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comparison with his idea of other world religions. For all its insights, a 
distressing weakness of the book was the failure to distinguish the ideals of 
Buddhism from its actual historical practices. As a consequence, he chose to 
compare the ethical ideals of Buddhism with the practices of Christianity, 
especially the crusades and inquisition, while omitting the ethical ideals of Jesus 
who advocated loving your enemies, healing and helping others, and endless 
forgiveness against those who wrong you. On the other hand, he chose to invoke 
many ethical ideals from Buddhism, but failed to mention the forms of social 
injustice that Buddhists have practiced. It is true that Buddhist institutions have 
been less violent than Christian and Muslim groups, but Buddhist individuals 
and nations also have their full share of intolerance, injustice and violence: 
discrimination against women, rampant sectarianism in Japan and recently 
militant monks in Sri Lanka. Buddhist nations such as Mongolia, Burma and 
Thailand have had many ethical problems that may be different in kind and 
degree from Christian nations, but which are still far from the ideals of the 
Buddha. Galtung’s six weak points all deal with practice whereas his twenty 
positive points all deal with ideals, goals and doctrines. 20 The “structural 
injustice” of his book is that he compares the ideals of Buddhist with the 
practices of other religions. Accordingly, we must now ask, “To what degree did 
Buddhists actually practice these sets of Bodhisattva precepts that they used 
ritually?” 

Like every religion, Buddhist social practice and historical communities 
often diverge greatly from the ideals of their scriptures. The life of Buddhists is 
lived in this creative tension between transcendent goals and mundane forms of 
practice. Although being enlightened may mean “never having to say you are 
sorry,” how many Buddhists are enlightened? Indeed, Buddhism is filled with 
various forms of repentance practices, some of which are performed daily, in 
order to help Buddhists rectify their behavior and avoid the evil consequences of 
bad actions. The pervasiveness of repentance in Buddhism is a sign that practice 
by Buddhist individuals and groups has its share of human conflict, injustice and 
harm. 

Like all human movements, Buddhism also shows that sometimes there 
develops a discrepancy between self-image and reality. Mahāyāna Buddhists are 
fond of saying that the earlier schools (whom they called Hīnayāna, the “little 
vehicle”) were attached to nirvā½a, whereas Mahāyāna Buddhists followed a 
higher and more inclusive practice based on wisdom and compassion. In spite of 
this claim, modern Mahāyāna Buddhism in East Asia is remarkable for its lack 
of social service activities in comparison to the social activism of Theravāda 
Buddhists. For example, in the recent book entitled The Path of Compassion: 

                                                
20 Ibid., 13-31. This weakness has recently been noted by George Tanabe in his 

paper “Buddhism, Politics and Peace” delivered at the University of Hawaii - Taishō 
University conference, August 23-24, 1991. 
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Writings on Socially Engaged Buddhism,21 most of the examples are from 
Theravādin countries. The major Mahāyāna voices are Western. Recently the 
Nishi Honganji Temple in Japan has established an institute dealing with social 
service, but has accomplished very little except for a growing hospice movement 
for the terminally ill. A recent Japanese-Hawaiian traveler remarked to me that it 
was striking how warm people were to him in Theravāda countries in 
comparison to Mahāyāna people who were cold or indifferent. Although this 
experience may be based on culture more than religion, Mahāyāna Buddhists 
still need to be careful that their rhetoric is supported by deeds. 

There are two Buddhisms: the actual and the ideal. If we are concerned to 
bring peace and harmony to society, we need to be aware not only of the ideal 
images, but also when and how historical and social practices fulfilled these 
goals and also when and why they failed to live up to these ideals. Since the 
vision of peace and justice is shared by all religions, it is most important for us 
to discern what have been good methods and what have been bad methods for 
implementing these values in individual Buddhist practice, in Buddhist 
institutions and in Buddhist societies. Recently Whalen Lai has studied Buddhist 
social activism in China as a comparative history of religious charities. He 
concludes, 

 
At one time, medieval Buddhists in China and medieval Christians in Europe 
observed an almost identical set of “corporal works of mercy”: feeding, 
clothing, hospitality, visiting the sick and the imprisoned, and burying the dead. 
And there is no way that one can be said to be necessarily better or more loving 
than the other. They were alike in caring.22 
 
Lai goes on to observe that both were innovations since in classical Chinese 

and Western societies “the burial of the dead was the sole duty of the families; 
and the feeding and clothing of the poor was the sole obligation of the state.” As 
a consequence, Christian charities were banned by Roman authorities, and in 
717 C.E. Emperor Xuanzong was advised that based on the teachings of 
Confucius, Buddhists should not be operating charities at their temples. 
Buddhist hospitals began in South China in the sixth century by the kings and 
princes of Chi and Liang, and in North China the Three Stages Sect developed 
many charitable works based on the apocryphal sūtra called the Xiangfa jueyi 
jing (dated about 520 C.E.) that elevated the “field of compassion” above the 
“field of reverence” in order to redistribute donations to the temple away from 
monastic indulgence and give it to the poor and needy: 

 

                                                
21 The Path of Compassion: Writings on Socially Engaged Buddhism, ed. by Fred 

Eppsteiner (2nd edition, Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 1988). 
22 Whalen Lai, “Christian Love, Buddhist Compassion: A Comparative History of 

Religious Charities,” ms., 4. 
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In various sūtras I have stressed the perfection of charity, for I wish that my 
disciples, both monks and laymen, would cultivate the compassionate heart, 
and give to the poor, the needy, the orphaned, and the aged, even to a famished 
dog. However, my disciples did not understand my idea, and only offered gifts 
to the jingtian (field of respect) and not to the beitian (field of compassion). 
When I speak of the field of respect, I refer to the Three Jewels, the Buddha, 
the dharma and the sa#gha. When I speak of the field of compassion, I refer to 
the poor and the needy, the orphaned, the aged, and even the ant. Of these two 
categories, the field of compassion is the superior one.23 
 
The hospital wards and system of charities developed by Buddhists in the 

sixth century were encouraged and adopted by Empress Wu in the eighth 
century, but were taken over completely by the state during the persecution of 
Buddhism in 845. The imperial decree read: 

 
As for the fields of compassion and the hospitals, these have no one to manage 
them since the monks returned to lay life. I am afraid that the infirm and the 
sick would have no one to look after them. Let the two capitals estimate and 
make available monastery land ... Each field would be administered by a 
venerable old man chosen for the purpose. The harvest from the land would be 
used to supply the food needed.24 
 
After a brief revival of Buddhism, the Song Dynasty (960-1279) also 

restricted ordinations that emptied the temples of monks and caused them to be 
available for state confiscation as schools in 1151. Although the religious laity 
began to form mutual aid associations to fill the gap left by the decline of the 
temples, these associations (such as the White Lotus and White Cloud groups) 
were seen by the state as a threat to their power, and were banned. Thus, the 
Buddhist charities of the Sui and Tang Dynasties ended in state persecution that 
forbad social activism.  

In 1666 mutual aid societies were banned again by the Ching government 
for fear that they would form a nucleus for popular rebellion. Although some 
charities reappeared under the sponsorship of the Sacred Edict of 1724, these 
were secular and not Buddhist. As a consequence, when Dharmapāla visited 
China after the World Parliament of Religions in 1893, the monks of Longhua 
Temple in Nanking were so afraid of being arrested by the government for 

                                                
23 T.85.1336ab, tr. by Kenneth Ch’en, The Chinese Transformation of Buddhism 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), 295. Ch’en goes on to quote from another 
sūtra, the Foshuo zhude futian jing (T.16.777b) that lists seven activities constituting the 
field of merit: 1. Construction of stūpas, monastic halls, and pavilions; 2. establishment 
of fruit gardens, bathing tanks and trees; 3. dispensing medicine for the sick; 4. 
construction of sturdy boats to ferry people; 5. construction of bridges; 6. digging of 
wells along well-traveled roads; and 7. construction of toilet facilities for the convenience 
of the public. 

24 Ibid., 298. 
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forming “illegal associations” that they asked him not to set up a branch of the 
Mahābodhi Society.25 

I am sure that a similar, sad story could be told of state control of Buddhist 
charities in Japan. As a consequence, the bodhisattva ideals cherished in ritual 
and ceremony become restricted to temple hospitality, but until the end of World 
War II have offered little social activism in the world beyond the monastic walls. 

The good news is that in recent decades there has been an explosion of 
activity by Buddhists in Taiwan as they use their new political freedom to 
develop schools, hospitals, social welfare and other charitable activities. This 
represents a new chapter in the practice of bodhisattva social ethics, and we 
must wait to see whether practice will live up to the theory and ideals of 
traditional bodhisattva precepts, and whether new goals and practices will be 
formulated for this new age.26 

 
4. Appendix 

 
Although the Fanwang ching list of precepts has been translated into French 

and English, there is no translation of the Fangdeng precepts. Accordingly, 
below is a draft translation27 based on the Taishō Tripi aka text. 

 
1. Twenty-four Major Precepts for a bodhisattva from the Fangdeng tolo 

jing, T 21.645c9 - 646b41. If a bodhisattva doesn’t comply with the wishes of 
hungry people who come to his/her place for food, drink and linen, then this is 
called violating the first major precept. 

2. If a bodhisattva excessively indulges in sexual desire, not precluding 
animals (as a partner), then this is called violating the second major precept. 

3. If a bodhisattva based on his/her own inclinations speaks ill of a 
bhik$u who (wrongly) keeps a wife, then this is called violating the third 
major precept. 

4. If a bodhisattva sees someone who is melancholy and contemplating 
committing suicide, and based on her/his own opinions increases that person’s 
anger and destroys that person’s will to live, then this is just like burning down 
everything with fire,28 and is called violating the fourth major precept. 

5. If a bodhisattva leaves the hermitage and going to a deserted road finds 
money or a precious object and keeps it following his/her own inclinations, then 
this is called violating the fifth major precept. 

                                                
25 Whalen Lai, “Religious Charities,” Part II, 16. 
26 As an example of recent efforts to find new ways to apply Buddhism to our 

modern world, the Chung-hwa Institute of Buddhist Studies is organizing a conference 
for July 1821, 1992 in Taipei to explore the vinaya and bodhisattva practices in the light 
of historical and contemporary needs. 

27 I am indebted to Ven. Ruoxue for her assistance in translating these precepts. 
28 This prohibition against wantonly destroying things with fire is the Fourteenth 

Minor Precept according to the Fanwang ching (T.24.1006a6-90). 
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6. When seeing someone who out of anger is going to take other person’s 
life, if a bodhisattva praises that person’s anger with pleasing comments, then 
this is called violating the sixth major precept. 

7. When seeing someone in an angry rage, and hearing that out of anger that 
person is going to burn the sa#gha’s residence, if a bodhisattva doesn’t whole-
heartedly admonish that bad person, this is called violating the seventh major 
precept. 

8. When seeing or hearing of someone who is committing a major sin, a 
bodhisattva in this case should secretly call that person to come to his place, 
(saying that) “I have good medicine so that your capacity to keep the precepts 
can revive and come back to life.” If that person won’t come, the bodhisattva 
should call him three times. If there is less than three (attempts to help the 
person), this is called violating the eighth major precept. 

9. When seeing or hearing of someone violating (any of) the five deadly 
sins, a bodhisattva should go to see him/her, saying that “this is not the righteous 
dharma,” and “you are not performing pure acts, so don’t do that.” Failing to 
take this action is called violating the ninth major precept. 

10. When seeing or hearing of someone else’s plan to establish great 
charitable work, if a bodhisattva becomes angry and destroys that person’s 
understanding of good deeds, this is called violating the tenth major precept. 

11. When seeing someone else indulging in food and wine, if a bodhisattva 
just based on his/her own emotions scolds that person and regardless of the 
causes and circumstances (says that) it is an impure deed, then this is called a 
violation of the eleventh major precept. 

12. If a bodhisattva sees or hears of someone seducing someone else’s wife 
and goes to that woman’s correct husband and reports what has happened, 
saying that someone is offending him and that he can go and see, this is called 
violating the twelfth major precept. 

13. If a bodhisattva considers his/her enemy as an enemy, this is called 
violating the thirteenth major precept. 

14. If a bodhisattva, at the sight of some else regarding his/her enemy with 
innate kindness, goes to that person’s place who is acting in this way and says: 
“Excellent! Excellent! But how can you treat this person with innate kindness? It 
is an inauspicious appearance.” This is called violating the fourteenth major 
precept. 

15. If a bodhisattva, when seeing someone fighting against others, goes to 
help that person and uses strength to fight the other people, this is called 
violating the fifteenth major precept. 

16. If a bodhisattva discovers someone else’s secret affairs and slanders that 
person and causes grief and anger for the person by making it known to the four 
assemblies, then this is called violating the sixteenth major precept. 

17. If a bodhisattva, when seeing or hearing of another’s benevolent deeds, 
doesn’t have any word (of praise) for it, this is called violating the seventeenth 
major precept. 
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18. If a bodhisattva, while walking on a deserted road, sees people building 
stŠpas, or sees people building hermitages, but doesn’t go to help them, this is 
called violating the eighteenth major precept. 

19. When seeing or hearing of someone who has left good spiritual friends 
(kalyā½amitra) and is getting involved with bad spiritual friends, if a 
bodhisattva never praises that person by saying how lucky they would be to 
leave the bad spiritual friends and get involved with good spiritual friends, this 
is called violating the nineteenth major precept. 

20. A bodhisattva should not go to places where s/he can get into trouble, 
such as the areas where ill-bred persons live,29 the places of evil people, fierce 
dogs, and members of the two vehicles, #rāvaka (and pratyekabuddha), except if 
there is urgent business, otherwise this is called violating the twentieth major 
precept. 

21. If a bodhisattva sees, hears, or suspects butchering, s/he should instantly 
think inwardly that one who eats meat destroys the seed of great benevolence 
and will commit a major wrong. Saying that there is no harm from eating (meat) 
without seeing, hearing, or suspecting the butchering, this is called violating the 
twenty-first major precept. 

22. If a bodhisattva, when seeing, hearing, or suspecting butchery, pretends 
not to see, hear, or suspect butchery, and if s/he eats the meat, then s/he is 
against the treasury of all the Buddhas of the past, present and future, as well as 
disregarding the benevolence of all the Buddhas of the past, present and future. 
To consider this person as worth of honor, this is called violating the twenty-
second major precept. 

23. If a bodhisattva understands expedient means and knows the capacity of 
(certain) sentient beings, and says that not speaking will incur the retribution of 
sin, this is called violating the twenty-third major precept. 

24. While keeping these precepts if a bodhisattva sees Huazhu, Xugongzang, 
Guanshiyin, or any other bodhisattva, he cannot tell people about it, such as his 
seeing or not seeing them or other matters about seeing them, nor that he saw 
those Princes of Dharma and so forth. If he says that he sees them, he will get 
white blotches on his body and encounter things that hinder the Way, and 
sometimes may become dull-witted, green-blind, or dizzy; or he receives the 
sickness of delusion from ignorant discrimination of the essentials of the 
Buddhist dharma. Those who slander these precepts will also receive 
misfortunes like these. 

 

                                                
29 Literally, Ca½(āla, who was considered in ancient India to be an outcast, the 

lowest and most despised half-breed who had a $ūdra father and a brahman mother, and 
who carried a flag and sounded a bell to warn of his presence. Nevertheless, people of 
this class were accepted as converts for ordination by the Buddha. 
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Sometimes there are people who uphold these precepts, but do not 
propagate them to outsiders (saying) “I have seen these things.” Those who do 
not speak out for seven days, then for their remaining days they will already 
have gone outside (the path) and will not be able to speak. 

Good sons, these are called the twenty-four precepts of a bodhisattva-
mahāsattva. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 11 

 
WHAT THE MODERN WORLD SHOULD 
SEARCH FOR IN BUDDHISM  

 
In-hwan Chae 

 
Buddhism is a religion. The basic proposition of a religion is to look into 

the following questions: “What am I?” “Why do I live?” and “What is the right 
and genuine way to live through this world?” A religion that can offer us the 
right answers to these questions is a true religion. Otherwise, you might as well 
call it a religion that is no longer alive with us. 

Buddhism, if one wants to define it, is a religion that teaches us how to 
attain enlightenment, how to find true self, how to become a Buddha. It is also a 
teaching of how to live life truthfully. Therefore, I would like to say a few words 
of my own about what meaning Buddhism can offer to modern society where 
the material civilization is highly developed and where there is a great deal of 
confusion about the real values of life. 

According to historians, the history of humankind spans about two million 
years. During this long period, humanity has experienced all kinds of changes. 
In particular, we suffered the most incredible misery and sorrow in the wake of 
World War II. A single atomic bomb took the lives of 300,000 people in 
Hiroshima and about 150,000 people died or were wounded with the atomic 
bomb in Nagasaki. There are still many people suffering from injuries caused by 
the atomic bombs. 

