foremost disciple of the Buddha in
the analytical knowledge is Ven. Māha Kaccana.6 In many instances, he shows the ability to
Buddhist Philosophy Education, pg. 24
Peoples, Dion Oliver. Advanced Analytical Assessment of Buddhist Critical Thinking Skills and Additional
Philosophical Concerns or Perspectives for the Field of Critical Thinking. 2014. Bangkok. MCU.
5
Vimanavatthu, 23 or see Buddhist Philosophy of Education, pg. 25 -26
6
Great Disciples of the Buddhas, pg. 241 ff.
3
4
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explain the short teaching uttered by the Buddha in very detail explanation and in the exact
meaning just like the Buddha’s own exposition. Madhupiṇḍika Sutta of the Majjhima Nikāya,
is one example. This famous discourse is showing the analytical skill of Ven. Māha Kaccana
in giving explanation.
Before giving detail explanation, Ven. Māha Kaccana is praising the Buddha as
a teacher and as an enlightened one. It shows that Ven. Māha Kaccana is a humble one though
he is the foremost student in analytical knowledge. From this case, students in the modern time
should learn how to become humble person though we have a huge knowledge. It is a part of
character education that should be emphasized in modern time.
In giving explanation, Ven. Māha Kaccana quotes a brief statement that has been spoken
of the Buddha. Then, he gives further and detail explanation based on this brief statement.
In the Madhupiṇḍika Sutta, it is clear that Ven. Māha Kaccana is able to expound how the mental
proliferation (papañca) is the main cause for getting proliferated and deluded mind. The mind
that is afflicted with papañca will always wander in the cycle of samsaric.
Hence, a brief statement from the Buddha becomes guideline for his explanation and
therefore, he will not run far away from the main topic. It is because the brief statement of
the Buddha is the core and a guideline for Ven. Māha Kaccana in giving analysis and
explanation. Ven. Māha Kaccana can do such analysis because he is able to give explanation in
detail (vitthārena), able to think broadly (nidessa), and able to think effectively (udesa). All of
this gives the moral for the student that in doing study must be based on a theory, then student
should analyze in detail, broadly, and effectively in order to get the real meaning of a theory.
Finally, student will be able to master a theory clearly.
Based on the Madhupiṇḍika Sutta, it can be seen that Ven. Māha Kaccana is having
the ability to relate the beginning and the conclusion of his explanation very well (niggamana).
Before giving conclusion, he mentions once more the brief statement of the Buddha, to remind
the audience about the beginning of their topic of discussion. Then, he makes a conclusion
by emphasizing the real meaning of brief statement that has been used as the main topic of his
explanation. Hence, beginning and the end of conclusion is related to each other’s. Not only
that, after giving conclusion, Ven. Māha Kaccana gives a freedom for everybody to verify what
has been explained by him. And also, he asks the audience to verify what he said by bringing
it to the Buddha and ask the Buddha’s correction if there is any mistake. It gives the moral to
the student to be an opened minded scholar, welcoming the criticizing of others to our theory.
The other discourse explained by Ven. Māha Kaccana is Bhaddekaratta Sutta.
This discourse teaches the importance of living in the present moment. The analytical skill
of Ven. Māha Kaccana is once again shown in this discourse. In giving explanation, he cites
the first two lines of the teaching given by the Buddha. Then, he analyzes each of the sentences
in very detail.7 He links the explanation of first sentences “let not a person revive the past”
with the six sense doors and theirs objects. Hence, the audience will understand that thinking
the past can be created through six sense doors when they do contact with their objects regarding
the past. If just remember the past, it will not create a big danger. But when remember the past
and it is followed with desire and lust, it becomes a great danger for the development of mind.
The person who is able to give such explanation is really an analytical one.
7

Great Disciples of the Buddhas, pg. 260
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There are many other discourses taught by Ven. Māha Kaccana. Generally speaking,
all these discourses show the analytical skill of Ven. Māha Kaccana. In the modern education,
could Ven. Māha Kaccana be used as role model for young generation in developing analytical
knowledge?

How to Develop Analytical Ability for Young Generations?
Modern education should come back to the core teaching of education, i.e. increasing
the quality of human beings’ mind. The habit in copy and paste the answer from internet and
game addiction should be reduced and eradicated. It will decrease the analytical thinking of
students. When they just copy and paste the answer from internet, and addicted in playing
game, they will never study well. It is the starting point of the degradation in modern education.
How to build the willingness to study, willingness to read carefully and willingness to
analysis something thoroughly in modern education? In modern theory, the analytical thinking
can be built up by generating purposes, raising questions, using information, utilizing concepts,
making inferences, making assumptions, generating implications, and embodying a point of
view.8 Accordingly, point of view or an idea that is argued by a student should pass many kinds
of pondering in his or her mind. A point of view should be based on the analytical thinking.
In Buddhist point of view, analytical thinking could be built by train the student to
explain a theory in detail (vitthārena) using their own words. In making sure that students are
trained in this matter, students should write the explanation using hand writing. This trick is to
make student avoids copy and paste from internet. Reflecting the case of Ven. Māha Kaccana’s
explanation, in building the student’s ability to explain a theory in detail should be done little by
little. First, student should be trained to explain an important word in a sentence. After student
is able to explain in correct way, then he or she is asked to explain a sentence. This ability will
increase and finally, student will be able to understand the real meaning of paragraph and will
understand the meaning of a full text.
The development of analytical thinking will make students become able to think broadly
(nidessa), and able to think effectively (udesa). When student have these abilities, cheating or
taking the answer from others in doing examination will not happen anymore. Every student
will use their analytical mind as best as they can. Hence, the increasing of the equality of
education can be hoped for the betterment of human race.

Conclusion
The purpose of education is increasing the quality of human mind. The success of
education is not solely measured by the mark of students in their report books. The success in
education can be seen in the process of education itself. Hence, everybody who is engaging in
education should be careful with the process of education than with the result. Be aware about
how students do get the answer and do not let them fall in the trap of copy and paste from
internet. Therefore we can see that to train students in analytical thinking is a must; otherwise
they will become parasitically uncreative for the world.
8
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The Influence of Oral Communication Strategies used
by Buddhist Monks in ASEAN Countries
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Phramaha Somphong Unyo

Introduction:
ASEAN or Association of Southeast Asian Nations was founded in 1967, currently
consisting of Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Myanmar, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore,
Vietnam, and Thailand. Since its establishment, ASEAN countries have gradually created
the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) by 2015. The role of English language in ASEAN
is quite important, especially communication competency. According to Article 34
of the ASEAN Charter, it states that the working language of ASEAN shall be English. Hence,
English language will play an important role for communication among ASEAN nations
in various spheres of cooperation. New technology, diplomacy, cultures, commerce and
the adoption of the internet have resulted in a major transition in terms of business, education,
science, and technological progress, or even religions all of which demand high proficiency
in English in order to use English as a means to communicate and achieve their goals. However,
Thailand has always been a country with one official language, Thai. We are so proud with our
country that we have never been colonized by any other countries. Therefore, English can be
at most the first foreign language that students must study in schools. For this reason,
Thais’ level of English proficiency is very low in comparison with many countries in Asia
(e.g. Malaysia, Singapore and the Philippines).
One of marvelous issues existing at a particular time of second language acquisition
(SLA) research is the question of how language learners use strategies differently and
how effective the use of strategies can be. Strategies are the specific methods of approaching
a problem or task, modes of operation for achieving a particular end, planned designs
for controlling and manipulating certain information, Brown (2000). In the field of SLA two
types of strategy have been distinguished: learning strategies and oral communication strategies.
In order to be competent in speaking, apart from the ability to use language correctly (linguistic
competence), the learner should have other competences; that is, sociolinguistic and strategic
competence, which are the components of communicative competence (Savignon, 1983).
The goal of using oral communication strategies is to maintain the fluency of communication.
If the strategy can help the learner compensate for gaps in communication, he/she will
continue using it; if not, the learner has to adopt an alternative way of solving the speaking
and listening problem.
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Since Buddhist monks in ASEAN countries still lack the linguistic knowledge or
linguistic competence to express their ideas openly, it’s worth examining how they use oral
communication strategies to compensate for the gaps. The study in this article is Buddhist
monks in ASEAN countries which gradually becomes more of a practical mainstream priority
throughout ASEAN counties and be a mental and intellectual leader in our global community.

Methods and Materials:
After reviewing all the speaking skill measurement tools or measuring instruments,
it was concluded that with respect to others Oral Communication Strategy Inventory (OCSI)
had a clear factor structure and it seemed less problematic. Thus, we decided to adapt OCSI
developed by Nakatani (2006). Our concern in the adaptation study of OCSI is to investigate
whether oral communication strategies classified in OCSI developed by Nakatani (2006)
and Amy Fang-Yen Hsieh, (2014). There are two phase in this study. At the first phase,
the participants were 56 second years Buddhist monk students studying in International Buddhist
Studies College, Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University. At the second phase, twenty-five
volunteer participants participated in interviews via focus group include Thai and Laos Buddhist
Monk students in general department because in the International Buddhist Studies College
there are no Laos Buddhist Monk student and only one Thai Buddhist Monk student in there.
The questionnaire consists of two parts which address strategies for coping with
speaking problems and strategies for coping with listening problems. There are 32 items
in the first part and 28 in the second part, and each item is assessed on a five-point. Likert
scale. Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, which was 0.86 for the first
part and 0.85 for the second part, indicating a highly acceptable level of internal consistency.
Nevertheless, since the original version of this inventory is for learners learning English
as a foreign language, some modifications were needed to make the items better and suitable
to the context of the present study. The revised OCSI questionnaire was piloted with three
participants who were studying at Mahidol University, Nakhonsawan Campus. According to
their feedback, it took approximately 30 minutes to complete the questionnaire. All of them
agreed that the clarity of the instructions was clear enough. When asked about the clarity of
the strategy items and whether any strategy should be omitted, they gave some constructive
suggestions. Consequently, some further modifications were made based on the comments,
such as, for item 28 in the second part, the original version was “when I can’t understand
the speaker I will down the pictures and ask for confirmation”, which was changed “when
I can’t understand the speaker I will open dictionary app on Smartphone or iPad and ask for
confirmation”. They gave some constructive suggestions. Therefore, some further modifications
were made based on the comments.

Results and Discussion:
Since the original OCSI was revised and there were 60 items in the survey, a factor
analysis was applied to reveal patterns among the interrelationships of the items. With regard to
Part 1, concerning strategies for coping with speaking problems, the Cronbach’s alpha for the 34
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items was .81, which indicates a highly acceptable internal consistency. Seven components were
selected and the total percentage of variance accounted for by these seven factors was 51.45%.
The factor loadings after rotation, the communality of each variable, and the content
of each item. The present study followed prior recommendations to interpret only factor
loadings with an absolute value greater than 0.4 (Nakatani, 2006; Stevens, 2002; Amy Fang-Yen
Hsieh, 2014). All factors were labeled according to the variables included therein. The same
method was adopted to determine the number of factors in strategies for coping with listening
problems. The reliability of this part measured by Cronbach’s alpha was .85, which indicates
a highly acceptable internal consistency, as Table 1 shows.
Table 1 - Factors for speaking strategies:
Factors

Items

Factor 1: Social Affective
Factor 2: Interlocutor Consideration
Factor 3: Self-Awareness of Accuracy
Factor 4: Message Avoidance or Reduction
Factor 5: Word-Oriented
Factor 6: Negotiation for Meaning while Speaking
Factor 7: Grammar-Oriented

25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 31
9, 15, 16, 17, 19, 23
10, 11, 12, 13, 30
1, 4, 6, 24, 32
2, 3, 33, 34
20, 21, 22
7, 8, 18

The same methodology was adopted to define the number of factors in strategies
for coping with listening problems. The reliability of this part measured by Cronbach’s alpha
was .85, which indicates a highly acceptable internal consistency. Table 2 shows the labels
of all the factors and the variables included therein.
Table 2 - Factors for listening strategies.
Factors

Items

Factor 1: Conversation Maintenance
Factor 2: Guessing from Selective Message
Factor 3: Focusing on Small Parts
Factor 4: Paying Attention to Speaker
Factor 5: Negotiation for Meaning while Listening
Factor 6: Getting the Gist

14, 15, 17, 18, 21, 22, 23
3, 4, 5, 7
1, 11, 24, 25, 27, 28
2, 12, 13, 16, 26
10, 19, 20
6, 8, 9

As a result of the factor analysis the adapted version will be explained. In terms of
strategies for coping with speaking problems, the study found that Social Affection Strategies
and Message Avoidance or Reduction Strategies were the most frequently used by Buddhist
monks in ASEAN countries. Factor 1: Social Affection Strategies Item 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 31.
All of these items are concerned with Social Affection as Nakatani (2006) classified. (e.g. Item
25. I try to give a good impression to the listener. Item 26. I don’t mind taking risks even though
I might make mistakes. Item 27. I use gestures when I have difficulties in understanding. etc),
and Factor 4: Message Avoidance or Reduction Item 1, 4, 6, 24, 32. (e.g. Item 1. I pay attention
to the interrogative word in a sentence to judge whether it is a question or not. Item 4. I pay
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attention to the words which the speaker slows down or emphasizes. Item 6. I try to respond
to the speaker even when I don’t understand him/her perfectly. etc.)
Whereas Grammar-Oriented Strategies and Negotiation for Meaning while Speaking
Strategies were rarely used Buddhist monks in ASEAN countries. As Nakatani (2006) classified.
Factor 5: Word-Oriented Item 2, 3 (e.g. Item 2. I try to catch every word that the speaker uses.
Item 3. I guess the speaker’s intention by picking up familiar words. Item and factor 6:
Negotiation for Meaning while Speaking Item 20, 21, 22 (e.g. Item 20. I ask the speaker
to use easy words when I have difficulties in comprehension. Item 21. I make a clarification
request when I am not sure what the speaker has said. Item 22. I ask for repetition when I can’t
understand what the speaker has said.)
For coping with listening problems, Negotiation for Meaning while Listening Strategies
and Paying Attention to Speaker Strategies and were frequently used Factor 5: Negotiation for
Meaning while Listening Item 10, 19, 20 (e.g. Item 10. I ask the speaker to give an example
when I am not sure what he/she said. Item 19. I ask the speaker to slow down when I can’t
understand what the speaker has said. Item 20. I ask the speaker to use easy words when
I have difficulties in comprehension, etc., and factor 4: Paying Attention to Speaker Item 2, 12,
13, 16, 26 (e.g. Item 2. I try to catch every word that the speaker uses. Item 12. I try to catch
the speaker’s main point. Item 13. I pay attention to the speaker’s intonation, etc.)
Meanwhile Focusing on Small Parts Strategies were rarely used among them.
Factor 3: Focusing on Small Parts Item 1, 11, 24, 25, 27, 28. (e.g. Item 1. I pay attention to
the interrogative word in a sentence to judge whether it is a question or not. Item 11. I try to
translate into native language little by little to understand what the speaker has said. Item 24.
I only focus on familiar expressions, etc.)

Interview data
The interview included questions asking the participants about the oral communication
strategies they used to deal with speaking and listening problems in general. The brief of their
answers are shown in Table 3:
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Table 3 - Communication Strategies for Speaking & Listening Problems:
Groups

Strategies for speaking problems

Group 1

•
•
•
•
•

use another way to express
use a lot of social-affective strategies
use dictionary app on Smartphone
use Google translation tool
encourage oneself

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

pay attention to the conversation flow
use an easier way to express
speak loudly and clearly
ask for the speaker’s assistance
pay attention to speaker’s pronunciation
use an easier way to express
use dictionary app on Smartphone
use Google translation tool

Group 2

Group 3

Group 4

Group 5

Strategies for listening problems
• try to catch the gist
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

ask for the speaker’s assistance
guess by familiar words
send continuation signals
pay attention to the important parts
guess by familiar words
try to catch the gist
ask for easier expressions

•
•
•
•

ask for the speaker’s assistance
try to catch the gist
try to respond
pay attention to the speaker’s body
language
try to respond
ask for easier expressions
pay attention to the speaker’s body
language
try to catch the gist
try to respond
pay attention to the speaker’s body
language

• provide examples
• encourage oneself
• use an easier way to express

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

speak loudly and clearly
use an easier way to express
use body language
use dictionary app on Smartphone
use Google translation tool

The results showed that Burmese, Cambodian and Vietnamese Buddhist Monk groups
used more social affective and conversation maintenance strategies than the other Buddhist
monk groups whereas Lao and Thai found that used more strategies of avoidance reduction
strategies and focusing on familiar expressions. Meanwhile, strategies for facing with listening
problems Burmese and Vietnamese Buddhist monk groups used the most conversation
maintenance strategies and aware of the fluency of conversation flow. They often use these
kinds of strategies to avoid gaps during the conversation with interlocutor and going on their
interaction. Cambodian and Lao Buddhist monk groups tend to pay attention to small details.
Therefore, they are more likely to use of cussing on small parts strategies. They often prefer
not to risk with making mistakes, so they try to figure out small details by means of writing.
They also pay attention to question words in order to respond properly and Thai Buddhist monk
groups reported that they focus on small parts strategies as well.
Even though the questionnaire (OCSI) used in the this study has been well developed
and the latent variables were explored in Nakatani’s (2006) study, conducting the factor analysis
was an essential step in the present study due to the differences in the learning contexts and
the revision of the questionnaire and participants were from the difference cultural background.
Though some of the factors were the same e.g. participants were at a similar age, and their
target language was English. Another important additional finding from the interview part is
that two students mentioned a new oral communication strategy which had not appeared in
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the OCSI: the use of dictionary application on Smartphone or iPad and using Google
translation tool. Nowadays, the advancement of technology also plays an important role
in language learning, and dictionary application on Smartphone or iPad and using Google
translation tool are example. Even though there is time pressure while speaking, dictionary
application on Smartphone or iPad and using Google translation tool can help learners
immediately to solve communication problems. They used the dictionary application
on Smartphone or iPad and using Google translation tool to come up with a new word phrase
or sentence and used it in the conversation.

Conclusions:
This study has made a significant contribution to revising and developing
a comprehensive Oral Communication Strategy Inventory. The findings of the present study have
several pedagogical implications. It implies that Buddhist monk in ASEAN countries students’
choice of strategy use is influenced by their experience. As a result, teachers can help students
to master the strategies they use less often in order to enhance their English communication
ability. And a maximum learning effect may be achieved if the teaching methods and students’
English learning strategies can complement each other. As a result, teachers should know more
about the differences between students’ strategy use in order to adapt the teaching
methodology to the strategic behavior of the Buddhist monk in ASEAN countries students.
Moreover, the measurement of oral communication strategies via a valid and reliable inventory
can help teachers be aware of the communication strategies used by learners in the course of
speaking so that they can make students be conscious of strategies existing in their repertoire
and help them focus their energies on other strategies that could actually work. In addition,
language teachers should bear in mind the issue of language proficiency when they conduct
strategy instruction. Although it is good to encourage students to use as many strategies
as possible, sometimes it can lead to frustration when learners find it difficult to adopt
all of them. When teaching new Buddhist monk in ASEAN countries students of English,
a variety of strategies should be added to the curriculum to help them achieve higher goals.
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Contribution towards the Peace and Happiness
of ASEAN Community through the Practice
of Buddhist Filial Piety
Yuande Shih
PhD Candidate, MCU

Introduction:
Filial Piety has ever been considered an indigenously Confucian teaching that governs
the familial and intergenerational relationship of Chinese people. Some scholars even insist
the filial features cited in the Mahayana Buddhism might be the results of the later influences
by Confucianism during its evolution in China. Pointing to this argument, Ven. Guang Xing1
suggests that the filial piety was not just practiced by the early Buddhists in India but also
evidently, taught and encouraged by the Buddha, himself as one of primary ethical practices.
The Sigālovāda Sutta and many other discourses of the Buddha highly esteem filial piety as
a valuable quality of social Ethics. Duties and respects of the children towards their parents,
shown in the Sigālovāda-sutta certainly reflect the highest form of filial piety in Buddhism.
Respect for one’s parents and ancestors are behind the spirit of the concept of filial piety.
Historically, there had been three waves of Chinese migration into Southeast Asia
since the middle 17th century until the middle of the 20th century, with contributing estimated
20 million ethnic Chinese to the ASEAN community according to the survey conducted
in 1990s.2 In order to secure the prosperity of the family, the ethnic Chinese respectfully
keep up the practice of filial piety in the lands of their diaspora where they heartily continued
to support the elderly and carry on their family business. Beyond the family, they have extended
their respects to the elderly in dealing with the interpersonal relationship. Undoubtedly
this very practice has contributed those Chinese immigrants’ success in their family-prosperity
and social status throughout the entire ASEAN community. The practice of filial piety has
gradually merged into the local religion, culture and customs, working as one of the primary
social virtues to prosper and harmonize the whole ASEAN community; but along with
the speedy modernization happening in the ASEAN region, the practice of filial piety has been
deteriorating among the younger generations. As a result, the number of aging parents who do
not get proper care and protection from their children increases widely in ASEAN where their
Ven. Guang Xing is the Assistant Professor of Buddhist Study Center, Hong Kong University.
Suryadinata (1997):7, among them, 5.46 million in Indonesia (might be under estimation), 5.25 million
in Malaysia, 4.81 million in Thailand, 2.52 million in Singapore, 0.96 million in Vietnam, 0.85 million
in Philippines, 0.5 million in Cambodia and 0.46 million in Myanmar.

1
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minimal social welfare fails to cover the basic material needs of old folks. It is not a secret that
when the aging parents are not looked after well by their children they suffer a lot physically
as well as mentally to the extent that they are disgusted with their own life. Therefore,
the practice of filial piety not only contributes as a factor for enabling a peaceful and harmonious
society but also a necessary condition to build a healthy society that we all expect throughout
ASEAN. The present article aims at a critical survey of possible contribution towards unity,
peace and happiness of the ASEAN community, through the practice of the virtue of filial piety
as taught in Buddhism.

Conceptualization of Filial Piety in Confucianism:
Based on Hsiāo King3, the classics of filial piety, Yang (1997)4 delineates the following
fifteen aspects of Confucian concepts on the filial piety, which have been kept up by the ethnic
Chinese in the ASEAN community as the following:
1. to revere and love one’s parents
2. to obey one’s parents
3. to admonish one’s parents with reasons and righteousness
4. to be near home and ready to serve one’s parents
5. to treat and serve one’s parents with politeness and etiquette
6. to fulfill one’s parents’ aspirations by join the same occupation or vocation
7. to promote the public prestige of one’s kindred, to honor one’s parents
8. to cherish the loving memory of parental affection
9. to entertain one’s parents appropriately
10. to let parents live without worry and anguish
11. to look after one’s parents with a spirit of the caring
12. to preserve one’s body from injury
13. to bear sons and thereby continue the family line
14. to bury the deceased parents with ritual propriety
15. to offer sacrifices to the deceased parents with ritual propriety
Implicitly, these fifteen points clearly illustrate to younger generations to reciprocate
what the parents have done for them5. In other words, the fifteen points can be considered as
fifteen rules from Confucianism for the young generations to meditate as well as to apply in
daily life to perfect the material and spiritual needs of the parents, and to one day portray and
teach towards their own children through their own actions. Furthermore, Confucianism has
extensively developed filial piety into loyalty towards the administration. In this sense
3
4
5

James Legge, tr. “The Hsiāo King.” the Scared Books of the East. Ed. F. Max Muller. (1996): 465-488.
Yang (1997):237.
Kwan (2000): 24.
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the practice of filial piety, as a core social ethic, has pervaded beyond the intergenerational
relations of families to interpersonal relations of society.6

Buddhist Filial Piety Is the Way to Requite the Debts to One’s Parents:
Similarly as well as transcendentally, the concept of filial piety in Buddhism was brought
out in the early Buddhist texts. According to the categories designated by Ven. Guang Xing,
which is cited in the introduction, filial piety is the way to requite the debts to one’s parents.
In Kataññu Sutta of Aṅguttaranikāya, it’s said:
Monks, one can never repay two persons, I declare. What two? Mother and father. Even
if one should carry about his mother on one shoulder and his father on the other, and
so doing should live a hundred years, attain a hundred years; and if he should support
them, anointing them with unguents, kneading, bathing and rubbing their limbs, and
they meanwhile should even void their excrements upon him — even so could he not
repay his parents.7
In the same sutra the Buddha continues to declare the reason why we should seek to
repay the grace of parents, he says:
Monks, parents do much for their children: they bring them up, they nourish them,
they introduce them to this world.8
Meanwhile in the Mahīśasaka Vinaya9, the similar discussions have been also recorded
that the parents of Bhikṣu Pilinadavatsa were poor and he wanted to offer them his robes but
dared not do that. Then he approached to the Buddha for inquiries. Due to this actual occasion,
the Buddha gathered the Bhikṣu and uttered them the above message, and laid down a new
rule that the Bhikṣu should support their parents wholeheartedly as their life-spans. In his own
words, the Buddha declares:
Thus, hereafter, (I) allow you, Bhikṣus, support your parents wholeheartedly your entire
life. Anyone who does not do so commits a grave offence.10
It’s quite possible to say that the Buddha taught filial piety by himself and even constituted the practice of filial piety as rule [although not doing this himself, towards his own
parents], to ensure parents of monks can be supported by and through the efforts of their no6
7
8
9
10

Hwang (1999): 163.
Bodhi (2012): 153.
Ibid. Bodhi.
T22, no.1421, 140c.
Guang Xing (2006): 98, N.12.
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ble-sons. Meanwhile the Chinese version of Ekottāgama also records this very discourse yet
with the slight change in which the one hundred year of carrying the parents on the shoulders
has been replaced by one thousand year or ten thousand years.11 Comparing with Ekottāgama,
the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya has not only reiterated the same “one hundred years”
of repaying the parents, but singles-out a very important message about the definition of parents,
the objects of which filial piety concerns. In the context, the Bhikṣu always contemplated to
repay his father and even his step-mother who used to mistreat him badly during his household
life.12 In addition, in a parallel text, Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya-bhaisajyavastu tells that Venerable
Maudgalyayana always observed how to help parents to achieve their spiritual liberation rather
than just offer advice to the living.13 In order to compensate parents, the Buddha continuously
advices his assembly in the Kataññu Sutta:
Moreover, monks, whoso incites his unbelieving parents, settles and establishes them
in the faith; whoso incite his immoral parents, settles and establishes them in morality;
whoso incite his stingy parents, settles and establishes them in liberality; whoso incite
his foolish parents, settles and establishes them in wisdom — such a one, just by so
doing, does repay, does more than repay what is due to his parents.14
Based on this statement provided by the Buddha: faith, morality, liberality and wisdom
are the spiritual foods that the young generations can prepare and actually give to parents.
In another passage of Aṅguttaranikāya the Buddha encourages his monks to worship and
venerate their father and mother as Brahmā.15
From the above-cited discourses of Buddha, we can see how parents become considered
as be worthy of offerings, as Brahmā, as friends. Thus supporting them should become one’s
duty to perform well. The Buddha also mentions there are three duties praised by the wise and
good, one of them is to support the parents.16 At the same time, in the well-known Sigalovāda
Sutta of the Dīghanikāya, the Buddha suggests to lay followers to respect and support parents
in five ways:
In five ways, young householder, a child should minister to his parents as the East17:
having supported me I shall support them, I shall do their duties, I shall keep the family
tradition, I shall make myself worthy of my inheritance, furthermore I shall offer alms
in honor of my departed relatives.18
T2, no.125, 600c-601a: Personally I think both “ten thousand years” and “one hundred years” have no
any different senses rather to emphasize the period is long according to the linguist habits.
12
T23, no.1442, 658c.
13
T 24, no. 1448, 16a.
14
Bodhi (2012):153-5, see also T. 23, 642b, 658c, as well as T. 24, 16a.
15
Bodhi (2012):227.
16
Bodhi (2012): 245-46.
17
In India, east is the most important direction. So when the parents are worshiped as the eastern direction, that
means the parents are at the important position in the current Indian society, refers to Guangxing (2006), 88.
18
Walshe (2012): 466.
11
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This very sutra is highly esteemed by Chinese Buddhists for performing duties towards
their parents accordingly; furthermore, to add emphasis, this has been translated into Chinese
five times19, throughout the different eras. Another important message worthy of our attention
is that parents come after oneself in second position20, for us to spend our righteous earnings
according to the Buddha. Hereby old-folks undeniably have equal right rights as others’
to receive social benefits. They might be put in the prior position of the five kinds of people
to be venerated when the wealth is gained righteously, due to the discourse by the Buddha
in Aṅguttaranikāya.21

Filial Piety as Primarily Ethical Good Deeds, a Field of Merit:
Moreover the merits of supporting one’s parents are cherished by the Buddha in
the vast teachings. The Mātuposaka Sutta which is collected in both Pāli Saṃyuttanikāya
and Chinese Saṃyuttāgama tell of a Brāhman that came to see the Buddha and asked the latter
about supporting his mother by begging for alms food. The Buddha did not only permitted
the Brāhman’s request to support his mother, but also assured that this very deed of maintaining
one’s parents accumulates much merit.22
Filial piety is a common teaching shared by both Buddhism and Confucianism to
perfect oneself as a form of primary ethics that not just secures the well-being of the old folks
but also facilitates communal harmony. From one who does not practice the virtue of filial piety
(respect for one’s own parents and ancestors), how can respect for others be expected? Peace
and happiness, expected for the whole society would become unachievable, because the basis
of Buddhist social ethics is none other than respect towards humanity.

Influences of Modernization upon Filial Piety in the ASEAN Community:
As cited above, wholeheartedly supporting one’s parents with materials and spirituality
is the duty, and is considered a meritoriously ethical practice along with the meditative dharma
as has been historically widely applied. Even now, though the concept of filial piety among
young people has eroded in some way, the duty of supporting one’s parents is still carried out
by younger generations. Comparing with history, the expressions of filial piety as well as
the implementations of filial duties have been influenced by speedy modernization in diverse
ways and in different degrees.23 For instance, cash payments and education have direct impact
on the subjective part of filial activities.24 At the same time, these two factors themselves
are influenced by modernization which guarantees sufficient material for young generations
to exercise their filial piety and provide the possibility for young generations to further their
The five Chinese translations are: 1). T 1, no. 16, 251b: Shi-jia-luo-yue-liu-fang-li-jing; 2). Da-liu-xiangbai-jing, lost; 3) T 1, no. 17, 254a: Shan-sheng-zhi-jing; 4). T1, no.135, 641a: Shan-sheng-jing; 5). T1,no.16, 71c:
Shan-sheng-jing. It’s very obvious that the first three had been brought out in Chinese quite early.
20
Bodhi (2012):829, 1).Oneself; 2).Parents; 3).Wife; 4).Friends and companions; 5).Recluses and Brāhmans.
21
Bodhi (2012): 659.
22
Sn. I, 181, & T3, no. 174, 175a, 175b, 175c.
23
Cheung (2009): 179.
24
Cheung (2009): 179.
19
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moral as well as vocational education or training.25 Another beneficial factor attributing to
the modernization is the steadfast economic growth has been enabling society to share filial
duties from the young generations by producing long-term care policies towards old people,
legitimately.26 In personal view, the modernization has positively brought more material
secure for the young generations and the whole society to practice filial piety with a diversity
of ways whereas not only young generations gain more choices to express their supporting to
their parents, but also old people themselves have been accessing more types of material and
spiritual offerings.
On the other hand, along with the industrialization and urbanization, the increasing
participation of women in the modern society has brought out undeniable changes on
the social structure and filial concepts which had hardly weakened the people’s initial acceptance
of the norms of filial piety and their practice of its obligation.27 In details, the availability
of better-paid employment in cities led many waves of young people to work and live far away
from their parents; and in some cases, even away from their own children. It’s very normal
to see old folks living with their grandchildren and waiting for the annual reunion with their
children in the labor-exporting ASEAN countries such as Cambodia, Thailand, Vietnam,
Myanmar, and so on.28 This very geographical separation of successive generations has
not only blocked the exercise of filial piety29 but also weakened the parent’s contributions
to their young adult offspring. Due to the principle of reciprocity, it might also reduce
the children’s contributions to their parents in old age.30 Furthermore, the high competitiveness,
imbalance of income, and increasing concept of materialism in the modernization has changed
modern people into some individualized personality whereas the individualism has successfully
occupied collectivism as well as devotion-ism. A key aspect of this theory is that the people
are increasingly pursuing their self-determination and personal tastes, rather paying attention
to others even their parents. Resulted from these factors, the old folks could not be protected
and cared as expected. Anyway the functional family pattern could not be sustained as before.
Hereby the social stability and harmony have been discounted though the materials have
enrichened in modernization. Pointing to all the messages above, the practice of filial piety
to maintain mutual responsibilities, respect, support and concern among the inter-generations
and even inter-personas is still applicable and necessary.