A few years ago, I had an opportunity to see the remains of the damaged 
building with a dome in Hiroshima, all that was left there in the center of the 
town where the atom bomb fell. I also saw many kinds of articles and pictures 
displayed in the commemoration building that vividly portrayed the horror of 
the atomic bomb. It was not only soldiers who were victims of the atomic bomb, 
but there were also civilians including women, the elderly and children. The 
effect all of this had on me was hardly bearable. 

How could these incidents have taken place? It was atomic research that had 
developed the atomic weapons. It is also due to the advancement of scientific 
techniques that we can cure diseases that could not be treated a short time ago. 
Among these scientific techniques, atomic physics has advanced most, and the 
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atomic bomb and the hydrogen bomb are both examples of highly advanced 
products of the atomic physics of today. It is said that the hydrogen bomb is a 
hundred times more powerful than the atomic bomb though the hydrogen bomb 
has never been used. It is also said that there are thousands of atomic bombs and 
hydrogen bombs both in the United States and in the Soviet Union. The 
Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles that will carry these atomic and hydrogen 
bombs are placed to face the direction of the potential enemy. Britain, France 
and China also claim that they possess these bombs. 

Can you imagine the consequences of World War III if a war breaks out? It 
is only going to last ten minutes this time, though our conventional war in the 
past lasted for several years. All they have to do is just to press a button at the 
war headquarters and this single action is more than enough to ruin both the 
United States of America and the Soviet Union. And it is beyond doubt that 
those countries that do not take part in this imaginary war cannot escape the 
danger and remain safe. The air that contains the dreadful radiation will spread 
out to every corner of the earth and destroy humankind. If you watch the world 
situation of today very closely, you cannot help but notice that this critical 
moment is gradually approaching us. 

We benefit so much, at the present time, from our advanced scientific 
techniques. Yet, on the other hand, we are on the verge of being totally 
destroyed, at the slightest mistake, by the very civilization that we have 
achieved. 

If humankind could be destroyed by such things as nuclear weapons, is it 
the atomic bomb or the hydrogen bomb which is to blame? Or should we say 
that atomic physics is largely to blame because of the fact that these bombs are 
made by applying the study of atomic physics? I can firmly say that neither of 
these is right. Because it is strictly up to us to make a decision on whether we 
want to use atomic physics for peaceful purposes or to use it in developing 
weapons such as atomic or hydrogen bombs that might destroy our lives. 

It is humankind itself and nothing else that essentially commands and 
dominates its own destiny. That being the case, I believe the most important 
things now are the thoughts we have in our minds and how conscious we are. 
We can see our body. In a sense, we can see our mind by reflecting on ourselves. 
But there is something absolute which we cannot see at all, however hard we try. 
It is the supreme world never touched. Such an absolute state of subjectivity 
sometimes becomes itself and sometimes becomes the state of objectivity. At 
other times, it is in a state of confrontation with itself. Sometimes it appears as a 
state of no objectivity and no subjectivity; the self is in the states of non-
existence. According to a Linji Chan master in China, these are the four ways of 
analysis in Chan Buddhism. Thus, the absolute thing (the Buddha Nature) with 
the highest authority can lead to a free creative life in many ways. Only this can 
govern the world and our mind as the essence of real power. 
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Þākyamuni Buddha thoroughly understood that everybody has it (the 
Buddha Nature) within. And here indeed is the world of Eternity that he was 
looking for. 

The great subjectivity that controls the world is the true self and in realizing 
this immortal self, there will be salvation, joy and happiness. Also, when this 
realization aims towards the objective world, it becomes and works as a great 
love. It becomes vast and boundless mercy that will work for other people. 
Becoming conscious of immortal life and absolute love is the conclusion that 
Þākyamuni Buddha achieved. 

The consciousness of the human mind always works toward the outside. 
Truth that is discovered by observing the outside is called scientific truth. When 
we observe plants in detail, this is called Botany and when we study animals, it 
is called Zoology; the study of society is called sociology. In short, as our eyes 
look towards the outside, the truth that we find by turning our consciousness 
towards the outside is called scientific truth. Yet, sooner or later, we sense an 
urge that says, “I always look out from inside of myself.” What is this self that 
observes the outside? And as our consciousness turns towards the inside, the 
truth we find there is called religious truth. 

We can say that science is that which searches truth by turning towards the 
outside, and religion is that which seeks the truth by turning towards the inside 
of oneself. Science always searches for the truth in the world of objects, but the 
actual existence which is absolutely free from becoming the object of any kind 
is the world which dwells in your mind and which the Buddha discovered. This 
inner truth is called the Dharma by the Buddha. 

One of the Buddha’s disciples, Ānanda asked him, when the Buddha was 
facing his last moment of life, “After you leave us, whom shall we follow and 
what shall we depend upon?” the Buddha replied, “Take yourself as a guiding 
light, take yourself to depend upon, take the Dharma as a guiding light and 
depend on the Dharma. Do not depend upon anybody else.” 

In other words, “the guiding light” is within yourself and it is within 
yourself upon which you must depend. The essence of the eternal human nature 
and of great love is the guiding light of the Dharma in your mind. You must 
depend upon them as you live. You should not depend upon anything else. 
These were the Buddha’s last words. 

Everybody should live life truthfully, brightly, and powerfully, by realizing 
the most dignified personality in oneself. They should realize their absolute 
subjectivity. This is what the Buddha taught us. 

The Buddha is he who put the truth into practice consistent with reality. 
Therefore, we too must lead a life of practicing the truth with a firm belief that 
existence itself is emptiness. And the world of distinction itself is the world of 
equality. This is the purpose of Buddhism. 

The modern world, however, only persists in situations where there is racial 
discrimination, class distinction and national discrimination, and humanity 
continues to struggle endlessly. Such continual struggling in this complicated 
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modern society originated in human egotism. Even at this moment, for the sake 
of people who are captured by egotism, our science develops the most dreadful 
nuclear weapons, the instruments that will self-destroy humankind. And these 
instruments only go on increasing. If we only realize that this will lead to the 
total annihilation of humanity, we can avoid the destructive consequences by 
having a correct understanding of the fact that every struggle in every society 
arises from egotism. The most demanding thing in this era is self-examination. 
We, who live in this modern society, must concentrate on the task of solving our 
egotism much more positively than ever. 

In order to achieve this, it is required that all of us undergo the training of 
our personality through the practice of Chan. This training is basic to Buddhism 
and has been available for a long time. However, this training of the personality 
that is being practiced through meditation and contemplation is not something 
that is unique to Buddhism. It was also known in ancient Greece and China. 

Yet, it is the Chan of Buddhism, among all these methods, which has 
maintained a continuing tradition. It is my firm belief that the self-reflection of 
the total personality can be revived through the practice of Chan and that this 
can lead us to world peace. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 12 
 

THE THERAVĀDA BUDDHIST EXPERIENCE 
OF SOCIAL PRACTICE FOR PEACE AND 
JUSTICE 

 
Medagoda Sumanatissa 

  
Today, termination of the human adventure on earth has become a real 

possibility as never before, especially with the cascade of problems facing 
humankind. Confronted with such overwhelming difficulties, it goes 
without saying that differences of race and religion, class and color, 
ideology and dogmatism become secondary to enabling a future to be faced 
with confidence. The major task we face is how to take firm steps on the 
one hand, to avoid the cataclysms of war and on the other, the consequences 
of environmental destruction enveloping the globe. We believe that it is in 
this light that a review and re-examination of the social practices that 
contributed to enduring civilizations of the past becomes not only important 
but also urgent. 

At the very outset of the treatment of our subject, we wish to make the 
preliminary observation that in our present necessarily brief survey of some 
of the key aspects of the Theravāda tradition from the point of view of 
building a righteous society, we are compelled to exclude detailed reference 
to the equally significant experiences in the Mahāyāna tradition, whereas, 
for a balanced judgment of the full Buddhist experience, the totality of the 
experience needs to be examined without prejudice to draw the best lessons. 

It is significant that among the countries that fall within the Theravāda 
tradition and have been under that influence for very considerable lengths of 
time, the most significant are Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia 
and Vietnam. Among these countries, it must be stated in all modesty that 
Sri Lanka appears to have the longest line of “Buddhist experience,” 
although it came under strong and continuous imperialist influence for over 
400 years, with approximately 150 years of it under British rule. 

Talking of Buddhism and the influence that this religion has pervaded 
over mankind for close upon two and a half millennia, the role that the 
Buddha’s teachings played to re-cast and re-vitalize human potentialities 
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over a substantial part if humankind’s way of life, regardless of place and 
culture, must indeed be significant. Its universality of applicability 
irrespective of time, place or culture has been proven beyond doubt. When 
we examine the question of the experience of Buddhist social practice in 
relation to the goals before us, it cannot be done independent of 
considerations of the personality of the Buddha. This is because of the 
remarkable influence the Buddha’s teachings have had on the lives of both 
Bhikkhus and the Buddhist laity, considering that the Buddha attained the 
highest spiritual perfection that humans may be capable of. 

Among the many shining examples of the Buddha’s message, the 
following, which represents his advice to monks as much as his own 
responses to false accusations and slandering which are baseless, presents 
one glorious facet of the Buddha. The Buddha advised the monks:  

 
If anyone finds fault or abuses me, do not, monks, for that matter, be 
offended, displeased or ruffled. If you by any means be offended or 
perturbed, it will be your own harm. On the other hand, whenever people 
hurl abuse and criticize, you should pause and think whether what they say 
is just slander and false. Likewise, monks, if someone were to praise and 
glorify me, the doctrine or the noble order, you should not for that matter 
feel particularly elated or pleased. If you do so, it will be to your own harm. 
On the contrary, in such an event, you should pause and examine the truth 
of the matter. You should find out whether what they say is actually to be 
found in us and whether they are correct.1 
 
Indeed, the equanimity displayed and the capacity demonstrated to rise 

above likes and dislikes as well as the emphasis laid in the determined 
pursuit of truth is a most significant characteristic of the Buddha, quite apart 
from his compassion towards all beings; all this arising from his 
incomparable inner strength and firm conviction. 

There are numerous other instances, recorded in the texts that can be 
cited to demonstrate the magnificent and peerless character of the Buddha. 
Another instance can be illustrative. The Venerable Ānanda, the Buddha’s 
chief disciple and companion once saw the Teacher being reviled publicly 
and so spoke to the Buddha about it. The dialogue that transpired is 
recorded as follows: 

 
“Sir, these citizens are reviling us openly. Let us go elsewhere.” 
 
“Where shall we go?” The Buddha inquired, and the following discussion 
ensued. 
 
“To some other city, Sir.” 
 

                                                
1 Brahmajāla-sutta, in Dīgha-nikāya. 
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“If the people abuse us there, where shall we go?” 
 
“To another city, Sir.” 
 
“If men revile us there also, then?” 
 
“To still another city, Sir.” 
 
“No, Ānanda, that is not the proper way. Where a difficulty arises, it 
should be resolved. Only when that is done should one move. Rather, 
Ānanda, I am like a battle elephant whose duty it is to withstand the 
arrows that are shot from all directions. Even so it is my duty to endure 
with patience the vile words of wicked men. This will continue only for a 
week and then the people will know.” 
 
The Buddha’s rational spirit clearly influenced the thinking of 

Bhikkhus and lay Buddhists, particularly in the Theravāda countries where 
the Buddha’s teachings were recorded in Pali and learned by devotees. 

The extent to which free enquiry was encouraged by the Buddha is well 
illustrated in the Buddha’s Discourse to the Kālāmas, citizens of Kesaputta 
in India. When the Buddha visited the kingdom of Kosala where the 
Kālāmas lived, the people gathered to greet the Buddha. The discussion that 
ensued is recorded in the A%guttara-nikāya and has a vital lesson on the 
“Buddhist Charter of Enquiry.”  

 
The Kālāmas said, 
 
“Venerable Sir, many religious teachers come to our place from time to 
time and expound their respective doctrines in detail. All of them say that 
what they preach is the only truth and the others are wrong. Thus, while 
glorifying themselves and their doctrines, they find fault and despise 
others. Now, Sir, we are at a loss. How are we to know which of these 
teachers speak the truth and which speaks falsely?” 
 
The Buddha said,  
 
“Yes, Kālāmas, it is quite natural to doubt where doubting is proper. Now 
come, do not accept a thing merely because it has been handed down by 
tradition or from generation to generation or from hearsay. Do not accept a 
thing because of mere scriptural sanction, nor by mere logic or inference, 
nor by superficial knowledge, nor yet because of your fondness for some 
theory, nor because it seems to be suitable, nor again just out of respect for 
a certain religious teacher. But Kālāmas, when you know for yourself  that  
certain things are unprofitable, blameworthy, censured by the wise, and 
when performed or undertaken to conduce to loss and suffering, you 
should reject them. Now what do you think, Kālāmas, when greed arises 
within a person, does it arise to his profit or to his loss?” 
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“To his loss, Sir.” 
 
“Well, by becoming greedy or being overcome by greed and thereby 
losing balance of mind, does he not indulge in killing, commit theft, go 
after another’s wife, tell lies and not only that, mislead others into evil and 
immoral acts which lead to his own loss and misery for a long time?” 
 
“Yes, he does, Sir.” 
 
“Likewise, when hatred or malice, delusion or ignorance or such other evil 
states arise, do they not make people 1ose control of their minds and 
thereby lead them to perform all kinds of evil and immoral acts which end 
in loss and suffering?” 
 
And when the Kālāmas answered in the affirmative as above, the Buddha 
continued,  
 
“It is precisely for this reason, Kālāmas that I told you not to accept a 
thing merely because it happens to be traditional, and so on, and that you 
should reject a thing when you know for yourself that a thing is harmful 
and will bring misery to yourself and to others. On the other hand, when a 
person is not greedy, nor malicious, nor deluded - that is to say, is liberal, 
kindly and wise - what do you think: will not these qualities be to his own 
profit and happiness?” 
 
“They will, Sir.” 
 
The Buddha continued, 
 
“And by being liberal, kindly and wise, will they not become self-
controlled and refrain from immoral acts of killing and so forth? And will 
that not be for their own and also for others profit and happiness?” 
 
“Yes, that is so, Sir.”2 
 
For a proper building up of social peace and justice, the wide 

acceptance of principles of rationality can also be regarded as a necessity, as 
the Buddha taught and the Bhikkhus and the laity tried to emulate. 

The spirit of reason runs through the Buddha’s teaching. On another 
occasion, the Buddha had clearly stated that, “Whether the Buddhas arise or 
not, the truth remains unchanged.” 

Much the same spirit is conveyed in the Buddha’s conversation with 
Ānanda before his final passing away. 

The Venerable Ānanda, the personal attendant of the Buddha had been 
found weeping, and the Buddha knowing of it called him and after 
comforting him said, 
                                                

2 A%guttara-nikāya, I, 188. 
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Ānanda, I have fulfilled all the duty of a real teacher. There is nothing that 
I have left esoteric. I do not have the closed fist of a so-called teacher. 
Lead the holy life, and if so, you will make an end of suffering. Be a light 
unto yourself, let the Dhamma be your only light, your only refuge, and 
naught else. 

 
With these brief references to the personality of the Buddha, it will be 

well to examine the role of “Man in Society” from the point of view of 
Buddhism. 

In today’s world of interdependence there is not only a progression 
towards universality of social and scientific outlook, much in evidence is 
also a humanitarian temper, extending globally particularly evident in times 
of natural calamities. Also, in the scientific field there is an unceasing 
endeavor to comprehend the totality of human experience in limited ways 
even as problems of war and conflict are not. 

Since much of the social ills of our time’s are causally inter-linked and 
have some close-relation to economics and politics, it may also be well to 
look at the philosophical background of Buddhist thought as also at the 
social teachings of the Buddha as can be gleaned from the sermons as 
recorded in some of the suttas. 

It may be recalled, “the philosophy of the Buddha comprehends a 
theory of knowledge, a theory of reality, an ethical system, a social and 
political philosophy as well as suggestions for a philosophy of law and 
international relations. A careful examination of the essentials of these 
aspects of the philosophy shows that they are inter-related and inter-
connected.”3 

Buddhists believe that Dhamma operates upon man as upon the 
universe. The Buddha taught: He honors me (the Buddha) best who 
practices my teaching best.  

Buddhist philosophy among other things explains that the inter-
dependence of all things are governed by the “process of dependent 
origination,” operating in the universe governed by five orders, viz., 

 
(1) The physical / inorganic order. The order of seasons that cause wind 

and rains, and the nature of heat would belong to this order.  
(2) The order of germs and seeds, the physical organic order may be 

illustrated by rice growing from rice seed, or the particular 
characteristics of certain fruits or trees. The scientific theories 
concerning cells deal with this order. 

(3) The order of act and result. In this order it is clear that desirable and 
undesirable acts produce corresponding good and bad results. As 
surely as water seeks its own level, so do acts produce inevitable 

                                                
3 K. N. Jayatilleke, “The Contemporary Relevance of Buddhist Philosophy,” in 

The Wheel, 248 (Kandy: Buddhist Publication Society, 1967) 
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results, not in the form of rewards or punishments, but as an innate 
sequence. This sequence of deed and result, known as kamma, is as 
the natural and necessary as the way of the sun and the moon. 

(4) The order of the norm, gravitation and other similar laws of nature, or 
the reasons for being good, may be included in this group. The order 
of the norm explains the natural phenomena occurring at the advent 
of a Bodhisattva in his last birth. 

(5) The order of mind or psychic law included the processes of 
consciousness, the arising and perishing of consciousness, the 
constituents of consciousness, the powers of the mind and such 
mental powers – Telepathy, telesthesia, retro-cognition, premonition, 
clairvoyance, thought-reading, and all psychic phenomena which are 
inexplicable to modern science are included in this order.4  

 
Whereas the above five orders are believed to encompass all mental 

and physical phenomena and operate without a lawgiver, life is held to go 
on by a cyclic process governed by the law of dependent origination, 
already referred to. This teaching is designated as pa icca-samuppāda. The 
Nidāna Sa!yutta of the Sa!yutta-nikāya explains this doctrine thus: 

 
When this is present, this happens; on the arising of this, this comes into 
being. In the absence of this, this does not happen; by the cessation of this, 
this ceases to be.  

 
The Buddha’s teaching is that impermanent are all component things 

and arising and cessation is inherent in them; they come into being and then 
cease to be. 

The understanding of dependent origination is considered basic to an 
understanding of Buddhism. The Buddha said, “Who so understands 
dependent origination, understands the Law and who so understands the 
Law, understands dependent origination.”5 

It may be well to appreciate that the Buddha has taught that physical 
and mental phenomena of existence five categories called the five 
aggregates or skandhas. And what, in brief, are the Five Groups of 
Existence? They are corporeality, feeling, perception, mental formations 
and consciousness.6  

It may be interesting to note that William Ross, writing on “The 
scientific character of Buddhist philosophy” points to the following among 
the many parallels between Buddhist philosophy and science. 

 

                                                
4 U. Thittila, “The Fundamental Principles of Theravāda Buddhism,” in The 

Path of Buddhism, ed. Kenneth W. Morgan (New York: Ronald Press Co, 1956), 78-
9. 

5 Majjhima-nikāya, 28. 
6 Dīgha-nikāya, 22. 
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1. Both have a highly technical aspect accessible to specialists only, and 
a popular aspect appreciated by the common man. 

2. Both reject miracle and both claim that everything in the universe is 
subject to natural causes only, and therefore, also subject to human 
analysis. 

3. Both have developed a terminology of their own and both made use 
of two “dead” languages in establishing their vocabulary - science 
using Greek and Latin, while Buddhist philosophy uses Sanskrit and 
Pali. 

4. Both place great emphasis upon using correct methods for obtaining 
knowledge. 

5. Both require that their exponents possess certain qualifications 
and these are acknowledged by granting specific degrees and 
titles.7 

 
In social relations, the acceptance of the operation of the Law of 

Kamma makes it necessary for the realization of the importance of ethical 
conduct, part of which is the practice of mettā (loving kindness). In the 
Mettā-sutta (Discourse on Universal Love), the Buddha says: 

 
As a mother, even at the risk if her own life, protects and loves her only 
child, so let a man cultivate love without measure toward all beings. Let 
him cultivate love without measure toward the whole world, above, below, 
and around, unstinted, un-mixed with any feeling of differing or opposing 
interests. Let a man remain steadfastly in this state of mind all the while he 
is awake, whether he be standing, walking, sitting or lying down. This 
state of mind is the best in the world.  
 
Buddhism, as a religion concerned with the understanding of reality in 

its totality also recognizes the reality of social life. This includes personal 
and individual life. Thus, it is concern with the cessation of suffering 
extending outward from the individual to the social sphere. What needs to 
be emphasized is that the teachings of Buddhism are aimed as much at 
building a healthy social order as they are aimed at the harmonious ordering 
of each individual’s personal life. 

A simple example of this in the parable of the Lotus in the pond 
referred to in the Nikāyas of the Pali Canon. Nourished by the unclean mud 
at the bottom, the lotus stalk grows, piercing through the unclean water. 
Finally appearing on the water surface with a bud, it blossoms forth in all its 
purity and glory quite clear of the water, free from impurity. In similar 
fashion, the lotus of the individual has the potential to blossom forth in the 
pond of human society. Likewise, the individual through persistent effort, 
spurred by proper guidance, has the capability to rise above the situations of 
misery and conflict and realize his parity and greatness even in the midst of 

                                                
7 “World Buddhism,” in Vesak Annual 2511-1967. 
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an environment consisting of material forces and fellow-beings among 
whom he finds sustenance.  

It is significant that the lotus features widely in the architecture, 
sculpture, painting and literature of Buddhism, which represents 
symbolically the relation of man in society.  

The Buddha taught the virtues of liberty and democracy and established 
an order of monks and nuns precisely on the basis of democratic and 
corporate principles, undoubtedly aimed to indicate to lay people the 
desirability of following similar principles in the matter of establishing and 
reorganizing their own social institutions. 

Buddhists realized, according to the Buddha’s teaching that misery and 
injustice in society were due to the corruption and corruptibility of human 
nature itself and sought to mitigate, if not eliminate it through the practice 
of sīla, moral discipline, the most basic of which is pañca#īlas, the five 
precepts to which all Buddhists voluntarily pledge themselves to observe. 
The Buddha unequivocally declared that human worth and dignity were to 
be adjudged not in terms of birth and breed, but solely in terms of each 
individual’s actions in thought, word and deed.  

The following translation of the Vasettha-sutta sets out in beautiful 
poetry some aspects the time-less message of the Buddha, quite appropriate 
for our times. 

 
Vasettha, I will expound 
To you in gradual and exact truth 
Division in the kinds of living things; 
For kinds divide. Behold the grass and trees. 
They reason not, yet they possess the mark 
After their kind; for kinds indeed divide. 
Consider then the beetles, moths and ants; 
They after their kind too possess the mark… 
And so four-footed creatures, great and small … 
The reptiles, snakes, the long-backed animals… 
Fish and pond - feeders, water-denizens… 
Birds and the winged creatures, fowls of the air 
They after their kind all possess the mark; 
For kinds divide.  
Each after his kind bears his mark.. 
  
In man there is not manifold. 
Not in the hair or head or ears or eyes, 
Not in the mouth or nose or lips or brows, 
Not in the throat, hips, belly or the back, 
Not in the rump, sex organs or the breast, 
Not in the hands or feet, fingers or nails, 
Not in the legs or color or voice, 
Is mark that forms his kind, as in all else. 
Nothing unique is in men’s bodies found: 
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The difference in men is nominal.8 
 
The social philosophy of the Buddha has its foundation in the position 

of the basic oneness and the unity of humankind. The social ethics that form 
part of the Buddha’s teaching has the widest appeal since it transcends all 
barriers of time and space, as much as differences in creed and color. This 
constituted the reason why Buddhism spread throughout the Asian continent 
overcoming ethnic barriers across national boundaries.  

Buddhism believes in the social contract theory of the origin of state 
and kingship. Mahāsa)mata, meaning “chosen by the people,” was the first 
standard appellation of a king. Buddhagho"a says, “This King 
Mahāsa)mata is the Bodhisattva.”  

Moving on from the Buddha’s teaching and through it to the practice of 
Buddhist politics and economics, we see the application of these in the 
service of humanity by pious kings. For instance, there is in the Jetavana 
slab inscription the proclamation by King Mahinda IV in Sri Lanka (956-
972 C.E.), “None but the Bodhisattvas would become kings of Sri Lanka.” 
The pāramitās (perfections) must be developed by a Bodhisattva. 
According to the Cariyapi'aka commentary, pāramitās are those virtues 
which are cultivated with great compassion, guided by reason, not 
influenced by selfishness and unaffected by mis-belief and without conceit. 
The pāramitās among the Theravadins number ten as follows: 

 
1. Dāna (generosity);  
2. Sīa (morality);  
3. Nekkhamma (renunciation);  
4. Paññ� (wisdom);  
5. Viriya (energy);  
6. Khanti (patience);  
7. Sacca (truthfulness); 
8. Adhi''hāna (resolution); 
9. Mettā (loving-kindness); and  
10. Upekkhā (equianimity)  
 
These pāramitās are cultivated with the aim to confer prosperity and 

happiness upon all beings and constitute a progressive scheme of practice 
serving to advance welfare, happy rebirth, sereneness, increased spiritual 
advancement and supreme knowledge. Each pāramitā can be cultivated, 
progressing by degrees from the ordinary to the extraordinary and the 
superlative stages. These three developments have been distinguished as 
follows: 

 

                                                
8 Sutta-nipāta, Ⅴ, 3600-11.  



Medagoda Sumanatissa 
 

 

84 

1. Ordinary, when practiced by the ordinary person, seeking happiness 
in his present life and the next; 

2. Extraordinary upon cultivation by disciples for attaining nirvana; and 
superlative when cultivated and developed by bodhisattvas for the 
welfare and liberation of all beings.  

 
It should be stressed that the popular cultivation of pāramitās was 

much encouraged through education of the Jātaka Stories in which 
examples from the previous lives of the Buddha were held out for emulation. 
Learning from Jātaka stories examples of service and sacrifice for the 
welfare of fellow beings constituted part of the basic education imparted to 
children in temple schools or pirivenas of pre-colonial times. Such practices 
contributed greatly to the social orientation of the community to the practice 
of peace and justice in society. 

It may be recalled that the Buddha had instructed the first batch of his 
sixty disciples in the words: 

 
Go ye forth, monks, and wander, for the gain of the many, for the welfare 
of the many, out of compassion for the world, for the good, for the gain, 
and for the welfare of gods arid men.  
 
Doubtless, the example of the bhikkhus influenced the laity in the 

practice of selfless service for the community quite apart from their 
knowledge of the meritorious nature of such services. Aśokan inscriptions 
provide a glowing example where mass media communication techniques, 
appropriate to the times, were used by King to educate the people on 
morality and ethics, aimed to encourage the development of a righteous 
society. 

In his edicts, Aśoka promoted the mission of love and piety. His 
advocacy was essentially to advance a practical code of morality among the 
people based on compassion, love and welfare of the masses. The concept 
of promoting the welfare and happiness of people in this world and the 
world hereafter was part of the rulership philosophy developed by kings in 
Buddhist countries. A more detailed treatment of the subject of “Social 
Philosophy of Buddhism as Interpreted in Aśokan Inscriptions” by Dr. C. S. 
Upasak is included in the publication The Social Philosophy of Buddhism9 
as part of a series of presentations on this subject. 

While there are many suttas touching on the economic and social 
welfare of common people, one of the most significant is the Sig�lov�da-
sutta that lays down a code of ethics for the guidance of the Buddhist laity 
in particular, even though its message has a universal ring. Significant as 
these injunctions were in olden times, for peace and contended-ness in the 

                                                
9 Samdhong Rinpoche, ed., The Social Philosophy of Buddhism (Varanasi: 

Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, 1971).   
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populace, their strict practice in modern times do face difficulties. Yet, the 
spirit of the message has a ring appropriate for human societies for all time. 
Particularly noteworthy was the emphasis of workman’s rights against 
exploitation by his employer, details of which are as follows:  

 
1. That work should be assigned according to a worker’s 

strength; 
2. That wages should be paid for work done; 
3. That medical care and attention should be provided in times of 

sickness; and 
4. That workers should be released from work at the correct time.  
 
Much of these have come to be recognized as rights of workers under 

modern labor laws, also now brought within the scope of Human Rights. An 
example from Sri Lankan history where cordial relations between the 
employer and workforce is seen in the labor relations policy practiced by 
King Dutugamunu in the construction of the Ruwanveliseya Dagaba in 
Anuradhapura. The Mahāva!sa (The Great Chronicle of Sri Lanka) records: 

 
“Work shall not be done here without wage.”  
At every gate he commanded to place sixteen hundred thousand 

kahāpa½as, very many garments, different ornaments, solid and liquid 
foods and drink withal, fragrant flowers, sugar and so forth, as well as five 
perfumes for the mouth. 

“Let them take these as they will when they have labored as they 
will.” Observing this command, the King’s work – people allotted (the 
wages).  
 
The importance of providing fruitful employment to the people was 

recognized in Buddhism. The Kutadanta-sutta records the recognition of 
provision of employment to end disorder among people.  

 
Now there is one method to adopt to put a thorough end to this disorder. 
Whosoever there be in the king’s realm who devote themselves to keep 
cattle and the farm, to them let this majesty the king give food and seed-
corn. Whosoever there be in the king’s realm who devote themselves to 
trade, to them let his majesty the king give capital. Whosoever there be in 
the king’s realm who devote themselves to government service, to them let 
his majesty the king give wages and food. Then those men, following each 
his own business, will no longer harass the realm; the king’s revenue will 
go up; the country will be quiet and at peace; and the populace pleased one 
with another and happy, dancing their children in their arms, will dwell 
with open door.10 
 

                                                
10 Dial., Ⅰ, 176.  
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In the Buddhist texts, the workmen stand side by side with parents, 
wife and children of a private employer in deserving to be made happy, glad 
and kept well in happiness for their contribution to economic well-being.11 

Among the basic lessons taught in the Sigālovāda-sutta, other than 
those already mentioned, are the “ministry to servants and employees,” 
injunctions laid out as to the ministry of servants and employees to their 
master. Other matters dealt with include rules of ministry to parents, 
ministry of parents to their children, ministry of students to teachers, 
ministry of teachers to students, ministry of husband to wife, ministry of 
wife to husband, ministry to friends and companions, ministry of friends 
and companions in return, ministry to members of the Sa#gha (monks) and 
ministry of members of the Sa#gha to a lay devotee. 

It was the proper discharge of the shared duties of the respective groups 
in society that contributed greatly to the social stability that prevailed in 
Buddhist societies in ancient times, some characteristics of which still 
persist today, however weak, under the stressful conditions of modern times. 
There is, however, a strong pointer to the need to establish social stability if 
happy childhood and adequate care and protection of children are to be 
provided under modern conditions of mass consumerism and the influence 
of modern subliminal advertising. 

We had occasion to refer earlier to the Kutadanta-sutta that provided a 
recipe for social peace through the provision of mass employment through 
the King’s Treasury. Even if that had been possible in ancient times, what 
do we find today in the modern world? 

The former Secretary General of the Common Wealth pointed out, 
 
After a monumental effort by the developing countries themselves, at the 
end of two decades of international action devoted to development, on the 
basis of three decades the working of Bretton Woods and the regimes – 
the result by 1980 is an increase of $3 per capita in the annual incomes of 
the poorest group compared with the increase $900 per capita for those of 
the richest.12  
  
The World today has to face a kind of future with greater fundamental 

revolution if humanity is to face the challenges of the future with greater 
hope of success. It is said as follows: It is a question of seeing further than 
the end of our lives and thinking of the future of our children and 
grandchildren. It is a question of managing the planet which is the coming 
back to the theme of our paper, referring to social practice for peace and 
justice, we should like to point to the essentiality of the social philosophy of 
Buddhism, some aspects of which we have covered in this paper. The line 

                                                
11 Gradual Sayings, Ⅲ, 37.  
12 The Round Table 261 (1976): 62-3.  



Chapter 12 - The Theravāda Experience 
 

 

87 

taken by U. Dhammaratana, in his approach to the study of the “Social 
Philosophy Buddhism” has been to examine it from such aspects as: 

 
1. Attitude of the Buddha and his disciples to the socia1 institutions 

of the day; 
2. Teachings for social solidarity; 
3. Implications of social notions;  
4. Rules for regulating social relations;  
5. Social implications for moral principles;  
6. Dynamics of human behavior;   
7. Brahmavih�ras, and 
8. Fundamental teachings of the Buddha and social changes.13  

  
In our treatment of the subject, we have dealt with some if not all the 

aspects referred to, though not in any particular order as above. 
Finally, may we quote from the conclusions of the seminar, out of 

which the publication The Social Philosophy of Buddhism grew, viz.,  
 
It is the middle way, the practice of which eliminates all kinds of poverty, 
unemployment, riots and wars that are social of compassion, loving 
kindness, tolerance and wisdom. Its acceptance means so much to the 
world, indiscriminating and un-understanding to a great measure seeking 
illusory short cuts.14 
 
We believe, in this way lies hope for a better world and for the survival 

of humanity. The Middle Path, pursued along the lines of the Eightfold 
Noble Path, does offer hope for humankind. In that way, we believe, lies the 
future of humankind. 