Conclusion:
Buddhism, along with Confucianism, tells that wholehearted support towards one’s
parents is a duty, as a chief ethical action, and as the rules to follow in daily life. Buddhism
though, transcends its concept of filial piety over limits of families and sovereignties to all
the sentient beings, even non-beings with its unconditional loving-kindness as well as
equanimity. In order to build a harmonious and happy society, the Buddha inspires people
to respect and support one another as one respects one’s parents. During many occasions,
25
26
27
28
29
30

Op.cit.183.
N Chow (2006): 31.
Cheung (2009):181.
Op.cit.182.
Ibid. Cheung.
Op.cit.184.
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the Buddha directly declares that it’s hard to find any sentient beings having not been one’s
parents, sisters, brothers, sons or daughters during one’s dwelling in the incalculable eons
of samsara.31 Thus, the filial piety in Buddhism is: loving-kindness where one pays sincere
respects to others’ right to attain happiness; the compassion where one wholehearted helps and
is concerned with others if needed; appreciative joyousness where one pays heartfelt gratitude
towards others’ efforts and achievement; and the equanimity whereas ones repay others
the righteously earnings as repaying to ones’ parents. In a few words: filial piety is just another
designation for the brahma-viharas, or the four immeasurables, cited above.
In response to insufficient support to our elderly, care is urgent and necessary – and
we must promote the practice of filial piety. This is not just a scheme to assure the welfare
of the elderly, but also this transcends towards building a healthy society in which
intergenerational or interpersonal relationships can be respected and harmonized. ASEAN
has clearly demonstrated the seriousness of the endeavor through various proclamations,
and it is necessary that we engage in this praxis. ASEAN has the Brunei Declaration
on Strengthening Family Institution: Caring for the Elderly32, there is the idea that Thailand
ranks 1st in ASEAN for elderly treatment33, clearly there is room for improvement, as this is also
a concern for the Asian Development Bank – as expressed through their report on the Impact
of Population Aging on Asia’s Future Growth.34 Buddhist inspired filial piety possibly is
the solution towards improving the lives of the aged, in our modern societies, and even within
our Buddhist nations, we need to improve.

SN II, 189-90, & T24, no.1484, 1006b.
http://www.oppo.opp.go.th/info/BruneiDeclare7th_ENG.pdf - accessed on 23 March 2015
33
http://englishnews.thaipbs.or.th/thailand-ranked-first-asean-elderly-treatment - accessed on 23 March 2015.
Although Thailand is #1 in ASEAN, they rank 42nd in the World. The Philippines is 2nd in ASEAN, and 44th
in the World, Vietnam is 3 rd in ASEAN, and 53 rd in the World, Indonesia is 4 th in ASEAN, and 71 st in
the World, Lao PDR is 5th in ASEAN, and 79th in the World, and Cambodia is 6th in ASEAN, and 80th in the World.
Singapore, Myanmar and Brunei were not ranked for this report. Clearly there is room for improvement.
34
http://www.adb.org/publications/impact-population-aging-asias-future-growth - accessed on 23 March 2015
31
32
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Abbreviations:
All references to the Pāli texts are to the edition of the PTS, Oxford. References are
the volume and page number. For instance, SN II, 189-190 is the volume 2
of Saṃyuttanikāya, Page 189-190. All references to the Chinese Canonic texts
are to the edition of Taishō Tripiṭaka (大正新脩大藏經), Japan. References are to
the volume and page number.
AN

Aṅguttaranikāya

DN

Dīghanikāya

M

Majjhimanikāya (figures: number of Sutta)

PTS

Pāli Text Society

SN

Saṃyuttanikāya

Sn

Suttanipāta

T

Taishō Chinese Tripiṭaka (大正新脩大藏經 figures: number of volume, for example,
“T15, no.603, 1a” means the Taishō Tripiṭaka Vol 15, Number 603, Page1, col. a).

Tr

Translation
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Exploration of Cultural Exchanges in Buddhism
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Since the establishment of the China-ASEAN strategic partnership, exchanges
and cooperation have been strengthened in various fields. Among them, cultural exchanges
in Buddhism have played an important role, as Buddhism is the main religion in most of
the ASEAN member states. Firstly, the cultural exchanges in Buddhism between China
and ASEAN have enjoyed a long history. Since the establishment of the People’s Republic
of China, there have been various forms of cooperation and exchanges between Buddhist
Association of China and the ASEAN member countries. Secondly, Buddhist exchanges between
China and ASEAN have realistic foundations. China is a leading country of Buddhism and has
three systems of Buddhism, namely: Chinese Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism and Theravāda
Buddhism. In various aspects of the Buddhist culture exchanges lies enough room for China
and ASEAN members to carry out more projects. Buddhism will then serve as a bridge to
promote the friendship and the understanding between China and ASEAN members.

Introduction of Buddhism in China and ASEAN:
Nowadays, Chinese religions are in a diversified developing trend. The freedom
of religious belief is protected by constitution. There are five major religions authorized
by Chinese mainland official: Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity, Catholicism, Islam, together
with folk religion. As one of the five major religions, Buddhism originated in India and was
introduced to China between the Western Han and Eastern Han Dynasties. Combined with
Chinese local culture, it gradually evolved into part of Chinese traditional culture. According
to the website of the Buddhist Association of China, the developing state of the contemporary
Chinese Buddhism is as followed: “By 2012, the sites for the three language traditions
of Buddhism had reached more than 33,000 with approximately 240,000 Buddhist monks
and nuns in total. Specifically, Chinese Buddhism had more than 28,000 monasteries with
over 100,000 monks and nuns; Tibetan Buddhism had more than 3,000 monasteries with over
130,000 monks and nuns; and Theravāda Buddhism had more than 1,600 monasteries with
almost 10,000 members of the Sangha. Currently there are 38 Buddhist Colleges of different levels, over 100 Buddhist periodicals and nearly 200 Buddhist websites with substantial
influence. Each local Buddhist community has its own charity organization and cultural
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institution. Incomplete statistics show that currently there are over 100 million Buddhists
in China.”1
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) was established in 1967,
including Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Vietnam, Laos,
Myanmar and Cambodia. The Article 7 in ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint points
out that the ASCC shall respect different cultures, languages, and religions of the peoples
of ASEAN and that their common values in the spirit of unity in diversity shall be emphasized
so as to adapt to present realities, opportunities and challenges. The Article 43 indicates that
the Strategic Objective of ASCC is to create a sense of belonging, to consolidate unity
in diversity and to enhance deeper mutual understanding among ASEAN Member States about
their culture, history, religion and civilization. Chinese scholar Liu Jinguang believes that
the integration and reinforcement of the ideology based on religion plays a positive role
in the formation of “Asian Consciousness” and “ASEAN Consciousness” and the promotion
of further strengthening unity, cooperation and communication among Southeast Asian
countries.2 Among the ten ASEAN countries, the population numbers for Muslims is the largest.
Islam is regarded as the state religion in Malaysia and Brunei. Nearly 87% of the Indonesians
believe in Islam, which makes Indonesia the world’s most populous Muslim nation. Philippines,
the only Catholic country in Asia, has about 85% of Filipinos believing in Catholicism. Although
Buddhism is not the major religion in the other nations mentioned above, yet a significant
proportion of Buddhism followers still exists. Within the ten ASEAN countries, Theravāda
Buddhism is regarded as the major religion in Thailand, Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar. While
in Vietnam and Singapore, Mahayana Buddhism is one of the major religions. In accordance
with the statistics of Liu Jinguang “the number of the Buddhist believers accounts for one third
(over 34%) of the [ASEAN] population. In the Indo-China Peninsula, Buddhism has absolute
superiority, making up… about 94% of the Southeast Asian Buddhists. The largest Buddhism
religious group is in Thailand, accounting for about 34% of the total number of Buddhists
in Southeast Asia, with Vietnam taking up 28.4%, Myanmar 22%, Cambodia 7%,
Laos 2.7%, Malaysia 2%, Indonesia 2.6%, Singapore less than 1% and other countries
even less. As for the individual country, Cambodia holds the highest percentage of Buddhists, accounting for 93% of the total population, Thailand 92%, Myanmar 82%, Laos 77%,
Vietnam 76%, Singapore 40%, Malaysia 20% and Brunei 13.5%.”3

The Buddhist Sarira and Public Diplomacy:
Sarira, with the appearance of bead or flower, refers to the solid substance
[cremation-relics] after the cremation of Buddha, Bodhisattva, Arhat, monks and so on,
which is thought to be the crystallization of their merits due to constantly practice precepts,
meditation and wisdom. Among them the color of bone sarira is black. The color of the blood
http://www.chinabuddhism.com.cn/js/jj/2012-04-20/869.html（2015/1/30）
Liu Jinguang: the Characteristics of Southeast Asian Religions and the Effects on the implementation
of External Strategy in the Research on Southeast Asian Religion and Social Development ed. Zheng Xiaojun,
(Beijing: Social Sciences Publishing House), January 2013, 1st edition, p.21.
3
Liu Jinguang: the Characteristics of Southeast Asian Religions and the Effects on the implementation
of External Strategy in the Research on Southeast Asian Religion and Social Development, ed. Zheng Xiaojun,
(Beijing: Social Sciences Publishing House), January 2013, 1st edition, p.24.
1
2
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and flesh sarira is red and the hair sarira is black. The most famous Buddhist sariras in China
are the Sakyamuni tooth sarira and the Sakyamuni finger sarira. It is said that after
Shakyamuni’s parinirvana and cremation, there appeared many bone sariras, blood sariras and
hair sariras together with some Sakyamuni tooth sariras. Only two Sakyamuni tooth sariras
exist nowadays, one of which is consecrated in the Sarira Temple in Kandy City, Sri Lanka
and the other in the Lingguang Temple in Beijing. The only one exiting Sakyamuni finger
sarira is enshrined in the Famen Temple in Xi’an City, Shaanxi Province, China. “Based on
the historical records, this Sakyamuni finger sarira was sent to China by the envoy appointed
by Ashoka the Great. It bore the worship of all the dynasties before it was buried underground
in Tang Dynasty. More than 1000 years later, it finally reappeared. It is undoubtedly the most
sovereign and cherished treasure to all the Buddhists all over the world.4” In the spirit
of friendly communication between China and the ASEAN members, the Buddhist Sarira used
to play an important role in the field of public diplomacy.5 The scope of public diplomacy
covers “all the external exchanges besides the ‘government diplomacy’, which includes all
kinds of official and the folk two-way communication. The purpose of communication is to
directly promote the foreign public awareness of native country in order to influence society
through communication and affect the government through society.6” The pattern of public
diplomacy contains the following categories: people’s diplomatic mode, strategic diplomatic
mode, ethnic diplomatic mode, trade and economic diplomatic mode and religious diplomatic
mode, etc. The Buddhist exchanges between China and the ASEAN members belong to
the religious diplomatic mode, with the aim of promoting the knowledge of the ASEAN
members towards the state of Chinese Buddhism and the policy of Chinese Buddhism, etc.
Take the example of the exchanges between Chinese Buddhism and Burmese
Buddhism. With the request of Myanmar Government, the Sakyamuni tooth sarira stored in
the Lingguang Temple has been sent to Myanmar to be consecrated four times successively.
The first time was from October 1955 to June 1956. The Burmese delegation and the Burmese
cultural delegation were given a warm welcoming banquet by Chinese Prime Minister Zhou
Enlai when they came to China for the Sakyamuni tooth sarira.7 On their arrival in Yangon
Myanmar, the Burmese President Ba U and Prime Minister U Nu came to the airport to
welcome the arrival of Sakyamuni tooth sarira in person and led the government official to
hold a grand greeting ceremony.8 The Sakyamuni tooth sarira was consecrated in Myanmar
for nearly 8 months. 9Some scholar commended this event as followed: “The trip to Myanmar
of Sakyamuni tooth sarira adds splendor to the new China on the Buddhist diplomacy.
As the friendly messenger for Chinese Government and Chinese people, Buddhist sarira is
taken abroad on the royal progress to help China establish the friendly and good-neighborly
4
Ye Xiaowen, 100 Collected Works of Xiaowen, (Beijing: People’s Publishing House, December 2008),
1st edition, p. 270.
5
Editor’s Comment: ‘China’ sponsors temple-exhibitions of the ‘sacred-relics’ in various important temples.
Recently another relic-tour came through Thailand, re-verifying the author’s claim.
6
http://www.cpdcea.com/pdnews/（2015/1/29）
7
Zhang Qi, the Great Events of Buddhism in New China, (Beijing, Jincheng Press, November 2013),
1st edition, p.39.
8
Xue Yu, Diplomatic and Political Propaganda of Contemporary Chinese Buddhism, International Journal for
the Study of Humanistic Buddhism, (2013), 5th issue, p.133.
9
Zhang Qi, the Great Events of Buddhism in New China, (Beijing, Jincheng Press, November 2013),
1st edition, p. 39-46.

523

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHISM AND ASEAN COMMUNITY

relationship with the surrounding Buddhist countries and to eliminate misunderstandings about
China in the international society.”10 It was in 1994 that sarira arrived in Myanmar the second
time, consecrated for 45 days. The third time was from the end of 1996 to the beginning
of 1997, lasting for 90 days. The last consecration lasted 48days, from 6th November 2011
to 24th December. All these pilgrimages and consecrations created quite a stir in Myanmar.
The Sakyamuni tooth sarira, regarded as the symbol of wisdom and peace, bridges the friendship
between China and Myanmar.11 What’s more, this Sakyamuni tooth sarira once responded
to the invitation of Thai Government and was consecrated for 76 days, from 15th December
2002 to 1st March 2003. However, in 1994 the Sakyamuni finger sarira, kept in Famen Temple
Xi’an City Shaanxi Province, was sent to Thailand for worship and consecration for more than
2 months. During the time, about 3 million persons, from all walks of life, including members
of the royal-family and common-people, came to worship.12 Besides the Sakyamuni tooth sarira
and Sakyamuni finger sarira, China has the eminent monk sarira. On 2nd April 2012 the elderly
monk Master Benhuan, who was considered as the leading authority in Buddhism, passed away.
After cremation, a number of precious sariras appeared. On 22nd March 2013, Thai Buddhists
observed the grand ceremony of welcoming Master Benhuan Sarira in Sukhothai Province.
On 23rd March, the Master Benhuan Sariras were enshrined separately in the Thai Royal
Temple and the Temple of Dawn. Qin Yusen, the Culture Counsellor of the Chinese Embassy
in Thailand, claims exchanges of religious culture are exactly the exchanges that human-beings
appreciate, when interviewed by reporters. Buddhism plays a special part in communicating
what is inside the human mind and it encourages the promotion of social harmony and
our common development. The overseas enshrining ceremony of Master Benhuan Sarira
accelerates these cultural exchanges, although it is in the manner of Buddhist exchanges,
which plays a significant part in promoting exchanges between people around the world.13
The perpetual enshrining ceremony of Master Benhuan Sarira in Thailand is of great
importance in public diplomacy: the prominent Chinese monk’s sarira was first sent
and enshrined in Thailand, and was considered as an influential event, and a witness and symbol
of friendship between Thai and Chinese. This event served as an impetus to achieve more understanding and friendship between Thai and Chinese, as well as a fellowship and propaganda
to the surrounding Buddhist countries.”14 On the morning of 5th September 2014, the fourth
Phra Sangharaja of Cambodia paid a visit to Hongfa Temple in Shenzhen with his fellows,
where he showed great expectations to welcome Master Benhuan Sarira to Cambodia.15

Xue Yu, Diplomatic and Political Propaganda of Contemporary Chinese Buddhism, International Journal for
the Study of Humanistic Buddhism, (2013), 5th issue, p.135.
11
Ling Hai Cheng, Chinese Buddhism, (Beijing: Five Continents Diffusion Press, January2004), p.204-206.
12
Sangchi, the Exchanges of Buddhist culture between China and Thailand, (the Voice of Dharma, 2013) 1st issue.
13
Hong Fa Net, Buddhist Diplomacy: the Grand Worship of Master Benhuan Sarira in Thailand, published in 24th
March 2013 – the quotation was removed and grammar edited by the Editor.
14
http://www.hongfasi.net/special/23/index.html (2015/1/30)
15
http://www.chinabuddhism.com.cn/xw/jliu/2014-09-09/6833.html (2015/2/13)
10
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Scenic spots of Buddhism and Cultural Transmission:
There are four famous Buddhist mountains in China, i.e.: Putuo Mountain, Wutai
Mountain, Emei Mountain and Jiuhua mountain. There are numerous other scenic spots for
Buddhism in both China and the ASEAN countries. Endowed with great holiness, these spots
are different from the other natural and cultural landscapes. Therefore, a Buddhist trip is always carried with an aim of pilgrimage together with sightseeing and entertainment. Duan
Yuming points out that the natural environment is absorbed in the Buddhist universe mode,
as a result of being involved with Buddhist element. “Thereby the places selected by Buddhism
separate themselves from the middlebrow space and are inlaid in a universe order established
in Buddhism. They were no longer the natural environment but the marvelous realm as they
are called in Buddhism.”16 Those middlebrow places are then transferred into scared places.
“From the believers’ points of view, these holy lands are the center of the sacred space.
Therefore, visiting the centers in person is of sacred significance which makes them find a sense
of affiliation and belong to the sacred space.”17 Every Buddhist holy land carries a specific
culture connotation. They are cultural carrier, silently spreading the extensive and profound
Buddhist culture in the static state.
China’s Four Major Buddhist Mountains enjoy high reputation both at home and
abroad. Putuo Mountain in Zhejiang Province, the Bodhimanda for Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva,
Mount Wutai in Shanxi Province, the Bodhimanda for Manjusri Bodhisattva, Mount Emei in
Sichuan Province, the Bodhimanda for Samantabhadra Bodhisattva, and Jiuhua Mountain in
Anhui Province, the Bodhimanda for Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva, have become the sacred lands
visited by Buddhists around the world, who go on a pilgrimage and pray for divine blessing,
and the tourist destinations for the people from all over the world, who are attracted by their
beautiful natural scenery and rich cultural heritage. The core of the Avalokitesvara culture
in Putuo Mountain is that Avalokitesvara is infinitely merciful and compassionate who assists
the needy and relieves the distressed. Its practical significance is that Buddhism can cope with
the suffering of individuals as well as social crisis, consoling souls and resolving disaster.
The core of the Manjusri belief in Mount Wutai is that wisdom is the foremost, which suggests
that people should learn to be tactful in attending to business and skillful in handling the complex
human relationships. The core of the Samantabhadra culture is Ten Great Vows, embodying
the mettā of “seeking bodhi above and enlightening sentient beings below.” Its practical
significance is to guide the followers of Buddhism to practice mettā and bestow favor
on sentient beings. The vow of Ksitigarbha in Jiuhua Mountain is: “I swear not to be
Buddha unless the hell is empty.” The core of the Ksitigarbha culture is karmic samsara, which
reminds the world to forsake evil and promote good and pray for the karmic rewards in this
life and afterlife.
There are many famous Buddhist holy lands in ASEAN countries, which possess
profound cultural deposits, for example, the Emerald Buddha Temple in Bangkok.
“Thailand has served as the Buddhism stage for the Thai Royal since it was established in 1784.
The Emerald Buddha is enshrined in the Emerald Buddha Hall, the walls of which are painted
16
Duan Yuming, On Buddhist Environmental Protection Technology - On the Basis of Mount Emei,
Yunnan Social Science, (2009), 1st issue.
17
Zhang Jun, the Holy Space and Belief, Fujian Forum, (Humanistic and Social Science Edition, 2010),
7th issue.

525

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHISM AND ASEAN COMMUNITY

with pictures illustrating the stories of Shakyamuni before becoming Buddha. It is said that
the Emerald Buddha is the incarnation of Shakyamuni, which used to be stored in a plaster
Buddha figure and was regarded as national treasure after being discovered. The king ordered
people to make three gold-thread garments, one for each season, for the Emerald Buddha
and changes the garment personally (Editor’s Note: except in recent times when His Majesty,
King Bhumibol Adulyadej appoints the Crown Prince to perform the ritual), on the day of
the seasonal changes. There is a Former-king Hall for consecrating the former kings in
Thailand, a Buddha Bone Hall, a Tripitaka Sutra Pavilion, a bell tower, the pagoda and so on.
On the walls of the one-kilometer-long gallery pictures of Indian Epic Ramayana are painted.
…The wall paintings in the temple are considered as the complete works of the Buddhist art.”18
Thailand’s Nakhon Pathom, located 50 kilometers to the west of Bangkok, is a famous Buddhist
city with a history of more than 3000 years (Editor’s Note: …and was said to have been visited
by the missionary monks from Emperor Asoka, and features a large chedi, which is one of
the important national monuments). “The Buddhist holy land Pagan in Myanmar was founded
in the first century and became the center of the Pagan Dynasty and the Theravāda Buddhism,
known as a city ‘full of 4 million pagodas’. According to the statistics in 1973, there are 2217
Buddhist buildings altogether.”19 The Shwedagon Pagoda nearly the Yinya Lake in Yangon
Myanmar and the world peace pagoda in the eastern suburbs of Yangon Temple are very famous.
“The Angkor Wat in Cambodia is located in the southern suburbs of Angkor in Siem Reap City
Cambodia, founded during the time from 1112 to 1201. More than 10 main buildings and over
10 additional buildings make up the temple, with a total area of more than 40 thousand square
meters...”20 Apart from these mentioned above, there are still a lot of Buddhist holy lands,
such as the Wat That Luang Square in the northeast of Vientiane in Laos and the famous
Buddhism Pagoda Borobudur in Indonesia which are considered as the three Buddhism
historical sites together with the Angkor Wat and the Shwedagon.
These Buddhist holy lands attract numerous tourists and believers, paying a visit
and worshipping. They must have enjoyed the feast for their eyes and must have been edified
by the Buddhist culture. Therefore, Buddhist trip can achieve the goal of Buddhist culture
transmission. According to an early news report, Guiping City in Guangxi Province planned
to build the “China—ASEAN Buddhism Culture Center”. “Some expert suggested that
the Western Hill Park should be built into a large scale Buddhist culture theme park, which can
help in carrying out Buddhist culture tours through cooperation with the surrounding Buddhist
countries along the Mekong River. The Greater Mekong Sub-region flows through Myanmar,
Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam, which are all the traditional Buddhist countries.
The religious features characterized with Buddhism are very distinctive. Religious culture tour
is always the main part of travel. Therefore, strengthening the exchanges of Buddhist culture is
significant to boost the development of bilateral tourism.”21 If these measures are implemented
well, it is beneficial to diffuse and exchange Buddhist cultures between China and ASEAN.

18
19
20
21

Chen Bing, New Dictionary of Buddhism, (Beijing: China Esperanto Press, 1994), 1st edition, p.684.
Chen Bing, New Dictionary of Buddhism, (Beijing: China Esperanto Press, 1994), 1st edition, p.680
Chen Bing, New Dictionary of Buddhism, (Beijing: China Esperanto Press, 1994), 1st edition, p.682
http://nntb.mofcom.gov.cn/aarticle/shangwxw/200708/20070804984950.html (2014/8/27)
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The Buddhist education and cultural exchanges:
There is no standard answer to the connotation of Buddhist education. Wise see
wisdom. Wang Leiquan defines Buddhist education in his essay My Humble Opinion on Walking
out from the Dilemma of China Buddhist Education as followed: “it is the pattern and method
to transmit the opinion, experience, rites and system of Buddhist Doctrine to all sectors of
the world and to continue the life of Buddhist Community itself.”22 He also points out that there
are three patterns of Buddhist education: lectures in translation workshop, edification in jungles
and professional academy. The primary president of Buddhist association Master Yicheng
put forward another classification method on Buddhist education in his speech at the meeting
of the seventh national representative of the Buddhist Association of China: “by the academy
education, temple education and lay-Buddhists education to cultivate the qualified Buddhism
talents is the key to the rise and fall of Buddhism.23 However the modern Buddhist education
generally refers to academy education in the narrow sense, namely the monks receives education
in the Buddhist College or the Buddhist University. In this paper, Buddhist education refers
to the academy education. Master Yicheng once mentioned his wishes on several occasions:
“to build an internationally top-ranking Buddhist University in China.” However, there is
no Buddhist University in China at present. The previous text mentioned that there are 38
Buddhist Colleges on different levels, among which the Buddhist Academy of China
and Buddhist College of Minnan are rather influential. The exchanges and cooperation
between China and ASEAN on Buddhist education is still in a beginning stage. The exchanges
and cooperation on this aspect are not common: in 1996, per the invitation of the Myanmar
Government, the first batch of Chinese monks were sent to study abroad in a state-run Buddhist
university in the capital city of Myanmar – the first group since the founding of modern China.24
On 25th May 2001, according to the agreement between Vietnam Buddhist Circle and Chinese
Buddhist Association, four Vietnamese Buddhist nuns were sent to study in Buddhist College
of Minnan.25 On the afternoon of 4th December 2011, Shenzhen Hongfa Temple Buddhist
College (now renamed as Benhuan College) concluded and signed a cooperative intention with
Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University, in the Congress Hall of Thai Premier House.26
Given approval by the National Religious Officials, Fuzhou Kaiyuan Temple will build
the Research Center of Mahayana Buddhism together with the Buddhist Sangha University
of Thailand in June 2014.27 From 22nd to 25th December 2014, the delegation from the Chinese
Buddhist Association paid a visit to the Pannasastra University of Cambodia, with the aim for
both sides to strengthen exchanges and cooperation in Buddhist education and to cultivate monk
Wang Leiquan, My Humble Opinion on Walking out from the Dilemma of China Buddhist Education,
the Voice of Dharma, (2001), 10th issue.
23
Yi Cheng, Inheriting the Last Will of President Zhao Puchu and Starting a New Situation of Chinese
Buddhist Career in a Concerted Heart, the In-house Literature of Chinese Buddhist Association: Conference
Communication, (2002), 1st issue p.29.
24
Huang Yunjing, Chinese Communication of Buddhism towards ASEAN, Public Foreign Affairs, (2011)
Journal of Winter, (the 8th issue in general).
25
Zhang Qi, the Great Event of Buddhism in New China, (Beijing: Jincheng Press, October 2013)
1st edition p.301-302.
26
http://www.mldc.cn/sanskritweb/news/thai/thai.htm (2015/1/30)
27
Leading-edge Information, Fuzhou Kaiyuan Temple Will Set up the Mahayana Buddhist Research Center,
The Chan’s Civilization in 21st Century, (2014), 1st issue.
22
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talent and exchange students.28 Thanks to the developed information, more communication
channels have been added over these recent years. The importance of cooperation in Buddhist
education is gradually realized from all sides; therefore, the work gradually shows signs
of improvement.
Cultural exchanges and transmission are characterized with bi-directionality, instead
of uni-directional input or output. The exchanges and transmission of the same-type cultures
can maintain and strengthen this cultural system. As for the different-type cultures, cultural
integration is a result, and for another culture it blends in with their own culture; therefore,
cultural exchanges and transmission serve as the impetus for cultural development.29 From
the aspect of Buddhist cultural output, China owns abundant Buddhist culture resources,
including Chinese Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism and the Theravāda Buddhism. Among these,
Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism originated in China; therefore the output of Buddhist
culture is embodied in the influence on ASEAN countries from Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan
Buddhism. As for the current situation, Tibetan Buddhism has seldom effected Buddhist
followers in ASEAN countries, while Chinese Buddhism has rooted in many ASEAN countries
where there is a diaspora community, such as in: Thailand, Vietnam, Singapore, Malaysia
and Indonesia, where Chinese Temples and followers can be seen abundantly. “In 2009,
the Thai Royal Sixth Foundation invited Shenzhen Hongfa Temple to set up Chinese temple
in Phuket Island in Thailand, which created a new opportunity for Chinese Buddhism.
In the past, the Chinese Mahayana temples in Southeast Asia were all built by the ethnic
Chinese settling down there and then the Chinese prominent monks were invited to preside.
The followers are mainly ethnic Chinese so the influence was limited to those basically living
in the local neighborhood. This time, Chinese Buddhism monks are invited to build a temple
by the Thai Royal Sixth Foundation, which means Chinese Buddhism is thought highly of
within the Buddhist circle around the world. In 2012 Master Yinshun from Shenzhen Hongfa
temple was awarded the title of “Prominent Chinese Monk” by the King of Thailand, which was
the first priesthood given to Mahayana Monks from mainland-China by the Thai government.30
Concerning Theravāda Buddhism: from the aspect of Buddhist cultural affects,
Yunnan Province is heavily influenced by Theravāda Buddhism. Yunnan province and
the neighboring ASEAN countries of: Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia form a cultural
circle of Theravāda Buddhism. As a result of this close contact in geographical relationships,
affinity relationships, and clan relationships - Yunnan Buddhism is bound to be affected.31
According to scholar Zheng Xiaojun’s textual research: the managing model of Theravāda
Buddhism has a key point in management, involving the grassroots community and
the religion, of course, is absorbed into any social managing system, which effectively promotes
the orderly development of Buddhism in local society. The manage-mode is exactly
influenced by that of Southeast Asia Buddhism, which ensures the orderly social
http://www.chinabuddhism.com.cn/xw/jliu/2014-12-27/7494.html (2015/1/30)
Wang Xiaozhao, 15 Fundamental Lectures on Religious Studies, (Beijing: Beijing University Press, 2003),
1st edition, p.228.
30
Huang Xianian, Give Full Play to the Function of People to People Diplomacy of Buddhism on External Service,
Studies in World Religions, (2012), 3rd issue.
31
Zheng Xiaojun, the Contemporary Situation, Characteristics and Developing Strategy of Southeast
Religion, Southeast Religion and Social Developing Research, (Beijing, China Social Sciences Press, January 2013)
1st edition p.41.
28
29
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development of Southeast Asia.” 32 Additionally, large-scale international Buddhist
conferences are another project and opportunity for Buddhist cultural exchanges,
for example: three “World Buddhist Forum” have been successfully held in China; in 2014,
the 27th “World Fellowship of Buddhists” was held in Baoji City Shaanxi Province,
in which delegations from ASEAN Buddhists were sent to attend. On the other hand,
a delegation from the Buddhist Association of China will be sent to attend important grand
meetings - such as this one, the United Nations Day of Vesak, held by Mahachulalongkorn
University, organized by the International Association of Buddhist Universities, and sponsored
by the Government for the Kingdom of Thailand, or wherever the event may alternatively
be held. The cohesive force generated from the same Buddhist belief enables to ensure
exchanges among believersfrom both China and ASEAN so as to transmit similar, yet
different cultures. Therefore, the exchanges of Buddhist culture can first bridge the friendship
among the believers on both sides and finally the friendship between China and the ASEAN.