                                                
13 U. Dhammaratana, “The Social Philosophy of Buddhism,” in The Social 

Philosophy of Buddhism. 
14 Ibid.  





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 13 
 
READING BUDDHIST TEXTS WITH NEW 
LIGHT  
 
Chatsumarn Kabilsingh 

 
The present conference focuses on “Realizing Buddhist Thought in 

Social Practice.” Being a Buddhist scholar with special interest in women’s 
issue, I think I can best contribute to the conference by focusing on how to 
get Buddhist women better involved in social responsibilities. This paper 
will then, attempt to give a study of Buddhist texts from women’s concerns 
in order to maintain the balance in Buddhist society in particular and in 
human society in general. 

The most immediate problem for Buddhist society faced in every 
country is the problem of how to make the message of Buddhism relevant to 
present-day society. In every country, we cannot turn away from the fact 
that our society is being violently and forcefully swept away by materialism 
and consumerism. This is not a serious problem faced only by Buddhism 
but also by other religions as well.  

There are two major conditions responsible for this situation. Though I 
am speaking from the context of Thailand, the fact remains true and 
applicable to other Buddhist countries. On the one hand, modern society is 
more and more open and western influences flow in without any visible 
attempt to check or even to screen them. As a result, a developing country is 
pathetically flooded with mentality of consumerism and materialism of the 
first world. The transition without adjustment leads a third world country 
even further downhill. Many problems are seen as a result of this encounter 
and the most serious ones are the degradation of the environment, 
degradation of human lifestyles, and degradation of spiritual values. 

On the other hand, Buddhist institutions are most ill prepared to cope 
with the sudden change of the modern society. They are not only unable to 
hold a strong fort as a refuge for the spirit but are also mostly being swept 
away with the flood of materialism and consumerism. The senior monks in 
the hierarchical structure of administration are easily available to big 
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business outfits rather than to common people. This is just to give one 
example. 

When we look closer to the quality of monks, approximately 300,000 
in the whole country, we are faced with one stark fact, that most of them are 
not educated. The Buddhist system is such that a person, any person, can 
become ordained and that he can proceed on to study and practice 
Buddhism. But Buddhist education is very limited and only a few of them 
can have access to study at the two Buddhist universities in Bangkok. 
Though these universities recently expand their educational level to master-
degree, the quality still needs much improvement. There is no requirement 
that monks must study. Because of this, a large portion of monks are left on 
their own with only the minimal six years of formal education. As a result, 
they end up coupling their animistic beliefs to the popular form of Buddhist 
practice maintained and generated at the level of their limited capacity. This 
group is the majority and the ones who are easily available to a larger public. 

Now when we turn to look at the total population of the country, we 
have some 55 millions people. Half are women who have no representative 
in the upper Buddhist circle, as women are not allowed ordination in this 
country. The existing religious body of Buddhist women, known as “Mae 
ji,” wears white robes and has shaven heads. There are about 10,000 in the 
whole country. Significantly, they are not recognized officially as 
“ordained.” This means that they are not part of the sa#gha, and hence do 
not come under the responsibility of the Department of Religious Affairs, 
the only government body responsible for religious activities in the country. 
Further, they enjoy no benefits that the government provides for the 
“ordained.” They do not enjoy free public transportation. They have to pay 
full train fare and traveling tax when they make religious trips to Buddhist 
holy places in India (while Muslims are exempted when they make religious 
trips to Saudi Arabia). They have no place for proper Buddhist education. 
The two Buddhist universities are exclusively for monks, even though the 
budget provided by the government is drawn equally from men and women. 
In order to focus our thought on social practice, where is social justice in the 
above treatment as observed in Buddhist country? Even though I am 
speaking about a case in Thailand, I would like to urge all of us to look back 
and I am sure you that will find the same story repeated everywhere. 

In order to strengthen the role of women in Buddhism to cope with the 
existing social problems, we need to look at some of the prevalent beliefs 
and social values denying women full participation in Buddhism. It is a 
common belief that the lineage of women’s ordination is extinct and women 
cannot become ordained. Throughout the 700 year history of Thailand as a 
nation, we have never had fully ordained nuns. This leads to even more 
negative comments that women would soil the robe with menstruation. In 
many temples, women are not allowed to circumambulate the stūpa and to 
enter the inner chapel because their presence is considered religiously 
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impure for the holy places. Women are considered and accepted as religious 
pollutants. Women are enemies of the purity of the monks. Because of these 
limitations, women are to fully support men who are monks. Because they 
themselves cannot be ordained, they highly prize the birth of sons as they 
can be ordained and hence make merit for their mothers. These are only 
some of the prevailing beliefs and values generated in Buddhist society in 
Thailand. How many of us ever question these beliefs? Almost none, simply 
because we, women, do not have access to proper Buddhist education. We 
do not know the true teaching of Buddhism. Buddhist education came down 
to us in bits and pieces of Jātaka tales as told by monks at various sermons. 
The Buddhist Tripi aka was not readily available in Thai scripts until 1957 
C.E. Even then, because of its large volume, the accessibility is limited only 
to universities, libraries and temples. 

In order to rectify all these mystic beliefs, one is forced to go back to 
the authentic source for better understanding of Buddhism. Again, the 
Buddhist Tripi aka cannot be taken literally at face value. We should 
approach the Buddhist Tripi aka with an inquiring mind, not a submissive 
mind. We can begin by questions like: 

 
Who wrote the texts? 
When were they written? 
Where were they written? 
What was the purpose of writing? 
 
Presumably, Buddhist monks put down the teaching in writing some 

400 years after the passing of the Buddha. By that time, many schools of 
Buddhism were already in existence. It was written in Sri Lanka many 
hundred of miles away from the land where the Buddha had trotted. The 
Buddhist Tripi aka is a history, a history of community of the early period. 
It is also a record of the Buddhist teachings and the exposition of the 
teaching by leading disciples and later teachers. As a history, it is subjective 
in a way that the recorders chose to present events and teachings that are of 
relevance and importance to the recorders. With this in mind, one should 
not be surprised at the anthropocentric nature of the Tripi aka. Indian or Sri 
Lankan monks who came from Indian society with heavy Indian social 
values recorded it. Many prejudices expressed against women must be seen, 
read and understood within this limitation. Otherwise, Buddhist messages 
will be greatly distorted. Passages regarding women are often expressed 
from this social context. Cautious readers must be able to sift the meaning 
out of the limitation of such social contexts. Buddhism has spread its 
branches to many countries both in the East and the West and a great 
precaution is necessary to take care not to oppress women of other countries 
with Indian prejudices. It is enough that Indian women are oppressed under 
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their own culture, but it will be a shame to oppress women of other nations 
under the cloak of Buddhism. 

Buddhist scholars must be able to appreciate and highlight the highest 
contribution Buddhism has offered to the world, that is, spiritual equality to 
both men and women. This is the focal point in the study of women in 
Buddhism. The Buddha allowed women to join his Order and to become 
fully ordained for more than 2500 years. But still women in many so-called 
Buddhist countries are not allowed ordination on the simple pretext that the 
lineage has died out. 

After admitting women to the Order, the Buddha asked them to take the 
8 gurudhammas, or the 8 important rules. Often Buddhist feminists tend to 
regard this as discrimination against women. One needs to look at them 
from Indian context of its time and one can truly understand and appreciate 
its value. They are to protect women on the one hand and to preserve 
harmony between the two sa#ghas for the growth of Buddhist society on 
the other. 

Now let us look at the pārājikas, the very first section of monastic rules 
for monks and nuns. “Pārājika” literally means “defeat”, that is, anyone 
who has transgressed any one of them is defeated, he or she is no more in 
the Order and cannot be re-ordained. Interestingly there are only 4 pārājikas 
for monks, (1) briefly not to kill, (2) not to steal, (3) not to tell lie, and (4) 
not to indulge in sexual behavior. In this same section, the nuns observe 4 
more rules apart from the 4 rules mentioned above. They did not allow 
coming close to men, allowing men to touch their bodies from collarbones 
down to their knees, etc. All the four rules have the same nature. This set of 
rules puzzled me for some years. Why are they significant only for nuns to 
observe and not for monks? My understanding at this stage is that if a nun 
should allow a man such close contact, he will lose control of normal 
decency to a point that a nun cannot put up any kind of resistance to stop 
him from further sexual indulgence. Hence, these rules are important to 
safeguard the nuns themselves. From this point of view, one can appreciate 
the thoughtfulness that the Buddha should lay down the rules for protection 
of his female disciples. 

People often quote a prevailing belief that the Buddha set down more 
rules for nuns, in Theravāda 311 for nuns compared to 227 for monks, 
simply because he wanted to limit the number of women who joined the 
Order by making it be more difficult. Anyone who holds such belief does 
not have a real understanding of the vinaya. The Buddha was far from being 
a legalist. Here I would like to point out to those who hold the legalist point 
of view that they should truly examine their stand. Monastic rules came into 
being as time passed by, and various cases were brought to the attention of 
the Buddha so that he laid down each rule as the case actually happened. 
Often these rules were amended again and again to make them relevant to 
the practice. The existence of nuns came about in the Indian social context 



Chapter 13 - Reading Buddhist Texts with a New Light 
 

 

93 

where men reigned supreme and women were but men’s commodities. 
Hence, nuns had to be more careful. Many extra rules were purely out of the 
Buddha’s compassion and were laid down for protection of the nuns. For 
example, “a nun must not cross the river alone.” This was so because there 
was a case of a nun who crossed the river by herself and was eventually 
raped by the boatman. 

Monks and nuns share certain core rules and each of them observes a 
certain set of rules applicable only for them. For the nuns, these rules are 
usually for their own protection as mentioned earlier.  Whereas, monks have 
another set of separate rules, not for their protection but for the protection of 
the nuns not to be taken advantage of by monks! It should be reminded that 
the early Buddhist community was monks and nuns who were no other than 
men and women drawn from Indian society. After joining the Order, some 
of the monks still carried along the Indian social values and treated nuns the 
same way that they used to treat women at home. The nuns had to wash 
rugs and robes for monks, so much so that they had no time neither for 
dhamma study nor practice. The Buddha called upon the monks and laid 
down rules prohibiting monks from asking the nuns to do such work, etc. 
We see many rules of this nature, enough to conclude that the Buddha stood 
for justice. He tried to prevent any exploitative actions that the monks might 
do towards the nuns. As for the two sa#ghas, he wanted them to live 
together like brothers and sisters, not as masters and slaves. In this manner, 
one can truly appreciate the spiritual and physical freedom as professed by 
the Buddha. In this respect, we Buddhists should maintain and generate this 
spirit for the progress of the Buddhist community. 

During the Buddha’s time, nuns progressed well in their spiritual 
growth. Some of them were singularly praised by the Buddha for being 
foremost in the long standing (Mahāpajāpatī), in dhamma exposition, in 
observing vinaya, etc. They were successful propagators of Buddhism and 
took the responsibility towards propagation of Buddhism in the same 
strength as the monks. Some of them had many disciples, among whom we 
find even king and ministers. We see, then, that by accepting women to the 
Order, they have proved valuable human resources, very positive energy to 
help propagate and establish Buddhism. In India both monks and nuns 
continued their work side by side until the Muslims invaded India and 
sacked all the major Buddhist centers in the 16th century C.E. As a result, 
both monks and nuns disappeared from Indian soil. 

Three months after the great passing away of the Buddha, strikingly, 
500 monks were invited to a gathering known as the first council. Yet, no 
mention is made of the participation of nuns, in spite of the fact that there 
were leading nuns, as recognized by the Buddha himself. This can be cited 
as a clear evidence of how strong Indian culture of patriarchal society 
prevailed in the Buddhist sa#gha. This point became even more convincing 
when Ānanda was accused of being responsible for bringing women to join 
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the Order. Even though Ānanda agreed to confess so as not to cause schism 
among the sa#gha, he made clear that he saw no wrong in his involvement 
to help bring women into the Order. This evidence shows that many monks 
were not happy with the acceptance of women to the Order. But as long as 
the Buddha was alive, no one brought his discontentment to the open. 
However, they did not hesitate to make it known the first chance they had. 

Right after accepting women to the order, the Buddha was supposed to 
have prophesied that the duration of Buddhism would be shortened by 500 
years. Luckily, we are now in 2534 B.E. and the time has proved that such 
prophecy does not hold true. The only way to explain this passage, then, is 
that it could have been interpolation inserted by monks who did not agree to 
accepting women to the Order. With deep-rooted prejudice, they might have 
indeed believed so. 

How are we to reconcile with the common belief that if women were 
allowed to join the Order, they would soil the sacred robe with 
menstruation? How do we, as Buddhists, look at menstruation? It is only a 
natural occurrence that women of productive age experience monthly. There 
is no stigma to it. It is a normal bodily discharge much the same nature as 
urine or stool. If nuns happen to stain their robes, they just have to clean 
them as they did in the Buddha’s time. Buddhism does not fuss over such 
natural occurrence. It is in Hinduism that menstruation is seen as 
“religiously unclean.” In certain parts of India, Hindu women during 
menstruation and child-birth had to live in a kind of out-house. They would 
be excluded from the normal household. If we are to remain Buddhists, we 
must generate the right kind Buddhist attitude towards life and even 
menstruation. 

With the acceptance of women to the Order, the birth of a male or 
female child should be equally valued. A woman, under Buddhism, can 
achieve her own spiritual salvation without depending on the male members 
of the family. Denying women their right to ordination is a simple statement 
of maintaining patriarchal values in society. 

At this point, I would like to take my readers, one step further, to point 
out that by devaluing women and suppressing their spiritual growth, this 
patriarchal mentality actually pushes women further to have no value of 
themselves. Women often see themselves as being worthless, unclean, 
polluting. At its worse, women find themselves easily led to downgraded 
profession, flesh trade. Yet, many prostitutes are so concerned about their 
own uncleanness and try to overcome this by making large offerings to the 
temples, to the monks. They understand that it is the only way to guarantee 
that they will have a better future in their next lives. But what about their 
lives now? Nobody seems to know or care.  

In order to involve Buddhist women in the activity of Buddhism, we 
must first clear the ground of the major negative social and religious values 
preventing women from full participation in the activities of Buddhism. 
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This can be done by making available Buddhist educational courses planned 
in a way to liberate and strengthen women to full partnership and not to 
further subjugate them under the patriarchal mentality that Buddhism tried 
to free itself from. 

Buddhism is an open religion, at least in principle. Everyone should 
have access to the Tripi aka. But technically, in the past, the majority of 
people had no opportunity to make use of the Tripi aka. First of all, it was 
preserved in Khom script, readable only among educated elite monks. 
Secondly, when it was made available to the public in Thai in 1957, the 
Tripi aka itself being voluminous was available only at public libraries. The 
language used in the Tripi aka is highly monkish, often is not intelligible to 
mundane people at the very outset. People who can actually make use of the 
Tripi aka must already have some years of primary education in it. 

Increasingly, there appears to be a strong need for the adjustment of 
Buddhism to make it available and relevant to the laypeople. In Thailand, 
the monks’ population is only 300,000, while the population of laypeople is 
as high as 55 millions. We cannot leave the teaching of the Buddha in the 
hand of the monks alone. Women, as the other half of the population, must 
have a place in Buddhist education. Social problems are too immense to 
maintain prejudice to divisive attitudes between the two genders of 
Buddhists. Buddhists are urged to truly consider this issue and to grant 
women full participation in the material world as much as in the spiritual 
world. 

In most countries following Mahāyāna Buddhism, they have been able 
to maintain the ordination lineage for women. They can well support 
Buddhist women of other less opportune countries by sharing the training 
and providing for education that women are still lacking. One must be 
reminded that Buddhism cannot remain strong if half of its followers are 
still suppressed and the other half are still oppressing. Such manifestations 
reflect the lack of understanding of the spirit of Buddhism. 

At a practical level, this paper urges Buddhists to read the Tripi aka 
again with a new light, the light of compassion to women and the light of 
freedom for humankind. Only after that, we can hope to realize Buddhist 
thought in social practice. 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14 
 
BODHISATTVIC ACTION IN THE NEW 
WORLD ORDER 
 
Graeme MacQueen 

 
1. Introduction 

 
As a North American, I watched the unfolding of the Gulf War with 

shame and horror. This paper is a kind of meditation on that event. I am 
afraid there is some anger in the meditation. 

I will be bringing together two very different things: the bodhisattva 
and the New World Order. They are so different it may be asked how they 
can be brought into any sort of relation at all. The New World Order 
increasingly spoken of, and most clearly proclaimed by George Bush in 
January of 1991, is resolutely contemporary. It is an issue now. It is at the 
cutting edge of world history. It is also resolutely concrete: definite 
economic and political matters are at stake. In contrast, the conception of 
the bodhisattva is over two thousand years old and will seem to many 
people hopelessly out of date. Moreover, as a religious rather than a secular 
concept, it surely belongs to a quite different sphere of reality from the New 
World Order? In discussing the New World Order and the bodhisattva, am I 
not bringing together two incommensurate things? 

I believe they can and should be related to each other, and I wish to use 
as the relational principle the concept of metanarrative. The term 
“metanarrative” I borrow from the French philosopher Jean-Francois 
Lyotard, known for his contribution to postmodernism. 1  Lyotard uses 
“metanarrative” interchangeably with “grand narrative.”2 These terms refer 
to narratives or stories that ground people’s existence, give meaning to their 
lives. Within these great stories countless smaller stories dealing with 

                                                
1 I have in mind, specifically, Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition: A Report 

on Knowledge, trans. Bennington and Massumi (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota 
Press, 1984). 

2 See, for example, ibid., xxiii, xxiv, 15. 
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various aspects of existence can find a place. Metanarrative is, like 
metaphysics, concerned with the underpinnings of human existence, with 
the issues of what is really real, what is good, what is the direction of 
human development (if any), what is human nature and so on. The 
difference is that metanarrative presents these things as story, as occurring 
in meaningful sequence in time. According to Lyotard, many of the secular 
metanarratives that have been so powerful for the past few centuries are 
now losing their force. People no longer believe in these stories, no longer 
derive their sense of meaning from them. The great emancipation narrative 
of Marxism, for example, according to which the proletariat acts as 
historical agent to rid the world of exploitation and to usher in a new age 
wherein there will be no more “exploitation of man by man” - this 
emancipation narrative is losing its believers. And so, according to Lyotard, 
are other metanarratives. He thinks, in fact, that increasing numbers of 
people in postmodern culture do not believe in any metanarrative anymore. 
Thus he can say, “I define postmodern as incredulity toward 
metanarratives.” 3  Furthermore, he says, “Most people have lost the 
nostalgia for the lost narrative.”4 

Lyotard is right, clearly, in saying that many of the great metanarratives 
are in trouble in specific contexts, but I do not agree that “most people” 
have rejected metanarrative and do not miss it. It seems to me that many 
people have great need of a sense of the overall shape and purpose of the 
world, and of human existence, and that metanarrative is for this reason 
both longed for and, at least in times of crisis, held to fervently. There are 
intact metanarratives as well as narrative fragments. Both are often very old. 
Implanted in the minds of individuals and societies, they influence the way 
that people lead their lives in times of crisis breaking through dramatically 
to the surface. 

One of the main functions of narrative, as Lyotard has pointed out, is 
legitimation: enterprises or acts that cannot legitimate themselves are made 
credible and acceptable by incorporating them within a story. I wish to 
begin this paper by speaking of the New World Order in this context of 
legitimation, exploring briefly the narratives that I believe were used to 
legitimate the founding act of that order, the invasion of Iraq, and the way 
the New World Order is thus able to grasp the energy and commitment of 
people via their longing for grand narrative. After this discussion, I will 
draw in the narrative of the bodhisattva. 

Since I will be calling for a serious consideration of the bodhisattva 
concept, it is important that I give a warning. I do not believe that any 
religious tradition has all the answers to the profound material, intellectual 
and spiritual problems that confront humanity today, and I do not believe 

                                                
3 Ibid., xxiv. 
4 Ibid., 41. 
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that any tradition should be content to look to its scriptures and the words of 
its seers and prophets of the past. All of these should be valued, but in the 
end we must face the present honestly and courageously, open to change. 
By honoring the bodhisattva, therefore, I do not put forward either 
Mahāyāna Buddhism or particular scriptures or sects as holding the key to 
the future. What I do is to draw attention to any extremely powerful and 
noble metanarrative that needs to be examined, subjected to criticism and 
change where appropriate, lived and acted on. 

 
2. The New World Order 

 
Last January, I watched as the President of the United States gives a 

talk on television in which he announced the birth of a New World Order. 
During the talk and in other speeches around the same time, Mr. Bush 
clearly wished his words to contribute to, and to be understood within 
certain narratives. Initially there were several stories explaining what was 
happening rather than a single story,5 but as time went on some tended to 
disappear and a dominant narrative emerged, which went something like 
this. 

The Oppressor, Iraq (personified by Saddam Hussein), invaded the 
Innocent Victim, Kuwait. The Oppressor robbed, murdered and tortured the 
Innocent Victim. On to this scene came the Liberator, the United States of 
America, later joined by its allies. Announcing, “The liberation of Kuwait 
has begun,” Mr. Bush (personifying the Liberator) proceeded with the 
liberatory act, with moderation but thoroughness. The Oppressor was beaten 
and fled in disarray, while the Innocent Victim was reinstalled in 
celebration and triumph.6 

                                                
5 George Lakoff discusses this in his “Metaphor and War: The Metaphor 

System Used to Justify War in the Gulf.” See especially pp. 4 ff. I do not know if 
this article has been published. It was sent out urgently via computer networks just 
before the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in an attempt to provoke discussion and 
contribute to the forestalling of that invasion. Lakoff, whose work over the years has 
contributed greatly to the understanding of the importance of metaphor in our lives, 
works in the Linguistics Department, University of California at Berkeley. 

6 Lakoff’s version of what he calls “The Fairy Tale of the Just War” (ibid., 4), 
written before the U.S.-led invasion, is as follows: “Cast of characters: A villain, a 
victim, and a hero. The victim and the hero may be the same person. The scenario: 
A crime is committed by the villain against an innocent victim (typically an assault, 
theft, or kidnapping). The offense occurs due to an imbalance of power and creates a 
moral imbalance. The hero either gathers helpers or decides to go it alone. The hero 
makes sacrifices; he undergoes difficulties, typically making an arduous heroic 
journey, sometimes across the sea to a treacherous terrain. The villain is inherently 
evil, perhaps even a monster, and thus reasoning with him is out of the question. The 
hero is left with no choice but to engage the villain in battle. The hero defeats the 
villain and rescues the victim. The moral balance is restored. Victory is achieved. 
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This, clearly, is an emancipation narrative, a story of liberation, and its 
success shows its power and the power of emancipation narratives in 
general. For although this national narrative - the actors, variously 
personified, are nations - is very old, the American people responded to it 
not with incredulity as sophisticated postmodern but with great enthusiasm. 
It made the invasion of Kuwait meaningful and evil and the invasion of Iraq 
meaningful and good. It legitimated Operation Desert Storm. 

The above narrative was not presented as self sufficient but in 
conjunction with another national narrative, the grand narrative of the 
liberatory destiny of the United States of America. The Gulf War narrative 
was a chapter, a sub-narrative, in the larger story. According to the larger 
story, the United States is a chosen people with a mission to lead the world 
into ever greater freedom. Having finally broken down the adversary 
personifying opposition to this mission, the Soviet Union, the Liberator can 
now proceed to fulfill its historic task. The sphere under its beneficent 
leadership, the Free World, can now, in this “uni-polar” order, expand to 
include the whole world. It would be misleading to say that these two 
narratives, being national narratives, cannot be metanarratives, cannot fulfill 
the grand role of metaphysics for individuals. Insofar as the individual 
identifies with the nation, the story of the nation will be the story of that 
individual, and insofar as the nation is put at the center of reality, the story 
of the nation will be the unfolding of reality. Some of the most potent 
metanarratives in history have therefore been national narratives. 

There is a dynamic common to both of the above national narratives. 
What drives them is a conception of competition and merit. Adversaries 
freely compete and one of them wins. The winner, having demonstrated 
superiority in a fair fight, takes its place at the top of the world as one who 
merits this position. 

Other nations that joined the action against Iraq have their own national 
narratives and these were drawn on to legitimate the enterprise, especially 
with the citizens of these nations. In Canada, for example, the national 
narrative of Canada as helper-fixer, peacekeeper and supporter of the 
United Nations, was stretched - some of us believe far past the breaking 
point - to incorporate participation in the military operation. 

And, of course, Saddam Hussein and his associates had their narratives. 
They were taking the field as champion of the Arab world - or, in some 
versions, of the Islamic world - against Zionist aggression as well as 
exploitation by the West as represented by the United States. They were 

                                                                                                    
The hero, who always acts honorably, has proved his manhood and achieved glory. 
The sacrifice was worthwhile. The hero receives acclaim, along with the gratitude of 
the victim and the community.” 

Lakoff comments (4) that “the classic fairy tale,” which provides a “scenario 
for a just war” is “The most common discourse form in the West where there is 
combat to settle moral accounts.” 
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challenging the sell-out of the Arab world by oil elites such as the al-Sabah 
family of Kuwait, who bathe in oil while their fellow Arabs live in poverty. 
They were advocates of the Palestinians and other exploited people. Indeed, 
they were champions of the Third World in general, and keen to supply it 
with cheap oil. They alone had the courage to take the field against the 
strongest armies in the world. And so on. 

The Iraqi people had the misfortune of being caught between the two 
opposing sets of narratives. They were forced by Saddam Hussein and 
company to play the role of leader of the Arabs and all the rest while being 
simultaneously forced by George Bush and company to play the role of 
oppressor: terrorist, evil Arab, Third World upstart and so on. Indeed, many 
Americans, quite ignorant of the history and geography of Iraq, clearly 
came to regard Iraqis, personified by Saddam Hussein, as a form of generic 
evil, who could therefore pay for the sins of all evil actors in the national 
narrative. Since, for example, Saddam Hussein was identified early in the 
Gulf War as Hitler, Iraqis became Nazis. At various other times they had to 
stand in for Vietnamese, Nicaraguans and Iranians, all of whom had at some 
point challenged the destiny of the Liberator. Under the bombs from B-52s 
there were no Iraqis. That is, they were not understood as Iraqis by those 
dispensing the bombs. Their lives, their culture and their history were 
irrelevant. They were playing parts in a story. As Nazis they were 
understood and as Nazis bombed. As Vietnamese they were understood and 
as Vietnamese bombed. 

When Mr. Bush announced the New World Order, he was not merely 
describing. He was not merely saying: a new world order is dawning and 
this is what it looks like. He was speaking in the imperative mode, as one in 
a position to bring about the New World Order. As a king might say, Rise 
Sir Knight, and in that statement creates a knight by virtue of his kingly 
authority and power, and as the Buddha might say, ehi bhikkhu (Come 
Monk), creating a monk by his authority and power, so Mr. Bush said, “Let 
the New World Order begin.” His announcement, therefore, is a 
cosmogonic statement, a statement that creates a particular order. To give it 
substance and shape, Mr. Bush accompanied his announcement with an act, 
the launching of an air strike against Iraq. This act thus became a 
cosmogonic act, an act that helped bring an order into being and to define 
its nature. An act described by Canadian theologian Gregory Baum as “the 
publicly approved massacre that sealed in blood the new politico-economic 
orientation.”7 

The relationship of the cosmogonic word to the cosmogonic act is 
important. By announcing the end of a world order based on might makes 
right while launching one of the most massive air strikes in history against a 

                                                
7 The Ecumenist: A Journal for Promoting Christian Unity, 29.2 (Spring, 

1991): 2. 
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vastly inferior foe, Mr. Bush created a motif of the New World Order, 
namely a complete disjunction of word and act. There is simply no reliable 
relationship between word and act. The two will sometimes be positively 
related (the act will reinforce the word), sometimes negatively related (the 
act will contradict the word) and sometimes have no apparent relationship at 
all. Within this (il)logic of word and act, the loyal citizen’s role is, however, 
clear. Whatever appearances may be, word and act must at some deep level 
be in harmony. This is a matter beyond reason, a matter for faith. 

Examining the cosmogonic act, Operation Desert Storm, is important 
because it reveals the nature of the order being established. I wish to refer 
here to two episodes from the war that I found especially enlightening. 

The first episode was described in my newspaper under the heading, 
“Getting blown to bits in the dark.” 

 
The first high-tech video of ground fighting in the Persian Gulf war shows 
terrified Iraqi infantrymen shot to pieces in the dark by U.S. attack 
helicopters. 
 
One by one they were cut down, bewildered by an enemy they could not 
see. 
 
Some were blown to bits by exploding cannon shells. Others, jarred from 
sleep, fled their bunkers under a firestorm. 
 
The tape was shot through the night-vision gun-sights of the Apache AH-
64 attack helicopter, which turn pitch dark into ghostly day. 
… 
 
[Pilots of the 6th Cavalry:] 
 
“I just didn’t quite envision going up there and shooting the hell out of 
everything in the dark and have them not know what the hell hit them,” 
said Ron Balak of Beemer, Neb. 
 
“A truck blows up to the right, the ground blows up to the left. They had 
no idea where we were or what was hitting them,” he said. 
 
A guy came up to me and we were slapping each other on the back and all 
that stuff, and he said, “By God, I thought we had shot into a damn farm. 
It looked like somebody opened the sheep pen.”8 
 
The second incident is the statement by Marine Lieutenant Colonel 

Dick White, who was reported (by Murray Campbell of Los Angeles) as 
describing “for pool reporters what it was like to see Iraqi troops in Kuwait 

                                                
8 The Globe and Mail (Feb. 25, 1991): A 9. From Reuters News Agency, 

Northern Saudi Arabia. 
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from his plane. ‘It was like turning on the kitchen light late at night and the 
cockroaches started scurrying. We finally got them out where we could find 
them and kill them.’”9 

These quotations suggest to us that in the cosmogonic act a higher life 
form asserts its power over lower life forms, sheep in the one case and 
cockroaches in the other. These lower life forms are not historical subjects. 
They are objects, to be acted upon. They crawl about in two dimensions, 
restricted to the ground and vulnerable, while Americans fly over them like 
gods delivering divine judgment. 

The insect reference is especially important. It is not at all unusual. It 
fits a pattern. References to opponents as insects go back decades in U.S. 
military experience10 and seem, not surprisingly, especially closely tied to 
air power: the pilot sees the enemy on the ground as small, alien, 
insignificant. This perception combines with standard racism and the 
objectification of the enemy common in all wars to produce a racism of 
diminishment. The enemy is an ant, a termite, a spider and a cockroach. The 
significance of this will be apparent when we consider that the insect, in the 
West at least, is one of the few forms of animal life that one can kill in 
whatever numbers and by whatever means one wishes (one may even talk 
about extermination) without this being considered a moral issue. On an 
enemy identified as an insect, therefore, one can drop napalm, 11 

                                                
9 Ibid. (Feb. 18, 1991): A 12. 
10 See Michael Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power (New Haven: Yale 

Univ. Press, 1987), 101-2, 133-4.  
11 Napalm apparently came into use against Iraq during late February. “One 

American magazine photographer, who requested anonymity, said pilots told him 
they had been using the jellied gasoline on ‘bunkers and artillery positions’ and 
other emplacements. A senior marine officer, who asked not to be named, said 
napalm’s role in combat was to reach entrenched troops, just like in Vietnam.’” The 
Hamilton Spectator (Feb. 23, 1991): 1. The above newspaper report goes on to quote 
Air Chief Marshal Sir Michael Armitage, who defends the use of napalm as “one of 
the nasty weapons that is, from time to time, used,” but which is “no better or worse 
than flame-throwers or many other nasty weapons on the battlefield.” If brief, war is 
bell and why make a fuss about a specific weapon - a view presumably not shared 
by everyone, given the concern for anonymity among those quoted above. 

Napalm was invented by Louis Fieser of Harvard in 1942 and since WW II has 
been chiefly a weapon of the technologically advanced, especially the United States, 
against Third World people. U.S. forces used approximately 32,000 tons of it in the 
Korean War and over 100,000 tons in Indochina. Napalm burns at approximately 
1,000 degrees Celsius, adheres to skin, and produces third, fourth and fifth degree 
burns. The category of fifth degree burn was created by physicians trying to treat 
people injured by incendiary weapons, and it refers to a condition where the skin is 
charred all the way to the bone. According to resolution XXIII adopted by the 
International Conference on Human Rights held under UN auspices in 1968, “The 
use of chemical and biological means of warfare, including napalm bombing, erodes 
human rights and engenders counter brutality.” See the United Nations document, 
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phosphorus12 or whatever else. It will not be a moral issue, for these 
substances are merely cosmic insecticides. 

By examining such statements within the cosmogonic act and by 
reflecting on their historical context, we can arrive at a number of principles 
that underlie the metanarrative of the New World Order. I have a list of ten 
such principles. 