32
Zheng Xiaojun, the Contemporary Situation, Characteristics and Developing Strategy of Southeast
Religion, Southeast Religion and Social Developing Research, (Beijing, China Social Sciences Press, January 2013)
1st edition p.38.
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Prapheni Heet Sibsong: The Tradition of Merit-making
with Ethical Commitment to the ‘Other’
Dr. Dipti Visuddhangkoon
Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University, Thailand

An overview of Prapheni Heet Sibsong:
In Isan, the Northeast of Thailand, Prapheni Heet Sibsong or the twelve-month
Thai-Isan tradition has formed the main doxastic structural bedrock and conceptual framework
based upon which all socio-cultural, religious and ethical values are enacted and brought
to full realization. The ceremonies incorporated in Prapheni Heet Sibsong create conditions of
veritable relationship with oneself and others in the community. The calendrical ceremonies
that have given social meaning to the passage of time by creating monthly cycles oriented
mostly towards seasonal variations with its impact on agro-based economy, have imposed
a cultural order on nature as well as ethical behavior-orientation of both the laity and monastics
as a whole. Each of the ceremonies recalls and commemorates the basic beliefs of Isan
people and its annual celebration establishes a link between past and present, as if the original
events, for instance, the Bodhisattva’s life events (as re-enacted through verbal narration in
the Boonphravet ceremony) are happening over again.
The series of these traditional ceremonies start with Boonkhaokam in the first month
and ends with Boonkathin in the twelfth month. Here we shall describe in brief each of
the twelve traditions before highlighting two of the traditions namely – Boonkumkhaoyai
and Boonpravet for a detailed analysis. The first of the traditions i.e. Boonkhaokam is
an after harvest ceremony and starts approximately in mid/late November every year. Since
this ceremony is directly related to the spiritual purification of monks, the activities that mark
the ceremony involve intensive practice of dhamma - listening to sermons, practicing of
vipassana meditation, reading Dhamma books, etc.
The second in the list is Boonkhunlarn or Boonkumkhaoyai that we are going to
discuss in some detail following this overview in order to understand the concept of ethical
commitment to the ‘Other’, which is deeply embedded in the way of life of the Isan people.
Like Boonkhaokam, Boonkhunlarn or Boonkumkhaoyai is also a post-harvest ceremony
marking the beginning of the winter season in early January. The main activity of the ceremony
involves merit-making by offering the giant paddy heap by the villagers. Monks are invited
to individual households for chanting and blessing the harvest and the granary.
The third ceremony is Boonkhaojee that starts at the end of February or early March.
While villagers take great delight in offering roasted egg-smeared newly harvested sticky
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rice cakes (khaojee) to the monks, the aroma of which pervades every home, merit-making is
performed in observance of the great event of the Buddha’s time through the celebration of
the Magha Puja Day.
The fourth ceremony in the series is Boonphravet, falling in the month of March.
This particular ceremony that we are going to discuss in some detail along with the ceremony
from the second month i.e. Boonkhunlarn or Boonkumkhaoyai, is the heart of Prapheni Heet
Sibsong. During this ceremony, monks are invited to chant the Vessantara Jataka, the story of
The Great Birth. Following this great ceremony is the traditional Thai New Year celebration,
Boonsongkran, that is marked by great festivity and many commemorative activities like
merit-making, sand pagoda construction, bathing of Buddha statues, pouring water in
the palms of Buddhist monks, honoring (bangsakul) ancestors’ bones, releasing fish and birds
for accumulation of merits through these wholesome actions, etc.
The next ceremony, immediately after the cool splashing of water at Songkran, is one
of opposite temperamental feeling that corresponds to the gradual seasonal changes with
increase in temperature and aridity as summer approaches. This ceremony is called Boonbangfai
or Rocket festival and falls in the month of May. This festival originated from the influence of
multi-cultural beliefs, an eclectic admixture of Buddhism, Brahmanism and animism with its
emphasis on belief in spirits and fertility cults. Merit-making part of this festive occasion is
a direct Buddhist influence; invoking the celestial deity, Indra and appealing for rain is a purely
Brahmanical doxastic practice; worshiping of the guardian spirit is an animistic influence,
and the shooting of homemade rockets at temple premises bear significant resemblance
to symbolic values ingrained in indigenous fertility cults.
The ceremony that immediately follows the jubilation of the Rocket Festival is one
of ablution and cleansing, both at the spiritual/mental level as well as bodily/physical level,
and is known as Boonchamha or Boonberkbaan. During this ceremony, villagers take sand,
small stones and water in a big jar and white consecrated thread to the central hall of the temple
to be blessed by the monks and which are then carried back home as symbols of ablution and
purification. Moreover, Buddhist monks are invited for chanting on two consecutive nights,
and on the third day, meal is offered to them.
The next ceremony, starting in late July or early August, marks the commencement of
the Buddhist Lent and is known as Boonkhaophansa. On the full moon during this ceremony,
Asalha Puja is celebrated to commemorate the Buddha’s deliverance of the First Sermon.
The ceremony that follows the Buddhist Lent is Boonkhaopadabdin, conducted with
the purpose of dedicating merits to one’s dead relatives and distant ancestors so as to alleviate
the suffering of those who must have descended to the woeful abodes or lower realms of pain
and misery. As part of this ceremony, villagers offer different food items such as: rice, sweets,
fruits, areca palm and betel leaf, all well wrapped up in banana leaves, to the spirits of dead
ancestors at early dawn in the village monasteries and wish them well-being and a good future
life. Since Boonkhaopadabdin falls in the ninth month, most devotees usually make offerings
of nine banana-leaf-wrapped packs to the spirits of the deceased. This ceremony in a way
re-enacts the Buddha’s advice to King Bimbisara to make merit and offer food to dead ancestors.
The ceremony that follows Boonkhaopadabdin is similar in spirit and is known as
Boonkhaosak. Villagers make merit as usual and bring items to offer the monks with their names
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tagged on the offerings. Once any monk or novice accepts the offering, then a section of it is
taken back home to be offered to the guardian spirit (Phi-tahaek) on the homestead and also to
the dead ancestors for their well-being as well as the villagers’ own happiness and prosperity.
The ceremonial sharing of food for ancestors is followed by the ceremony to mark
the end of the Buddhist Lent, known as Boonorkphansa and falls in the month of October.
Great ritualistic offering of alms food to monks (Takbatra-devo) is organized to mark the end
of the Buddhist Lent.
The last of the Prapheni Heet Sibsong ceremony that immediately follows the end of
the Buddhist Lent is, the robe-offering ceremony, known as Boonkathin. Ceremonial
presentation of yellow robes and other necessary items to monks is the hallmark of this final
ceremony in the entire corpus of Prapheni Heet Sibsong.
While each of the traditional ceremony is important in its essence and codified
meaning and can be considered complete in itself, what impresses the present writer most
is the subtle connection between each of the ceremony. Taken in its sequential entirety,
we recognize that the corpus of Prapheni Heet Sibsong begins with the ceremony of
Boonkhaokam, the monastics’ self-purification period and ends with Boonkathin, the annual
robe-offering ceremony. Monks are the spiritual leaders of society and to play this specific
role it is indispensable for them to lead a pure and chaste life. In order to lead a pure life, both
in letters and spirit, monastics are expected to be mindful of all their actions – verbal, bodily
and mental and any minor and major offences (except for the most severe ones that lead to
defeat and immediate disrobing) of monastic disciplinary codes have to be amended through
undergoing an extended period of perseverance and penance as laid out in the Vinaya Pitaka.
The entire corpus of Prapheni Heet Sibsong thus logically starts with the mindful
awareness of living up to the ideals of a truly spiritual and renunciant life with diligence and
full-hearted dedication through participation in Boonkhaokam and thereby setting the ideal
example before the lay Buddhist community, who constantly supports the monastics’ material
needs of food, shelter and clothing. The trajectory of this mindful awareness connects itself
to the other end of the corpus, i.e. monks as spiritual leaders are befitted to receive the annual
robe-offering from the laity. On two end poles of the conceptual framework of Prapheni Heet
Sibsong thus stand the monastics as spiritual watch guards and field of merit and between these
two ends are inserted various ceremonies that help train the lay devotees and householders to
practice along the spiritual path through emphasis on cultivation of such qualities as generosity,
mindfulness, loving-kindness, etc. While Boonkhaojee and Boonkumkhaoyai highlight the deed
of sharing the best part of one’s hard-earned fruits of labor with monastics and community
members, Boonkhaopadapdin and Boonkhaosak bring to fore the sharing of relished items for
the departed ones. It is thus clear that ethical responsibility does not get limited to the living
subject/s alone but is repatriated to distant and absent entities in some unknowable realm thereby
reinforcing the idea of merit-making with ethical commitment to the other – the other either as
a living presence or an absent presence. While rooted in the present, devout Buddhists dedicate
merits to the past (dead ancestors) with the wish that the departed ones’ future (a future that is
always already distanced and can never ever be intelligibly explored by the devout), be better
and worthy. Within the conceptual framework of all the ceremonies in Prapheni Heet Sibsong
the connection of past, present and future time and the effect of one’s actions on them are endorsed. As mentioned aforesaid, we shall now discuss in some detail two of the ceremonies that
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epitomize the cultivation of generosity, loving-kindness and responsibility towards the ‘Other’.

Boonphravet:
The Boonphravet ceremony, that marks the fourth lunar month and falls approximately
in the month of March, is the most important ceremony in the entire corpus of Prapheni
Heet Sibsong or twelve-month Thai-Isan tradition. The unique feature of this traditional
ceremony is that specialized and trained monks are invited to different temples for chanting
the Vessantara Jataka1 (Thai, Isan: Vessantdorn Chadok) – the story of Mahachat or The Great
Birth. This particular Jataka tale which delineates the penultimate birth-story of the Buddha as
the Bodhisattva, before being finally born as Gotama Buddha, is extremely popular all throughout
Thailand. The Mahachat sermon text is rich both in religious and linguistic information.
Its religious significance is clear from the fact that it provides the foundational base of moral
perfection, epitomized in the character of the Bodhisattva. The text provides innumerable
examples of proverbs and didactic messages that listeners can reflect upon and bring into
practice in day to day life in order to accumulate merit and enrich their lives in spiritual terms.
The arrangement of Boonphravet involves a lot of time-consuming and expensive preparation
Of the 547 Buddhist stories (Jātakas) illustrating the previous lives of the Buddha, the Vessantara Jātaka is most
popular in Thailand and since long has been delineated in both poetry and visual arts. The Great Birth story relates
the penultimate incarnation of Buddha as Prince Vessantara, the Bodhisattava. The core action of the story revolves
around Prince Vessantara’s perfection of the meritorious act of charity or dāna, which began with his generous act of
donating the magical rain-giving white elephant to the drought-stricken denizens of the city of Kalinga, an act that
outraged his own subjects and resulted in his banishment from the kingdom by his father, King Sonjay. His exile
expedited the next phase of generous acts that unrolled initially with whole-hearted donation of all his earthly and
palatial belongings to suppliants from every stratum of society, and eventually culminated with the giving away of
his two beloved children, Kanha and Chali to the glutton Brahmin, Chuchok and his wife, Matsi to the deity Indra,
who approached Vessantara disguising himself in human form. The Romanized titles of all the thirteen sections
of the story as used in the Mahachat sermon are provided here, from the Vessantara Jātaka as appearing in Thet
Mahachat:
1

Kaan

Romanized Title

Translation

1

Thotsaphorn

Ten Blessings

2

Himaphaan

Himalayan Forest

134

3

Thaanaakan

Charity/Donations

209

4

Vannaphravet

Entrance into the forest

57

5

Chuchok

Chuchok, the Brahmin

79

6

Julaphon

Sparse Forest

35

7

Mahaaphorn

Thick Forest

80

8

Kumaan

The Royal Children

9

Matsi

Masti, Vessantdorn’s wife

90

10

Sakkabap

Indra’s Words

43

11

Mahaaraat

The Great King

69

12

Chaukrasat

The Six Royals

36

13

Nakhonakan

Return to the Kingdom

48

Total number of verses

Number of verses
19

101

1,000
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on the part of the host temple and for the lay devotees to offer their help and support to every
stage of arrangement is an act of merit-making symbolizing self-sacrifice, dedicated effort and
devotional zeal.2 The delivering of the sermon is an auspicious event and begins at early dawn
so that the entire sermon can be delivered on a single day. Monks who have a high ranged voice
train themselves to delineate the entire story (in 13 sections) in a unique recital style infused
with distinct rhythms.3 As recital-narrators, sung-sermon practitioner monks follow the story
along each of the thirteen sections, known as kan, that totals to one thousand verses or Gāthā
expanding over time and space and uphold the values of compassion and generosity – qualities
that are reflected in the character of the bodhisattva in the story.
Compassion is one of the four divine qualities4 that Buddhism emphasizes. It is believed
that the Buddha himself practiced compassion and its corollary, charity to the highest possible
level during his penultimate birth as the bodhisattva before being finally born as the Buddha.
Human life would not only be spiritually dull and drab, but also all too brutal, if there is absolute
lack of compassion. Compassion is a great virtue, the cultivation of which helps to keep vices
like greed and selfishness at bay while bringing to full realization the ethical responsibility
towards others. Such unwholesome mental states as egocentricity, egotism and megalomania
can find suitable cure through the practice of compassion. When mindfully practiced to
the highest level, it can purify one’s body and mind leading to complete annihilation of all
sorts of clinging and attachment. Only then the path of true renunciation can be treaded upon.

For arrangement details of the ceremony see Dipti Mahanta, A Critical Study of the Mahachat Sung-sermon
from Isan, Research Monograph, Bangkok: Buddhist Research Institute, 2009.
3
In order to delineate the story effectively, sung-sermon practitioner monks have devised many different literary,
stylistic and narratological techniques that have positively affected the proliferation, preservation and continuation of
the tradition of this oral narrative form. These techniques have also helped to infuse great enjoyment, merry-making,
spiritualism, subliminal bliss and solace to the process of listening to the sermon. Stylization represents the creativity
of the practitioner monks in actual narrativization of the Mahachat sermon. The many different rhythms that have
evolved over time represent stylistic features that are unique of the Isan Mahachat sermon. The most common style
of rhythm used is Thamnong-nai-phuk-nai-mud, literally translated into English as “tying-wrapping rhythm”. It is
the principal rhythm used by monks while chanting from manuscripts. It has the compositional characteristic of
Rai, a traditional form of Isan verse. It is probable that this original rhythm has branched off with subtle variations
at different localities throughout the northeastern region. A practitioner monk may master any one of the following
three styles or all three depending on the locale, individual choice, ability and training. i) Thamnong Lom-phad-phrao
is a rhythm that resembles the drifting of coconut palm fronds in the breeze. It is a slow kind of rhythm requiring
alternate strong and weak or mild voice modulation similar to the effect of wind on coconut palm fronds. This rhythm
is typical of Ubon Ratchathani Province. ii) Thamnong Chang-thiem-mae is a rhythm that resembles the movement of
the elephant calf along the side of its mother. In this rhythm, the voice is alternately pressed and released but without
complete release; sung at alternately high and low pitch but without producing the sound “eei-eei”. This rhythm is
typical of Khonkaen and Chaiyaphum. iii) Thamnong Kaah-ten-kon is a rhythm that resembles the movement of
a crow along lumps of clay. In this rhythm the voice is rendered as slow and fast alternately similar to a crow’s to
and fro jumping, flying off, and landing movement around lumps of mud in the paddy field. This rhythm is typical
of Roi-et province. Since it originated in Suwanaphum district, this rhythm is also known as Suwanaphum rhythm.
4
The four divine or heavenly qualities or sublime states of mind known as Brahmavihāra that Buddhism
emphasizes are mettā (loving-kindness), karunā (compassion), muditā (empathy or sympathetic joy) and upekkhā
(equanimity). For a clear exposition of this, see P.A. Payutto, Buddhadhamma, (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 1995), pp. 236-238.
2
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It is compassion that gave rise to other supremely admirable qualities in the Bodhisattva
(Prince Vessantara) such as: loving-kindness, generosity, charity, selflessness, self-sacrifice,
honesty, endurance, patience, moral courage and determination. Corresponding to the content
of the Vessantara Jātaka, sung-sermon practitioner monks have improvised a unique style of
rendition that renders the narration of the entire story very effective. Through their rendition
the Bodhisattva, who is the epitome of moral perfections, becomes a living example and
a perennial source of inspiration to lay devotees. Thus, it can be ascertained that sung-sermon
practitioner monks play a significant role in propagating Buddhism amongst the laity. Usually
the entire village community collaborates to help arrange the ceremony.
It is a common belief among lay Buddhists in Northeast Thailand that one who listens
through the entire 13 sections of the Vessantara story on a single sitting accumulates enormous
merit that ensures future birth during the time of Ariya Mettaiya5. The practitioner monks
who are invited by host temples to deliver the sermon not only help unite the villagers in
merit-making but also open up this opportunity to lay devotees to accumulate merits for
the future. The ceremony is infused with great enjoyment, merry-making, spiritualism,
subliminal bliss and mental solace. Didactic interpolations interspersed throughout
the Mahachat sermon text direct the listeners to universal truths with an emphasis on realization of these truths through practice along the moral path. Mahachat practitioner monks would
devote enough time in the course of delivering the sermon to clarify and repetitiously stress them
so as to inspire and encourage the laity to put into real practice in life.6 Suppose the Mahachat
The belief has arisen from the content of a non-canonical sutta called the Phra Malai Sutta. The content is
as follows:
Thou all must inform educable beings
Whosoever desire to meet the Future Buddha (Ariya Mettaiya)
Ought to revere the teachings
The Mahachat sermon
Be frequently organized
The 1000 verses therein be worshipped
With ritual item in a 1000 sets
Listen it entirely on a single day.
6
The repeated words and phrases in the original Isan version are maintained in our translation below. The Isan
version is from Phrakhru Sutasarapimol authored text Phimpha Laeh Mahachat Sibsaam Kanth Samnuan Isan
Sec. I. lines 80-118, pp. 8-10.
All listeners, brethren dear			
father and mother reflect upon this
Consider deeply about charity		
all generous deeds you have done
Did you gain mental benefits from them
I welcome you to introspect it
Have your meritorious acts made you happy
smile and happy always
Observe it see it 				
when you donate and distribute
Your mind becomes delightful		
beget felicity through and through
Whenever you donate			
it is a great benefit
Meritorious action is reckoned thus		
welcome you to continue the effort
Accumulate merit gradually			
little by little it will increase
When you die this shall be your asset		
gain great merits
Everyone has to die				
nobody can live forever
All beings in the vast world			
none can escape from death
But when you transmigrate			
to another realm
Everything would depend on your action
good and bad all depends on your action solely
Whoever has done good deeds 		
has goodness accumulated
5
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sermon delivering ceremony ceases to exist in the future due to a lack of nurturing ambience
and changing life-style, it would inevitably lead to a hiatus in the entire corpus of Prapheni
Heet Sibsong that forms the warp and woof of the Isan way of life.

Boonkumkhaoyai:
Boonkumkhaoyai (previously known as “Boonkhunlarn”), literally translated into
English as ‘merit-making by offering the giant paddy heap’, marks the second lunar month and
falls approximately in the month of January. It is an ancient traditional ceremony that is held
at the end of the harvest season in order to create harmony and mutual co-existence among all
people in the village. The historical origin of the ceremony can be traced back to the inspiration
drawn by Isan people from the story of the previous lives of both Kondañña, the first disciple
of the Buddha to attain arahantship and Subhadda Paribbāchaka, a lay devotee who was
the last person to be enlightened just before the passing away of the Buddha.7 In Boonkumkhaoyai,
villagers co-operate to form the giant paddy heap by donating unhusked rice for the purpose
of supporting and promoting various projects related to community welfare and propagation
of Buddhism. Viewed from the socio-ethical perspective, this particular agro-based ritualistic
ceremony seems to epitomize the culture of merit-making ingrained in the traditional
Thai-Isan way of life.
The originators of Boonkumkhaoyai were humble folks who tilled the soil. Their
descendants and bearers of the lineage and rich heritage of the land who have successfully
When dead these actions will lead to heaven
ascend to heaven and reside there
Whoever has done evil deeds			
these actions will let you
Descend to hell				
full of suffering and lamentation
All virtuous people				
men and women engage in generous action
Accumulate morality and generosity		
the reward you gain is certain
Accrue good deeds there would be no suffering the world will extol in your praise
Welcome you all do good			
people will admire you
Deviate from all evil actions			
it will reduce your value
Make you devoid of value in yourself 		
only good and evil exist in this world
All other animals				
like herds of cattle
And herds				of elephants
All decay and decompose			
but their skin tusks bones
Still have some value			
can be sold and bought
When people die all’s over			
just cremate the body
Nothing remains				
that could be sold or bought
Like the poetry that has taught		
Thai poet has ever composed
I leave this to you all laity			
for you to consider and reflect upon –
“Bull, oxen, buffalo, elephant			
that are old and unworthy of any work
Their tusks, horns				
still bear importance and value in body
But when humans die			
the whole body is valueless
Only good and evil actions persist		
to adorn the world.”
The entire human populace			
when dead and decomposed
Goodness and evil still exist			
permanent in essence
Offer this message to each of you		
read and investigate this dhammic truth
7
Chob Desuankhok, “From Boonkhunkao or Boonkhunlarn to Boonkumkhaoyai” in Kawpaikabboon,
Special Issue Jan – Mar (Khonkaen: Mahachulalongkornrājavidyālaya University, 2009), pp. 18-19. For the story,
see Buddhist Legends Part I, trans. Eugene Watson Burlingame, (PTS, 1995), pp. 204-205.
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carried on the tradition till the present era are farmers too. Since the ceremony originated in rural
Isan, where the majority of the population engages in farming as the chief means of livelihood,
it can be assumed that right livelihood is endorsed in the very concept of Boonkumkhaoyai.
Topographically, Northeast Thailand is a dry and arid region with scant resources, but
the farmers are an industrious lot and generally reap harvest twice a year. They mostly grow
glutinous rice, the staple food of the region. And in Boonkumkhaoyai they generously give
away a section of the produce that they have reaped with much toil and labor. Every grain of
rice that they accumulate and donate for public welfare projects comes from effort, endeavor
and perseverance. The tradition-bound rural Isan society that is relatively restraint upholds
the philosophy of sufficiency economy and cherishes the culture-of-giving. Their approach in
life, which is so clearly reflected in the traditional ceremony of Boonkumkhaoyai, manifests
what Buddhadasa defined as ‘Dhammic Socialism’. According to this philosopher-monk,
Dhammic Socialism (dhammika sangha-niyama) has three basic principles: the principle of
the good of the whole, the principle of restraint and generosity, and the principle of respect
and loving-kindness8.
Dhammic Socialism, which is said to characterize the original moral (sīla-dhamma)
condition of individuals and society, is a hallmark of Boonkumkhaoyai. The participants in
Boonkumkhaoyai have loving-kindness deeply rooted in their hearts; otherwise they would
have been niggardly and reluctant to share the fruits of extreme toil and labor. The desire to
share implies sacrifice, which in turn originates from an innate feeling of loving-kindness and
compassion towards others. Mettā or loving-kindness is one of the four divine qualities that
Buddhism upholds. The vices of greed and selfishness that are rampant in today’s consumerist
culture can find suitable cure through the practice of loving-kindness. When mindfully practiced
to the highest level, this virtue, which is rightly called heavenly abiding, can purify one’s body
and mind leading to complete annihilation of all sorts of clinging and attachment. A major chunk
of the Isan populace, still very much inspired by the richness of the traditional Buddhist
way of life and thinking is guided by these qualities to a great degree. Therefore, despite
material paucity in life, the village folks engage in different types of generous acts of which
Boonkumkhaoyai is a distinct example. No matter how poverty-stricken Isan people might be,
they do not pay lip service to religious ideals, but are real practitioners of loving-kindness,
at least at the level of dānamaya or meritorious action of giving.
Merit-making is part and parcel of Thai Buddhist way of life in general and traditional
Isan lifestyle epitomizes it fully. One can make merit, especially of the dānamaya9 type or
meritorious action consisting in giving, in diverse ways such as – by offering alms food, yellow
robes and other requisites to monks, by making cash-donations for the construction of monks’
dwelling places (kuti) and temples, by financially supporting the ecclesiastical education
of monks and novices, by bearing the cost of publication of dhamma books, by contributing to
a funeral ceremony and last but not the least by giving one’s time and labor for various activities
in a monastery. It is very interesting to observe how Isan people have traditionally entwined
Buddhadasa, Dhammic Socialism, (Bangkok: Thai Inter-religious Commission for Development, 1993),
pp. 33-34.
9
Dānamaya is only one out of ten bases of meritorious action. For a detail of all ten bases see Dictionary
of Buddhism by P.A. Payutto, (Bangkok: Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University Press, 2000), pp. 109-111.
8
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their lives with the culture of merit-making. Although merit-making in some urban settings10
has been adversely affected by the rapid modernization, consumerist culture and capitalistic
mode of growth that took place in the last few decades, Isan people, on the other hand, have
successfully preserved the culture of merit-making by still adhering to its pristine values and
practicing it within the folds of the twelve-month tradition or Prapheni Heet Sibsong. Therefore,
merit-making still exists as a spontaneously thriving customary practice and has not yet turned
out to be a fetish and a means to ‘bartering’ of merit.
On every occasion of Boonkumkhaoyai ceremony, village folks are seen to
circumambulate the giant paddy heap three consecutive times holding tonphapa,11 yellow-robes
and other offerings in their hands, before offering them to individual monks. On each such
occasion, lay devotees rejoice in merit-making as they are aware that by doing so they are
supporting the monastic order and are joining hands in the propagation of Buddhism. Their
joint collaborative action is effective in keeping the age-old tradition of their forefathers alive.
In the long run, the continuity of such collective effort will make the flame of dhamma glow
with ever more incandescence rendering Buddhism a living tradition. The various socio-ethico
principles that form the foundational base of Boonkumkhaoyai manifest to a great extent
the philosophy of living for the ‘other’.
Boonkumkhaoyai is thus a Buddhist paradigm of balanced living based on holistic
principles through which the great ideal of the Buddha’s teachings – ‘for the good of the many,
for the happiness of the many, out of compassion for the many’ (bahujanahitāya
bahujanasukhāya lokānukampāya) – is manifested in its microcosm. This is a tradition that
is exemplary enough to be emulated in its exact form or modified version by any concerned
people. Suppose it is difficult to implement it in exact form due to various cultural barriers, one
can at least imbibe the core essence of the ceremony in its spirit and practice it in a way that
might be possibly appropriate in one’s own cultural background manifesting the underlying
principles of commitment to selfless giving and communal welfare.

Moral benefits the participants in Boonpravet and Bunkumkhaoyai reap:
As in any act of generosity, participation in Boonpravet and Boonkumkhaoyai is
conducive to mental well-being and brings great happiness, satisfaction and solace to
the humble devotees. Arrangement of the ceremonies and participation in them is regarded
as a spiritual undertaking that is conducive to ethical practice and observance of the precepts.
The observance of the precepts and realization of the significance of dhamma in life pave
the way for deletion of defilements and temptations. When the path is clear and devoid
of defilements, the mind gets ripe for higher spiritual attainment such as right understanding
and right thought which form the foundational base of wisdom and that which eventually leads
to ethical commitment towards the ‘other’.
One instance that immediately comes to mind is Wat Phra Dhammakāya that has fetishized the cult of
accumulation of merit to an unprecedented degree while willfully misconstruing the teachings of the Buddha,
especially the concept of non-substantiality (anattā). This temple has become a ‘haven’ for a section of ultramodern
and affluent Thais who would prefer to go for an illusionary crystal ball meditation technique rather than make
a sincere effort to understand and practice along the Three-fold training (tisikkha) in the true sense.
11
A makeshift toy tree made of straw with many branches into which devotees needle in bamboo pins stuck with
currency notes.
10
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Participation at both the ceremonies is enlivening since appreciative understanding
of the Bodhisattva’s ideal of absolute generosity through the Boonphravet story and generous
sharing of a part of the harvest as in Boonkumkhaoyai give rise to an attitude of endurance,
sharing and priority of others’ need even in the face of personal hardships in life. The attitude of
endurance and tolerance beget patience and forbearance. Participation in both the ceremonies
is a merit-making act that involves direct contribution towards social welfare giving rise to
radicalization of sincerity – sincerity to the act of merit-making, to the age-old traditions and
to the propagation of Buddhism not only for the good of oneself but also for others. Both
the ceremonies involve collective undertaking that unites all participants giving rise to
social harmony and solidarity. Mutual interdependence and harmonious co-existence are
acknowledged and put into practice through the organization of the ceremonies. Thus
the concept of ‘my/mine’ gets reduced when people take part in such community and collective
welfare-based ceremonies. The desire to donate unmilled rice to form the giant paddy heap
emerges from the cultivation of loving-kindness and compassion and when the effort is seen to
directly contribute to social and religious welfare it gives rise to empathetic joy. Participation
in the ceremonies enhances the potentiality of accumulation of merits. Suppose one cannot see
the result of such good actions directly, the preceding benefits in themselves can be regarded
as the direct result of the meritorious act.

Conclusion:
The various socio-ethical values that form the foundational base of Prapheni Heet
Sibsong has strong impact on living out in day to day life the philosophy of the-self-for-the-other12
by the Isan people in general. Through each of the ceremonies as incorporated in Prapheni Heet
Sibsong, representation (for example, the heap of donated paddy) and conceptuality (the idea
of generosity as a merit-making act) capture every aspect of meaning lived out in life wherein
responsibility-for-the-other is being perpetually focused as the condition of possibility of all
signification. Through the traditional enactment of each of the ceremonies innate capacities to
be affected by the other is built up and the distance between myself and the other (whether
the ‘other’ is an immediate reality as in the case of one’s living kith and kin, someone from
one’s community, someone still alive but unacquainted with; or a distant absent-presence as in
the case of a deceased relative or ancestors) is perpetually merged.
The traditional acts and activities of Prapheni Heet Sibsong run parallel to many
teachings in the Tipitaka that recognize the self’s relational dutiful recognition and
ethical-behavior orientation towards the ‘other’, through for instance, the emphasis on
development of all-encompassing loving-kindness (mettā) in the Mettā Sutta. For the ASEAN
community to exist in harmony and mutual respect, the revitalization of this philosophical
stance so well manifested through Phrapheni Heet Sibsong is not only beneficial in the short
term but also indispensable in the long run for giving rise to true understanding, harmonious
co-existence, and solidarity, especially because the ten member countries are a melting-pot
where diverse socio-cultural and religious elements perpetually merge and re-merge.
The philosophy of ethical commitment to the ‘Other’ is deeply embedded in the Buddhist way of life although
in the context of Western philosophy it has only recently gained prominence through the theological justification
and ethicization of the concept in the writings of Levinas.
12
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Keeping in view the fact that the realization of the slogan of ‘unity in diversity’ and
the ideal of ‘one vision, one identity and one community’ of ASEAN is not an easy endeavor,
in this paper we have taken note of the full-blown manifestation of the philosophy of ethical
commitment to the ‘Other’ as manifested through Prapheni Heet Sibsong and hope that
by highlighting the richness embedded in a marginalized cultural context we can bring
to possibility, however hypothetical, its universal applicability in the greater context of
the ASEAN community as a whole.
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Buddhist Cultural Exchange Programs in Thailand:
A Model for ASEAN Interreligious Dialogue
Brooke Schedneck
Institute of Southeast Asian Affairs
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Buddhist travel and spiritual vacations has become a significant portion of the tourism
industry in Thailand, and increasingly in other Theravāda Buddhist countries. Thailand received
over 24.78 million tourists in 20141, evidence that a large percentage of Thailand and
ASEAN economic industry is tourism. Additionally, according to the latest figures from ASEAN,
tourism numbers continue to grow. About 17% of the groups coming to ASEAN are from
English-speaking countries. Because of this a variety and diversity of programs in Buddhist
temples meant to engage and inform curious travelers have emerged. These programs are
designed for targeted groups of international travelers, such as those seeking to volunteer,
become ordained, or learn the basics of Buddhist teachings. Using the Buddhist travel
opportunities available to international travelers in Northern Thailand as a case study,
I interrogate the presentation of Buddhism for this audience as a model for ASEAN interreligious
engagement and dialogue. Buddhist cultural exchange programs in Thailand are designed
to expose the international visitor to the culture of this region and the Buddhist tradition.
These cultural experiences are considered educational opportunities, where one can learn about
Buddhism as part of a larger pluralist effort of mutual understanding.
Cultural heritage is an important facet of ASEAN, which can also be an asset for
economic development. Theravāda Buddhist traditions, as a form of cultural heritage,
can be used to communicate identity and values in an era of rapid change. Cultural tourism can
help holders of this heritage, such as monastics and teachers, to identify and characterize these
values for curious travelers and help to safeguard, enhance and transmit their main principles.
The Buddhist cultural exchange programs I will highlight, in addition to opening up an arena
for cultural tourism, contribute to the social responsibility and people-oriented approach
of ASEAN. The openness that Theravāda Buddhists and others show curious English-speakers
has the potential to be a model for interreligious cooperation and building peace in
the ASEAN region. These Buddhist cultural exchange programs mirror the people-oriented
vision of ASEAN and the creation of inclusive and harmonious communities. Therefore these
programs could help to bolster the third community blueprint for the 2009-2015 ASEAN
Roadmap for an ASEAN Community, that of the Socio-Cultural.2
See specific numbers, in: http://www.tourism.go.th/home/listcontent/11/221/276 - accessed on 24 March 2015;
or as found here: http://www.thaiwebsites.com/tourism.asp - accessed on 24 March 2015
2
The primary goal of The ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) is “to contribute to realizing
the people-centered and socially responsible ASEAN Community by forging a common identity and building
1
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Buddhist cultural exchange programs in Northern Thailand bring together monks
from various locations in the Theravāda Buddhist world receiving an education as novice or
fully-ordained monks and tourists and travelers from all over the world.3 In the context of
Buddhist travel in Thailand, currently there are two types of offerings: cultural exchange and
Buddhist practice. For Buddhist practice, foreign travelers go to meditation centers to attend
retreats for varying lengths of time. These centers often downplay any cultural experience or
learning about Buddhism outside of meditation. A retreat involves many hours of meditation
time and this leaves little chance to chant, attend rituals, or ask questions about the Buddhist
tradition besides meditation.4 In contrast, cultural exchange programs, that are the focus of this
presentation, offer these opportunities for learning and experiencing life in a Buddhist temple.
During periods of fieldwork from June-September 2010 and ongoing fieldwork since May
20135 I investigated these programs that facilitate cultural and religious encounters between
international travelers and Buddhist novices and monks. My data draws from interviews of
facilitators and participants in the programs and participant-observation.
In analyzing these cultural exchange programs as a model for ASEAN interreligious
engagement and dialogue, we can see that they highlight the ways Theravāda Buddhists have
created avenues for curious non-Buddhists to participate in dialogue and help them understand
the life and worldview of Buddhism. Within these cultural and religious encounters we see
the characteristics of openness and engagement within Theravāda Buddhism, in dialogue with
cultural and religious others who are curious about Buddhist teachings, practices, and
the monastic life. I analyze these programs in contrast to recent Buddhist-Muslim tension
and violence in Thailand and Myanmar. These conflicts do not represent or communicate
the same values as cultural exchange programs nor do they promote socially responsible ASEAN
Socio-Cultural Community that projects a peaceful and stable region.6 Secondly I argue
that tourism is not altering Buddhism in this exchange but instead Theravāda Buddhists
are creatively engaging this new audience. It is tempting to look cynically at Buddhism
presented to tourists but I will demonstrate how international encounters illuminate how
Theravāda Buddhism and modern religions adapt and reach out to new communities.

a caring and sharing society (xiii).” For more information on the ASCC see “Our People Our Future Together:
Mid-Term Review of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint (2009-2015).”
http://www.asean.org/resources/item/mid-term-review-of-the-asean-socio-cultural-community-blueprint-2009-2015.
Accessed 30/1/2015.
3
Participants in Buddhist cultural exchange programs, according to their statistics, are predominantly from
English-speaking countries and Europe with a minority from East Asian countries.
4
During my previous research, I found that this was the experience of international meditators. They were not
able to understand the life of Thai Buddhism while focusing on meditation practice. See Schedneck, Brooke,
Thailand’s International Meditation Centers: Tourism and the Commodification of Global Religious Practices.
(New York & London: Routledge, 2015).
5
I have lived, conducted research, and worked in Chiangmai, Thailand, since 2009 and have had ongoing
opportunities to participate and observe these programs. Instead of intense periods of fieldwork, I interviewed
participants, monks, and mediators of these programs on an ongoing basis. I also gave lectures on Buddhism to new
volunteer participants in addition to interviews and observations.
6
“Our People Our Future Together: Mid-Term Review of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Blueprint
(2009-2015),” p. xxi.
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Buddhist Cultural Exchange Programs in Northern Thailand
The context of the Buddhist cultural exchange programs I highlight is Northern
Thailand. Thailand, with tourism being a large part of the economy, is an ideal location to find
case studies for transnational Theravāda Buddhist settings. There is a large tourist infrastructure
in Chiangmai, the second largest city in Thailand. Hundreds of temples dot the city, making
most tourists curious about the Buddhist religion. Within the city there are also two Buddhist
universities representing the two sects of Thai Buddhism. Middle and high schools for novice
monks are also abundant. Further north on the border between Thailand and Myanmar we find
members of ethnic minority groups in Thailand such as the Shan, Karen, Palaung, and others
who take advantage of the education ordaining as a novice monk affords. Because of this there
are many Thai, ethnic minority, and international monks receiving education in English who
are eager to practice in conversation with international visitors. In this way Thailand is host to
a diverse population of Theravāda Buddhists. Monks undertake college education in Chiangmai
in order to develop their skills for future employment in the secular world. Because of this monks
are able to take advantage of the opportunities available in a cosmopolitan, tourist domain.
Developing skills in English therefore has a dual purpose of individually aiding disadvantaged
young men as well as supporting the spread of Buddhism. Therefore an important part of their
mission is not only to satisfy the curiosity of tourists, but also to spread the dhamma.
The Buddhist cultural exchange programs I highlight include those focused on learning
about the monastic life and Buddhism through programs providing informal conversations with
monks, volunteer English teaching opportunities in temple schools, and a Temple Stay and
Retreat program, where one lives within a Buddhist temple with the possibility of ordaining.
These programs facilitate encounters between international visitors and monks within short,
immersive experiences ranging from an hour to several months. The Monk Chat Program
of the Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya Buddhist University (MCU) at Wat Suan Dok,
Chiangmai, Northern Thailand7 is available for tourists interested in learning about Buddhism
from monks who are college students. This program began in 2000 for the purpose of giving
monks a chance to practice their English. These monks usually come from Myanmar, Cambodia,
Laos, Thailand, Bangladesh, Vietnam, among others to study in Thailand as monks for the low
cost of education. Explaining to tourists about Buddhism and the monk’s life is a significant
added bonus for this program. Therefore instead of being negatively affected by tourism,
the Monk Chat program takes advantage of international visitors’ curiosity. The conditions
of tourism within the city of Chiangmai, international interest in Buddhism, and Buddhist
university with monks obtaining their bachelor’s degrees in English all facilitate and create
conditions for cultural exchange and learning on both sides.
There are numerous opportunities to teach novice monks in temple schools in Northern
Thailand. These programs can offer the opportunity to live in the temple, so they are not intended
for those interested in nightlife or participating in other activities but those who wish to focus
on learning about Buddhism and the life of a monk. Volunteers stay for varying lengths of time
in temple accommodation, teaching English and even helping with temple building projects.
There are other Monk Chats in the city of Chiangmai that have emerged, modeled on this first program
at Wat Suan Dok. Other locations include Wat Chedi Luang, Wat Srisuphan, among others. See Monk Chat Program
Website. http://monkchat.net. Accessed 8/26/2014.

7
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Their motivations normally include gaining teaching experience, making a contribution,
and pursuing an interest in Buddhism.
The most immersive program, the Temple Stay and Retreat Program, is located within
Wat Sri Boen Ruang in Fang, Chiangmai Province.8 Because this temple is not within a tourist
area, this program brings interested travelers to Fang, three hours outside of Chiangmai city.
To this end, this program is offered year-round with space for about four or five guests at any
time. Wat Sri Boen Ruang has about 50 novices in residence and about 100 novices that attend
the school on the monastery grounds, but only a handful of fully ordained monks. Abbot of
this temple, Phra Ajahn Dr. Abhisit9 estimates that 70% of novices at Wat Sri Boen Ruang are
poor or have family problems. Most of the novices are Shan and born in Fang. The rest of
the novices are a mix of Palaung and local Thai people. The ethnic diversity of this temple
led to this unique opportunity for international visitors. There are five main objectives
the program hopes to offer to its participants: 1) the opportunity to live in a temple, 2) learn
the basics of Buddhist beliefs and practices, 3) participate in a meditation retreat nearby
the temple, 4) interact with the novice monks and help them become comfortable with the basics
of English, 5) ordain as a novice monk. This program is offered by donations that go toward
the maintenance of the facilities as well as Phra Ajahn Dr. Abhisit’s development projects
for the local Fang community.10
The main appeal of all of these programs derives from the religious and cultural
exchange, and perceived difference of both groups of participants, monastics and foreign
travelers. The international visitors can experience interaction with monks while, in some
cases, experiencing life at the temple. Monks and novice monks can also become comfortable
conversing in English and speaking with international visitors.

Religious Tensions within Theravāda Buddhism
There is an openness to those interested in participating in these cultural exchange
programs, but this is in contrast to those of other religions living in the same nation-state, who
some Buddhist leaders may feel are a threat or danger to the dhamma. In this case, as can be
seen in recent events in Thailand and Myanmar,11 Theravāda Buddhists exhibit an exclusivist
8
Temple Stay and Retreat Website. http://www.templeretreatthailand.com. Accessed 8/26/2014. I have conducted
interviews at Wat Sri Boen Ruang on 11/10/2009, 3/2/2010, 10/17/2013, and conducted participant-observation
of the program and further interviews for an extended stay from 9/24/2014-9/28/2014.
9
Phra Dr. Abhisit grew up in this community of downtown Fang and returned to take the position of abbot upon
the death of his teacher, the former abbot. I interviewed him at Wat Sri Boen Ruang on 10/17/2013.
10
Phra Ajahn Dr. Abhisit’s Best Together Foundation (http://www.bcdcfang.org) has a number of projects to aid
the people of Fang including a health center, park, and scholarships for local children.
11
There has been an upsurge in violent Buddhist-Muslim interactions in Myanmar. For a review of recent events
see Schober, Juliane, “Social Difference and the Buddhist Discourse of Violence in Myanmar,” Presentation at
the 17th Congress of the International Association of Buddhist Studies. University of Vienna, Austria, 2014; Leider,
Jacques, “Rohingya: the name, the movement, and the quest for identity”, Nation Building in Myanmar. (Myanmar
Egress and the Myanmar Peace Centre, 2014) pp. 204-255; Walton, Matthew, J. & Susan Hayward, “Contesting
Buddhist Narratives: Democratization, Nationalism and Communal Violence in Myanmar,” Policy Studies, 71,
(Honolulu: Hawaii: East-West Center, 2014). Tensions within the south of Thailand have experienced a resurgence
since 2004. For a review of the events and an ethnographic account see Jerryson, Michael, K., Buddhist Fury:
Religion and Violence in Southern Thailand (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).
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stance rather than inclusivist or accommodating. Elizabeth Harris, in an important article about
Buddhism and religious others, articulates five attitudes of Buddhists throughout the tradition’s
history toward religious others: “hospitality and courtesy, a willingness to engage in dialogue
about religion and cooperate if mutual benefit was possible; a polite acceptance and tolerance
that could mask distrust or even contempt; the wish for reasoned and structured debates to
prove the superiority of Buddhism, direct confrontation and opposition.”12 She argues that
all five were present throughout Buddhist history but the first three were more dominant
as missionaries were first present and the last two as they remained. When the first missionaries
arrived most Buddhists sought cooperation “if mutual interests could be served, a model similar
to Buddhism’s relationship with Islam in Central Asia.”13 Once missionaries or members of
other religions became a threat to the dhamma, increasing the number of churches and schools,
Buddhists then became defensive. In contrast, the first two characterize, for the most part,
the Buddhist cultural exchange programs I am discussing. There is not just willingness to
engage in dialogue but a value of openness and engagement to curious travelers that could be
a model for ASEAN interreligious dialogue.
However, hostility to the religious other remains within parts of Thailand and
Myanmar. Because both countries have a majority Theravāda Buddhist population, encounters
with minority religious populations have led to strong moments of affirming Buddhism as
a religion connected to the nation-state. Myanmar is such a situation with Buddhist monks
leading violent attacks on the Rohingya Muslims in the Rakhine State. Movements 969 and
MaBaTha (the Organization for the Protection of Race and Religion) both affirm a Burmese
Buddhist national identity and the need to protect Theravāda Buddhism within Myanmar.14
Michael Jerryson, in his ethnographic account, describes the situation in Southern Thailand
where the reification of Thai Buddhist identity with the Thai state has caused alienation
of Malay Muslims. Martial law in the three southern most provinces (Yala, Narathiwat,
and Pattani) since 2004 and several violent attacks ending in deaths of both Buddhists
and Muslims. Muslim populations in Thailand and Myanmar, do not have the cache of
a religious or cultural other but are distinguished and displaced from the majority population
through their non-Buddhist identities.
In contrast to this violence against Muslim populations in Thailand, and Myanmar,
monks and coordinators of Buddhist cultural exchange programs are making strategic decisions
to enhance the understanding and spread of Buddhism to tourists. They are taking advantage
of the curiosity of tourists and the popular and positive image of Buddhism internationally.
Because tourists are not forming separate groups and structures dedicated to other religions,
Buddhists are not threatened by their presence as non-Buddhist others.15 As well these
particular religious and cultural others represent the modern as they bring with them the ability
Harris, Elizabeth, 2013. “Buddhism and the Religious Other” in Understanding Interreligious Relations, ed.
David Cheetham, Douglas Pratt, and David Thomas (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 101.
13
Ibid, p. 101.
14
Time Magazine named leader of the Buddhist 969 Movement Ashin Wirathu, “The Face of Buddhist Terror.”
This group foments anti-Muslim sentiments through rhetoric that Buddhism is being threatened by Muslim
presence in Myanmar. MaBaTha (the Organization for the Protection of Race and Religion) was founded at
a monastic conference in January 2014 in Mandalay, Walton & Hayward, “Contesting Buddhist Narratives,” p. x.
15
In contrast to tourists, interactions with religious others living in the same nation-state carries with it sources
of tension including religious and national identity and political and economic competition for resources. Because
of this Buddhism becomes something to defend that creates distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them,’ in stark terms.
12
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to practice the global language of English.16 Volunteer teaching English to Buddhist Monks
programs demonstrates the openness and engagement of Theravāda Buddhism through abbots
who agree to host these guests and take advantage of the benefits they will bring to novice monks
while being able to spread and teach the dhamma. At the Temple Stay and Retreat participants
have identified as Muslim and as Christians wanting to learn more about Buddhism. Therefore
Buddhist cultural exchange programs illustrate one side of the public face of Buddhism, that
of monks explaining Buddhism to curious non-Buddhists and letting them experience life in
a temple or as an ordained person. These programs not only promote cultural tourism, they
also promote the values of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community.

Religious Encounters
Buddhist cultural exchange programs illustrate that contemporary Theravāda Buddhism
is not completely shaped by tourist needs but instead utilizes the importance of English in
a globalized world. Rather than tourism changing Buddhism into a spectacle, religious
encounters between English-speaking participants and monastics is beneficial for both groups.
Temple schools, abbots, novices, volunteers, program coordinators, and foreign participants
all create the circumstances for religious and cultural exchange beneficial for both groups. This
section discusses the goals of these programs for international visitors and monastic participants.

Goal of Programs for International Visitors:
Working with monks is one of the most popular options for volunteer work in Thailand
because it allows volunteers to work directly with the people who are perceived to represent
the essence of Thai culture. The ability to experience Buddhist temple life with its ceremonies
and robed monks embodies this difference especially for interested English-speaking travelers
from the Global North. Indeed international visitors’ most memorable moments engage multiple
senses: seeing the sunrise and orange robes of monks, the glittering golden Buddha statues,
hearing the Pāli chanting of the monks and bells chiming in the morning and evening. These
sensory moments match the experience of visitors hoping for difference. Buddhist monks allow
tourists to experience this difference through Buddhist cultural exchange programs. However,
international participants in Buddhist cultural exchange programs are able to reach a deeper
level of understanding. Their comprehension of the monastic figure becomes more than simply
a representation of the cultural and religious other.
Sandy, a recent college graduate from America stayed over two months as a volunteer
English teacher with the novice monks at Wat Phra Non Pa Ketthi. Participating in the daily
schedule of the temple met her sensory expectations of the difference of Buddhism. Sandy
writes in a blog about her experiences, “Before lunch there’s always a chanting of thanks,
which completely moved me to my very soul the first time I heard it. It was all overwhelmingly
This relationship between Thailand and the West has been noted by Harrison & Jackson in their edited volume
titled The Ambiguous Allure of the West. In the preface Chakrabarty states that the farang or white foreigner,
was the most significant Other to which the modern person evaluated himself. See Chakrabarty, Dipesh,
“Foreword,” in The Ambiguous Allure of the West: Traces of the Colonial in Thailand, ed. Rachel V. Harrison
and Peter A. Jackson (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010), p. ix.
16
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beautiful, the temple, the kindness, the peace and serenity of it all, I shall never forget those
first feelings.” Being able to be a part of the temple community creates authentic experiences
that volunteers highlight. This is part of the goals for international participants in the programs,
that they can experience these aesthetic Buddhist moments.
Chandan, a middle-aged man from America, lived at Wat Doi Saket for two months
because of his interest in Buddhism, calling himself a Buddhist. Chandan was curious about
the monastic life and admitted that he had little idea about how monks lived, not even knowing
that the category of novice monk existed. He had the more idealistic view that men decide to
give up their worldly belongings and move to a monastery to begin meditation practice, and
never look back. Surprisingly for Chandan, he found that monks are not all perfect beings who
dedicate their lives to silent contemplation. Chandan was also surprised at the commerce at
the temple, the massage and coffee shops as well as stores inside the temple for monks to buy
necessary items. He tried to accept that monks would need to have money in order to buy their
necessities and that some are supported by their families. This familiarity instead of difference
was unexpected for Chandan. However, now he sees monks as people and describes himself
as a transformed person, intellectually and emotionally.
Buddhist traditions lose their difference for international participants when monks act
in ways typical and similar to the visitors’ home countries, instead of like the imagined lone
solitary figure. Beyond the superficial aesthetic differences, the monastic life is more similar to
‘modern Western’ lifestyles than imagined. The novice and monk become humanized through
the interactions with international participants so they are not imagined as isolated, hermit-like
figures but become real people with real motivations and identities. However, in circumstances
where programs are not in place to facilitate understanding and interaction between monks
and travelers, imaginaries of difference and expectations of authenticity can open up Buddhist
practice for critique. John Holt describes how the government of Laos commodified the culture
and religion of Laos beginning in the early 1990s, especially Luang Phrabang as a place of
“romanticism and royal mystique.”17 Because of this French and other Euro-American tourists
sometimes critique Luang Phrabang’s novices because of their particular Western imaginaries
of Buddhism and the contrasting behaviors of ordained Buddhists.18 As a consequence of this
Romanticism, when novices and monks do not act as perfect mindful embodiments of Buddhist
ideals, tourists’ imaginaries of difference are not realized. However, travelers who participate in
Buddhist cultural exchange programs receive a more realistic view of the monastic life.
They gain a sense of empathy that goes beyond superficial aesthetic engagement.
Monks who participate in Monk Chat understand the assumptions and impressions of
Buddhism of the international participants. They stated that some of the tourists are interested
in Buddhism, and have questions about Buddhist books they had read, wanting to know about
meditation or how to train their minds. They have specific questions about aspects of Buddhist
teachings and doctrine. But this is the minority. Most are interested in the daily life of monks
and are curious about what they see around them. The monks I interviewed agreed that
the most popular question they receive is why they have different colored robes. After this
tourists are interested in why they decided to be monks, what they learn in school, and if there
Holt, John, Spirits of the Place: Buddhism and Lao Religious Culture (Honolulu, HI: University of
Hawai’i Press, 2009), p. 187.
18
Holt, Spirits of the Place, p. 191.
17
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are any female monks. Talking to the monks, even for this short while, challenges
the perspectives of tourists and debunks some of the popular cultural myths about the monastic
life. The cultural encounter with a monastic serves to humanize this figure. The monk becomes
not a representative of the culture but rather a unique individual. These aims are related to
the goals for the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community. This deeper understanding of the religious
other is not a stated goal of these programs but an inevitable consequence of these interactions.
The cosmopolitan ideal of understanding and empathizing with the other becomes a significant
component of these programs for both groups. Through engaging tourists in conversation,
teaching them about Buddhism and the monastic life, difference decreases.

Goal of Programs for Monks
The first priority and reason all of these programs exist is because of the importance
of English and the need to educate novices and monks from disadvantaged backgrounds.
The novice monks may not learn a large amount of English given the limited time frame and
continuous change of international participants; however, the constant exposure to foreigners
helps novices to feel more comfortable conversing in English. It must be acknowledged that
there is still a neo-imperialist presence within these programs as English is the language that
must be learned to communicate with any kind of impact or power. However, in this section
I argue that monks are agents over their cultural exchange programs. These programs
demonstrate Theravāda Buddhist actors as taking full advantage of tourism and the positive
image of Buddhism internationally. Monks are in control of these programs as we can see that
Theravāda Buddhism is not being displaced by the desires of tourists.
This agency is seen through the creators and leaders of Buddhist cultural exchange
programs, who have rules in place so that foreigners can participate only if they are sincere
and genuinely interested. Therefore they are open to tourists but not totally accommodating
all of their wishes. Scholars of Theravāda Buddhism such as Anne Hansen, Justin McDaniel,
and Thomas Borchert illustrate the agency of local monks to shape their communities.19
Instead of resistance or totally accommodating reactions to tourism or other outside forces such
as colonialism or globalization, these programs are another example of how Buddhists engage
modernity on their own terms.20
In the Temple Stay and Retreat Program, foreign participants are allowed
the opportunity to ordain if they demonstrate sincerity and respect. Foreign ordinations have
a history in Thailand since British man Richard Randall ordained in 1954 at Wat Paknam,
Bangkok.21 This was followed by another ordination of three more British monks two years
Borchert, Thomas, “Worry for the Dai Nation: Sipsongpanna, Chinese Modernity, and the Problems
of Buddhist Modernism”, The Journal of Asian Studies 67, 1 (2008): 107–42; Hansen, Anne, How to Behave:
Buddhism and Modernity in Colonial Cambodia, 1860–1930 (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2007);
McDaniel, Justin, Gathering Leaves and Lifting Words: Histories of Buddhist Monastic Education in Laos
and Thailand (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2008).
20
Braun, “Local and Translocal in the Study of Theravada Buddhism and Modernity, p. 843.
21
For a history of Western monks’ engagement with Thai Buddhism see Schedneck, Brooke, “Constructions
of Buddhism: autobiographical moments of Western monks’ experiences of Thai monastic life”, Contemporary
Buddhism, 12, 2 (2011): 327-346.
19
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later. The abbot of Wat Paknam at this time, Luang Por Sot (Phra Mongolthepmuni), sought
to spread his teaching, even sending a monk to London to make contact with interested
individuals and groups.22 Bangkok temples were at the forefront of foreign ordination because
of their history and proximity to the capital where most Buddhist travelers arrive. The Thai
Forest Tradition is especially appealing to foreigners, however, for those seeking temporary
ordination to experience monasticism, there were few options after the early 1980s.
Foreign monks began to be screened and their motivations checked more closely when
Western monks at Wat Bowonniwet, who used to conduct meditation classes in English, allowed
backpackers began to behave inappropriately, even sleeping on the temple grounds. As well it
was found that some Western monks were in the robes solely in order to obtain a visa or to steal
valuable Buddhist objects.23 At this time Wat Bowonniwet made a rule that foreigners would be
expected to make a long-term commitment to the monastic life and would prove this by living
as a novice for at least a year.24 This is the case at Wat Pah Nanachat, an international forest
monastery, where foreign monks must demonstrate their commitment through a probationary
period of adjustment to monastic life before being allowed to ordain as a monk.25 This makes
ordination more difficult for international visitors but at the same time puts the Thai Buddhists
in control of how their religion is enacted and tries to ensure the proper maintenance of
the sangha. The Temple Stay and Retreat Program gives the option of temporary ordination
but at the same time controls the process. For those guests seeking ordination, program
coordinators state that participants first must show that they are sincere and not just ticking
off wearing monastic robes off of their list as an experience to brag about. Instead through
discussion and participation in temple life for at least 21 days, foreign participants who would
like to ordain as a novice must demonstrate respect for the Buddhist tradition. Throughout
this period, the program coordinators evaluate the candidates’ genuineness through their
motivations, behavior, and speech.
Temple school abbots seeking to host volunteer English teachers affiliate with
outside agencies that act as mediators to promote and run programs to attract participants, screen
potential volunteers, and help to acclimate them. It is important to note that temple abbots
remain in charge of allowing volunteers to stay. If the volunteers are behaving disrespectfully
then the volunteer will be asked to leave. With abbots’ busy schedules, it is easier for them to
affiliate with these professional organizations to run background checks and inform volunteers
how to behave in the temple environment. Volunteer organizations and staff are also necessary
to encourage and promote the interaction of both the novices and foreign visitors.

Skilton, Andrew, “Elective affinities: the reconstruction of a forgotten episode in the shared history of Thai and
Buddhist Buddhism – Kapilavaddho and Wat Paknam.” Contemporary Buddhism 14, 1 (2013): 150.
23
In Phra Farang, Peter Robinson (Pannapadipo, Phra Peter, Phra Farang: An English Monk in Thailand.
(London: Arrow Books, 2005), p. 301) discusses the case of a foreign monk who, as soon as he had received his
new visa as a monastic, left his robes on the floor and left as a layman without the proper ceremony for disrobing.
This is considered very disrespectful from the Theravada Buddhist perspective.
24
Cummings, Joe, The Meditation Temples of Thailand: A Guide (Woodacre, CA: Spirit Rock Centre, 1991) p. 31.
25
The Wat Pah Nanachaat Website (www.watpahnanchat.org) states that in order to ordain as a monk, one typically
first spends one month as an eight-precept layperson, then a period of four-six months as a white-robed anagarika,
who has made a commitment to maintaining the eight precepts. After this a period of about one year as a novice
monk is preparation for becoming a fully-ordained monastic in this community.
22
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Along with controlling the level of participation of international participants, the main
way these programs demonstrate monastic agency is through their goal of benefiting novices.
When first encountering international participants, novices are usually shy but learn how to try
to engage these strangers. For the novices at Wat Sri Boen Ruang, the second is natural now
as they are familiar with how to converse in English with foreigners. Along with introducing
Buddhism to international visitors, from a Theravāda Buddhist perspective, the programs help
to spread the teachings of Buddhism.
Phra Maha Saung, a co-coordinator of the novice and volunteer exchange for one
of the volunteer teaching programs for novice monks, states that spreading the dhamma is
an important secondary goal. In speaking with the volunteers Phra Maha Saung has found that
they typically have no religion or they used to be Christian. Most are interested in Buddhism
and monastic life and want to teach in this environment because it is different from their
home countries. The volunteers have opportunities to learn about Buddhism but not directly
(mai drong). This is because the first goal of the program is language acquisition for the novices
(chai phasaa ben). However, an important part of this language learning is that if the novices
learn English then they can teach the Dhamma to more people. The same is true for the Monk
Chat program. The monks I spoke with concluded that Monk Chat is a significant way to spread
the Dhamma to people from non-Buddhist countries. They find that most people who come
are interested in Buddhism and those who are members of other religions benefit from being
able to compare their tradition with Buddhism. In this way introducing people to the values
of Buddhism is important in order to make the ideas and teachings of the religion available
to non-Buddhist populations.
In this way, Buddhist cultural exchange programs are able to benefit both Buddhists
as well as international participants. The novices and monks feel comfortable conversing
in English and potentially spread the Dhamma while the international guests experience
and learn about Buddhism. This demonstrates how Theravāda Buddhism is not influenced
by tourism but instead utilizes the importance of English in a globalized world to bring tourists
to Buddhist temples to interact with novices and monks. These Buddhist cultural exchange
programs support the cultural heritage of Thailand while promoting cultural tourism.
The open engagement that Theravāda Buddhists show curious English-speakers is an example
of interreligious dialogue for the ASEAN region. Through this we can see how these programs
could serve as a model for ASEAN peace building and dialogue and contribute to the ASEAN
goals of creating inclusive, harmonious communities.

Conclusion
Buddhist cultural exchange programs in Northern Thailand offer opportunities for
international visitors as well as monastic participants. They demonstrate values of openness
and engagement as a way to preserve the cultural heritage of part of the ASEAN region, that
of Theravāda Buddhist mainland Southeast Asia. In contrast to religious tensions and violence
in parts of Myanmar and Thailand, Buddhist cultural exchange programs in Northern Thailand
help to facilitate dialogue and peace among religious and cultural others. Through international
religious encounters and exchanges, monastics and international visitors come to understand and
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imagine the life of the other as well as learn English and about Buddhism, respectively. Young
novice monks lose some of their fear of engagement with foreigners and become confident
conversing in English. International participants humanize the monastic figure and encounter
difference in the aesthetics of the temple environment.
The 2009-2015 Roadmap for an ASEAN Community emphasizes socio-cultural goals
that would form inclusive communities. These Buddhist cultural exchange programs help
to further this goal. I believe that not just native English speakers but religious others from
the ASEAN region could also be an important goal of future iterations of similar programs.
These Buddhist cultural exchange programs, which engage tourists, could be a model for
similar kinds of interreligious dialogue within ASEAN communities. The values of openness,
engagement, experimentation, empathy, and understanding are embedded in the formats of
these programs. Projecting a peaceful and stable ASEAN is part of the goals of the blueprint
for ASEAN’s Socio-Cultural Community. 26 A culture of peace, respect for diversity,
and promotion of understanding of other faiths, religions and cultures are all supported by these
unique programs in Northern Thailand. These programs can’t be reduced to a cheapening of
Buddhism or constituting a denigration of change of the Theravāda Buddhist traditions. Instead
they demonstrate the creative possibilities of modern religion in the ASEAN region.