 
(1) The whole world is a vast meritocracy. Those with merit rise to the 

top, enjoying prosperity and dominance. In the sphere of nature homo 
sapiens has thus risen to the pinnacle and has become the decisive being on 
the planet, the king of the jungle and the top of the food chain. In the sphere 
of human society and of economic and political systems, the capitalist 
system, more often called free enterprise, is likewise triumphant. It is the 
most meritorious system. Attempts to build alternative systems will now, in 
the New World Order, be abandoned. The free enterprise system is best 
exemplified by the trilateral world of the United States of America, Western 
Europe and Japan. 

(2) Within this trilateral world the United States will play the leading 
role. It is the chosen nation and world leadership is its manifest destiny. A 
crucial indication of this is that the United States is the only nation able to 
supply the ultimate factor essential for any world order.  

(3) The ultimate factor is military force.  
(4) The ultimate factor is now seen clearly as necessary not to fight 

socialism (which is doomed) but to fight the forces of disorder, the demonic 
forces lower in the cosmic hierarchy that are discontented with their lives in 
the nether regions and have inappropriate aspirations. This means the Third 
World.  

                                                                                                    
Napalm and Other Incendiary Weapons and All Aspects of Their Possible Use: 
Report of the Secretarv-General (New York: United Nations, 1973). The quotation 
is from p. 1 of this document.  

12 Phosphorus may be used as the main ingredient in an incendiary weapon or 
as a supplement to other materials (often as an igniter). See Napalm and Other 
Incendiarv Weapons. I do not know the details of its use in the invasion of Iraq, but 
it is clear that it took its toll: “When Charles Buckley began emergency surgery on 
the Iraqi prisoner of war, he couldn’t believe his eyes. Wisps of smoke curled 
upwards ‘like cigarette smoke’ from the incision he made. Buckley, an Ottawa 
orthopedic surgeon attached to the Canadian field hospital, decided it was his 
imagination. He made a second cut, and again white smoke puffed out ... 
Phosphorus has a burning point of 38 Celsius (100 F), dangerously close to human 
body temperature, Buckley said. Exposed to the air, it ignites. ‘We start to clean 
them out and they start to smoke. You see it like cigarette smoke: thin wisps, 
depending on how much phosphorus is left.’ Unless it is removed, he said, the body 
keeps on burning. It will smoulder like a piece of hot coal. And if there is a lot of 
oxygen, it will flame like a candle.” In Toronto Star (March 2, 1991): A1. 
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(5) Those low down in the cosmic hierarchy, being less meritorious 
than those higher up, are also less valuable. Further, they are less 
differentiated as individuals. They have an essentially mass existence. They 
are not fully persons and are not the subjects of history but only its objects. 
They grope at the bottom of the meritocracy and have an animal-like 
existence.  

(6) Those high in the cosmic hierarchy have achieved individual 
subjectivity, and with it refinement, sensitivity, intelligence and culture. 
They and they alone are persons in the full sense of the word. They have 
achieved this status through their own effort and merit. They have earned it; 
they deserve it. They have no duty whatsoever to cede this position to 
anyone else, and it would even be an outrage, a violation of nature to do so. 
Through this group of humans the cosmos has achieved intelligence, has 
become aware of itself and is able to reflect on itself. Other groups have 
myths whereas this group has knowledge and science. It sees face-to-face. It 
masters history and becomes the conscious subject of world evolution.  

(7) The cosmic hierarchy is not merely good for those on top but good 
for everyone. The hierarchy is not static but dynamic; it is not oppressive 
but just. It is a perfect meritocracy. Everyone has a chance to improve their 
lot, both individually and as societies and nations. Everyone can and should 
progress upward to greater material, intellectual and spiritual heights.  

(8) Since the cosmic hierarchy is a good thing, however, its essential 
shape should be carefully preserved. Forces that disrupt it are forces of 
disorder, demonic forces. Such disruption is violence. Forces that preserve 
the order are divine. Such preservation may be forceful but it is by 
definition never violent. 

(9) Those at the top may, and undoubtedly will, help those lower down 
- because they are well developed in compassion and beneficence. But they 
have no duty to help and, in fact, the best way they can help is to minister to 
their own desires, develop their own refinement, opulence and culture: in 
this way they show those lower down what the latter can become.  

(10) Material, mental and spiritual (things) are convertible currencies. 
Those at the top of the hierarchy are well endowed with all these things and 
can magically convert anyone to the others. It may seem as if wisdom is 
diminishing when one establishes a think-tank and buys the needed wisdom. 
It may seem as if a crucial material substance (such as petroleum) is 
diminishing, but the excess of intelligence at the top can always be relied on 
to find more or to find substitutes. Thus apparent limitations in the material 
realm can always be replenished from the infinite intellectual and spiritual 
realm of the cosmic elite. 
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3. The Bodhisattva Metanarrative 
 
In this section of the paper I am taking over the interpretive role from 

George Bush and Saddam Hussein. That is, they have given us narratives 
within which we are supposed to interpret certain events; I am proposing a 
narrative, the bodhisattva narrative, within which we can interpret certain 
other events. In both cases, story is introduced to give understanding and 
legitimacy to events that otherwise might appear ambiguous, disconnected. 
Story also functions to shape future action within the pattern it establishes. 
The mode in which I offer that my suggestions are, however, quite different 
from the mode in which Mr. Bush, for example, introduces his 
interpretation of Operation Desert Storm. I offer my interpretation in a spirit 
of dialogue, with neither overt force nor any special authority to make it 
stick. Mr. Bush offers his interpretation via an enormous apparatus of power 
that makes genuine dialogue impossible. 

In helping people resist social, economic, political or cultural orders 
that are imposed on them, some of the most powerful narratives are old 
narratives. Christian liberation theology, for example, while rigorously up-
to-date in its account of economic and political realities, bases itself on an 
old set of narratives. Similarly, indigenous peoples throughout the world, in 
their struggles for survival and self-determination, often combine a realistic 
and contemporary assessment of the situation with a rootedness in their 
traditional narratives. Traditional narratives work, in part, by allowing one 
some critical distance from the overwhelming contemporary narratives and 
visions, formulated by powerful groups and propagated widely and 
powerfully throughout the world by the mass media. That the bodhisattva 
narrative is old does not, therefore, make it irrelevant. 

What I say here about the bodhisattva will be based on the Indian 
Mahāyāna tradition. This is not because I regard the traditions of other 
countries of Asia unimportant but because I know Indian Mahāyāna best. 
My account will be a general one and necessarily interpretive. 

If it seems odd that the bodhisattva should be considered in relation to a 
world order, let us remember that the bodhisattva has always been 
conceived of in relation to an order. Whereas there is often, in Mahāyāna 
scripture, little direct discussion of the social, economic and political order, 
there is a good deal of description of the cosmic order within which human 
beings were assumed to live and act. This cosmic order, the essentials of 
which were adopted by Mahāyāna from Indian cosmology of the time, was 
structured as a vast hierarchy. It cannot be called a meritocracy, at least in 
its Buddhist form, because those at the top of the hierarchy do not really 
rule, but it is certainly a merit system. Beings performing meritorious deeds 
rise to the top in this system, existing as gods (devas) and enjoying all sorts 
of pleasures, while those producing less merit find themselves ranged at 
various levels in the order - possibly as humans, or as subhuman animals or 
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in the agony of one of the hells or purgatories. I have often wondered 
whether this grand system is not, at least in part, a symbolic representation 
of human life on earth, with its range of options from the most privileged 
who, like the Gods of the Thirty-Three, have only to conceive an idea in 
their minds in order to produce anything they may desire, down to the most 
deprived, who suffer from unrelieved hunger, thirst and torture. Whether 
this is so or not, it can be seen that this world merit system has implications 
of which we should be aware. It allows for the possibility of change - beings 
can make their own future through determined action - and has a principle 
of moral action (karma) built into it. At the same time, it can be a perfect 
forum for blaming the victim by excluding the possibility of innocent 
suffering and oppression and asserting that people get what they deserve. 

In any case, this order was assumed in the early Mahāyāna tradition to 
be operative, and it was within it that the bodhisattva - both the literary 
figure populating the sūtras and actual aspirants who thought of themselves 
as bodhisattvas - had to formulate their actions. So what did the Mahāyāna 
thinkers do about this order? What, in their view, was the relationship of the 
bodhisattva to the order? 

Har Dayal, in his 1932 book, The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist 
Sanskrit Literature, says of the great bodhisattva of compassion, 
Avalokite$vara:  

 
As a bodhisattva, Avalokite$vara is the personification of Mercy. He 
abrogates and nullifies the old law of karma, as he visits the purgatory of 
Av�ci and makes it a cool and pleasant place (K�. Vy., 6). He goes to 
the realm of the Pretas and gives them plenty of food and drink... In the 
purgatories, he creates a lake of honey and wonderful lotuses...In the 
country of Magadha, he finds that the people have become cannibals on 
account of a famine: he helps them by raining down water, rice, cereals, 
clothes ...13  
 
Some will say that the text to which Dayal is here referring, the 

Kara½(avyūha, is a late “Puranic” sūtra and not typical of Indian 
Mahāyāna. Yet I believe Dayal’s description of Avalokite$vara’s abrogation 
and nullification of karma captures something that was crucial to the 
bodhisattva conception from the very beginning: the bodhisattva’s task is 
not to determine who among the starving deserve food but to give food to 
the starving. It is not the bodhisattva’s task to give beings what they deserve, 
no matter what criteria are used to determine this, but to give beings what 
they need. 

The bodhisattva, in short, is not content with the order and does not 
abide by its rules. In fact, if the rules and dynamics of this merit system 
                                                

13 Har Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit Literature 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1932), 48-9.  
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were the ultimate good for living beings, there would be no need for the 
bodhisattva. There would be a need only for priests to sing the praises of the 
order and intellectuals to make it sound reasonable. The bodhisattva is an 
altogether different sort of being. The fundamental principles, according to 
which the bodhisattva acts are not produced by the order, do not sustain the 
order and, in fact, even violate it. The rules of the order do not represent the 
best there is in the universe or the best there is in living beings. These are 
enlightenment and compassion and the aspiration to bring them to 
perfection. Enlightenment goes beyond ordinary intelligence, and it works 
to take a being out of the system. Compassion, which results in gratuitous 
action on the behalf of others regardless of their merit, leads to a grand 
intrusion into the merit system. Formally, Mahāyāna keeps the merit system 
in place. Merit appears as a crucial dynamic of Mahāyāna. But it is 
redefined and, in the end, virtually exploded by the inherent logic of 
enlightenment and compassion. 

The bodhisattva does not look to beings high in the merit system for 
teaching in enlightenment and compassion. In fact, there are in the Indian 
Buddhist tradition probably more stories about the compassion and wisdom 
of deer and monkeys than of the compassion and wisdom of the gods. These 
qualities come through struggle, pain and sacrifice, not through ease and 
pleasure, and they can be found in the lowliest of beings. And although the 
bodhisattva is described as regarding all beings as his or her children - an 
apparently paternalistic attitude, the bodhisattva is in the same breath 
described as regarding all beings as mother and father.14 This is to say that 
the bodhisattva is prepared to learn from beings and does not regard them as 
inferior. 

The bodhisattva’s task is liberatory. Says the A$ asāhasrikā 
Prajñāpāramitā: “The Bodhisattva has not abandoned all beings. He has 
made the special vows to set free all those beings.”15 Clearly, we are in the 
presence of another emancipation narrative. But it is very different from the 
national emancipation narratives seen earlier. The subjects (actors) are not 
nations; the dynamic is not competition, and not merit except in a very 
different sense; the goal is not dominance; and force is not an option. The 
essentials of this narrative can be given as follows. 

In the vastness of immeasurable space, in time with neither beginning 
nor end, a living being has an aspiration, the aspiration to understand the 
condition of being-in-the-world and to be free of confusion and suffering. 
The aspiration is for the achievement of this understanding and freedom for 

                                                
14 “He forms the notion that all beings, whether men or women, are his parents 

and children.” Edward Conze, trans., The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand 
Lines & Its Verse Summary (A$ asāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā and 
Ratnagu½asamcayag�th�) (Bolinas: Four Seasons Foundation, 1973), 225.  

15 Ibid., 225.  
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self and for others; compassion is inherent in it. This aspiration is the 
“thought of enlightenment” (Skt., bodhicitta; Ch., putixin), the arising of 
which makes one a bodhisattva and makes bodhisattvic action possible. 
Standing in this aspiration a being is no longer imprisoned by the cosmic 
order. Though still subject, at least initially, to the basic rules of that order, 
this being has a new vision of, and insight into, the world, which engenders 
a purpose for living. Having this vision and insight, the bodhisattva is not 
utterly lost, not in a condition of pure wandering (Skt., sa!sāra). The 
bodhisattva makes a vow to attain the goals of understanding and freedom 
and to bring others to this goal, and further vows to establish, when 
enlightened, an environment, realm or condition of being (Buddha field; 
Skt., Buddhak$etra; Ch., fojie) in which beings will be sufficiently free 
from material want16 to devote themselves to intellectual and spiritual 
cultivation. The bodhisattva then sets out on the difficult journey, which 
may take many, many lifetimes to complete, lifetimes full of struggle and 
conflict and the making of mistakes but which are given shape by the 
aspiration and the vow. 

Note the relationship, in this narrative, of the bodhisattva’s pilgrimage 
to the cosmic order. The aspiration that sets the bodhisattva on the path does 
not come from the natural functioning of this order. It comes 
mysteriously,17 usually through contact with another being who has had the 
aspiration and is living through or has fully realized its consequences. This 
lineage has nothing to do with traveling up and down the cosmic hierarchy. 
It is fundamentally outside the system. 

Note also that the Buddha field is a startling intrusion into Indian 
cosmology: a condition of living outside the merit system, outside the 
cosmic order, and at the same time not a heaven granted by a divine being 
but a condition created by living beings through ceaseless struggle in the 
world of suffering. Like the whole bodhisattva narrative, the concept of the 
Buddha field is, of course, extremely idealistic, utopian. It shares the 
dangers and the possibilities of utopian programs. On the one hand there is 
the danger that the concept will lose all touch with reality, that the 
bodhisattva will become one who, horrified by the way the real world 

                                                
16 “After I have won enlightenment, I will see to it that in my Buddha-field no 

such deserts exist, or are even conceivable. And I will bestow on all beings so much 
merit that they shall have the most excellent water ... after I have won enlightenment, 
in that Buddha-field there will be no foodless wastes, and none will be even 
conceivable ... after I have won full enlightenment, all beings in my Buddha-field 
shall not suffer from sickness, and shall not even know what it is.” Ibid., 218-9. 

17 Þāntideva captures this sense of mystery thus: “As a blind man may obtain a 
jewel in a heap of dust, so, somehow, this Thought of Enlightenment has arisen even 
within me.”. Marion Matics, trans. and intro., Entering the Path of Enlightenment: 
The Bodhicaryāvatāra of the Buddhist Poet Þāntideva (London: George Allen & 
Unwin, 1971), 155.  
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violates his or her ideas of how the world should be, retreats into a world of 
fantasy, deferring forever the attempt to build a more humane world. How 
long, after all, will it take us to become Buddhas so that we may bring this 
condition into being? On the other hand, the Buddha field can, like all 
utopias, set our minds free from the narrowness and compromise of our 
education and conditioning, and set our hearts free from pettiness and 
cynicism. It can be a powerful inspiration for social change, just as the 
concept of the Reign of God has become a powerful inspiration for social 
change in Christian liberation theology. It is up to us to determine how the 
Buddha field, and the whole bodhisattva metanarrative will be understood 
and acted on in our time. 

 
4. Bodhisattvic Action in the First World 

 
We have seen that the bodhisattva narrative prepares one for a mode of 

action that is not bound by a merit system, that it creates a space for action 
outside such an order. We must now ask: does real bodhisattvic action exist 
in the world today? More accurately, is there action that can without undue 
distortion be interpreted as bodhisattvic? What would such action look like? 
The New World Order may be presented through narrative, but itself 
partakes of the concrete world: can the same be said of bodhisattvic action 
or are we dealing here with ungrounded narrative, fantasy? 

In responding to this question, I wish to refer to two incidents from the 
First World - from North America, in fact. I do not give North American 
examples because of a lack of available cases from elsewhere. The reverse 
would be closer to the truth: the First World, and North America 
specifically, is in such poor shape spiritually that one almost explodes with 
joy to see a bodhisattvic act. Although both of the actions referred to here 
took place slightly before the Gulf War, the order in place at the time was 
essentially the same as that continued, in somewhat more triumphal fashion, 
as the New World Order. 