“Roadmap for an ASEAN Community: 2009-2015,” see especially page 10. http://www.asean.org/archive/
5187-19.pdf. Accessed 30/1/2015.
26
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Buddhism, ASEAN and the Case of Myanmar
Jeff Waistell

Introduction
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) “is a 10-member international
body that represents more than 500 million people living in the region. Set up in 1967
in Bangkok by Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore, it has since been
joined by Brunei, Laos, Vietnam, Myanmar and Cambodia” (BBC, 2014). However, the entry
of Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam without clear admission criteria raised questions
regarding their preparedness for ASEAN, namely the legitimacy of some of the governments
in power, straining ASEAN’s relations with its dialogue partners in these countries (Kraft,
2000). In their relations with one another, ASEAN Member States have adopted the principles
of mutual respect for national independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity, and
identity; no external interference, subversion or coercion; settlement of differences or disputes
by peaceful manner; no threat or use of force; and effective cooperation (ASEAN, 2014).
ASEAN’s non-interference policy rests on three important foundations governing international
relations (Katanyuu, 2006):
1. Discouraging members from criticizing or intervening in other members’ internal
affairs.
2. Committing members to deny support or sanctuary to groups that subvert
the governments of member states.
3. Discouraging members from providing support deemed subversive to other
members to external powers.
ASEAN is a salient topic for the UNDV 2015 conference theme of ‘Buddhism and World
Crisis’ because ASEAN’s aims include economic growth, social progress, cultural development,
regional peace and stability (ASEAN, 2014). Its Socio-Cultural Blueprint has adopted six goals:
human development, welfare, social justice, sustainability, building the ASEAN identity,
and narrowing the development gap. ASEAN promotes collaboration and mutual assistance in
the economic, social, cultural, technical, scientific and administrative fields.
While member states have made progress, there remain lingering challenges of funding,
expertise and human resources, technical expertise, language proficiency, coordination
mechanisms, and awareness of the goals amongst government officials. There are also
significant challenges in achieving the aims, such as differences in language, culture, and
religion (ASEAN, 2014). Moreover, maintaining ASEAN’s centrality will require it to address
problems of capacity, leadership, consensus, and collective action (Caballero-Anthony, 2014).
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What has ASEAN achieved? Set up to promote regional interests, collaboration
and co-operation, it has negotiated its free trade agreement, eased regional travel, constructively engaged with Myanmar, promoted peace and stability, and agreed ‘no nuclear weapons’
and counter-terrorism treaties (BBC, 2014). ASEAN has achieved a degree of political cohesion
on some regional and international issues, kept the peace among its members, adopted
norms for inter-state relations, advanced regionalism, reduced tariffs on intra- ASEAN trade,
established modes of cooperation in dealing with regional problems – but fallen short in driving
regionalism and regional economic integration, partly because political cohesion and economic
integration have been pursued separately (Severino, 2007). Moreover, ASEAN may not be
able to amass the economic clout commensurate with its position as a key player in East Asia,
and the ASEAN Economic Community may not come to fruition (Austria, 2012).
ASEAN economic integration is driven by corporate interests, neglecting working
populations, who should be central to their development programs (Ofreneo, 2008). States
increasingly intrude into and direct the ASEAN Civil Society Conference (ACSC), restraining
civil society organizations’ participation, “challenging the view of the ACSC as an independent
space for advocacy and indicating the hollowness of ASEAN’s commitments to creating
a ‘people-oriented’ Association” (Gerard, 2013, p.411). The prospects are doubtful for building
a people-cantered ASEAN Community in which regional governance displays inclusiveness
and addresses the interests of the region’s ordinary people, instead of what its elites deem
appropriate (Nesadurai, 2009). Freistein (2013) questions the promises of the ASEAN
Charter of promoting democracy, human rights and the role of the regional populations, arguing
that conflict rather than consensus is the ASEAN’s dominant mode of politics. ASEAN has
no mechanisms devoted to the protection of minorities and indigenous peoples: the ASEAN
Charter and the Terms of Reference for the ASEAN Inter-Governmental Commission on Human
Rights both refer to human rights and cultural diversity but do not explicitly refer to minorities
or indigenous peoples (Meijknecht and de Vries, 2010).
Examining ASEAN’s core norms in the context of the global financial crisis,
Nair (2011) found that the political will for pursuing the ASEAN Charter’s normative agenda
was weak and divided. During the crisis, the economic agenda dominated the regional
discourse, and capacity-building for governance, political reform, and democracy was
constrained by resources. The economic crisis did not spur any challenge or innovation
with regard to the traditional ASEAN institutional norms of non-interference and consensus
decision-making. However, ASEAN may be pushed toward institutional innovation by
the growing participatory norms in the domestic politics of ASEAN’s older members,
particularly Indonesia, a trend likely to produce tensions with newer members (Nair, 2011).
Looking ahead, key issues include forming a Southeast Asian regional bloc that links
members’ combined economies of more than $2 trillion by 2016, reducing trade barriers and
easing labor movement (although there are challenges in cutting non-tariff barriers, harmonizing
regional labor regulations, and mitigating impacts on local economies), expanding external
relations beyond the region with potential trading and investment partners, engaging more
with G-20 and emerging global economies, increasing foreign direct investment as a measure
of gross domestic product across the region, and preserving the strategic autonomy of the
region (Ben, 2014).
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Myanmar and ASEAN:
In 1997, Myanmar became a member of ASEAN for several reasons: political alliances
and legitimacy, prestige, and access to markets (but without reciprocating the necessary
economic reforms necessary for encouraging economic growth). Equally, the ASEAN group
gained from access to Myanmar’s natural resources. However, foreign investors discovered that
the country’s regulations, corruption, and poor infrastructure limited profit margins. As investors
withdrew and international pressure increased, the economic attraction became overshadowed
by the need for increasing ASEAN pressure on Myanmar (McCarthy, 2008).
A collective position on Myanmar was difficult to achieve, given the constraints of
the non-interference doctrine, although ASEAN arrived at a consensus position in 2005.
Instrumental in the change were the five founding members: Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand,
Singapore and the Philippines. These members relaxed the principle in order to support national
reconciliation in Myanmar. Once refraining from criticism of Myanmar’s human rights abuses,
ASEAN later denounced the deteriorating situation (Katanyuu, 2006).
Myanmar-ASEAN relations were influenced by intense international pressure and
ASEAN’s desire to maintain regional credibility (McCarthy, 2008). International catalysts left
ASEAN no other choice but to pressurize the Myanmar junta to engage in democratic reform
and political dialogue with opposition and ethnic groups. The transition from non-intervention
was evident at the eleventh ASEAN summit in 2005: Myanmar was pushed towards
democratic reform and to release political detainees. This reflected ASEAN’s increasingly
collective approach toward Myanmar and the group’s willingness to review its once sacrosanct
non-interference policy (Katanyuu, 2006).
The international pressure that comes from increased international awareness of events
inside Myanmar is of concern to ASEAN but Myanmar’s domestic politics have also had a more
direct impact on its ASEAN neighbors, as cross-border problems cause regional instability:
drug production and addiction; the spread of HIV and bird flu; and border area conflicts, forced
relocations, poverty, and suppression of dissent all increased the flow of illegal immigrants or
refugees into other ASEAN countries (McCarthy, 2008).
The ASEAN community has favored diplomacy and peer pressure in order to
influence Myanmar’s military government to release Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, free other political
detainees and to promote national reconciliation (Haacke, 2008). ASEAN’s efforts were not
proving very successful, although Myanmar moved beyond extraconstitutional rule. Different
positions on promoting political change in Myanmar were held within ASEAN. Significant
differences characterized the Myanmar policy of individual ASEAN countries according
to their different interests and pressures, and dissimilar views on how to help Myanmar
democratize; Indonesia was originally the only ASEAN country to have posited a regional
diplomatic initiative (Haacke, 2008).
Katanyuu (2006) analyses factors that compelled ASEAN to relax its policy
of non-interference towards members and to intervene in Myanmar’s internal affairs. Such factors
included pressure from the international community and ASEAN individual members and
the group as a whole. The situation in Myanmar with regard to human rights abuses and
democratic reforms led ASEAN to review its policy. Myanmar “presented ASEAN with
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an opportunity to relax a doctrine that had been necessary during the early years of
the organization but that had become unworkable as an ongoing policy for dealing with
human rights and cross-border threats” (Katanyuu, 2006, p.826). ASEAN’s long-term corporate
attempts to constructively engage Myanmar’s military may be an area where ASEAN has
to revise adherence to the twin traditional norms (Nair, 2011).
Any intervention in Myanmar would need to take into account the interests of four key
players – USA, Thailand, China and India - and their capabilities (Guilloux, 2010). However,
the peculiar mix of these interests and capabilities conspires to paralyze intervention. Firstly,
although America has strong capabilities and considers any type of intervention, Myanmar does
not offer it any significant material or strategic interest. Secondly, Thailand’s interest is high
(given the disruptions that flow across its borders) but it has limited military capabilities
and is constrained by ASEAN’s non-interventionist stance. While China and India have
important capabilities they will refrain from intervening unless they perceive that their
interests are threatened. Furthermore, future intervention in Myanmar would be risky because
of Myanmar’s internal situation, its geostrategic location, the reciprocal suspicions of China
and India, and the unclear boundaries of the responsibility to protect policy (Guilloux, 2010).
Moreover, the Myanmar government is resistant to political change, whether it
be internal or external, and is suspicious of attempts by other countries to alter the political
situation. It believes itself and its military to be the saviors of the national interest. However,
the military have little incentive to accommodate change, preferring to retain domestic political
power rather than appeasing the international community (Ganesan, 2006).
ASEAN has been criticized for “being big on words and short on action” in the pursuit
of members’ consensus: “its staunch support for the principle of non-interference has reinforced
regional stability and, paradoxically, authoritarian governance, despite commitments to
promoting human rights and democratic ideals” (BBC, 2014). Although it should not be
overlooked that ASEAN has forsaken war as a way of resolving conflict by establishing
intramural relations within its region, the institution has simultaneously hindered democratic
reform and so it is seen as an ‘illiberal peace’: indeed, “the association is a long way
from shunning illiberal politics for the sake of democratic values” (Kuhonta, 2006, p.337).
Ironically, the same principles of sovereignty and non-interference that maintain intra-regional
peace also support illiberalism in the region. It has not been able to reconcile tensions between
democratic norms on the one hand and respect for sovereignty on the other. Nowhere is this
ASEAN tension more evident than in the case of Myanmar. The non-interference norm has been
compromised but ASEAN has still not discarded illiberal politics for the sake of democratic
values in Myanmar. ASEAN tensions between the norms of sovereignty and democracy are
challenging to surmount, not only because that involves challenging vested interests but also
because it challenges the structural reality of its established principles that have also brought
intra-regional peace and security (Kuhonta, 2006). Sukhumbhand Paribatra, a former deputy
minister of foreign affairs for Thailand (but now is the current Governor of Bangkok),
articulated this structural tension as follows:
“ASEAN was created as and remains a framework and mechanism for cooperation in
a region of great political, social, cultural, and economic diversity. It was never intended
to be a collective security regime, which has a collective vision of what is right, just,
and moral in all things and can impose changes at will upon its member countries in
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accordance to this vision. From the beginning, the principle of non-interference, along
with perceptions and conceptions of common interests, has been the glue keeping
ASEAN together. All principles can of course be modified through changing time
and circumstances . . . But modification is one thing, abandonment quite another. We
believe that the principle of non-interference should be adapted to suit the changing
times and circumstances. But to abandon it is to tear ASEAN asunder. The reality
is that ASEAN cannot be a proactive promoter of changes in the existing political
arrangement of any member country. To advocate such a role is to misinterpret
the genesis and nature of ASEAN in a very fundamental way” (Sukhumbhand Paribatra,
cited in Kuhonta, 2006, p.355).

Buddhism and ASEAN
It would be remiss of the author to promulgate Buddhism as a solution to the problems
of ASEAN, given its constituent multi-cultural and multi-faith communities. Nevertheless,
Buddhism can inform ASEAN’s development. Concepts of the middle way and non-dualism
suggest the need to avoid political extremes. The notion of interdependent co-arising highlights
how ASEAN is a mutually interdependent web of cause and effect. Finally, the Noble
Eightfold Path teaches right intention (freedom and harmlessness), right speech (in a truthful
and non-hurtful way), right action (in a non-harmful way), right livelihood, and right effort
(making an effort to improve). These principles are commensurate with those of ASEAN
and can help it to reflect and act on where it falls short. Now follows a selection of Buddhist
approaches that could be beneficial to ASEAN.

Mindfulness
As noted above, the ASEAN community is guided by its self-understanding
(Sukhumbhand Paribatra, cited in Kuhonta, 2006) and mindfulness could help explore
and expand ASEAN’s view of itself. Mindfulness can be contrasted with mindlessness, which
can be “characterized by reliance on past categories, acting on ‘automatic pilot,’ and fixation
on a single perspective without awareness that things could be otherwise” (Weick et al., 1999,
p.90). Defined as a learning process that benefits from heightened awareness and enabling
questioning, it originally developed as an individual concept, although it has since become also
an organizational one (Jordan et al., 2009). For example, mindful organizations are claimed to
“induce a rich awareness of discriminatory detail and a capacity for action” (Weick et al., 1999,
p.88) and “pay close attention to what is going on around them, refusing to function on
‘auto-pilot’” (Ray et al., 2011, p.188).
Mindfulness has a positive impact on ethical decision making because it entails
self-awareness and is non-judging, open to, and accepting of ideas which might otherwise
be perceived as threatening to the self (Reedy and Schweitzer 2010). Similarly, on
an organizational level, Valentine et al.’s (2010, p.455) study found that “perceived ethical
values and a shared ethics code were associated with...increased mindfulness.”
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Duerr (2004) develops the notion of the ‘contemplative organization’, which strives
to incorporate contemplative practices into work, embodies organizational values, moves
between cycles of action and reflection, balances process with product, and whose circular
non-hierarchical mandala-like structure reflects a contemplative philosophy. Loy’s (2003)
Buddhist social theory similarly contends that structure makes transnational corporations into
defective economic institutions, arguing for corporate charters with clauses mandating that
profit will not take precedence over social impacts. If Duerr’s contemplative model
of organization is possible, then Buddhism – with its focus on meditation – can also help
to change the nature of ASEAN and its member nations. Furthermore, Buddhism is changing,
becoming increasingly engaged in social projects and protests, enhancing its capability
of challenging and changing ASEAN.

Nirvana of Society
Engaged Buddhism privileges the role of the Bodhisattva, one who primarily aims
to relieve others’ suffering and vows not to enter nirvana until that has been achieved. It is
informed by the idea that there is no independent self, in which the search for individual
enlightenment ceases and the focus moves to helping others (Shen-yen, in Brazier, 2002).
The preoccupation is no longer private liberation from suffering but the “nirvana of society”
(Dalai Lama, in Brazier 2002, p.97).
In Engaged Buddhism, the level of analysis broadens, shifting the blame
for suffering from individual psychological attachment to collective social greed and
exploitation. Accordingly, Buddhism’s traditional three poisons of greed, anger and ignorance
apply not only to individuals but also to large-scale social and economic forces (Kraft, 2000).
Internal and external liberation are simultaneous and reciprocal processes – and awakening
begins with a practical understanding of the Four Noble Truths within a person’s community
(Ariyaratne, 1982):
1. A concrete understanding of suffering in terms of poverty and oppression.
2. Suffering is caused by greed, competitiveness and egoism.
3. There is hope that this suffering can cease.
4. Suffering is addressed by resolving these problems within the community.
As class conflict and exploitation of the poor cause human suffering, liberation is seen
in terms of prerequisite material conditions and social relationships (Ambedkar, 1984). While
dualism gives rise to grasping, greed, and class distinctions, Buddhism’s goal shifts from
personal rebirth to social reform and, in order to resolve the class struggle, to liberate
the deprived and propertyless classes, using methods that exclude violence (Lin, 1929).
Capitalism emphasizes competitive selves and is therefore incommensurate with
the non-self of Buddhism, whose interdependency is more aligned with socialism (Buddhadasa,
1986). Buddhism opposes capitalism, with its notions of property, ownership and possessions
as ends in themselves, because they are non-conducive to freedom but instead reinforce and
perpetuate the ignorance that Buddhism tries to eliminate (Puligandla and Puhakka, 1970).
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No-self
Member states only benefit when ASEAN operates collectively. The notion of no-self
can reinforce ASEAN’s collective approach. There is no independent self in Buddhism.
Suffering results from constructing a self that is independent from others and objects, resulting
in alienation from them, the resolution of which is fallaciously attempted through clinging to
other people, objects or conditions, in order to bolster this sense of self. The self attaches to that
which appears to secure it and averts itself from that which it perceives as threatening. Dualistic
thought about self versus others/things leads to other distinctions, such as that between ‘us and
them’. In Buddhism, dualism is reversed in two related ways; by not clinging to the people and
things that are perceived to be outside the self, and through meditation, which gradually erodes
the distinction between self and not-self.
Buddhism’s concise message is; ‘wake up to reality!’ This is realized through
the demise of clinging; “since there is no self which does the possessing, there simply cannot
be any possession” (Puligandla and Puhakka, 1970, p.346). Liberation consists of entering
a non-egotistical state and experiencing the interdependent nature of all beings (Mishra, 2004).
Collapsing dualism addresses the underlying causes of selfishness, merging the self with others,
and thereby informing relationships with them. Reunification with others leads to compassion
and the focus of liberation becomes not the self but all beings. Jones (1989) argues that alienation
from other beings is delusion but, when we are freed from egocentricity, we experience unity
and are at one with their suffering. So the notion of self-liberation becomes delusive because
there is no longer a separate self from which to be liberated; liberation becomes freedom of
all beings from suffering. Buddhism’s notion of interdependence requires active engagement in
social action. Accordingly, it has much to say about the transformation of ASEAN, as follows.

The Process of Change in ASEAN
Buddhism can contribute to redefining and perceiving the problems of ASEAN, prior to
any change effort. According to Buddhist philosophy, the mind creates and sustains conditions
but the notion of impermanence questions accepted analyses. National leaders apply their own
preconceptions to a change situation – but conceptualization can result in an incorrect picture
that is divorced from reality. Conversely, Buddhism privileges awareness of a situation and
concrete experience. The emphasis is on enhancing mindfulness of the region’s internal and
external environments, increasing awareness, and connecting meditation with skillful action.
Given Buddhism’s non-dualistic framework, all phenomena possess no independent
reality but are interdependent, suggesting the need for systems thinking, whereby each part of
a nation’s environments are analyzed in the context of a unified whole. Such a systems analysis
goes deeper than the presenting symptoms and leads to a more comprehensive solution
that addresses a range of underlying causes, evaluates various possible options, and reviews
the intended and unintended consequences of the change program.
The Buddha taught that phenomena do not arise from a single cause but from a complex
concurrence of many mutually-reinforcing conditions (Bodhi, 1999). In diagnosing the need
for change, Buddhism warns against early conclusions, privileging instead the investigation
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of underlying root causes, complex conditions, multiple levels of causality, and the relative
contribution of each cause. Account should be taken of the ‘specific gravity’ of various types
of causation, according to their relative contribution to the whole problem, the most significant
causal factor being the mind, which fashions all conditions. Thus, Buddhism encourages not just
a comprehensive perspective of a nation’s environments – but also a reflexive turn, prompting
leaders to critically examine their own assumptions and perspectives when diagnosing change.
Buddhism’s emphasis on awakening can contribute to the generation of ideas, while
the twin methods of meditation and deep listening can help develop new insights. In critically
evaluating ideas, Buddhism also warns of the poisons of anger, greed and ignorance, and invites
leaders to cultivate loving-kindness and to work for the well-being of their societies.
Furthermore, non-dualism suggests that ideas must be tested by their practical application
(Suzuki, 1949) and not through abstract reflection.
Change implementation can founder on fear and resistance. Fear can be dispelled
through meditation amidst impermanence and suffering. As for resistance, notions of unity and
interdependence imply that leaders should consult, engage and – so far as possible – benefit
everyone in the change process. Buddhism encourages collaboration (Marques, 2010)
and discourages absolute truth and attachment to views (Nhat Hanh, 1987). Accordingly, leaders
should try to understand the positions of others, be open to new ideas and be critical of their own.
Buddhism encourages acceptance of change (Marques, 2010), positing that reality
does not comprise of fixed entities but is in a process in constant flux. From this, leaders can
learn the importance of non-attachment to the change, allowing intuition to come to the fore,
sensitizing them with an enhanced gut-feel about implementation issues, while enabling a more
critical evaluation of the merits and demerits of the change process and outcomes.

The Five Precepts
The Five Precepts of Buddhism are no killing, stealing, sexual misconduct,
lying or taking intoxicants. Nhat Hanh (1987) reinterprets and renames these precepts as
the ‘Five Mindfulness Trainings’, with changed emphases from prohibition to constructive
action, and from individual to broader levels of analysis. For example, Nhat Hanh interprets
the first precept that prohibits killing as protecting the lives of people and not supporting killing
in thoughts or ways of life.
The second precept prohibits stealing. Nhat Hanh (1987) interprets this as suffering
caused by exploitation, social injustice and oppression. He encourages the cultivation
of loving-kindness and working for the well-being of people. In the context of transforming
ASEAN, this would specifically prohibit profiteering from cheap labor in developing economies.
The third precept prohibits sexual misconduct and Nhat Hanh (1987) comments that this
includes a commitment to cultivating responsibility and learning ways to protect the safety and
integrity of individuals, couples, families and societies. The regional and national implications
include a renewed commitment to managing diversity.
The fourth precept prohibits lying, explicated by Nhat Hanh (1987) as unmindful speech
and the inability to listen to others, together with a positive commitment to cultivating loving
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speech and deep listening. Accordingly, leaders should be offered training in conflict resolution
skills, and be direct with citizens about democratic processes of social change. Externally, nations
should provide the whole truth about their policies to ensure transparency and accountability.
Nhat Hanh (1987) interprets the fifth precept, which prohibits intoxicants,
as discouraging unmindful consumption and, conversely, a commitment to cultivating good
mental and physical health. Commensurate with this precept, “Buddhism had a positive influence
on the consumption of fair trade” and “Buddhists used their religious beliefs more commonly
as a criterion in consumption decisions than other religions” (Doran and Natale, 2011, p.12).

Conclusions
The key limitation of this paper is that it is not empirically based. Future research should
study to what extent Engaged Buddhism can influence the implementation of ethical change
processes and help to transform ASEAN and its constituent nations, how the philosophy of
Buddhism has affected their actions, and how effective and ethical those change processes have
been, from the perspective of key stakeholders. The specific role of mindfulness should also be
scrutinized, as its expansion of attentional breadth could either help ethical issues to be taken
into account, by looking beyond a given frame, or it may encourage self-interest (Dane, 2011).
Non-dualism enables Buddhism to engage with regional change, as it emphasizes
interdependence, both of people and of events (so that it illuminates and informs change).
This collectivist philosophy can also help to alleviate egotistical power struggles during
the change process, encourage leaders to see all of their citizens as indispensable to their nations,
and to relieve suffering and meet needs.
Buddhism can help leaders to embrace change through increasing awareness of
underlying causes, sharpening perception of the need for change, awakening insight to innovative
approaches, encouraging skillful action, and reinforcing reflective practice. The recognition
of interdependence and the practice of deep listening encourage a responsive and participative
change process. Engaged Buddhism challenges nations to change in terms of ‘right action’
towards citizens.
With its emphasis on meditation, Buddhism also supports Duerr’s (2004) call for
a contemplative organization, by restraining mindless and heedless change, while emphasizing
the importance of deep reflection prior to, during and following the change process. Buddhism’s
emphasis on meditation, wisdom, ethics and skillful action represents not only a call for mindful
change but also a call to reflection on the part of ASEAN leaders.
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Death of the Mekong, River of Buddhism
Khanh T. Tran,
AMI Environmental, USA

Introduction
From its origin in the high plateau of Tibet, the Mekong River is 4500 km long and
the 12th longest river in the world, flowing through six countries that include China, Myanmar,
Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. Through its long course, the river is known as Lancang
in China, Mekong in Myanmar, Laos and Thailand, and finally as River of Nine Dragons because
it flows out to sea through nine estuaries in southern Vietnam. True to its name (Mekong means
Mother River in Laotian), the Mekong River is the lifeline to more than 65 million inhabitants,
mainly in downstream countries of Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. The majority of
these inhabitants are Buddhists and all three major Buddhist traditions are practiced: Theravāda
in Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia; Mahayana in China and Vietnam; and Vajrayana
in Tibet. Hence, the Mekong is called the “River of Buddhism”.
Most residents along the river are poor fishermen living off the river fish catch or
poor farmers using the river water and rich silt to grow rice. They also use the river as their
principal means of transportation. In the next two decades, the number of the basin inhabitants
is expected to increase to over 100 million. Their daily life is constantly threatened by floods,
deforestation, pollution as well as ill-planned development projects. The biggest threat to their
livelihood is the gigantic hydroelectric dams built or planned in Yunnan Province and the smaller
dams in Laos and on the Lower Mekong. Moreover, the Chinese have cleared and enlarged the
river as a navigation channel for large commercial boats including oil transport vessels. These
development projects cause serious economic and environmental consequences in countries
within the river basin. All these environmental effects will be worsened by global warming in
coming years (Khanh Tran, 2014). In going ahead with these hydropower projects, upstream
countries have not considered the interests and concerns of downstream countries. They may be
the causes for conflict, political crisis and even war in the near future. Even the survival of
the river may be in serious doubt in the next few decades. The remaining sections will discuss
the dams and their environmental effects, and a Buddhist-inspired response to ensure
the peaceful and sustainable development of the river resources.
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Exploiting the River
In the last twenty years, there has been an active program to build several dams for
hydroelectric power on the Mekong River. (Richard Cronin, 2010; Scott Pearse-Smith, 2012).
As of 2014, there are 26 dams on the mainstream, 14 on the Lancang River (the name) of Upper
Mekong in China in the Yunnan Province of China in the Yunnan Province of China and 12
on the Lower Mekong. China has built a cascade of large dams on the Lancang, beginning
with the Manwan in 1993 with an electrical output of 1500 MW. The Dachaoshan dam was
completed in December 2002 with an output of 1350 MW, a height of a 30-story building
and a water reservoir of 88 km in length. Next was the Xiaowan dam, with an output of 4200
MW and a reservoir of 169 km in length and a cost of 4 billion USD. This dam is the tallest in
the world, with a height of 300 m similar to a 100-story building. The largest and most
expensive dam (about $10 billion USD) on the Mekong so far, the Nuozhadu, was completed
in 2014 with a height of 261 m, a reservoir of 226 km long and an output of 5850 MW. At least
eight other big dams are also planned by the Chinese.

Starting in 2006, companies from Thailand, Malaysia, and China have conducted
feasibility studies of 12 run-off-river dams in the Lower Mekong Basin. Among these dams,
Xayaburi is considered the first mainstream dam located in Laos and outside of China’s borders.
With an output of 1260 MW and a total investment costs of $3.5 billion USD, it is funded by
four major Thai banks and a Bangkok-based company, Ch. Karnchang, is the builder. In October
2013, the Lao government notified the Mekong River Commission (MRC) of its decision to
build the second mainstream dam Don Sahong. It is a run-of-river dam located near the Khone
Waterfall in the Siphadone area of Champasak Province of southern Laos, only 2 km from
the Laos-Cambodia border. Its output is to be small at only 260 MW, with a height of 30m and
a width of only 100m. The dam would block the Hou Sahong channel, the main channel for
fish migrating between Cambodia, Laos and Thailand year around. This channel is especially
important in the dry season when most other channels become impassable due to low water
levels. The disruption of fish migrations through blocking of this vital channel means
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the destruction of vital subsistence and commercial fisheries in the Lower Mekong Basin.
In spite of intense and wide protests, the Lao government still intends to pursue the dam
construction. The Mekong River Commission (MRC) has recently announced that a regional
public consultation meeting for interested stakeholders on the Don Sahong Hydropower Project
will occur on 12 December 2014 in Pakse, Lao PDR (MRC, 2014).
In 1866, a French expedition team was led by Doudart de Lagrée and Francis Garnier
to sail upstream on the Mekong. The French team was stopped by the underwater rocks and
rapids in Upper Laos. In recent years, China has completed the dredging of the river and clear
the underwater rocks and rapids on a 300-km stretch of the river, from the Burmese-Chinese
border to Laos to facilitate the travel by large boats. Commercial boats larger than 100 MT can
travel from the port of Simao in Yunnan to other ports in neighboring countries. Of particular
note are the oil transport vessels, since they pose severe danger: oil spills which can quickly
devastate the entire Mekong ecosystem (MRC, 2012).

Environmental Effects
Dam builders in China and Laos have stated that all the above hydroelectric and
navigational development projects should bring large benefits to countries downstream. They
have also maintained that any ecological and environmental effects, if existed, are minimal.
The hydroelectric dams should alleviate the flooding problem during the monsoon season and
the drought problem during the dry season. Turning the river into a shipping channel should
also increase trade between China and other neighboring countries and bring prosperity to
all. These development projects are often conducted in secrecy and little details are known.
The dam builders frequently minimize or hide all adverse environmental impacts.
Contrary to the findings of the builders, hydroelectric dams cause severe economic
and environmental disasters, affecting the lives of millions in countries downstream. Mekong
floods occur annually from June to October and hundreds have lost their life. Most of
the flood victims are children who die of drowning due to lack of supervision by older members
of their family. There are signs that the Yunnan dams have increased the flood intensity. Since
the water reservoirs have been full, the dams have released excess water that further raised
the floodwater level of the Mekong. The number of flood victims and damages to crops and
homes have increased in Cambodia, Thailand and elsewhere.
During the dry season, the Mekong water level is markedly low because only
the glaciers in Tibet and Yunnan remain the water sources. The average flow rate decreases from
50000 m3/s during the rainy season to only 2000 m3/s during the dry months. The dry season
normally lasts from November to May. If the upstream dams do not release water because of
drought or water needs of the reservoirs, serious consequences can occur downstream.
All downstream countries will be affected by saltwater intrusion, and rice fields in many places
will have to be abandoned because of saltwater or lack of water for growing crops.
In addition to changing the water levels and the natural cycles of the Mekong, water
reservoirs at the dams retain the rich sediment. Lacking water and rich silt will render
the rice fields downstream less fertile. Rice production will decrease drastically, especially in
the Mekong delta of Vietnam. In the first ten years of Manwan Dam’s operation, the annual
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mean sediment trapped by the Manwan Dam alone was estimated to be about 35% of total
sedimentation transported from Lancang Basin to Lower Mekong. The amount of rich silt may
decrease up to 50% because of the dams. This will cause large crop losses since the Mekong
delta is the main rice producing area of Vietnam. It accounts for 50% of total annual production
of 28 MT and 90% of export of 7 MT. The delta also accounts for 60% of fish and seafood
exports from Vietnam. This will affect millions of people in the Lower Mekong Basin and
elsewhere, as far as Africa due to reduced rice and fish export.
While rice fields downstream lack the rich sediment, the dams in Yunnan are silted
up. The rate of silt flowing into the Manwan dam has doubled compared to initial estimates.
One of the reasons that the Chinese have used to justify the building of the Xiaowan dam is
that this dam is upstream of the Manwan dam and, therefore, can reduce the amount of silt
flowing into the Manwan dam. Nevertheless, the Xiaowan dam and all other dams will be filled
by silt in the next few decades. All water reservoirs will become vast and useless wastelands!
On average, the useful life of each dam will be shortened to about 20 years, compared to
the initial estimate of 70 years.
With 1245 fish species, the Mekong is the second river in the world with the most fish
species, just behind the Amazon in South America. Among these are rare species like the giant
catfish weighing up to 300 kg and the Irrawaddy river dolphin. Each year about two million
metric tons (MT) are caught in downstream countries. Lake Tonle Sap in Cambodia alone has
produced 400000 MT. The Lower Mekong dams are small in terms of power output relative to
the Chinese dams, yet their ecological effects may even be larger. The section of the Mekong
at the Khone Waterfall where the Don Sahong dam (with a tiny output of 260 MW) will be
located is considered as the vital point of the entire ecosystem of the Mekong basin. Right
at the foot of the Khone Waterfall, one can find a congregation of the largest variety of fresh
water fish not only in Southeast Asia but also in the whole world. Many independent fisheries
experts conclude that the dam would have a serious impact on fish migration as the channel
is the only one within the Khone Falls complex that is passable to migratory fishes in the dry
season, and the major migration channel year round (Ian G. Baird, 2011). Of particular note
are the risks to the survival of the Irrawaddy dolphins that only 85 are known to survive along
this stretch of the river.
The Yunnan, Lower Mekong and other dams modify the water levels, temperature
and cycles of the Mekong River. All these changes adversely affect the birth and growth of
all fish species. Dredging the river also makes its water flowing faster and cause the erosion
of the river banks. Underwater rocks that are currently prime breeding sites for fish have been
destroyed. Several fish species will disappear because they cannot adapt to the unnatural
changes. Fishermen in several locations along the Mekong have already complained that their
fish catch has drastically been reduced in recent years. This is an adverse impact affecting
the livelihood and health of millions of people in Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam since fish is
their primary source of protein.
The Chinese government initially stated that the Upper Mekong dams are to provide
power and economic prosperity to the Yunnan Province which is a relatively poor area.
Contrary to this initial statement, electrical power generated by these dams is used by large
cities and industries on the Eastern coast. Similarly, electricity from the Lao dams is to be sold
to Thai users. In addition to serious ecological effects shown above, dams and their reservoirs
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can cause earthquakes. They also emit large amounts of greenhouse gases which cause global
warming, mainly methane from decaying vegetation and soil (International Rivers, 2007).
Methane is known to be about 25 times more potent than carbon dioxide (CO2). According
to scientific studies, e. g. those from Brazil National Institute for Amazon Research (INPA),
a hydropower plant has more global warming impact per kilowatt than a coal-fired power plant!
Costing about $10 billion USD, the new Nuozhadu dam only replaces 9 million tons of coal
burned per year, a tiny amount compared to the 3 billion tons of coal used by China in 2010.
Even the smaller Xayaburi dam is estimated to cost around $3.5 billion USD, a large financial
investment for the small economy of Laos (2013 GDP is $11.14 billion USD). Thus, contrary to
popular beliefs, HYDROPOWER IS EXPENSIVE and NOT CLEAN! This important finding
is consistent with a study completed in November 2000 by the World Commission on Dams
(WCD, 2000). This study has found that most big dam projects in the world have not resulted
in any economic benefits when compared to the construction costs, the resettlement of people
and adverse environmental impacts. In July 2012, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton had
urged a delay and further study of the Xayaburi dam (Hillary Clinton, 2012). She even stated
that the US had made many mistakes in water projects and called on the Mekong nations
to learn from the US experience, offering to help fund scientific studies on the impact of
the proposed dams. She stated: “We’ve learned some hard lessons about what happens when
you make certain infrastructure decisions and I think that we all can contribute to helping
the nations of the Mekong region avoid the mistakes that we and others made.”