On September 1, 1987, a group of U.S. citizens sat down on the train 
track leading away from the Concord Naval Weapons Station in 
California.18 They had learned that weapons from this station were being 
shipped to Central America for use by the “Contras” in killing Nicaraguan 
civilians. They intended to begin nonviolently blocking these shipments. 
One of the protesters, Brian Willson, had served with U.S. forces in 
Vietnam. Before he sat down on the tracks he said, pondering his role as 
member of the First World and his relationship to those in the Third World, 
and considering the danger to which he was exposing himself: “We are not 
worth more. They are not worth less.” Then the munitions train approached. 

                                                
18 The facts given here were obtained largely from unpublished sources, 

including discussions with Brian Wilson. 
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Although ample warning had been given of the protesters’ presence on the 
tracks, the train did not stop. In fact, it accelerated towards the protesters. 
Brian Willson was run over, his skull fractured and his two legs severed 
below the knee. 

When I first heard of this incident, I was not sure what to make of the 
protestor’s actions. Was it provoked by madness, fanaticism or egotism? 
Now, having come in the intervening years to know Brian Willson, I choose 
to call it a bodhisattvic act. This does not mean that I am promoting Brian 
as a bodhisattva. I find it distracting, fruitless and even dangerous to get into 
discussions of who is and who is not a bodhisattva. But it can be useful, and 
maybe it is even essential if we are to ground the bodhisattva narrative, to 
find bodhisattvic acts. The act was bodhisattvic, it seems to me, in a classic 
sense. It involved risking everything for living beings. It meant regarding 
beings as sons and daughters, mothers and fathers. It concretized the 
Mahāyāna scriptural image of “the Bodhisattva, sacrificing hands and feet” 
(bodhisattvo hastapādān parityajan).19 Brian’s act harmonized with his 
word. “We are not worth more. They are not worth less.” This word and this 
act, it seems to me, are the political expression in the current world order of 
the fundamental Mahāyāna principle of “the equality of the other and of the 
self” (par�tmasamat�).20 As Þāntideva says, “Another’s sorrow is to be 
destroyed by me because it is sorrow like my own sorrow.”21 That it went 
against the wisdom of the world means nothing, for, as the 
A$ asah�srik� says, “As contrary to the ways of the whole world is 
this dharma demonstrated.”22 

On November 20, 1989, a young Canadian woman named Karen Ridd, 
working in El Salvador with Peace Brigades International, was captured by 
the Salvadoran National Guard.23 This was during an intense phase of the 
civil war and people were being killed by the hundreds. She was transferred 
to the infamous Treasury Police, and when she was led, handcuffed and 
blindfolded, into prison she could hear around her the cries of people being 
tortured. With her was a co-worker from Peace Brigades, a Latin American 
woman named Marcela Rodriquez. As a North American, with her white 
                                                

19 Cecil Bendall and W. H. D. Rouse, trans., Þik$āsamuccaya: A 
Compendium of Buddhist Doctrine, compiled by Þāntideva (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1971), 26. For the Sanskrit, see P. L. Vaidya, ed., Þik$�samuccaya 
of Þāntideva (Darbhanga: Mithila Inst., 1961), 17. 

20 Matics, 202. For the Sanskrit, see L. de la Vallee Poussin, ed., 
Prajñākaramati’s Commentary to the Bodhicaryāvatāra of Þāntideva (Calcutta: 
Asiatic Society, 1901), 327. 

21 Matics, 202. 
22 Conze, 192. 
23 A brief written account of this incident in Ms. Ridd’s words can be found in 

Peace Magazine (published in Toronto by the Canadian Disarmament Information 
Service) 6.2 (April, 1990). 
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skin and blond hair, and as a Canadian with Canadian officials working on 
her case, Karen found herself, after six hours of interrogation, being set free. 
But Marcela had had no such luck. The last time Karen had seen her friend, 
Marcela was standing with her face to the wall, still handcuffed and 
blindfolded. Karen knew that Marcela, as a Latin American, was in great 
danger; and, in fact, Marcela had by this time already been threatened with 
rape, electrocution, and suffocation with the capucha (a hood filled with 
lime and placed over the head). So Karen refused to leave the prison. She 
told prison officials she wished to be put back in detention. After some 
confusion, they complied. And Karen stayed until Marcela was set free. 

In this case I did not have to ask myself whether the act was crazy or 
fanatical, because I had already met Karen in El Salvador and I had a good 
idea of the sort of person she was. I felt confident calling the act 
bodhisattvic. Like Brian’s, it was based on the perception that, “We are not 
worth more. They are not worth less.” 

In the Bodhicarvāvatāra, Þāntideva says: “There is certainly no 
accomplishment, no Buddhahood, or even happiness in the realms of rebirth, 
for the one who does not exchange his own happiness for the sorrow of 
another.”24 He refers to the exchange of self and other as the “supreme 
mystery”25 of the bodhisattva’s path. This mystery belongs to a lineage 
outside the dominant North American order.26 It has not come forth from 
that order. It violates the fundamental principle of this order, almost never 
taught to us directly but taught indirectly from our childhood: “We (in the 
First World) are worth more. They (in the other two Worlds) are worth 
less.” Being worth less, when designated as enemies, be slaughtered in the 
night from Apache attack helicopters. Both Brian and Karen nullified this 
principle. And in nullifying it, they deepened their own insight and freedom. 

I do not wish to be understood as urging everyone to dramatic acts such 
as the two I have described, or as saying that individual heroism is the path 
that will lead us out of the New World Order. No doubt we shall need quiet, 
persistent, un-dramatic action done on a day-to-day basis in cooperation 
with others (the sort of action, by the way, that Brian and Karen are 
currently involved in). But there are times when a stark symbol is needed. 

                                                
24 Matics, 205.  
25 Ibid., 204. 
26 I realize that this is a complex issue. I do not wish to oversimplify by 

implying that there is a single “order” in North America within which people outside 
the First World are devalued. There are important elements in the political and 
cultural traditions of North Americans that tend toward the valuing of all human 
beings as equal. Unfortunately, these elements are, in my view, under systematic 
attack by contrary forces in the political and cultural orders and, strikingly, in the 
dominant economic order. Furthermore, I hold that there is an element of mystery in 
the transmission of the principle of the equality of self and other. I do not believe 
any order whatsoever can ensure that this principle is instilled in people. 
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And if the bombing of Iraq is the symbol of the New World Order, we are 
permitted to have our moments of drama. 

I also do not want to be understood as making Brian and Karen 
honorary Buddhists - though I doubt if they would mind. A Buddhist action 
and a bodhisattvic action are two different things. Karen is the daughter of a 
Christian minister and, no doubt, has Christian spirituality as one of the 
bases for her action. Brian has several different sources of spiritual 
inspiration. This does not matter. The lineage I am talking about is not and 
cannot be captured by any institution or tradition. We should not be 
depressed by this. We should celebrate it. The custodians of the New World 
Order will have a hard time tracking down the sources of bodhisattvic 
action, for they cannot be recognized by a sign. 

 
5. Choosing Our Stories 

 
To show that narrative has been used, as in the Gulf War, to legitimate 

a set of actions is not automatically to prove the set of actions wrong. We 
all use narrative to interpret our world and there is no reason that we should 
not. But in choosing our stories, we should keep three questions in mind: Is 
the narrative respectful of the truth? Is there a sound connection between the 
narrative and the action that it is supposed to explain or legitimize? Is the 
narrative a worthy one for human beings? 

 
(1) Stories that capture the imagination and energy of large numbers of 

people usually contain some elements of truth. This is certainly the case for 
the Gulf War narratives. Iraqi armed forces did invade Kuwait; they did 
pillage, kill and torture. A story that incorporates these facts is certainly not 
all false. And, on the other side, the al-Sabah family is extraordinarily 
wealthy and invests its wealth in such a way as to benefit the industrialized 
world and increase its strength and dominance rather than in ways that 
would benefit the Arab world. A narrative that incorporates these facts is 
not entirely without foundation in reality. Yet each narrative fails to do 
justice to the complicated truth of the situation. Each story not only omits 
truth but incorporates lies. 

(2) Quite apart from the truth or falsity of a narrative or set of 
narratives, we must be attentive to the relation between story and act. There 
is frequently a point of mystification where the story ends and the action 
begins. It is true that Iraqi armed forces invaded Kuwait and caused great 
suffering. I also assume that this should be unacceptable to the world 
community. It does not follow from this that one is justified in invading Iraq, 
causing twenty to fifty times more casualties than the original invasion.27 
                                                

27 This estimate is extremely conservative and is based on claims of 2000-5000 
Kuwaitis killed during the Iraqi invasion and occupation of Kuwait and 100,000 
Iraqis killed during the invasion of Iraq. These are figures that became rather 
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Narratives that legitimize are dangerous if we are unable to distinguish what 
they do from what they do not legitimize. 

(3) A community should subject its narratives to scrutiny, asking 
whether or not they are worthy of the values of the community. Is the 
central national narrative of the United States really a worthy narrative for 
Americans, or for human beings generally? I do not believe so. I believe 
that it has caused enough damage and that Americans should find another 
story. 

 
As I hope that it be clear, the bodhisattva narrative is entirely different 

from, and often at odds with, a “karmic” world narrative, that is, a picture of 
the world as a hierarchical merit system. Even if the New World Order 
comes into being as a “fair” merit system - which, unfortunately, there is no 
reason to believe it will - it can never be a parent of bodhisattvic action. 
This action belongs to a separate lineage. 

I believe there is as great a thirst metanarrative, and that the question is 
not whether or not there will be metanarrative but what the accepted ones 
will be. Will they be grounded in reality or fantasy? Will they be worthy of 
our commitment or will they betray us to the unworthy? Will they draw us 
toward morality, centeredness and wisdom or will they draw us towards the 
perfection of brutality, the perfection of dissipated consciousness and the 
perfection of stupidity? These are the questions that we face in the New 
World Order.  

                                                                                                    
standard during the war, though the figure of 100,000 was never anything more than 
a guess. A Greenpeace-sponsored study by Peter Bahouth and William Arkin 
reported in late May 1991, somewhat higher figures for casualties in the invasion of 
Iraq (The Globe and Mail, May 30, 1991, A 16). The report by the Harvard team, 
after extensive field work in Iraq, will be released soon, and indications are that it 
will add enormous numbers of indirect casualties to the figures for the invasion of 
Iraq. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 15  
 
TOWARD THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A 
FUNDAMENTAL DOCTRINE OF HUMAN 
RIGHTS 
 
Tadashige Takamura 
 
1. Introduction  

 
In this paper, I would like to make a plea for the establishment of a 

fundamental doctrine of human rights, referring to some recent research on 
this subject. Especially, I would like to focus on the way that Buddhism can 
contribute to the establishment of this fundamental doctrine. In that sense, 
this paper aims at evaluating the relationship between human rights and 
Buddhism. 

I would like to suggest that the Buddhist view on life and human beings 
can make a great contribution to the establishment of the fundamental 
doctrine of human rights. In other words, I believe that Buddhist thought 
can provide us with an excellent means to investigate and analyze the latest 
problems concerning human rights. 

In order to verify the statement just mentioned, I methodologically refer 
to Karel Vasak’s concept of “The Third Generation of Human Rights,” 
which provides original and up-to-date research on this subject. 

Fortunately, the latest trends of our age seem to indicate an increasing 
emphasis on respect for and protection of human rights, which are in my 
opinion the most crucial issues in this decade preceding the dawning of the 
21st century. This shows that people are yearning for a new age of 
humanism. 

 
2. Human Rights as the Key Concept  

 
In June 1991, Apartheid was abolished. This is certainly a decisive 

victory in the fight for human rights. But we should also be aware that this 
doesn’t necessarily mean that circumstances for human rights, from the 
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global point of view, have been completely improved. There are still many 
problems concerning human rights that need to be solved on our planet and 
the victory in South Africa is only the starting point of the “Age of Human 
Rights.” 

When we take a look at the dramatic events that shook the world in 
1989 and 1990, we can see a characteristic trend clearly emerging. 
Revolutions in Eastern Europe, racial disturbances in the Soviet Union, the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the unification of Germany, nuclear disarmament 
treaties between East and West, the World Summit Conference on 
economic matters, etc. Those events reflect the people’s objection to, or 
rather rejection of the political and military confrontations that have 
characterized the international society since World War II. In other words, 
people regard such confrontations as meaningless, and they are yearning for 
an economically and culturally stable existence. Indeed, those reformations 
are the materialization of the sincere cry of the people for a more humane 
life. 

Since the late 1980s, many factors have been on the rise, which hinder 
the improvement of human rights. These include environmental destruction, 
economic gaps, poverty and injustice, and the threat of nuclear war. 
“Structural violence”, as Johan Galtung advocates, is prevailing among 
human beings, regardless of the economic status of countries and classes. In 
that sense, it is clear that immediate solutions to the problems of human 
rights are required. 

By the way, how have the problems of human rights been dealt with 
since World War II? We may identify two points. First, human rights in the 
fifties, sixties and seventies were used merely as a means for justifying 
ideologies and second, human rights have easily been violated under the 
name of peace and development since the onset of the 1980s. Referring to 
those two points, I would like to show what is the main problem in the basic 
attitude toward human rights. 

 
2.1. Human Rights as a Purpose 

 
After World War II, the international society was faced with the “Cold 

War” dividing the United States and the Soviet Union, each camp claiming 
that its own political and economic system was absolute. Other ideologies 
were totally excluded, and this was actually a structural oppression of 
human rights. This is only one example showing how human rights have 
been a means for ideologies and political systems until the 1970s. But 
human rights should always be the main purpose of any endeavor. That is 
why the idea of “human rights as a purpose” is essential. 
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2.2. Peace and Development for Human Rights 
 
In the 1980s, the threat of nuclear war and the economic gap between 

the North and the South became the central issues among nations. The 
theme of peace, development and human rights was often used in the 
context of international society. The theme itself is quite important and we 
should strive for its actualization as we advance toward the 21st century. 

But there is one point that we should pay attention to. Peace, 
development and human rights should not be dealt with equally or 
individually. What I mean is that human rights should be given top priority. 
If “peace” comes first, the expansion of armaments will be possible under 
the name of peace, and assistance to the third world might turn into a means 
to win the arms race. Ultimately, “peace” could be a cause for threatening 
or hindering human rights. 

And if “development” is considered our final purpose, it often leads to 
environmental destruction or to some “development-oriented” political 
system such as the authoritarianism of development. It is well known that 
sudden modernization in the third world sometimes destroys people’s social 
life and causes them to lose their own identity as well. That is why we 
should also be aware of the fact that random development causes critical 
violations of human rights. 

To sum up, I do not believe that peace, development and human rights 
should be given equal attention. I hope that it is now clear that human rights 
should be given the absolute priority. Peace and development must carry the 
idea of human rights. This reminds me of those three words that symbolize 
the spirit of the French Revolution: “liberty”, “equality” and “fraternity.”1 
In fact, those three words should not have been emphasized equally, but 
“fraternity” should have been fundamental. During the French Revolution, 
however, “liberty” and “equality” preceded “fraternity”. If we agree that 
politics and society after the French Revolution were not stable and did not 
meet people’s expectations, it is mostly because the value of “fraternity” 
was neglected. Similarly, among “peace,” “development” and “human 
rights,” “human rights” should be fundamental.2 

 
3. Third Generation of Human Rights  

 
Needless to say, human rights are the inherent rights that every human 

being naturally possesses. No one can violate them. They are truly natural 
rights. Today’s political and social systems have been formed in order to 
find better means to protect human rights. Karel Vasak, formerly Director 
                                                

1 Michel Baroin, La Force de L’Amour (Paris: Editions Odile Jacob, 1987). 
2 Sakamoto Yoshikazu, Professor of Meiji Gakuin University, also points out 

this problem. See Sakamoto’s Chikyū jidai no kokusai seiji (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 
1990), 241-265. 
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of the UNESCO Division of Human Rights and Peace, provides an up-to-
date description of the problems of human rights in his address: “For the 
Third Generation of Human Rights” (Pour les droits de l’homme de la 
troisiéme génération).3 Some have said that his doctrine on human rights 
reflects the straight demands from the third world countries which became 
independent from the industrialized nations after World War II. A quite 
original and modern concept of human rights is also developed: he 
advocates a new type of thought on human rights, such as is demanded by 
the people on a global level, referring to recent transitions in the idea of 
human rights. 

In the address, the transition is explained as follows:  
“The first generation of human rights.” Those human rights were 

established at the end of 18th century as a universal principle, which secures 
legal and political freedom. Anyone is entitled to be attributed those rights, 
so they are also called “attributed rights” (droits attributs). Those rights 
have mainly been obtained from the state by opposing it. That is to say, they 
were directed at the protection of the basic civil rights of the individual vis-
a-vis the authority of the state. 

“The second generation of human rights.” We can see examples in the 
Mexican Revolution and especially in the Russian Revolution at the 
beginning of the 20th century. Those rights aim at economic, social, and 
cultural equality, the provision of which can be required from the State. We 
also call them “the rights of requirement.” 