A Buddhist Response:
Starting from its origin in Tibet, the countries and peoples along the Mekong River are
predominantly Buddhist. All three major Buddhist traditions are practiced by its inhabitants:
the Theravāda tradition in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Thailand; the Mahayana tradition in
China and Vietnam; and the Vajrayana tradition in Tibet. Despite some differences, all traditions
share the same following basic Buddhist teachings:
•

The Four Noble Truths,

•

The Eightfold Noble Path,

•

The Three Poisons,

•

The Middle Way,

•

The Dependent Origination,

•

The Five Precepts,

•

Karmic Retribution and

•

Buddhist Virtues (non-violence, loving-kindness, compassion, joy and equanimity)

The three poisons, mainly greed and ignorance, are the fundamental causes of
the environmental crises and conflicts on the Mekong. Greed in monetary profits and other
economic gains has fueled the construction of dams. For the Lao dams, profit is the sole motive
since the generated power will be sold to Thai users and the large loans required for building
the dams are huge investments in a tiny economy such as Laos. In any case, this monetary
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gain is highly uncertain as the recession in recent years has depressed electricity demands.
Ignorance or delusion cause us to think the permanence of all things, to misuse natural resources
and to ignore the serious environmental effects. In the last three decades, China has adopted
the policy of economic development at all costs and has now realized that this unwise policy
has severely polluted its air, water and environment. The dams may have offered some
short-term economic benefits to the local economies (e.g., construction jobs, large investments)
but these are far outweighed by the long-term sufferings of thousands who had to resettle
(e.g., 43000 people resettled for building the Nuozhadu dam) and millions of poor fishermen
and rice farmers who become even poorer due to reduced harvests. Dams have created
widespread suffering, especially in downstream countries.
Since upstream countries are reaping all benefits and downstream countries are
suffering most, if not all, environmental impacts, conflicts and even wars may arise. The Mekong
conflicts can be resolved by applying the principle of dependent origination. Whether upstream
or downstream, we have to realize that we live in an interconnected and interdependent world
where anyone’s actions, however small, will affect everybody else and the planet as a whole.
In recent years, well-known Buddhist virtues such as compassion and loving-kindness have
also been proposed as response to global warming and other environmental crises (Khanh
Tran, 2014). These virtues, together with sympathetic joy and equanimity, are the fundamental
qualities of a Bodhisattva who vows to work tirelessly to liberate all other sentient beings from
suffering. Sentient beings include not only humans but also animals, such as the giant catfish
and river dolphins that are facing extinction, and the environment in general.
The Mekong conflicts between upstream and downstream countries remind us of
the dispute over water rights of the Rohini River between the Sakya and Koliya clans in
Buddha’s time. Buddha had intervened in this dispute which arose from the suspicions of
an unequal distribution of river water. He had resolved it peacefully by asking the involved
parties whether human lives lost due to war would be more valuable than the river water. Buddha
spoke thus: “Great kings, ministers, commanders, and soldiers, why do you want to fight and
kill each other, for a petty matter like the distribution of water? If I did not visit you today,
you would have set flowing Rohini - A River of Blood. You have acted in an unbecoming
manner. You live in enmity. You’d all be indulging in the five kinds of hatred. Look at me.
I live free from hatred. Both parties in the warpath, live with evil passion. Therefore,
do not hate each other. Live as Peace loving people. Hatred will not take you anywhere.
Be compassionate and be kind to all”1

Strategy for Sustainable Hydropower Development:
As mentioned above, upstream countries often minimize the environmental impacts of
the dams and largely ignore the interests and concerns of downstream countries. Thus, extensive
communication and cooperation between countries are required for sustainable development.
An objective evaluation of the project requires a comprehensive environmental assessment
(EA) which openly and accurately presents the costs and benefits as well as environmental
impacts. This environmental assessment needs to consider inputs from all stakeholders, from
1

See: http://enews.buddhistdoor.com/en/news/d/28739
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dam builders to local farmers/fishermen and downstream countries. It is to be performed
transparently and objectively by third-party consultants that are not biased and well-known
for their expertise. Environmental impacts of the proposed dam project at all levels (local,
national and trans-boundary), its costs and benefits, mitigation measures and project
alternatives should be fully analyzed in the EA. All four downstream countries (Thailand,
Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam) are members of the Mekong River Commission (MRC), while
the two upstream countries (China and Myanmar) have refused to join but have frequently
sent in observers. According to the 1995 Mekong Agreement, any development project is
subject to the MRC Procedures for Notification, Prior Consultation, and Agreement. Under this
agreement, the host country for the project should notify and consult the governments of
the other signatories. Thus, it is recommended that all countries, including China and Myanmar,
strictly adhere to this MRC protocol. This will minimize the suspicions between countries and
seriously consider the interests and concerns of all parties. The MRC should also be granted
some enforcement authority so that it can actively participate in conflict resolution.

Alternative Strategy for Sustainable Power Development:
As mentioned above, dams are not cost-effective when their building costs and
environmental impacts are considered. Contrary to popular beliefs, they are also not a source of
clean energy, since they generate substantial amounts of greenhouse gases. Thus, a sustainable
approach would be to develop renewable energy sources which are truly clean such as
wind and solar energy. These clean renewable energy sources do not suffer the severe
environmental effects of the dams. As the world largest emitter of greenhouse gases, China has
recently committed to reducing its emissions of greenhouse gases by 2030 by using less coal
and more renewable energy. Since power generated by the Lower Mekong dams is primarily
exported to Thailand and Vietnam and the electricity amounts to be supplied to these countries
are rather modest (7000 MW to Thailand and 5000 MW to Vietnam by 2020), the deployment of
renewable energy in the Lower Mekong basin can also be a viable and sustainable option. With
costs rapidly decreasing, wind and solar plants offer competitive alternatives to dams. Instead
of building the Don Sahong dam with an output of only 260 MW, solar and wind plants with
the same power output will certainly be much less expensive. A modeling study conducted for
the World Bank Asia Alternative Energy program has shown that good sites for wind energy
are available in the mountains of central and southern Vietnam, central Laos, and central and
western Thailand (World Bank, 2001). Moreover, wind and solar plants do not require vast lands
and the resettlement of thousands of local peoples. They also do not cause adverse impacts on
fisheries as well as rice production in downstream countries.

Alternative Strategy for Sustainable Economic Development:
Economic development is often cited as a primary reason for building the dams.
These economic concerns are certainly legitimate since the regions where the dams are located
are mainly poor and economically depressed. We have recently proposed light manufacturing
as a sustainable approach for economic development in low-income countries (Hinh Dinh
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et al., 2014). Based on studies conducted by experts at the World Bank, light manufacturing
such as textile, furniture and wood working has been shown to be responsible for the economic
miracles in China, Korea and Chinese Taipei. It has the potential of creating quickly thousands
of jobs without large capital investment and extensive environmental impacts. Unlike temporary
jobs created by dam construction, light manufacturing jobs are long lasting and can lift millions
of low-skilled workers out of poverty. It certainly is appropriate for low-income countries such
as Cambodia and Laos.

Special Role of the Sangha:
Since the countries and peoples along the Mekong River are mainly Buddhists,
the Sangha can play an important role in shifting the construction of dams to clean,
renewable energy and light manufacturing. In countries with Theravāda tradition (Cambodia,
Laos, Myanmar and Thailand), the Sangha has enormous influence in respective societies.
It can use its influence to guide the government in adopting the right policies. More importantly,
it can educate its lay devotees and the general public about the costs and environmental impacts
of dams, and the benefits of clean, renewable energy and light manufacturing. All this Buddha’s
work can be done for good karmic retribution since, according to a popular Vietnamese saying,
“saving a life is worth more than building seven temples”!

Conclusions:
The hydroelectric dams, both in Yunnan and the Lower Mekong basin, cause severe
social, economic and environmental disasters, both locally and in downstream ASEAN countries,
especially Cambodia and Vietnam. The survival of these countries along with the livelihood
of over 65 million people are threatened. Most dam projects have not brought any significant
economic benefits when compared with their enormous costs and the adverse environmental
impacts. Upstream countries need to realize that the Mekong River is not only for upstream
countries but also for downstream ones. The Buddhist teaching of dependent origination requires
mutual understanding, full cooperation, respect of interests, and concerns of others.
Compassion covers both humans and animals, especially the fish species that are facing
extinction. It is recommended that all countries, including upstream China and Myanmar, fully
collaborate and strictly adhere to the Mekong River Commission procedures. A viable and
sustainable alternative to dams is solar and wind energy. Light manufacturing has also been
suggested as the viable strategy for economic development. Since the countries and peoples
along the Mekong are mainly Buddhists, the Sangha can play an important role in influencing
the government policies and educating the general public about the costs and environmental
impacts of dams and the benefits of clean, renewable energy. Only through these efforts can
future conflicts, economic and environmental disasters be avoided and the River of ASEAN
and Buddhism can be spared of a terrible death in a very near future!
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Study of Buddhist View on Women Empowerment
in ASEAN Region
Saw Yee Mon

Introduction
The 21st century human society widely accepts that women have the potential to change
their own status as well as that of their community and beyond. The overall development of
human race is directly related to women involvement in various aspects of life. ASEAN being
a unique regional community with fastest growing economies and emerging economies,
the sustainability of its growth and prosperity depends on to what extent it can catch up with
the interests of the rests of the world. Hence it is inevitable for ASEAN as a regional institution
to pay much attention towards the role of women and their capability in building stronger
and better society. This research paper aims to highlight how Buddhism responds to
the empowerment of women in ASEAN. It also investigates some applicable Buddhist
approaches in empowering women of ASEAN.

Background of ASEAN
Association of South East Asian Countries composed of ten member states, among
which are five Buddhist states namely Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand and Vietnam, three
Islamic states namely Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia and Malaysia, one predominantly Christian
state namely Philippines, and Singapore where Buddhism is leading religion. It comprises of
614 million people and it is ranked as world’s third largest economy with nominal
GDP 2.3 trillion.1
One unique feature of ASEAN is its diversity. Although ASEAN is regarded as
a single community by definition, there are in fact, many differences between member countries
in terms of culture, value system, mindset and resources. No other regional association in
the world is as diverse as ASEAN. However, this unique feature has been turned into
an advantage for cushioning economic development of the region itself.
Economically, ASEAN is not the super power, however, it is getting stronger as it
comprises of emerging economies. The years 1980’s and 1990’s were the golden ages for
ASEAN as it experienced tremendous growth in GDP.2 During 1997 and 1998 this growth
1
2

http://www.aseansec.org/
P Intal, Jr., Y Fukunaga, F Kimura, P Han, P Dee, D Narjoko, S Oum. ASEAN Rising: ASEAN and AEC Beyond
2015. ERIA, 2014. P 21
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declined due to Asian Financial Crisis but throughout the first decade of the 21st Century it
enjoyed mild growth of GDP again.
From social point of view, ASEAN endeavors to mitigate poverty and as a result of
this, middle class increases to a significant level. This is a very positive scenario for the region.
In fact, the poverty rate decreased from 45% to 15.6% in 1990.3 It could also reduce poverty
gap from 14% in 1990 to only 3% in 2010. Thus ASEAN can be said to enjoy a noticeable
social progress.

Women’s Role and Empowerment in ASEAN
ASEAN gives priority to women’s issues ever since its establishment in 1967.
The aims and purposes of ASEAN include the acceleration of economic growth, social
progress and cultural development among its members, the protection of peace and stability in
the region, promotion of active collaboration and mutual assistance, promotion of Southeast
Asian studies and maintenance of close beneficial cooperation with other regional and
international organizations.4 When implementing the above aims and purposes, women’s
issues cannot be left out. In light of this, ASEAN Committee on Women (ACW) was
established. Besides, the Declaration on the Advancement of Women in ASEAN was adopted
by the ASEAN foreign Ministers in 1998. The Declaration on Elimination of Violence against
Women in the ASEAN Region was also adopted in 2004, recognizing important concerns for
women.5 Furthermore, the ASEAN Confederation of Women’s Organizations (ACWO) was
established as an institutional framework to bring together women’s voluntary organizations
in the ASEAN region.
These three initiatives clearly reflect ASEAN’s concern and commitment for women
in its region and also make positive impacts on the target issues. As an outcome, the ASEAN
member countries have achieved a number of accomplishments in addressing women’s issues.
The measures being carried out include regional workshops, seminars, training sessions and
consultative meetings. Some interventions also serve as platforms for government officials,
civil society organizations, professionals and other stake holders to exchange views, share
experiences and build commitments.6
Also, there are many more non-governmental organizations advocating women’s issues
across the region. Their projects are in compliance with ASEAN objectives as well as the UN’s
Millennium Development Goals. Main target groups are women from grass-root level. These
women have been or are being given financial aids, self-help recipes and technical know-how,
etc. through small projects, trainings and education programs. The combined achievements of
ample small-scaled and medium-scaled projects render huge impact on women in ASEAN.
P Intal, Jr., Y Fukunaga, F Kimura, P Han, P Dee, D Narjoko, S Oum. ASEAN Rising: ASEAN and AEC Beyond
2015. ERIA, 2014. P 22
4
Advancement of Women in ASEAN. Retrieved from http://www.scwo.org.sg/index.php/resources/
advancement-of-women-in-asean
5
Advancement of Women in ASEAN. Retrieved from http://www.scwo.org.sg/index.php/resources/
advancement-of-women-in-asean
6
See: http://www.dpiap.org/resources/article.php?id=0000733&genreid=15&genre=ASEAN -ASEAN Committee
on Women (ACW).
3
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However, these impacts are, in fact, not huge enough for the whole population of women in
ASEAN. There are still gaps and challenges which are in need to be narrowed and minimized.
Again, diversity is the beauty of ASEAN but it can also be the beast that gives way to limitations
and constraints when implementing the initiatives for the advancement of women in ASEAN.
At many of the high level summits and round-table meetings, this particular challenge has
been raised and discussed but not up to a point where great change can be made. However,
it is undeniable that ASEAN never fails to give attention to women’s issues in its region.

Buddhism in ASEAN
Buddhism was imported to ASEAN directly from India and indirectly from Central
Asia and China. All the Buddhist sects from India flourished in Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and
Cambodia before 12th century CE.7 Buddhist Traders in Central Asia were the key elements in
spreading Buddhism across South East Asia.
Between 9th and 13th century, the Mahāyāna Buddhism dominated much of Southeast
Asia peninsula with the domination of Hindu Khmer Empire. The great Angkor is the evidence
of the prosperity of this empire with approximately one million urban dwellers.8 The great
Borobudor in Indonesia is another evidence which shows the far-reaching spread of Buddhism.
According to the records, Buddhism in Myanmar first incorporated Mahāyāna. However, after
the decline of Buddhism in India, Myanmar converted into Theravāda Buddhism with the help
of missionary monks from Sri Lanka. Bhikkhu Sona and Bhikkhu Uttara were the key players
in transporting Theravāda Buddhist teaching into Myanmar. Theravāda Buddhism was then
brought to Thailand, Laos and Cambodia in the next couple of centuries.9 For the time being,
Buddhism is the second largest religion in ASEAN.

Buddhist Women in General: Past and Present
There are several prominent characteristics that differentiate Buddhism from
other religions. One of these characteristics is that it places equality between male and female
socially, intellectually and spiritually although it accepts the biological and physical differences
between male and female. There was not even a hint of gender discrimination in Buddhism.
Thus, Buddhism is very revolutionary. It is a well-known fact that before Buddhism, under
the caste system, women in India faced gender inequality although it was highly developed
materially and spiritually. However, the Buddha rejected the caste system and also eliminated
the gender discrimination in society, at that time. The Buddha taught His Followers to understand
the fact that whether male or female, noble or commoner, monk or nun, what really matters is
the action he or she has done and that physical or verbal or mental action will make this person
superior or inferior. He made it very clear that birth, color or gender could not deter a human
being from achieving the enlightenment.
7
8
9

Early Traditions, Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism_in_Southeast_Asia
The Khmer Empire and Srivijaya, Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism_in_Southeast_Asia
Conversions to Theravāda, Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism_in_Southeast_Asia
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The basic doctrine of Buddhism, salvation by one’s own effort, presupposes
the spiritual equality of all being, male and female.10 In Buddhism, the highest spiritual state
called Nibbāna is within the reach of both male and female. Thus the Buddhist Order consisted
of both monks (Bhikkhus) and nuns (Bhikkhunis) during the time of Buddha and in the case
of the latter, a few centuries that followed. Again, when it comes to social role, the Buddha
lifted the role of women by eliminating the long-standing beliefs and practices adopted by
the patriarchal society of His time. The best example of this is the birth of baby girl by Queen
Malika, the wife of King Pasenadi Kosala. When the queen gave birth to a baby girl,
the king was very upset and went to the Buddha in seek of soothing. It was because during
that time, in India under a widespread Brahmanism, people preferred male offspring rather
than female offspring on the ground that only sons could perform funeral rites for parents and
could ensure the future happiness of the deceased. Besides, only sons could carry the family
names. Thus females were of little use to the family and the news of the birth of baby girl by
the queen put King Pasenadi in despair. Therefore, the Buddha expounded him that daughters
are as good as sons because the future happiness of the deceased does not depend on funeral
rites but on the actions done by the deceased. The Buddha convinced the king that there was
nothing to feel miserable by the birth of a daughter. This clearly shows the non-discrimination
of sex but the advocacy of equal role of male and female in Buddhism.
In fact, in Buddhism, according to Theravāda texts, from the time of Buddha till now
women are given equal role in family. Both husband and wife are expected to share equal
responsibility in a family. A husband should consider his wife as a friend, a companion
and a partner. In return, when it comes to family affairs, a wife should consider herself to be
a substitute for the husband in case the husband is indisposed. She is also expected to acquaint
herself with trade, business or industry, again to substitute the managerial role in the absence
of her husband.11
Moreover, Buddhism neither excludes nor restricts women from educational
opportunities. Women had and always have equal opportunity to pursue education formally
or informally. During the time of Buddha, there were very learned and outstanding Bhikkhunis
such as Dhammadinna12 who was as excellent as prominent Bhikkhus in preaching dhamma.
Not only Bhikkhunis but also lay female devotees were publicly recognized by the Buddha
for their excellent qualifications in contributing Buddhism. The eminent ones are Visākhā for her
excellence in charity, Khujuttarā for her excellence in knowledge, Sāmāvati for her excellence
in cultivating loving-kindness (Mettā) and Supiyā for her excellence in nursing.13 There were
many more female devotees with such outstanding qualifications who received recognition.
When considering each qualification of the above mentioned lay female devotees, women were
allowed to participate in many aspects of social life and they even overpowered men. This is
Dewaraja, L.S. The Position of Women in Buddhism,1994, P 3, Retrieved from http://www.accesstoinsight.org/
lib/authors/dewaraja/wheel280.html
11
Buddhism and Women: Role of Women in the Time of Buddha, Retrieved from http://www.buddhanet.net/
e-learning/history/position.htm
12
Venerable Visittasārā Bhivaṃsa, The Great Chronicles of Buddha, 5th Edition, 2002, Published by the Ministry
of Religious Affairs, Volume VI, P 81-95
13
Venerable Visittasārā Bhivaṃsa, The Great Chronicles of Buddha, 5th Edition, 2002, Published by the Ministry
of Religious Affairs, Volume VI, P 243-337
10
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because Buddhism accepts the nature and the gifts of nature. Both men and women are given
strengths and talents by nature and Buddhism encourages these strengths and talents to grow in
better direction so that they can be used in shaping better individuals, leading to better societies
and ultimately to achieve liberation from all forms of sufferings.

Buddhist Women in Particular Area of ASEAN: Past and Present
For more in-depth study of the role of Buddhist women, Myanmar as one of the leading
Buddhist nations in ASEAN, can be the best example, as a highlight. According to many
written records of western merchants, missionaries and explorers, it is revealed that among
many countries in Asia, there is less discrimination but more freedom for women in Myanmar.
Women in this country were socially active and could participate in many social spheres.
An obvious explanation for this is that in Myanmar, Theravāda Buddhism is flourishing.
As Buddhism encourages gender equality, the role of women in this country is much higher
than in that of some Southeast Asian neighbors and the rests of the Asia.
Buddhism first reached to Myanmar since the time of King Ashoka who sent monks
to spread Buddhism across the region. During that time Thahton, also known as Suvanabhumi
in southern part of Myanmar, was a trade hub with flourishing culture and civilization.
As the king and his people widely accepted Buddhism, Thahton also became hub for Theravāda
Buddhism. Later, in 11th century the Great King Anawratha who conquered and united both
north and south of Myanmar made Theravāda Buddhism the national religion. He was a very
strong devotee of the Triple Gems: Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha. He imported Buddhist texts
and relics from Sri-Lanka and propagated Buddhism in his own country. King Anawratha
strongly and persistently supported Theravāda Buddhism and its followers. During his reign
he built many Theravāda Buddhist monasteries, pagodas and temples. He also allowed the public
to build such religious buildings. The king also supported the schools which taught Buddha
Dhamma. He was not only a believer in Theravāda Buddhism but also a practitioner of what
Buddha had taught. From his time on and throughout the Bagan era, Myanmar maintained
gender equality. This can be proved by the facts that women were allowed to learn and teach
Buddhist scriptures at institutes and women could also be patrons of pagodas and temples.
There is even evidence that at monastic institution where monks studied the Buddhist scriptures,
a well-learned princess lectured the scholar monks.14 According to this evidence, it is very clear
that women were allowed not only to learn but also to teach. Besides, women’s talents were not
wasted in vain. Women were given opportunity to be in the right place to utilize their talents to
the best. Thus, Myanmar somehow impresses historians, scholars and researchers by the fact
that throughout its history women’s rights and women’s role were secured as an outcome of
adoption and application of Buddhism and Buddhist teachings.
This has not changed for many centuries that followed. When looking back to
the pre-independence period, it can be seen that by far and large women took serious and equal
part in striving for Myanmar’s independence. Female politicians and activists were equally
troublesome to the colonial government as male anti-colonial activists. Women activists of
that time made prominent impacts and changes for the country even it was fatal to confront
14

The Glass Palace Chronicles, January 2008, ThiriYadanar Publishing.
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the powerful British colonial government. Again in post-independence period, women took part
in country’s reforming process, especially in the economic sectors. There were many women
business leaders of that time but their names and fame never fade with the passage of time.
Women always earn recognition for their hard work and contributions to the society. They have
never been deterred nor punished for taking abreast with men. Instead women receive much
support and applaud from the society they belong. Thus, it is not surprising that women have
equal access not only to education and job, but also to credit. There was no credit discrimination
since the early times. Women can take part in armed forces and aviation. Women’s
participation in the spread of Buddhism is also high. There are much evidence that the Great
Sixth Buddhist Council held in Myanmar in the year 2500, B.E was supported by a huge
population of women patrons and supporters all over the country. These women were later
awarded titles for their contributions. Toward the end of 20th century, there were violations
of human right in the country due to unstable political situations however they were not said
to be only against female but against both sexes.

Buddhist View on Women Empowerment
Buddhism sees no problem with inclusion of women in the social spheres. In fact,
it encourages women empowerment. Why? The answer is very simple. The core teaching of
Buddhism is to be free from suffering. Regardless of being a man or a woman, anyone can be
liberated from suffering if one achieves the highest wisdom. As Buddhism rejects both sexism
and racism, there is no space for condemnation of women empowerment from Buddhist point
of view. Buddhism focuses on ‘Right’ or ‘Wrong’ rather than ‘Male’ or ‘Female’;
‘Wholesome’ or ‘Unwholesome’ rather than ‘Man’ or ‘Woman’. Either gender will be
supported and encouraged in any cause as long as one avoids doing bad deeds; engages in
doing good deeds and purify the mind. When the mind is purified, the outcome of any action
will be positive and will not harm others.

Women Empowerment based on Buddhist Teachings: Introducing
Parallel Approach
Empowering women comes in many forms. Many of the women empowerment
programs in ASEAN and the rest of the world focus mainly on grass-roots level women.
These programs provide either financial assistance or basic training for women in very
poor areas to be self-sufficient and to set up income generation for them. It is rather
micro approach, thus measures should be extended to macro approach which includes
women above grass-root level such as those from middle class and even from high-class
and intellectuals of the community. Human capital can be enriched by including these
women in the developing process of the region.
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Apart from financial assistance, education and training is inevitable in women
empowerment. Here, education includes Domestic Science, Industry-oriented
Education and Vocational Programs. Domestic Science, also known as Home Economics,
should be taught in order to professionalize the status of housewives of any background
in the region. Expert knowledge of rationalized household process will improve
household administration of housewives which then will have positive impact
on economic development of community as a whole. Again Industry-oriented Education
should be part of women empowerment. Women should be given opportunity to have
access to learning from industry perspective. As a result, workforce can be increased by
skilled women labor participation which then leads to increase productivity. Furthermore,
Vocational Training Programs are as equally important as the above mentioned two
approaches. They create more job opportunity for women and also generate income.
With regard to educating women, Parallel Approach is one solution. Parallel Approach
means while upgrading the technical skills, the spiritual skills should also be endowed
at the same time. The term spiritual skills encompass ethics as well as morals.
All these can be learned and cultivated through the eight-fold factors. One should
develop eight-fold factors in one’s self. These factors are known as Noble Eight-Fold
Path in Buddhism. They are: Right View, Right Thought, Right Speech, Right Conduct,
Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and Right Concentration. Right
View is the right way to look at the world through wisdom and compassion. Without
Right View, the discrimination between gender, color and birth could exist. This would
destroy harmony of the region with a huge diversity like ASEAN. Thus, Right View
should be developed in the first place. Right Thought simply means to keep the mind
on what is at hand. Clear and kind thoughts are free from ill will and thus could build
good and strong characters. Without Right Thought, misunderstandings could develop
and this will hinder any positive progress in the development process. Third factor is
Right Speech. It is to speak kind, helpful and truthful words. This could narrow the gap
between differences among states and also could build stronger friendship and trust
between different people, different communities and different states. The next one is
Right Conduct which means to do right actions. Every action should be blameless and
harmless to others and of course to one self. Even minutiae misconduct could have
very disastrous consequences.
Another factor is Right Livelihood. One should not try to seek prosperity by
exploiting others. Instead, helping each other to achieve mutual benefit is an ideal for
Right Livelihood. The next factor is Right Effort which means to do our best at all times
with good will to others. Right Effort associates with right actions, thus it is important
not to harm ourselves and others by exerting wrong efforts. Right Mindfulness can be
defined as being aware of thoughts, words and deeds. As long as one is mindful, it is
easier to differentiate between right and wrong and also to remove the wrong and keep up
with the right. The last one is Right Concentration. It is simply to abandon
selfishness and to adopt compassion on others and to constantly focus on the welfare
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of the world. Without selfishness, no conflict can arise. These are genuine and reliable
human attributes, universal to all, so they should be learned, developed and applied
in life. Other skills without these attributes are of little value and will not lead to
sustainable growth both materially and intellectually.

Conclusion
The modern world does not care what women cannot do, instead it is interested in
what women can do for the betterment of the human society. This paper has explored and
revealed the role of women in ASEAN and the endeavors that have been undertaking to
ensure women rights are secured, women issues are discussed and women empowerment is
implemented. The implementation process will reach its expected outcomes only when both
technical skills and spiritual skills are induced to the women in ASEAN. Buddhism, by its
nature and essence, advocates women empowerment and application of Buddhist teachings
will be of very useful for the women empowerment in ASEAN.
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Introduction
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations, or ASEAN, was established on 8th
August 1967 in Bangkok, Thailand, with the signing of the “ASEAN Declaration” (Bangkok
Declaration) by the Founding Fathers of ASEAN, namely Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines,
Singapore and Thailand.
Brunei Darussalam then joined on 7th January 1984, Viet Nam on 28th July 1995,
Lao PDR and Myanmar on 23rd July 1997, and Cambodia on 30th April 1999, making up what
is today the ten Member States of ASEAN.
The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) shall be the goal of regional economic
integration and be united of the ten countries in Southeast Asia including 1) Brunei
Darussalam, 2) Cambodia, 3) Indonesia, 4) Lao PDR, 5) Malaysia, 6) Myanmar,
7) Philippines, 8) Singapore, 9) Thailand, and 10) Vietnam alphabetically which will encompass
over 600 million people across ten countries. However, the incorporation has been postponed
from 1st January 2015 to 31st December 2015 due to the process of preparation. AEC envisages
the following key characteristics: a) a single market and production base, b) a highly
competitive economic region, c) a region of equitable economic development, and d) a region
fully integrated into the global economy.
According to the fundamental principles, the AEC areas of cooperation include human
resources development and capacity building; recognition of professional qualifications; closer
consultation on macroeconomic and financial policies; trade financing measures; enhanced
infrastructure and communications connectivity; development of electronic transactions through
e-ASEAN; integrating industries across the region to promote regional sourcing; and
enhancing private sector involvement for the building of the AEC. In short, the AEC will
transform ASEAN into a region with free movement of goods, services, investment, skilled
labor, and freer flow of capital (ASEAN & Secretariat).
It is noticed that the manpower or human capital or human resource is the core factor
which the ASEAN has paid attention to it. In this study, the researchers will explore the three
basic virtues and five components of universal goodness, based on Buddhism, and will propose
the contemporary model for those who are living and working in the AEC region.
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Three Basic Moralities
The three basic moralities compose of 1) Discipline; 2) Respect; and 3) Endurance:
1. Discipline: abiding by the rules and regulations, what is allowed, and what is not in
our society, both in our personal lives and while living with others in a community.
In the development psychology perspective, Moonkham (2010) pointed out that
to practice discipline is how to control our own desire or impulsive in appropriate
way. Anyone who does not have such disciplines cannot develop to reach their
highest potential. Their life will be unorganized and bring along troubles to them,
their family, workplace, society, and the nation. In contrast, discipline people
will be successful and can create brand-new innovations for themselves, family,
community, and the country ultimately.
Having discipline means that one whole-heartedly enjoys practicing and
abiding by the rules that are given and by this way, it will create an organized society
at large. As a consequence, that society does not need to have too many rules and
regulations. To enforce the laws and encourage people to follow them without any
conditions could be better in living together. Also this can apply to any organization
especially in the business firms which need more cooperation from their employers
and employees to reach their aims. It can be noticed that people from any country
which have disciplines to cleanliness, orderliness, and timeliness, for that reason that
nation could be rapidly developed more than other countries. Therefore discipline
is a basic moral infrastructure for everyone. Finally it will expand from individual
to family, organization, community, and the nation eventually.
There are four essential things, in Buddhism, that we must always discipline
ourselves to do (Phrabhavanaviriyakhun, 2012):
•

Discipline to respect: pay respect to those who are worthy of respect i.e.
our parents, grandparents, teachers, the triple gem, etc.

•

Discipline to be clean: every place where we are involved such as house,
school, workplace, public places, etc.

•

Discipline to be organized: put things in order by categorizing them, piling up
according to their sizes, checking the total amount, and keeping them nicely

•

Discipline to be timely: be punctual to arranged appointments, set timetables,
and follow them both for personally and publicly

2. Respect: Once we have the moral basic that we cultivate in our mind, the next
principle is “Respect.” Since Respect is having an open mind to search for
the good qualities/ characteristics in other people, items, and events that occur
around us. When we have discovered these good qualities/characteristics, we must
accept and admire the good qualities/ characteristics and proceed to develop
ourselves to have those qualities/characteristics as well. Since we have a role model
or a good example in our real lives, hence it is not too difficult or too complicated
to follow them by performing good acts as they do. Also this is one of the channels
to attain more morality in our minds.
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Having a good habit of respect means to not live life with a negative
perspective, but instead, to live life with a positive perspective on others, items,
and events that occur. Once we have realized the worth, or goodness that the other
person, item, or event has bestowed upon us, we must then accept it, honor it, and act
accordingly. For instance if we have a car, but it worn down and old, we should not be
distressed and concerned, but instead, we should be thankful we have the car, and think,
“At least it is better than having to walk!” To have respect in our mind will bring us
to be an optimistic person as well. Because our life is like a two-side of a coin – head
and tail. To look at other people accordingly, everyone has both sides – positive and
negative part. If we focus only on their bad habits and bad deeds, it will formulate our
mind unclear and feel unhappy. On the other hand they, still, have some good points
in their personalities, then we just concentrate on their virtues. And this will point
out their good acts to us. This way of thinking also keeps our emotion stably and not
effect by surroundings. Owing to one of the poems of Buddhadasa Bhikkhu (2007)
summarized as hereafter “Looking for only good deeds of other people, do not looking
for bad deeds of them. Please let go. If you would like to get only good acts of them,
it seems that you are looking for the moustaches of turtles or the horns of rabbits which
they do not have any. So it is useless and you could not get it at all.”
According to Buddhist tradition, one should always practice respect
towards the six following matters (Phrabhavanaviriyakhun, 2012):
•

The Triple Gem (i.e. the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha): as
the heart of Buddhism

•

Parents and teachers: as they are the ones who we owe them in terms of
raising us and teaching us

•

Education: in order to gain more knowledge and to realize the value of
education

•

Meditation: in order to keep our mind still and more concentrate and also
the way to cultivate virtue and attain the enlightenment

•

Carefulness: in order to not be reckless in one’s life and to realize
the significance of mindfulness

•

Hospitality: in order to greet and be nice to guests/other people
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Figure 1: The Six Ways to Pay Respect
Source: Phrabhavanaviriyakhun (2012)
With this regard, to have hospitality is also one of the ways to pay respect and
to gain more virtues to oneself which will be needed for the front-line service
employees in the healthcare corporate, too.
3. Endurance: means having the determination to keep doing good deeds, no matter
what obstacles we come across. In our real life, it is not possible for us to get or
to have whatever we desire because of other external factors, not only the internal
factors from ourselves. We cannot control or dictate everything; consequently
we have to learn to accept things beyond our expectation. And this is that virtue – be
patient or have endurance.
In pragmatic Buddhist term, endurance is divided into two parts
(Phrabhavanaviriyakhun, 2012):
•

No matter what happens around us, we will not back away from our goal.
We put more effort and keep on doing good deeds without stopping or changing
from our target if it is possible to be successful. Moreover, we will not do bad
acts to those people or things that make us get angry or depression. It means
that we better still our mind instead of fighting back with them.

•

No matter what temptations arise, we must be able to control ourselves and
not fall victim to those temptations which come from other people, or our
own defilements. In this way, we have to be more patient to bad people or bad
things around us.
Again, in Buddhism, there are four things we should practice endurance
(Phrabhavanaviriyakhun, 2012):
•
•

Environmental hardship: such as wind, weather, storm, etc.
Physical suffering: such as sickness, pain, etc.
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•

Other people: such as to live and to work together and learn how to be
neutral from praise and criticism from others

•

Defilements/Temptations: such as people/things that arouse us to do bad
things and learn how to manage with one’s own inappropriate desires

Having habits of discipline, respect, and endurance not only satisfies the characteristics
of a pursuer of perfections, but they are also the basic habits in the practice of the Noble
Eightfold Path.
One who will be able to acquire all three good habits of discipline, respect, and
endurance, must spend every second of the day pursuing perfections because to have these
good habits, one must be pure in body, speech and mind throughout the day until it sticks and
becomes a habit. Even if we come across obstacles, no matter how hard, we will be determined
to fight on and continue doing good deeds until we reach our ultimate goal.
To acquire these three good habits while living with others in a community, we
must practice these three things until they become habits. These three things are as follows
(Phrabhavanaviriyakhun, 2012):
1)

Develop our own habits
•
•
•
•

2)

We must rid ourselves of all bad habits that we have
We must not add on any bad habits to ourselves
We must strive to practice new habits that we know are good
We must strive to practice good habits that we already have to be even better

Develop skills in the community. Regarding work in a community, there are four types
of people:
•
•
•
•

Type one: those who do well in both personal and public matters
Type two: those who do well in public matters, but poorly in personal matters
Type three: those who do well in personal matters, but poorly in public matters
Type four: those who do poorly in both personal and public matters

We must strive to develop ourselves to be like Type one and do well in both personal
and public matters in order to implant ethics and good attitudes to ourselves.
3)

Develop the inner peace within: To do this, we must practice meditation regularly
until we reach the inner peace within ourselves. It will be a universal true happiness
that everyone who seeks for inner happiness can reach by oneself. This one is also
an insightful wisdom that everyone can attain and realize by one’s own. It is
supported by Ven. Phrakhruvisootthamsopit (2011) who had demonstrated that in
Buddhist philosophy, we can gain knowledge through: wisdom acquired by learning;
wisdom acquired by thinking; and wisdom acquired by meditation. In addition, the
Buddhists use pure knowledge from inner wisdom in developing physical and mental
abilities, and potentials to understand all things as they are for the quality and value
of life.
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Figure 2: The Three Items to Develop for Our Life
Source: Phrabhavanaviriyakhun (2012)
Once who can cultivate the morality into one’s mind and intentionally train and
develop oneself, he or she should begin by developing good habits step by step towards these
six dimensions in one’s life (Phrabhavanaviriyakhun, 2012):
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

Morality: as an infrastructure of ethical thinking
Academics: as a foundation of knowledge
Society: as a surrounding community of one’s life
Daily life: as a basic habit of each one
Vocation: as an influence of one’s habits
Entertainment: as a pleasure thing of each one

Figure 3 The Six Dimensions in One’s Life
Source: Phrabhavanaviriyakhun (2012)
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In terms of developing oneself, based on Buddhism, it would be divided into
two aspects: (1) To develop physical appearances, one must rely upon science context; and
(2) To develop spiritual attitude, one must rely on the Law of Kamma. After that one will have
five true habits of a wise man as follows:
1)

Determination to better oneself

2)

Determination to take care of one’s health

3)

Determination to learn

4)

Determination to act according to the Law of Kamma

5)

Determination to practice meditation

Figure 4 The Five True Habits of a Wise Man
Source: Phrabhavanaviriyakhun (2012)

Five Components of Universal Goodness
The five components of Universal Goodness (UG) are the foundation of basic good
habits that each individual should have and practice in one’s daily life in order to develop
oneself to be better performance, to develop our society, and to live in a peaceful world.
The UG 5 include with cleanliness, orderliness, politeness, timeliness, and concentration.
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Cleanliness: to clean up everything including our body, speech, and mind
Orderliness: to arrange everything in order, make it nicely and neatly
Politeness: to behave our manner in a polite way to everyone, not to be rude
Timeliness: to be punctual and value the time
Concentration: to practice mindfulness at all times
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With these principals, one should perform regularly until they become their own habits
through five rooms relevant to their everyday life beginning with the bedroom, restroom, dining
room, make-up and costume room, and the office or the school. All these five rooms would
create individuals’ habits depending on whether or not each one consumes and spends one’s
resources wisely. Some maybe question how these five rooms have influences on one’s habits.
This is an explanation in terms of Buddhist perspective as follows:
1) Bedroom is the ‘auspicious room’: before going to sleep, Buddhists always pray,
meditate, and spread loving kindness to all mankind. It is also the time to ponder about how
good or bad things we have done in all day long. Individuals learn from bad acts, get a lesson,
and try to omit them. Also individuals keep encouraging their mind power by recognizing all
their good acts which have been done in each day and trying to do more good deeds tomorrow.
In this room, it will implant good thoughts and morality to ones’ mind and be aware of not
making any sins. In reality, most people have televisions in their bedrooms, and they always
watch them before going to take a rest. This is why they neglect to the insightful wisdom within.
2) Restroom is the ‘considering room’: it will teach us to notice how good or bad
condition of our health is from the excrement. If we do not pay attention to it, we might have
a bad health and it will lead to a severe problem later on. On the other hand, if we do notice it
every day, in case of the first sign of illness, we can get a medical treatment in time. The notion
of this room will teach us to consider about our physical body.
3) Dining room is the ‘estimating room’: we have meals in this room so it will teach
us how to control our temptations by not being gluttonous in food otherwise our money will be
leaking on this channel. Another meaning of this room is that no matter what kinds of foods that
we take; delicious, find ingredients, luxurious, or expensive, we do only need it to nourish our
body to be strong and healthy. This room will give us a concept of estimation about ourselves.
4) Make-up and costume room is the ‘mindfulness room’: this room is similar to
the dining room because it is the way that we can splurge our money excessively on attires,
jewelries, and extravagant things. The original objective on clothes is to protect our body from
dangers of insects, heat and coldness, and to cover our shamed body. But in the fashioned world,
we spend lots of money on outfits, garlands, jewelries, and cosmetics. In other words, if we
can save our money by not over spending on these things, we can offer donation to the holy
priests or the needy for good merits instead. Thus, this room will give an idea for restraining
our mind and be thoughtful on merit making.
5) Working room is the ‘treasury room’: it is important to working persons since we
have to earn our living. In this room, it will implant good habits in pursuing for success and
also acquiring for income by hard working and smart working as well. One who can balance
incomes and expenses will have a stable finance condition in one’s life as well.
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Figure 5 The Five-Room-Create-Habit; Source: Phrabhavanaviriyakhun (2012)

However, these five rooms (Figure 5 above) should be based on the model of
cleanliness and orderliness, too. Simultaneously, and that will cultivate our good habits in
politeness, timeliness, and meditation practice if we do it all together.
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Figure 6 Habit Development Process; Source: Phrarajbhavanajarn (2014)

Conclusion
The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), will not begin, until the end of 2015 – yet,
people from Myanmar are leaving Thailand, to return to their home towns - especially skilled
labor, which will cause a labor shortage in Thai industry and construction. Although some of
the skilled laborers remain in Thailand, it will create more difficulties in labor supply and high
wages later on.
According to the Buddha’s teaching, individual should stand on one’s own feet,
therefore each individual should practice the basic moral good deeds in order to stand on their
own legs. The figure 6 will summarize the process of habit development which will be helpful for
everyone so as to cultivate ethics and morality into their mind. No matter what nationality they
are nor what religion they believe, this basic goodness will enhance the working environment
for each organization when they live and work together especially for the forthcoming AEC.
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Southeast Asia is geo-politically important as well as sensitive region. In ancient and
medieval times its spices and timber attracted people from Europe and the Middle-East; and
presently: its location is a dividing line between two great oceans, the Indian and the Pacific,
ascribes it strategic prominence. As member states of ASEAN are comparatively smaller
in size, some of them are conglomeration of isles and are inhabited by racially, culturally
and religiously diverse people - their strength lies in their unity. Hence, one of the goals
of ‘ASEAN Vision 2020’, adopted at Kuala Lampur Summit in 1997, is ‘Building ASEAN
Identity’ (ASEAN Sociocultural Committee, Clause-E). Complexities of identity are major
source of clashes and conflicts in contemporary societies. Thus, attainment of this goal may
certainly play a crucial role in addressing the concerns for perpetual peace and sustainable
development of the region. The main argument of this study is that a broad spectrum based
cultural identity could be endorsed as one identity for the ASEAN.
The issue of identity has emerged as a hot spot of intellectual thought process
the contemporary world. It has transcended the boundaries of different realms of knowledge
and attracted interest of philosophers, psychologists, anthropologists, sociologists and others.
Rene Descartes, the French philosophers, was the first thinker who presented a rationalistic
view of human ‘being’ in his book ‘Rules for the Direction of the Mind’, published in 1684.
John Locke not only dealt with the subject but also conceptualized it as the identity being
founded on the consciousness of an individual. Identity is approached with different modules,
which break down the individual as a coherent whole into a collection of various identifiers
such as race, gender, class, ethnicity, religion etc. Psychology delves into identity at both
the levels of individual cognition and collective behavior. Weinrich has developed an experiment
of identity structure analysis in which relationship between the self and the other is analyzed
with special emphasis on the socio-cultural milieu in which self relates to other agents and
institutions (Weinrich & Sanderson, 2003:1). In its simplest form identity may be defined
as the distinctive characteristic belonging to any given individual or shared by all members
of a particular group. Identity is important as it is considered to be the source of
an individual’s self-respect and dignity (James, 1999: 1-45). Apparently there are two major
types of identities - personal identity and group identity. Group identity has a large number of
variants, some exclusive, some overlapping and its membership may range from a few members
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to several nations. The search of one identity for ASEAN community, with ten member states
needs to focus upon forms of group identity.
Postmodernists strongly believe in the relevance of the group identity, their denial
of self is based on the view that everything is in constant flux, a person is shaped by outside
world, an individual is a social construct and that an individual just do not get to be
a single consistent somebody (Anderson, 1983). Even if a group is a social construct, identity
theorists add that the individuals comprising a group classify themselves as belonging together
in virtue of their shared characteristic (Gilbert, 2000: 18). These shared characteristics
fulfill the desire for group distinctions, dignity and peace within historically specific discourses
(Herrigel, 1993: 371). Group identity is manifested in different molds, i.e., social identity, ethnic
identity, national identity, regional identity and many more. Since social identity is related to
a comparatively smaller groups, national identity has its own legal limitations, regional identity
seems to have the potential to address to the quest of one identity of ASEAN. The association
began with five countries and presently there are ten members (Laos, Cambodia, Indonesia,
Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, Brunei, Singapore, Vietnam and Myanmar) and its doors are
wide open to welcome many more. Hence only a broad spectrum based identity like regional
identity would serve the purpose.
By implication of regional identity with ASEAN community, it is attempted here
to redefine it and to enhance its stature. Hitherto it has been treated as a “Meso-scale” identity
and has been located somewhere in the middle of local and national identity (Pohl, 2001: 12,
917-922). The kind of regional identity perceived for ASEAN is supranational in its nature
because it seeks to invite adhesion from people representing an array of diversities, both
intranational and international. Identity discourses relating to ASEAN and need to carefully
consider the distinct pattern of historical evolution of these states. They were recipient of
foreign influences from a very early time, accommodated several waves of migrations and
were subjected to colonial occupation by French, British and Portuguese. Therefore, it is
emphasized that a geo-historical, multi-layered approach is needed to determine and define
regional identity (Passi, 2013: 1209). Thus history and geography of the region may be marked
as the two pillars, over which the platform of regional identity is laid out. In fact it is felt that
exploitation of history is often more crucial in the process of construction of regional identity
(Tomany and Ward, 2000: 471-78). Regional identity construction is a process through which
certain territorial, institutional and cultural features emerge to become an established part of
social consciousness.
To produce social consciousness at regional level, it is required to figure out
commonalities and authenticate them as symbols which bear uniform meaning across
the region. Cha-am/Hua Hin Declaration as the Roadmap for ASEAN community aims to
promote common values in the spirit of unity in diversity at all levels (Clause E.42). In carving
out a regional identity for ASEAN, ethnic and other types of group identities become irrelevant
because this does not have to be an intermediary identity. Cultural identity seems to be
the most pertinent one to the context and perspective of ASEAN vision of one identity.
Finding commonalities in the present state of affairs in Southeast Asia would be an arduous
task, as the political system followed by them range from sultanate (Brunei) to communists
regimes, religion followed range from Buddhist to Islam and the member states are at different
levels of modernization. Culture as a ‘historical reservoir’ (Nicola, 2005: 72), could provide
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resources to develop a mechanism for common identity. Culture has two significant aspects
which distinguish it from other bases of identity. One is that culture is a human construct
as French philosopher Vico observes, men make their own history what they know is what
they have made. Men are not only creators but participants, culture is not extraneous to them
but it is within them. It is a system of beliefs and practices in terms of which human beings
understand, regulate and structure their lives (Parekh, 2006: 143). Moreover, culture is more
impressive as a collective expression. The other significant aspect as Gramsci has noted that
it operates through ‘consent’ and not through domination (1971: 324). Individuals cherish
culture as their inheritance, feel responsible for its enrichment and feel committed to preserve,
it for their future generations, all this without interference of state or any kind of coercive forces.
This element of voluntarily is vital for success of ASEAN identity, because for all practical
purposes it is going to be an ‘imaginary identity’ which might not have any legal status. Even
more, cultural identity conceptualization has provision of generous sets of parameters, which
provide more avenues for inclusion than exclusion.
Buddhism has been a dominant force in cultural life of Southeast Asia, which is
reflected in the tangible and intangible heritage of this region. Even at present five member states
of ASEAN may be counted as almost exclusively Buddhist, i.e., Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam,
Myanmar and Thailand, status of Singapore is not clear as it is a truly multicultural city state
and rest of the four countries have also been in the sphere of Buddhist influence at some point
of history. In Indonesia, where Islam is the popular religion, Borobudur is the largest and one
of the most magnificent Buddhist structure, and the earliest Sanskrit inscription belonging to
4-5th c. A.D., outside of India is found in Malaysia (Allen, 1986-7: 35-57). Discovery of etched
carnelian beads of Indian origin from Philippine sites suggest but it was part of Indo-pacific
trade network and in all probability was visited by Buddhist traders (Glover, 1989).
History of Southeast Asia indicates that Indian religions Buddhism and Brahmanism
played an important role in state formation, cultural and material development of the region.
In the middle of the twentieth century this impression was so intense that it was denoted
in terms of “Indianization of Southeast Asia (Majumdar, 1944), “intense Indian grip”,
(Wales, 1951) and ‘Profound cultural influence” (Le May, 1954). These strong worded
expression immediately evoked reactions (Van Leur, 1955: 92-98). But scientifically proven
archaeological discoveries had reaffirmed that Buddhism had been a popular religion and it is
still. Brahmanism text like Arthasastra and Ramayan along with Buddhist Jatakas and Pāli texts
from Sri Lanka have a common appellation Suvarnabhumi to devote to Southeast Asia. Southeast
Asian tradition fondly refer to the tales of Brahman Kaundinya and Buddhist prince Sudhana
and other Indian immigrants who contributed greatly in political and cultural life of the region.
Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and Thailand were part of Indianized states of Funan and Champa
in 3rd – 4th CE. The Khmer empire that ruled in Cambodia from 9th to 15th c. CE. was founded
by the king bearing Indian name Jayavarman-II. Indonesia acquainted itself with Buddhism
in 4th c. CE, through traders and missionaries. In the 7th c. CE, it was part of the Srivijaya
kingdom and it was ruled by the Buddhist Sailendra dynasty during 8th to 10th c. CE.
who commissioned the famous Borobudur temple. Early civilizations in Myanmar, Pyu and
Mon were inspired by Buddhism and the later Pagan Empire (12th – 13th c. CE.) celebrated
Buddhism in a big way and its edifices are still intact. Malaysia was also part of Srivijaya
Empire. Buddhism pervades throughout ASEAN territory and its tracts are obviously still
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visible in the states where other religions hold hegemony and in the rest of the states that are
Buddhist to their core. Therefore, it is completely justified to locate ‘one identity’ of ASEAN
in Buddhist context, which may be amenable and agreeable to all.
ASEAN community blueprint includes a clause (E.2) regarding ‘preservation and
promotion of ASEAN cultural heritage to ensure its continuity to enhance awareness and
understanding of the people about the unique history of the region.” The action plan includes
documentation of heritage sites, their protection and promotion of tourism. It is proposed
here that the first step towards the attainment of goal of one identity would be to develop
an integrated Buddhist circuit, linking all the major and minor Buddhist sites scattered in
ASEAN countries. Indian government has successfully adopted this scheme. A Buddhist
circuit, namely Baudha paripath links all the four places related to the important events
of life of Buddha, i.e., Lumbini, Sarnath, Bodhagaya and Kasinagar. Government of Nepal
has collaborated in this venture as birth place of Buddha lies in Nepal. ASEAN countries
are rich in Buddhist heritage. Most importantly Buddhism is a living tradition at almost all
Buddhist sites. This is a major drawback faced by later Buddhist sites in India despite their
sculptural and architectural wealth like Ratnagiri, Udayagiri and Lalitgiri sites of Odisha and
some other sites in Gujarat state. These places do not have Buddha’s footsteps, therefore
are unable to attract tourists; but it is actually because these are abandoned sites. With high
percentage of practicing Buddhists sites could be enlivened with virtual performance, enabling
visitors to have a better understanding and insight into their shared cultural heritage.
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There are two options available for planning this ASEAN integrated Buddhist
circuit. Revival of the route traversed by two Chinese travelers like Faxian and I-Tsing
in 4th and 7th centuries respectively. Another is the revival of ancient maritime silk route.
Bagan in Myanmar may become the point of departure for this Buddhist circuit. Bagan
is situated on the banks of river Irrawaddy. It was a flourishing Buddhist town during
11th – 13th c. CE. Around 10,000 Buddhist temples, Viharas and Pagodas were built during
this period. Out of them, 2200 are still there in very good states of preservation. This lesser
known site is considered among the three best sites with Borobudur and Angkorwat.
Ayutthaya, Thailand could be the next stop over. North of Bangkok, Ayutthaya was
the capital of the ancient kingdom of Siam between 1351-1767 CE. The place is characterized
by the remains of sprawling monasteries and Buddha sculptures. It has been declared
a UNESCO World Heritage site.

Sukhothai is located in North Central Thailand and was the first capital of kingdom
of Siam in 13th c. CE. It has been developed as an historical park. Borobudur, Java is located
in Megelang province of Central Java. It is a massive Mahayana structure concentrated by
Sailendra Kings in 9th c. CE.
It is concluded that this Buddhist circuit will greatly help in realizing the national motto
of Indonesia ‘Bhinneka Twnggal Ika’ (Unity in Diversity) could become a reality of ASEAN.

598

BUDDHISM AND WORLD CRISIS:
BUDDHISM AND ASEAN COMMUNITY

References:
Anderson, B. 1991, Imagined Communities, London: Verso
Bristow, G., 2010, Critical Reflections on Regional Competitiveness, London: Rutledge.
Gilbert, Paul, 2000. Peoples, Cultures and Nations in Political Philosophy. Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press.
Gramsci, Antonio, The Prison Notebooks: Selections, trans. and ed. Quintin Hoare and
Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York: International Publishers, 1971: 324).
Herrigel, Gray, 1993, Identity and Institution: The Social Construction of Trade Universe in
the United States and Germany in the 19th c.
Kymlicka, Will, 1989, Liberalism, Community and Culture, Oxford: Clarendon Press.
McSweeney, B., 1999, Security, Identity and Interests, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
Parekh, Bhikkhu, 2006, Rethinking Multiculturalism, New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
2nd Edition.
Schwarts, Thomas, 1973, Freedom and Authority: An Introduction to Social and Political
Philosophy. Encino, California, Dickenson Publication Co.
Tomaney, K and Ward, N., 2000, England and the New Regionalism, Regional Studies,
34. 471-478.

599

B

Buddhist Contribution to Building a Collective
Sentiment of Unity Among the Asian Community
Mr. Shyamon Jayasinghe,
Melbourne Australia

Introduction
Regional integration arrangements have been a trend during post-war years. It replaces
the conceptualizing of the world order of sovereign states brought into being by the Peace of
Westphalia (1648). The concept of nation-state sovereignty is losing its meaning and power
over the economy of nations. The developing crisis of the world order is leading to new global
regional structures vis-à-vis sovereign states.
ASEAN is one such regional entity created out of necessity. Established in August
1967, the Association of South East nations (ASEAN) comprise the ten member states
of Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and Viet Nam.
The stated goal of this regional grouping of states is, “to enhance regional peace, stability
and security; facilitate economic integration; and improve well-being and livelihoods for
the peoples of ASEAN.” This is to be achieved by building the ASEAN community around
“three pillars of collaboration,”1 namely, the Political Security Community, the Economic
Community and the Socio-Cultural Community.
The success of these lofty pillars of ASEAN would entirely depend on the prevalence
of a social consciousness of collective identity among member states. In an article published
in Fennia-International Journal of Geography Anssi Paasi2 points out a three-stage process
in the formation of a regional entity. First, is the adoption of a territorial shape. Second,
the establishment of a conceptual shape and third, the establishment as an entity in the regional
system and social consciousness of society. This paper relates to the third stage of Anssi
Paasi where ASEAN is now in being, having passed the first two stages. There has got to be
a development of social consciousness and sentiment of unity among member nations,
which alone can establish ASEAN as a sustainable reality. The enormity of this challenge
would be realized when one considers the extreme plurality and looseness of the structure of
the organization
The ten member states are so very different in ethnic and cultural composition, in
the spoken languages, in political nature, and in cultural and historical background. What is
1
2

Roadmap for ASEAN Community (2009). Declaration of ASEAN Concord II
Professor Anssi Paasi, Fenna-International Journal of Geography Vol 164 (1968)
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more, within each state itself one observes an intensely heterogeneous structure. Currently, what
ties together this diversity is the common regional habitat of member states and the expectancy
of economic, political and social benefits out of the collective enterprise. This platform is not
enough. So long as feelings of separate identities remain strong enough to divide, conflicts
become inevitable and the development of a cohesive social consciousness impeded.
The creation of a real sense of commonality would fundamentally depend on
the psychic expansion of narrow identities to approximate the wider entity that is ASEAN. Says
Michael E Jones3, “ASEAN as a whole will have to construct bonds that were once national but
now must be regional.” This is virtually a paradigmatic shift for the member states, requiring
action on many fronts. A key front would be the creation of a dominant ideology that fosters
the consciousness of the region’s common being. Complementing and consequential to such
an ideology there is need for the acceptance and internalization of certain interrelated social
values that can guide the relationships among member states. These include the acceptance of
heterogeneity or pluralism, tolerance, feelings of friendship and compassion.
It would be argued in this piece that Buddhism provides a convincing conceptual and
philosophical framework both for the required new ideology and the complementing social
values.
Two pathways would constitute this argumentation. Firstly, there is the wide
consideration that Buddhist philosophy is perfectly consistent with modern scientific
findings which confirm in unmistakable terms the biological equality and oneness of mankind.
The theory of evolution by natural selection and the modern findings in genetic science which
explains in natural terms how humanity emerged and expanded just from probably one single
cellular structure into the amazing diversity of life we observe in the planet. The apparent
diversity took place primarily due to environmental changes which accompanied the migration
of humans out of their initial habit in Africa. The labelling of man into categories has been
more of a social construction based on superficial factors. Racial, ethnic, caste, tribe, linguistic
and religious identities are social constructs which could be similarly deconstructed or dilated
via socialization.
The second pathway would be to cite from the Pāli Buddhist cannon and from
the work of scholars, the teaching of the Buddha that bolster the above ideology of the biological
unity and equality of mankind. An attempt will also be made to show how Buddhism supports
the complementary social values integral to cohesion, peace and cooperation that support
the practice of the ideology.

The Challenge of Political Diversity
To be sure, ASEAN unity is threatened partly by political factors. The saliency and
strength of national identity is one such factor that erodes the idea of regional affiliation and
unity. The differences of forms of government do also have a dampening effect. Member states
are divided into liberal democracies and authoritarian ones. Indonesia brought in a proposal
that would require all member states to provide some sort of democratic mechanisms in their
governance. But other member states who questioned this pointed out “the possible damage
3

Michael E Jones, Indiana University. “Forging an ASEAN Identity.” Contemporary Southeast Asia.
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that such a democracy agenda might be to the cardinal principle of non-interference in
the affairs of other states. “ASEAN has already witnessed unprecedented political divisions,
which were well documented last year [2013] when Cambodia as the annual chair of ASEAN
ignored regional responsibilities and sided with China over its stand on negotiations involving
territorial claims in the South China Sea.”4

The Deeper Challenge of Multiple Identities
On the other hand, a deeper differentiation prevails within the broad ASEAN
community based on different identity markers such as ethnicity, language, religion, caste
and tribe. “Religious and ethnic animosities are more deeply rooted and pose the biggest
obstacles to lowering the barriers for a 500-million strong population who will begin moving
across borders in search of work and mingling like never before, once the ASEAN
Economic Community (AEC) becomes a reality.”5 Such identity clashes tend to be deep-rooted
and emotional thereby inducing potential violence. The simple sociological principle
underlying intergroup relationships arising out of these kinds of differences is the phenomenon
of in-group-out-group hostility. Such identity markers create human clusters defined by a strong
psychic bond among shared members that tend to narrow their outlook and incapacitate
the entities from expanding a narrow psychic identity into a broader one of a regional identity.
Congealed as they are over centuries of shared experience such identity markers have,
therefore, a potential to unsettle the smooth functioning of an overarching ASEAN identity
in two ways. Firstly, many of these identities tend to create internal friction and domestic
instability, as we shall see. Secondly, these narrow identities tend to drag their feet when it
comes to embracing a wider geopolitical identity such as the ASEAN.
Among all these identities the religious divide can, in particular, spread across member
states in addition to causing friction within a given state. Within the collective body that is
ASEAN there are predominantly Muslim states, Buddhist states, Hindu states and Christian
states. Religious loyalties are emotionally strung and tied to bigotry.

The Diverse Landscape that is ASEAN
Cambodia is perhaps the least pluralistic of ASEAN member states as 90 per cent of
its population who historically came from the lower Mekong valley. There are over 300 ethnic
groups in Indonesia. The major group are the Javanese but they have not more than 42 percent
of the population. This factor increases the plural nature of the demographics of this vast
archipelago. Other ethnic groups include the Sundanese, Malay, Madurese, Batak, Acehnese,
Banjarese and Sasak. Islam has the most following while other religions like Christianity,
Hinduism, and Confucianism also hold sway. Like neighboring countries, Brunei is
a Malay-dominated country. Many cultural and linguistic differences make Brunei Malays
distinct from the larger Malay populations in nearby Malaysia and Indonesia even though they
are ethnically related and share the Muslim religion.
4
5

Luke Hunt. Religion, Race and Politics: ASEAN’s Gordon Knot. The Diplomat March 26 2013
Luke Hunt. Religion, Race and Politics: ASEAN’s Gordon Knot. The Diplomat March 26 2013
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In Myanmar there are more than 135 different ethnic groups, each with its own history,
culture and language. The majority Myanmar (Bamar) ethnic group makes up about two-thirds
of the population and controls the military and the government. In the case of Thailand we see
a more homogenous population of 65.5 million where 90% are Thai and Thai Chinese. Several
minorities comprise the balance of 10%. Singapore is a multiracial and multicultural country
with a majority population of Chinese (74.2% of the resident population), with substantial Malay
(13.2%) and Indian minorities (9.2%).[2] The Malays are recognized as the indigenous community
although most are the descendants of post-1945 immigrants from Indonesia and Malaysia.
In the case of Laos, the demographic makeup of the population is uncertain as
the government divides the people into three groups according to the altitude at which they live,
rather than according to ethnic origin. The lowland Lao (Lao Laum) account for 68%, upland
Lao (Lao Theung) for 22%, and the highland Lao (Lao Soung), including the Hmong and Yao
for 9%. Ethnic Vietnamese constitutes about 2% of the population.
Malaysia has been marked by ongoing enmity between the Chinese and Malay groups.
While Malays form the major group (58%) the Chinese form a considerable minority primarily
concentrated in urban and mining areas. Indians also form another minority comprising 8%
of the population.
Thus the populations of ASEAN member countries are highly diverse and are
characterized by numerous identity markers. Identity markers in the context we are discussing
can be at a group or national level. They can be language-based, ethnic –based, caste-based,
tribe –based or nation-based. At any level conflict can surface if the particular group perceives
a threat by another to its existence or self-respect. They can engage strong passions and be very
intractable and even dangerous.

Divisive Potential of Religion
Even a cursory glance at what is happening around the world today would give us
the truth that of all the pluralities referred to above which characterize ASEAN member states
religion, as practiced today, does have a specific potential for disruption and violence. Especially
in the contemporary context of religious terrorism such potentialities have more likelihood of
maturing and manifesting. We make here a distinction between religion as originally preached
by its founder and religion as practiced by the multitudes of men and women. The practice has
often manifested itself in an extremism, an absolutism and a fundamentalism that can occupy
the dangerous slippery slope to disunity, disharmony or even violence.
Richard Dawkins, in his best- selling book, “The God Delusion,”6 makes the following
observation: “It might be said that there is nothing special about religious faith here. Patriotic
love of country or ethnic group can also make the world safe for its own version of
extremism…But religious faith is an especially potent silencer of rational calculation. Which
usually seems to trump all others.”
One can retort that what has happened with the faiths in action in most cases is
a perversion of faith than an inherent fault with faith itself. The world has witnessed religions
living side by side for decades and decades without any eruption into violence. On the other
6

Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion. Bantam Books (2006)
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hand, in today’s world gory stories of religious violence have occupied headlines. More than
being the ‘potential silencer of rational calculation’ that Dawkins refers to, each person’s religious
faith has become a particularly strong identity marker accompanied by deeply set emotions.
ASEAN member states are dominantly Muslim, Hindu, Christian or Buddhist-not to
mention smaller sects. The recent spread of extremist Jihadist forms of Islam has compounded
the threat of religious tension. Says Anssi Paasi, “Not only can terrorism cost lives and
properties, it could also cost regional identity by offering alternative conceptualizations of
a Southeast Asian identity with Jemmah Islamiah’s (JI) goals of a pan-Southeast Asian
Muslim State.”

ASEAN’S Clarion Call for Regional Identity
Such a dominantly pluralistic demography presents a serious challenge to ASEAN’S
call for member states to look beyond their national identities and work towards a common
regional identity. As Michael E Jones puts it, “ASEAN as a whole will have to enhance
peoples’ capacity to construct bonds that were once national, but now regional.” In our view
this would require that citizens would first have to be socialized to go beyond narrow immediate
identities like language, religion, tribe and caste to reach first the state of national identity and
only thereafter arrive at a participatory ASEAN regional identity.
At its annual summit held as far back as December 1957 in Kuala Lumpur ASEAN
released its document, VISION 2020.7 The document said: “We envision the entire South East
Asia to be by 2020 an ASEAN community conscious of its ties of history, aware of its cultural
heritage and bound by a common regional identity.” Under the heading, “A country of Caring
Societies,” Vision emphasizes that the region will be one in which “all people enjoy equitable
access to opportunities for total human development.”
In other words, as Michael Jones8 says, what is required is that all citizens should
re-conceptualize how they think of themselves as citizens, to what country they belong, and
how they relate to the wider set of communities regionally. In other words, member states will
have to adapt to a ‘regional existence.’ Says Acharya, “it must be underscored that ASEAN
identity is never a fait accompli, but a quest or “identity in the making.”9
This ‘identity in the making’ would involve in essence a transformation of the psyche
of persons. Of course educational programs will have to play a vital role. The media, too, must
come and a whole host of other supports and policy inputs in each member state should be
made to play a role in effecting this vital transition.

Two Pegs for Fostering ASEAN Unity
In order to counter potential divisiveness and foster the valued unity under a regional
identity two factors must come into play- a dominant ideology promoting unity and
7
8
9

Kuala Lumpur. Policy Report from the 1997 ASEAN summit
referred to above
Acharya, Amitav. Reconceptualizing Southeast Asia. Southeast Journal of Social Science (27)
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a complementary group of social values which help the smooth functioning of the regional
entity as a united and harmonious whole. The ideology must be derived from the biological
unity of mankind. We would describe the functioning social values as those including tolerance,
pluralism (that includes religious pluralism), peaceful disposition and compassion.

Paradigmatic Shift and the Role of Ideology
The process of reconceptualization as mentioned by Michael Jones would entail
a paradigmatic shift in the consciousness of people. A proper dominant ideological basis would
considerably assist the socialization process that would bring about such a broad shift. Man’s
unity in biological terms should be a pivotal element in the development of such a dominant
ideology. This ‘non-diversity’ has been explained and established in the theory of evolution by
natural selection and in the findings of modern genetic science. While the theory of evolution
demonstrates the common ancestry of all human beings findings in modern genetic science
have proved that in DNA terms there is no difference among humans.
The essential biological sameness of man would constitute the decisive core of such
an ideology. The understanding of this reality has not been sufficiently realized and disseminated
to the populations of the world. Religions have paid lip service to it and the practice of religion
has ignored this stark truth. In the crystallization of this truth and its wide dissemination lies
the future peace and prosperity of the world of men and women.
Dominant ideology in any society is hugely influential. “The dominant ideology
[hegemony] means the values, beliefs, and morals shared by the social majority, which frames
how most of the populace think about their society.”10 The Marxian and neo-Marxian (Gramsci)
view of dominant ideology gives a specific twist to this ordinary notion by associating it with
the exploitation of the ruling class.
In the case of the simple truth of biological unity such a twist would not apply.
The concept is significant to us from the impact point of view. Ideas tend to trickle down to
the masses from the ruling classes. In The German Ideology (1845), Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels said that “The ideas of the ruling class are, in any age, the ruling ideas.” The idea of
the biological sameness of man should be part of the world view of the ruling classes in
the ASEAN region. Those who internalize within themselves the scientific truth of
the biological unity of mankind will find little internal resistance in coalescing themselves
with wider identities.

Buddhism’s Relevance to the ASEAN Challenge
Buddhism is ASEAN -friendly in two principal ways. Firstly, it does offer, support to
the desired dominant ideology of the equality and oneness of man discussed above. Secondly,
Buddhism supports the key social values that facilitate the cooperative working and sustenance
of such an identity.
Abercombie, Nicholas; Turner, Bryan S (1978). The Dominant Ideology Thesis. The British Journal of Sociology.
September 2012
10
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In the first place, Buddhism is consistent with the scientific advances in evolution
and genetics that predicate the equality and oneness of man and the dissolution of hardline
categories that separate man from man.” Eminent Buddhist scholar Professor KN Jayatilleka
observes that “there is no theory of biological evolution as such mentioned in Buddhist texts
but man and society as well as worlds are pictured as changing and evolving in accordance
with causal laws.”11
The theory of evolution by natural selection brings out the common ancestry of human
beings and presents the observed diversities as superficial. Modern advances in genetics have
been complementary to the evolutionary explanation.
Roger Highfield, Science Editor of The Telegraph12 sums up the results of a study in
DNA of diverse populations conducted way back in 2002: “Whether you hail from Surbiton,
Ulan Bator or Nairobi, your genetic make-up is strikingly similar to that of every other person
on Earth, an analysis concludes today. Although scientists have long recognized that, despite
physical differences, all human populations are genetically similar, the new work concludes
that populations from different parts of the world share even more genetic similarities than
previously assumed.
All humans are 99.9 per cent identical and, of that tiny 0.1 per cent difference,
94 per cent of the variation is among individuals from the same populations and only six
per cent between individuals from different populations.” This position remains confirmed
among scientific circles today.
The Buddha avoided going into details about issues like the origin of the universe
and of man. In the well-known parable of the poisoned arrow the Buddha makes it clear that
the focus of his teaching is not on abstract issues such as the origin of the universe, whether
the cosmos is eternal, whether the cosmos is finite or whether the soul and the body are
the same, and so on. The Buddha regards such subjects as “undeclared by me,” because
“they are not connected with the goal, are not fundamental to the holy life. They do not lead to
disenchantment, dispassion, cessation, calming, direct knowledge, self-awakening, unbinding.”13
The doctrine of creationism, as followed by Christianity, Islam and the Jewish faiths,
states that the world and its creatures had been the outcome of an act of one-off creation by
a supreme God. This belief closes the door to the modern scientific findings about evolution
and genetics.
Evolution theory disregards creationism by pointing out that different species evolved
over millennia to be what they are today through the process of natural selection. Buddhism
becomes consistent with the evolution theory by rejecting creationism because there is no
place for a creator God Buddhism. The Buddha disregarded a creator God and with that stance
Buddhism leaves itself open for accepting scientific findings as to how humans, together with
other forms of life, had emerged. Says Professor KN Jayatilleka: “The Buddha is an atheist
and Buddhism in both its Theravāda and Mahayana forms is atheism.”14 Jayatilleka points
out how the Buddha had denounced Makkhali Gosala’s religion and philosophy of theism or
Issara nimma vadin.
11
12
13
14

Professor KN. Jayatilleka. Facets of Buddhist Thought. Buddhist Publications Institute, Colombo
The Telegraph 24 January 2015. DNA Survey finds that all Humans are 99.9 per cent same.
Cula-Malunkyyovada Sutta, Majjhima Nikaya.
KN Jayatilleka, Facets of Buddhist Thought, Buddhist Publication Society 2010 page 78
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Buddhism and the Biological Oneness of Man
Buddhist texts emphasize the biological unity of man and in this regard contrasts man’s
unity with that of the plant and animal kingdoms.
In a discourse with Bharadvaja15, meant as a critical response to proponents of
caste differences in his time, the Buddha expounded his classic stand on the unity of man.
The Buddha points out that there are no distinguishing characteristics of genus and species
among men, unlike in the case of grasses, trees, worms, moths, fishes, beasts, birds etc.
The Buddha emphasized that the differences observable among men are superficial or nominal.
Jayatilleka cites Chalmers here: “Herein Gotama was in accord with the conclusion
of modern biologists that ‘the Anthropidae are represented by the single genus and species,
Man’- a conclusion which is the more remarkable inasmuch as the accident of color did not
mislead Gotama. Buddha’s point was that the apparent divisions between men are not due to
biological factors but are merely “conventional classifications” samanna).
In this way, the seemingly ‘different’ populations of the member states of ASEAN:
the Thais, Malaysians, Burmese, Singaporeans, Indians, Filipinos and Vietnamese are, in
biological terms, not really different at all. “Difference there is in beings endowed with bodies,
but amongst men this is not the case, the difference amongst men are nominal (only).”16 In other
words the different classifications are mere social constructs or samanna. Given that they are
constructed socially they can also be deconstructed socially.

Relationship Values that Make for Smooth Functioning of ASEAN.
The mere objective truth of the biological unity of man will not suffice in helping to
expand our consciousness or psyche to accept a consciousness of a wider regional identity. There
are consequential social values that must be ingrained in people if the regional entity that is
ASEAN is to smoothly function. These include the values of tolerance and pluralism, peaceful
demeanor, compassion and compromise that are crucial to working among diverse individuals.

Pluralism and Tolerance
Pluralism is a concept different from tolerance of ‘the other.’ It travels further than
that towards positive acceptance of ‘the others’ right to be. Tolerance is the mere absence of
being persecuted because one is different. Pluralism is acceptance of the difference and even
celebration of it. In short pluralism is ‘respecting the otherness of others.’ In other words,
pluralism is tolerance plus.
In Buddhism, as we shall see, pluralism is enthroned. This can be demonstrated in
relation to religion.

15
16

Vaseththa Sutta. SN
3.9 Vaseththa Sutta, SN
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Buddhism and the Values of Religious Tolerance and Plurality
We have seen how religion, carried to extremes, can become a divisive force that can
hinder the advance of man from a narrow identity to a broader, more encompassing or inclusive
one, such as is required for the goals of ASEAN.
The basic position is that Buddhism is not a ‘revealed’ religion; revealed by a claimed
divine source. It is, therefore, not absolutist or exclusive as far as the claimed truth is concerned.
This alone helps make Buddhism coexist amicably in a religiously pluralistic society. Buddhism
is a product of an enlightened mind that kept working on reality in order to try and fathom it.
Buddha’s approach to the search for truth was rather scientific. In fact, he enjoined his followers
to check his doctrine or Dhamma as a goldsmith tests gold with fire and then accept it if he/
she likes. “The peak of tolerance,” said Alexander Chase “is most readily achieved by those
who are not burdened with convictions.” The good Buddhist is someone never burdened with
bigoted convictions. Hence fundamentalism is difficult to emerge out of Buddhism.
At the same time, the Buddha had a missionary zeal and he wanted his followers to go
all over and spread the word. The combination of tolerance and a missionary goal was amazing.
J.B Pratt, said17, “Buddhism’s transplanting to new lands has been accomplished never through
conquest or through migration but solely by the spread of ideas. Yet, almost everywhere it has
gone it has completely adapted itself to the new people and the new lands to become practically
a national religion. This has been partly due to the tolerance and liberality of its thought.”
… Pratt adds, “Buddhism has had no heresy trial and has carried on no persecutions.”18
One of the first missionary advances was carried out by King Ashoka, a convert to
Buddhism, who was Emperor in India from 168 BCE to 305 BCE. King Ashoka asked his
missionaries not to condemn or run down other religions while going round explaining the Dhamma.
This advice was engraved in the famous Ashokan rock pillars.19 Some examples are
given below:
“All religions should reside everywhere, for all of them desire self-control and purity
of heart.”20
“Contact (between religions) is good. One should listen to and respect the doctrines
professed by others. Beloved-of-the-Gods, King Piyadasi, desires that all should be well-learned
in the good doctrines of other religions.” 21
In another rock pillar the following is stated:
One should not honor only one’s own religion and condemn the religion of others, but
one should honor others’ religions for this or foe that reason. In so doing one helps one’s own
religion to grow and renders service to the religion of others.”
This is an outstanding example of practiced religious tolerance and pluralism.

17
18
19
20
21

JB Pratt. The Pilgrimage of Buddhism (1928)
JB Pratt. The Pilgrimage of Buddhism (1928)
The Pillars of Ashoka. Ven. S Dhammika. Buddhist Publications Society, Kandy, Sri Lanka
Rock Edict Nb7 (S. Dhammika)
Rock Edict Nb12 (S. Dhammika)
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Friendliness and Compassion
The social values of tolerance and plurality stem from a deeper value that is at the heart
of the Buddhist religion. This value is called mettā. This word is the abstract noun derived from
the word mitra which means a friend. Mettā in Buddhism is, however, not just friendliness but
is something akin to positive affection. We call it ‘loving kindness.’ Buddhists are enjoined
to extend mettā to all living beings. Compassion or Karuna is an application of mettā as it
involves our empathy for the plight of others. The twin values form the centerpiece of Buddhist
behavior. Mahavamsa texts refer to the Buddha as maha karunika or the Great Compassionate
one. The good Buddhist is, therefore, a very amiable, empathetic, congenial and large-hearted
person who treats others with love and care. This social value therefore promotes happy and
collaborative interaction. It is an attitude opposed to confrontation in dealing with others.
The good Buddhist will always be willing to accommodate and compromise. One can
imagine how supportive such social values are in a scenario of collective decision making
such as in ASEAN.
When Ananda, Buddha’s chief disciple, commented once that half of the religion
of the Buddha is about the practice of friendliness the Buddha replied that it was not half
but the whole of the religion. It was because of the exemplary power of friendliness and
compassion that Buddha’s disciples were able to disseminate the teachings of the Master all
over the greater part of Asia without resorting to any military or political power.
The classic practical illustration of the message of mettā and karuna was observed
in the reign of the Buddhist King Ashoka. As HG Wells stated22 King Ashoka stands “alone,
a star” in world history for his compassionate administration.
The King had the habit of planting rock pillars with counselling words for his citizens.
In one such rock edict King Ashoka states thus: “All men are my children. Just as much as I
desire for my children welfare and happiness in this world and the next, so do I desire for
all men.”
Essentially related to mettā, non-violence or ahimsa becomes an art in the hands of
a practicing Buddhist when he deals with other parties. On one occasion, the Buddha personally
intervened in order to prevent a war between two tribes-the Sakyas and Koliyas. These two
tribes lived on either side of a river and were quarrelling over the distribution of water. They
were at each other’s throats when the Buddha intervened and arranged a settlement by peaceful
means. The Buddha asked the two tribe leaders to reflect on the subject of their dispute. Which
is more important, the Buddha asked. Is it water or human lives?

Application to Conflict Resolution
The above social values of tolerance, pluralism, friendliness, and compassion
deep-rooted in Buddhism are reflected in the Buddhist attitude to conflict resolution.
In organizational life conflict is inevitable. This would be particularly so with ASEAN as it is

22

HG Wells, History of the World. Penguin
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such a diverse amalgam. An excellent illustration is available in a much- quoted inspirational
stanza in the Dhammapada23
“Victory breeds hatred
For the conquered sleep in sorrow;
Casting aside victory and defeat, the peaceful one dwells at ease.”
The Buddhist attitude toward conflict resolution suggested in this stanza is in line
with the “Win-Win” model. This means that in the event of conflicts of different interests and
agendas the practicing Buddhist would prefer not to confront but to resolve in a way that both
feuding parties feel they have won something substantial.

Conclusion
ASEAN can deliver innumerable benefits to its ten-member collective, given that it can
sustain itself as a new regional identity. We have referred to Anssi Paasi’s model of regional
entity formation that sets out three principal shapes a given regional identity should take.
The central challenge of ASEAN is to reach the third shape referred to in this model, namely
to establish an entity with a collective social consciousness as an entity. The impediments
present themselves in many forms out of which the prevalence of multi-identities are one.
To conquer such obstacles and achieve the third stage action must be taken on two pegs.
One, is in developing the dominant ideology of equality and oneness of man as a factual base.
The second, is to develop attendant social values of tolerance, plurality, compassion and peaceful
disposition which would help sustain a diverse collective working together in harmony for
the common good. As seen, Buddhism provides considerable conceptual and inspirational
support for both these pegs.

23

Dhammapada, Sukkhavaggo (5)
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Religion and cultural effects in the ASEAN community
Bhante Chao Chu

Los Angeles Buddhist Union

The Association of South-east Asian Nations (ASEAN) was established to unite various
countries in South-east Asia for mutual benefit. One purpose that ASEAN has emphasized is
to ‘promote...collaboration and mutual assistance on...economic, social, cultural, technical,
scientific and administrative fields’. From these factors, we must realize that all development
of ASEAN starts from social and cultural foundations because ASEAN is made up of nations,
which are distinguished by their social and cultural identities from each other. Understanding
who these nations are today requires a look at their histories. Much of the social values that
ASEAN countries share can be traced to the early influences of Chinese and Indian cultures.
As a Buddhist monk, my study and interactions with these cultures has been through religion,
so I will put forth my understanding of ASEAN nations accordingly to anticipate its history
and its future challenges.

Buddhist influence on Asian history
The beliefs of a population can be more indicative of cultural identity more than their
political designation. Some countries have only been in existence for less than a century, but
they have groups that have had beliefs for centuries, including some of the present nations
that participate as part of ASEAN. A traditional way of cultural belief is through religion, and
Buddhism is a major part of Asian history. Theravāda Buddhist teaching and practice
came from India, and Mahayana Buddhist teaching and practice came from China. Although
their cultures were different, they shared teachings from the Buddha, which has offered sound
principles in the past and in the present day. Twenty-three centuries ago, King Asoka of India
sent missionaries to many Asian countries. These missionaries introduced Buddhism to people
who had indigenous beliefs and Hindu beliefs; consequently, these people adopted Buddhist
culture in their daily lives without any clashes. Because of the acceptance of Buddhism
without any resistance, Buddhists and non-Buddhists in these places coexisted peacefully.
Local communities and their kings gave support to build temples. For example, Angkor Wat
was an important religious site in Cambodia. Buddhism was accepted in this community,
so Buddhists also practiced with non-Buddhists here. Since then, Angkor Wat has become
more popular as a Buddhist temple. Buddhism also spread to other countries, such as Indonesia
and Myanmar, where the ancient monuments of Borobudur and Bagan respectively were
erected while other religions were also active. Nakhon Pathom in Thailand is famous for
being Thailand’s oldest city, and it is where Buddhism was introduced to the Thai people.
It is also interesting to see that Indian folk stories and Buddhist stories are painted on the walls
in Buddhist temples in Thailand. Images of Hindu gods can also be seen there. When we travel
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to these historical places, we can see the strong support that their countries had for Buddhism
by seeing magnificent structures that exist to this day. We can also see Buddhist influence in
the past and present languages in ASEAN countries, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore,
Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos, where words were and still are used in their daily
lives. These languages can be traced to the ancient Pāli and Sanskrit languages that the Buddhist
missionaries introduced.

Principles of Buddhism
One reason that Buddhism has been popular in Asia is in its non-violent attitude
and easy acceptance with local beliefs. For twenty-five centuries, Buddhism has had no
aggressive recruitments or invasions using religion as a justification. All levels of people
from kings to laborers accepted and respected the teaching. They found that the teachings of
the Buddha ensured justice and equality. For the Buddha, everyone was equal. He said that
people should not be judged by the environments that they are born into but by their actions. This
open attitude has made Buddhism appealing to many people of various cultural backgrounds.
Learning to work and live together with people from different cultures strengthens
cooperation. Religious differences have been obstacles to peaceful coexistence in many parts of
the world where people have been struggling to live in peace. Fortunately, Buddhism’s presence
in many of the ASEAN nations did not cause religious conflicts that other areas in the world
have experienced for centuries. Buddhism has basic teachings of acceptance of conditions
and understanding that can give momentum to the principles that govern peaceful resolution.
Buddhism teaches us how to develop friendliness, compassion, harmony, and peace. It does not
accept caste systems or creeds. It teaches us that spiritual development can help us to overcome
our unsatisfying craving and desires, which cause suffering. It offers methods of training one’s
thoughts to lead a harmonious life. Its ethical teachings add social value where people respect
each other. Buddhist teaching emphasizes respect also for the environment because we are all
interconnected. Such principles can guide communities and nations to find common ground.

Experiencing cultural mixing
Today, the world is more mixed in race and religion through international influence
from travel, communication, and other widespread interactions. South-east Asia is a special
case because there is no other region on this planet with languages of French, English, Dutch,
and Spanish as well as a wide variety of religions, such as Confucianism, Buddhism, Hinduism,
Christianity, Islam, and Taoism. Indian, Chinese, and local cultures blend in folk religions,
beliefs, food, clothing, and architecture. I have first-hand experience with the ASEAN region as
I travel there almost every month, so I see changes on a regular basis. I have travelled through
ASEAN countries for more than 40 years and lived in the region for about a decade. I have
encountered people who have practiced different religions and spoke different languages within
the same family. I have talked to people from increasingly differing backgrounds whether they
are locals or travelers as I am, so it is interesting to discuss with them the direction that ASEAN
is taking in becoming an active contributor to our global economy.
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Growing pressures of diversity
We know that the histories of this region involved colonial powers for a long time before
becoming independent countries. Foreign rulers brought their religious and ethnic groups to
the native population, which mixed and diversified their cultures. These people lived in harmony
despite differences in culture in the family and in the community. For example, in Malaysia
and Singapore, we can see clear diversity and complexity. Here also are Malay, Chinese,
Indians, and Europeans; religions include Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, Chinese
religions; languages include Malay, Chinese, Tamil, and English. Although these people seem
to coexist well in a mixed environment, animosities have arisen, which has affected security
and economic stability.

Cultural identity through religion
One polarizing facet among different communities is the influence of religion. It can
divide communities and countries, resulting in hatred, violence, and wars. On the other hand,
religion can unite different communities and countries by creating a harmonious environment.
For example, we can see what happened to the island of Timor, which is now divided because
of religious differences. In the Philippines, different religious groups fight for land and power.
In southern Thailand, there are conflicts and violence influenced by religious or cultural
differences. In Indonesia, the Aceh community is trying to be independent to preserve
their cultural identity. However, as tumultuous as these areas are, they also manage to
cooperate with other nations, which ASEAN is an example of. Neighboring countries,
such as Laos, Thailand, and Cambodia, are friendly with each other and respect each other’s
cultures. Nations that have developed into different identities still manage to find ways to
get along for mutual prosperity.

Losing morality for personal gain
As a Buddhist monk, it is natural for me to think of these various cultures in terms
of their religions. When ASEAN was established in 1967, it did not make any comments about
religion. Maybe the founders did not expect religion to be an essential factor in peace-building
in this region. However, the countries that were and are part of ASEAN have had various faiths
and religions, including Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism, Christianity, and others. With such
a complex history and cultural identity, we must be mindful of the diversity of each country in
terms of people before we can consider their financial prosperity. Cultural and religious issues
are much more important than money-making programs. Countries should not be only suppliers
of goods and services. We should pay more attention to the well-being of their citizens, which
cannot be imported. I remember that the former president of Chinese Taipei said that
the Chinese Taipei government paid so much attention to build infrastructure but neglected
ethical values and social engagement. As a result, citizens have developed a desire towards
personal, material gain instead of strengthening the community. I believe that the effect of such
thinking will result in a loss of material gain because an unstable community cannot provide
for itself or its citizens, so we must look beyond what is emotionally appealing and instead
understand the long-term effects of our decisions.
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The price of mismanaged priorities
ASEAN countries cannot forget the moral basis that established their cultures because
a place without order is a place that is unstable. Science and technology can help us to improve
our quality of life, but if there is moral decline and growing obsession with money and
materialism becomes prioritized, then these things will destroy peace of mind and
relationships with the community. ASEAN countries have a long history of major world religions
and deep-rooted cultures. Therefore, these issues cannot be ignored. All the religious leaders
have to work closely with politicians and businesses of society to avoid conflicts among diverse
communities and loss of security. We all have to work together for peaceful coexistence.
Until we make constructive efforts to study root causes and understand the role of
religious communities and their influence in different ways, the goal of a peaceful
community cannot happen. Ignoring these issues may create great challenges to national and
regional peace.
As urgent as some places in the ASEAN region need help, we must be mindful of
the help that these people receive. In looking at political, economic, and religious aspects
of society, religion is most vulnerable to impulsive action. Once religiously attached people
become involved heavily in politics, foreign countries or foreign religious groups can influence
and dominate them with harmful ideologies. Political, ethnic, or religious conflicts destroy
harmonious co-existence. Once this kind of conflict begins in one country, it can spread across
regions and become detrimental to national unity and regional cooperation. There are many
insurgent movements in the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, and Myanmar. Frequent social
unrest and violence can be seen and heard increasingly these days. These movements can grow
and affect other countries, which will develop more tension on a regional level.
With all of these cultural challenges, creating a peaceful community is not an easy
task. ASEAN has focused on building economic development, but there is more than looking
for money, buildings, roads, and modern equipment. It is important for society as a whole to be
concerned with the health of each person’s body and mind. Social conflict begins when citizens
do not have healthy minds. Educating the general public about social differences, including
cultural and religious beliefs and practices will improve good communication and strengthen
economic development.

Education and collaboration
Educating each other about cultural differences in a multi-cultural society is very
important. This is true for not only the ASEAN region but also for the rest of the world because
we have become a global community. Travelling and living in different cultures have become
easier to do than ever before. We can learn from other parts of the world to see how they have
succeeded with complicated social conditions. I have talked about my understanding of ASEAN;
now I would like to talk about my experiences from other parts of the world. The United States
is another multi-cultural and multi-religious society that I am active in. I work with members
of other religions to address concerns and issues of our community. Since 1980 in southern
California, especially in the Los Angeles area, I and other religious leaders have developed
friendliness and mutual respect for each other’s religions. We participate in religious services
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and conduct joint activities. As an interfaith group, we work together when there is an issue
or a disaster. For example, when tsunamis hit Asia, the religious communities in Los Angeles
got together to raise funds to support affected areas. Los Angeles had its own problems with
riots in the 1990s, but religious leaders worked with politicians and law enforcement to put
local communities in order. Although we come from different faiths, we still come together to
support each other and resolve problems. Religious leaders show unity, which gains acceptance
and respect from elected officials and faith communities.

Moving forward as a group
We cannot exist alone; globalization has made it clear that we are interdependent
on each other. The influence of varying cultures, differing socio-economic environments,
and political diversity mean that Buddhist principles are needed more than ever for peace,
which is essential for economic stability and ASEAN’s goals. The teachings of self-reliance,
self-responsibility, and contentment are not a threat to any political ideologies. The history of
South-east Asia is replete with conflict, including religious differences and cultural disharmony.
Violence has often been the result. ASEAN has represented a unified effort of involved nations
to effect peaceful resolution and harmonious relations. Some promises of a better life for citizens
have been achieved, but in many cases, there is still much work to be done.
I believe that Buddhist principles can be applied where political hatred, religious
intolerance, and territorial disputes exist. Those situations can create unfriendly, war-like
environments. A culture that is enriched by Buddhist teachings can minimize conflict and
promote relationships with different communities. A key concept in Buddhism is karma,
which says that every action is linked through cause and effect. The interconnected world at
present demonstrates this connection every day. Local causes can produce effects far away,
so we must be mindful of the consequences that result from our actions. However, the problems
of the world are too big of a responsibility for only Buddhists or members of any religion to
address. Unity among all people is necessary for society to be stable. Without unity, conflicts
arise. We can achieve unity through acceptance. Buddhism offers an attitude of acceptance,
but people cannot practice religion peacefully in times of aggression. Acceptance requires
mutual agreement. Governments can enforce this with legal authority. Religious leaders
can do their part by talking to the community and possibly prevent conflicts from being serious
enough to warrant governmental action. All of us can do our part towards achieving peace
and harmony.
There have been efforts worldwide to address these issues, of which we can see ASEAN
as an example. I was involved recently with ASEAN when it called on leaders from various
faiths to attend its First Interfaith Dialogue on Religious Tolerance in 2014. This event was an
example of global cooperation, which we can apply to our local communities as well. Whether
people gather to represent their religions or nations, I believe that cooperation through dialogue
is essential for this peace-making process. The more that we can understand others, the more
we can respect each other and work together without enmity. We should not separate ourselves
because of our differences but instead treat each other as members of a global community.

615

PEER REVIEW

618

คำ�สั่งมหาวิทยาลัยมหาจุฬาลงกรณราชวิทยาลัย
เรื่อง แต่งตั้งผู้ทรงคุณวุฒิกลั่นกรองบทความทางวิชาการ (Peer review)
ในการประชุมวิชาการระดับนานาชาติ เนื่องในวันวิสาขบูชาโลก ครั้งที่ ๑๒
ภายใต้หัวข้อ “พระพุทธศาสนากับวิกฤติของโลก (Buddhism and World Crisis)”

เพื่อให้การดำ�เนินการจัดประชุมวิชาการระดับนานาชาติ เนื่องในวันวิสาขบูชาโลก ครั้งที่ ๑๒
ประจำ�ปี ๒๕๕๘ ภายใต้หัวข้อ เรื่อง “พระพุทธศาสนากับวิกฤติของโลก (Buddhism and World
Crisis)” ดำ�เนินไปด้วยความเรียบร้อย มีประสิทธิภาพ บรรลุวตั ถุประสงค์และนโยบายของมหาวิทยาลัย
อาศั ย อำ�นาจตามความในมาตรา ๒๗ (๑) แห่ ง พระราชบั ญ ญั ติ ม หาวิ ท ยาลั ย
มหาจุฬาลงกรณราชวิทยาลัย พ.ศ. ๒๕๔๐ และมติสภามหาวิทยาลัย ในคราวประชุมครั้งที่ ๓/๒๕๕๘
เมื่อวันที่ ๒๙ เมษายน พ.ศ. ๒๕๕๘ จึงแต่งตั้งให้ผู้มีรายนามดังต่อไปนี้ เป็นผู้ทรงคุณวุฒิกลั่นกรอง
บทความทางวิชาการ (Peer Review) ในการประชุมวิชาการระดับนานาชาติ เนือ่ งในวันวิสาขบูชาโลก
ครั้งที่ ๑๒ ภายใต้หัวข้อ “พระพุทธศาสนากับวิกฤติของโลก (Buddhism and World Crisis)”
ประกอบด้วย: ๑. ผู้ทรงคุณวุฒิภายในมหาวิทยาลัย
สาขาพระพุทธศาสนาและปรัชญา
๑. พระศรีคัมภีรญาณ, รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.
๒. พระครูสิริรัตนานุวัตร, รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.
๓. พระมหาหรรษา ธมฺมหาโส, รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.
๔. พระสุธีธรรมานุวัตร, ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.
๕. พระมหาสมบูรณ์ วุฑฺฒิกโร, ดร.
๖. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สมิทธิพล เนตรนิมิตร
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๗. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.โสวิทย์ บำ�รุงภักดิ์
๘. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.วันชัย พลเมืองดี
๙. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.แม่ชีกฤษณา รักษาโฉม
๑๐. ดร.ประพันธ์ ศุภษร
สาขาสังคมศาสตร์และมนุษยศาสตร์
๑. พระมหาบุญเลิศ อินฺทปญฺโ, รองศาสตราจารย์
๒. ศาสตราจารย์ ดร.จำ�นงค์ อดิวัฒนสิทธิ์
๓. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.ชาติชาย พิทักษ์ธนาคม
๔. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.เอกฉัท จารุเมธีชน
๕. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สมศักดิ์ บุญปู่
๖. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สุรพล สุยะพรหม
๗. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.โกนิฏฐ์ ศรีทอง
๒. ผู้ทรงคุณวุฒิภายนอกมหาวิทยาลัย
สาขาพระพุทธศาสนาและปรัชญา
๑. พระเมธาวินัยรส, ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.
๒. ศาสตราจารย์กิตติคุณ ปรีชา ช้างขวัญยืน
๓. ศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สมภาร พรมทา 		
๔. ศาสตราจารย์ ดร.เดือน คำ�ดี			
๕. ศาสตราจารย์ ดร.วัชระ งามจิตรเจริญ		
๖. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.ภัทรพร สิริกาญจน
๗. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สำ�เนียง เลื่อมใส		
๘. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สุวิญ รักสัตย์		
๙. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.ปรุตม์ บุญศรีตัน
๑๐. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.มนตรี สิระโรจนานันท์
๑๑. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.วุฒินันท์ กันทะเตียน
๑๒. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.ธีรโชติ เกิดแก้ว
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มหาวิทยาลัยมหามกุฏราชวิทยาลัย
จุฬาลงกรณ์มหาวิทยาลัย
จุฬาลงกรณ์มหาวิทยาลัย
มหาวิทยาลัยเกษตรศาสตร์
มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์
มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์
มหาวิทยาลัยศิลปากร
มหาวิทยาลัยมหามกุฏราชวิทยาลัย
มหาวิทยาลัยเชียงใหม่
มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์
มหาวิทยาลัยมหิดล
มหาวิทยาลัยหัวเฉียวเฉลิมพระเกียรติ

สาขาสังคมศาสตร์และมนุษยศาสตร์
๑. ศาสตราจารย์ ดร.บุญทัน ดอกไธสง		
๒. ศาสตราจารย์ สุริชัย หวันแก้ว		
๓. ศาสตราจารย์ นายแพทย์วันชัย วัฒนศัพท์
๔. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.นิยม รัฐอมฤต		
๕. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.ชัยยุทธ ชิโนกุล		
๖. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.วิชัย วงษ์ใหญ่		
๗. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.วริยา ชินวรรโณ
๘. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.โยธิน แสวงดี 		
๙. รองศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สุกัญญา เอมอิ่มธรรม
๑๐. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.ประกาศิต สิทธิ์ธิติกุล
๑๑. ผู้ช่วยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.วัจนา สุริยธรรม
๑๒. ผูช้ ว่ ยศาสตราจารย์ ดร.สุรยี พ์ งศ์ โพธิท์ องสุนนั ท์

มหาวิทยาลัยวไลยอลงกรณ์
จุฬาลงกรณ์มหาวิทยาลัย
มหาวิทยาลัยขอนแก่น
สถาบันพระปกเกล้า
สถาบันบัณฑิตพัฒนบริหารศาสตร์
มหาวิทยาลัยศรีนครินทรวิโรฒ
มหาวิทยาลัยมหิดล
มหาวิทยาลัยมหิดล
มหาวิทยาลัยขอนแก่น
มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์
มหาวิทยาลัยธรรมศาสตร์
มหาวิทยาลัยอัสสัมชัญ

ผู้ทรงคุณวุฒิสายต่างประเทศ
๑. Ven. Prof. Dr. Khammai Dhammasami United Kingdom
๒. Ven. Assoc.Prof. Dr. Sigambhirayan
Thailand
๓. Ven. Assoc.Prof .Dr. Hansa Dhammahaso Thailand
๔. Ven. Dr. T. Dhammaratana 		
France
๕. Ven. Dr. Pategama Gnanarama 		
Singapore
๖. Ven. Dr. Geshe Ngawang Samten		
India
๗. Ven. Dr. Yuanci				
China
๘. Ven. Dr. Chao Chu 			
United States of America
๙. Prof. Dr. Phillip Stanley 			
United States of America
๑๐. Prof. Dr. Damien Keown 			
United Kingdom
๑๑. Prof. Dr. G. Sumanapala 			
Sri Lanka
๑๒. Prof. Dr. Le Mahn That 			
Vietnam
๑๓. Prof. Dr. Peter Harvey 			
United Kingdom
๑๔. Prof. Ravindra Panth			
India
๑๕. Dr. Colin Butler				
Australia
๑๖. Dr. Dion Peoples 			
United States of America
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