Both generations of rights have t heir origin in Western rationalism and 
have been formed in relation to sovereign states or nation states. In other 
words, human rights were only protected legally, organically, economically, 
and physically within the framework of the sovereign state. The political 
history of Western Europe during the past one hundred years can be seen as 
the process of the birth and development of the sovereign states. It is natural 
that the idea of human rights was also influenced by the definition of the 
sovereign states. 

But in the end of the 20th century, the definition and function of the 
sovereign states have gradually been changed and the sovereign states have 
developed much closer relationships with each other, to such a degree that 
we now speak of the “international society.” As a result, concepts of human 
rights that were prevalent during the above-mentioned “first and second 
generations” are no longer valid. For example, problems such as economic 
differences between nations, poverty, population increase, food shortage, 

                                                
3 Philip Alston, “A Third Generation of Solidarity Rights: Progressive 

Development or Obfuscation of International Human Rights Law?” Netherlands 
International Law Review, 29: 309. See the opening address of Karel Vasak at the 
tenth annual Study Conference of the Strasburg International Human Rights 
Research Institute, “Pour les droits de l’homme de la troisieme generation: les droits 
de solidarite.” 
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environmental destruction and the threat of nuclear war are rampant today. 
Old ideas about human rights did not take those problems into account and 
therefore a “third generation of human rights” can now be perceived. 

Vasak calls the old idea “the classic human rights” and he lays stress on 
the fact that human rights are not a static concept nor a universal value but a 
value we dynamically attain. That is why he has developed the concept of 
“the third generation of human rights,” which is composed of the following 
five rights: first, the right to development (droit au développement); second, 
the right to peace (droit à la paix); third, the right to a clean environment 
(droit à l’environnement); fourth, the right to ownership of the common 
heritage of mankind (droit de propriété sur le patrimoine commun de 
l’humanité); and finally, the right to communicate (droit de communiquer). 

These five rights had never been classified as human rights. Vasak 
claims that these are quite new rights that can oppose the authority of the 
states, and at the same time one can require these rights from the states. But 
these rights cannot be attained unless all the actors in the social arena such 
as individuals, states, official and private organizations as well as the 
international society participate with the spirit of solidarity. Therefore, the 
rights to solidarity (droits de solidarité) are based on these five rights. 
Considering the current global problems that threaten the human right to 
live (such as wars, environmental problems, food shortage and population 
increase), it is obvious that all the actors should cooperate and unite in order 
to protect human rights. 

 
4. Evaluation of the Doctrine “Third Generation of Human Rights”  

 
“The third generation of human rights” could be a highly valuable 

concept in the sense that it provides a new point of view which conforms to 
the needs of the new age. But of course there are criticisms of that idea 
being presented, which I show as follows:  

First, who are the people entitled to (titulaire) those human rights? Are 
they individuals or groups? In that sense, the concept of opposability 
(opposabilité) is also unclear. To whom should we oppose and from whom 
should we require these rights? Are “titulaire” and the “opposabilité” 
identical?4  

Secondly, even “the first and second generations of human rights” do 
not seem to have already been realized. Besides, there is also a doubt that if 
we label “the third generation of human rights” (a concept which is 
ambiguous and merely desired) as “rights,” the definition of human rights 
would be inflated and as a result, the importance of human rights would 
become rather diluted. 
                                                

4 For example, Dominique Rousseau, professor of Montperie University, 
criticized this idea. As for it, see “Les droits de l’homme de la troisieme generation, 
Droit constitutionnel et droits de l’homme.” Economica (1989): 125 ff. 
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The counterarguments against the above-mentioned criticisms have 
been justly expressed and I will mention them here, if only briefly. The first 
argument is that the first and second generations of human rights (the so-
called classical idea) were also merely a desire and their “opposabilité” was 
ambiguous too, when they first appeared. In later years, they have gradually 
been defined. Certainly, “the third generation of human rights” is, at this 
stage, only a type of declaration, but they are nevertheless human rights in 
the-making. 

The second argument is that “the third generation of human rights” will 
not dilute the definition of human rights but rather refine and systematize it 
referring to the developmental processes of human rights seen from the 
historical point of view. 

Here I will present two points that indicate how “the third generation of 
human rights” relates to important matters in modern society. 

First of all, they include “the right to solidarity.” The classical human 
rights of the first and second generations mainly deal with individual rights, 
whereas the third generation of human rights, while still dealing with 
individual rights, emphasizes the rights of groups or organizations. Since to 
exercise one’s rights in society means to relate to others unless one leads an 
isolated existence, the aspect of rights for groups is necessary. It is 
important that “the third generation of human rights,” in the complicated 
human society and also in the international society that is getting more and 
more interdependent, claims that the essence of human rights does not 
merely mean “freedom for individuals” but also “freedom of relationships.” 

Secondly, “the right to development” to which Vasak refers means 
partly the economical development of the state and partly, Vasak adds, the 
development of people’s personal potential. In other words, to protect 
human rights is to secure the opportunity for self-fulfillment.5 To create 
political, economic, cultural and social conditions which enable us to use 
our abilities satisfactorily is, in fact, to secure “the right to development.” It 
protects human rights in the true sense of the word.6 

Thus the third generation of human rights calls for human rights to be 
considered as they ought to be, from the global standpoint - beyond the 
framework of individuals and states - and also from the standpoint of the 
development of one’s personal potential, which was not included in the old 
conception of human rights. But the third generation of human rights still 
concentrates also on the analysis of the surface of human rights, and the 

                                                
5 Johan Galtung pointed out this concept. 
6 In 1986, the General Assembly of the United Nations accepted the Right to 

Development as a human right, and it adopted Declaration on the Right to 
Development. But there are many criticism of the Right to Development. The main 
point of critics is that the Right to Development is not legal right in the strict 
meaning. However, we can say that the Right to Development is Development as an 
Emerging Human Rights. 
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imminent aspects of human rights have not been fully delved into yet. In 
other words, the third generation of human rights does not deal with what 
the basic index for determining what makes human rights meaningful is nor 
deal with how we should understand the essence of human rights. How do 
we understand human nature and human life? This should be the central 
issue in discussing human rights, if we are to make human rights more 
universal and systematic. Indeed, that question is the common idea 
underlying all kinds of human rights. In that sense, I would like to introduce 
the Buddhist view of life and human beings here, which is to be of help 
toward the clarification of the basic idea of human rights. 

 
5. The Buddhist View on Human Rights  

 
Buddhist thought has formed a magnificent view of human beings and 

life. It also seems to be applicable to the fundamental doctrine of modern 
human rights. I will briefly consider that point from five different angles. 

 
5.1. The Dignity of Life 

 
Buddhism explains that all humans possess the Buddha nature. The 

Buddha nature is the Buddha’s life, meaning a life of the highest value. The 
Buddha does not mean some special existence which is far away from 
human beings but the value of the greatest treasure which everyone has 
within his or her own life. Therefore, the life of human beings should be 
respected to the greatest extent, and the value of life itself is the most 
important. Fundamental to human rights is the dignity of human life. 

 
5.2. Equality 

 
That everyone has the Buddha nature within one’s own life means that 

we are all equal. Human beings should be equally respected regardless of 
race, nationality, sex and social status. It is Buddhism that claims absolute 
equality for all people. There is a Buddhist expression that “the inherent 
dignity of one person serves as an example of all. “ This means that all 
human beings should be regarded as equal. A thorough search into the depth 
of life itself leads one to realize the absolute equality and sanctity of all 
human beings. In short, it explains the principle of “inner universalism.”7 
Because of “inner universa1ism,” all the people are universally equal 
regardless of race, nationality, sex or class. The idea of equality is the 
nucleus of human rights. 
                                                

7 As for this point, refer to the proposals of SGI President Ikeda Daisaku in the 
Seikyō 

News Paper, January 26, 1989. Ikeda Daisaku, Aratana ningen shugi e (Tokyo: 
Dai San Bunmeisha, 1991). 
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5.3. Nonviolence 
 
Since Buddhism emphasizes the dignity of life in all people, it is 

naturally related to the idea of nonviolence. In the Lotus SŠtra, there 
appears the term “Jōfukyō (Skt., Sadāparibhūta) Bodhisattva,” which means 
“to never despise”. Even when proud and boastful people denounced the 
bodhisattva, struck him with their staffs and pelted him with stones, he still 
refused to despise them, believing that to belittle them would be to belittle 
the Buddha. In other words, “Jōfukyō” means to respect human beings and 
their lives as the highest value. People persecuted Jōfukyō with every kind 
of violence but Jōfukyō’s belief that all people have the Buddha nature was 
unshakable, and he never despised others. It demonstrates an attitude 
toward the dignity of life based on faith in nonviolence. The Buddhist spirit 
is to fight against violence with faith in nonviolence and without 
compromise. To respect human rights is to exclude violence absolutely. 

 
5.4. Self-Restraint 

 
Another Buddhist concept is the idea of “engi”. “En” means relation or 

connection, and in Buddhist thought, all phenomena are caused by “en.” All 
phenomena such as social or natural phenomena are related to each other, 
and moreover, are related to the life of the cosmos. The Buddhist view on 
life is in fact that human beings, nature, the environment and the cosmos 
exist in harmony as a total system. “En” is also divided into “jun-en” and 
“gyaku-en.” Jun-en is a peaceful, friendly relation and gyaku-en is a hostile 
relation. Buddhism explains both relations as “en.” That is to say that 
whether it is peaceful or hostile, en is en, nothing else. Therefore, a hostile 
relation in the present stage will not last forever, but it can change into a 
peaceful and friendly one in the future. Consequently, the present 
confrontation is understood to be only the process toward relations of a 
higher level. In a more profound sense, it teaches that it is necessary to 
perceive the positive as well as the negative in others, and to perceive both 
the positive and negative sides in oneself. Taking the Buddhist perspective 
then allows one to see oneself objectively and avoid self-righteousness, 
which unilaterally regards others as the negative and oneself as the positive. 
In Buddhism, there is no fixed concept of the duality of good and evil that 
we encounter in Western philosophy. Everything is understood through the 
idea of coexistence. A multiple, pluralistic, fluid, progressive and total 
view, not a monolithic one, will be necessary for the future of human rights. 

 
5.5. Self-fulfillment 

 
There is also the Buddhist principle of “kai-ji-go-nyū” which means to 

teach that all people are equally entitled to develop their own potential and 
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personality to the utmost. It means not only to teach this principle, but also 
to help everyone realize that fact, and moreover help everyone to use one’s 
abilities. In other words, it is self-fulfillment. Buddhism teaches both that 
life deserves the highest respect and that the real dignity of life is realized 
only when the conditions necessary for everyone to live a humane life are 
satisfied. Buddhism is the practical principle that helps human beings to 
become most human. Lost identities can be regained, too. Respect for 
human rights is not just a slogan, but a value principle which must be 
actualized. 

These are five characteristics of the Buddhist view of life and human 
beings. Each is an important condition to help human beings to be truly 
human. The Buddhist way of understanding human beings fully takes into 
account the relationships between human beings, and moreover it says that 
human beings, nature and the cosmos (universe) are closely linked together. 
It might be necessary to establish these ideas on human life and beings as 
the foundation of human rights in order to establish the universal principle 
of human rights, and to spread this principle in our global society. 

 
6. For the Spiritual Uplifting of the Respect for Human Rights  

 
Finally, I would like to suggest some measures that might be 

implemented in order to spread the idea of respect for human rights, and 
establish it in the international society. 

First is to establish a “Universal Charter of Human Rights” (tentative 
name). Needless to say, there is already a “Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights” and “International Covenants of Human Rights” to protect human 
rights, and they are of deep significance. These Declaration and Covenants 
include only the first and second generations of human rights, but the 
viewpoint of the third generation of human rights is not included yet. They 
also fail to address the role of NGOs, the threat posed by nuclear weapons 
and environmental destruction. That is why I suggest establishing a 
“Universal Charter of Human Rights” to protect all the people from the 
global threats that I have described in this paper.8  

Second is to hold a “United Nations Special Session on Human 
Rights.” In the 1980s, a series of UN Special Session on Disarmament 
(SSD) were held and the fact that they functioned to a certain degree as a 
brake on the arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union is 
fresh in our memory. Similarly, I would like to suggest holding a Special 
Session on Human Rights and promoting a campaign for the protection of 
human rights. And to make the campaign lasting, I also suggest that the 
Session resolve to take the following measures. 

                                                
8 Cf. Tabata Shigejiro, Kokusaika jidai no ninken mondai (Tokyo: Iwanami 

Shoten, 1988). 
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1. The establishment of a “UN Conference on the Security of Human  

Rights.” 
2. The preparation of an educational text on human rights. 
3. The establishment of the “Memorial Museum for Human Rights”  

and the holding of exhibitions. 
4. The establishment of a “Computer Network Center” for the  

protection of human rights. 
 
Third is the establishment of a “Human Rights Protection Fund.” It 

takes an enormous amount of money to protect and campaign for human 
rights. Of course, domestic matters should be solved by individual 
countries, but there are also many problems which should be solved 
internationally. I propose the establishment of the above-mentioned fund as 
the means providing economic support for human rights. For example, the 
United Nations might assess a certain amount of money from each of its 
member nations in accordance with the size of their respective GNP. 
Especially it is desirable that armaments and defense expenditures be 
reduced so that the amount saved might be invested in the fund. 

Fourth is the establishment of regional organizations for the security of 
human rights. Certainly, protection of human rights by a global organization 
such as the United Nations is essential, but at the same time we should not 
fail to notice the importance of creating campaigns at the regional or local 
levels. A carefully thought-out campaign for human rights conforming to 
each regional circumstance might be conducted by establishing 
organizations for the security of international human rights regionally, by 
continent, for example. These organizations might exert a great influence. 
For these reasons, it is highly regrettable that the Treaty on Asian Human 
Rights has not yet been concluded. Let us entertain the greatest hopes for 
the earliest conclusion of such a treaty. 
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CHAPTER 16 
 
LANGUAGE AND PEACE:  
THE EARLY BUDDHIST PERSPECTIVE  
 
David J. Kalupahana 
 

During the early part of this century a Western student of Buddhism 
and a professor of philosophy who made a special study of the peaceful 
spread of Buddhism throughout Asia made the following observation: 

 
I refer to its (Buddhism’s) remarkable elasticity and adaptability. 
Wherever Buddhism has gone it has manifested this characteristic, and 
manifested it in a superlative and unique degree. I do not think there is 
another religion that possesses so much of it. Buddhism has been 
emphatically a missionary religion. Its 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 so 
completely adapted itself to the new people and the new land as to become 
practically a national religion. This has been partly due to the tolerance 
and liberality of its thought, to which I have already referred, a tolerance 
that it has exhibited both within and without. With the most extremely rare 
exceptions, Buddhism has held no heresy trials and has carried no 
persecutions. With a daring catholicity that approaches foolhardiness it has 
recognized every form of rival as a possessor of some degree of truth.1 
 
Even though similar sentiments have been expressed by many 

historians of Buddhism, no attempt has yet been made to examine the 
theoretical underpinnings of an enormously significant practical 
achievement. As such, the practical achievements of Buddhism not only in 
its survival in hostile environments but also in its continuous expansion 
have remained a mystery to the historian. The need to examine the 
philosophical foundation of peaceful coexistence and critical tolerance has 
never been so urgent than at the present time because of the new drama 
being staged in the global political arena where smaller groups are seeking 

                                                
1 J. B. Pratt, The Pilgrimage of Buddhism (London: Macmillan, 1928), 719. 
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their identities in terms of ethnic and linguistic considerations. Ironically 
peace has become a greater issue in recent times than it has been even 
during the decades of the cold war. The present paper is devoted to an 
examination of the philosophical foundation that made Buddhism the most 
peaceful missionary religion in the world. 

The systematic philosophers have devoted themselves to critical 
reflection on the problems of life and presented systems of ideas that are 
internally consistent and coherent. The American pragmatist, William 
James, discussing the problem of rationality, raised the following questions 
and provided answers. 

 
What is the task that philosophers set themselves to perform; and why do 
they philosophize at all? Almost every one will immediately reply: They 
desire to attain a conception of the frame of things which shall on the 
whole be more rational than that somewhat chaotic view which everyone 
by nature carries about with him under his hat. But suppose this rational 
conception attained, how is the philosopher to recognize it for what it is, 
and not it let slip through ignorance? The only answer can be that he will 
recognize its rationality as he recognizes everything else, by certain 
subjective marks with which it affects him. When be gets the marks, he 
may know that he has got the rationality. What then are the marks? A 
strong feeling of ease, peace and rest is one of them. A transition from a 
state of puzzle and perplexity to rational comprehension is full of lively 
relief and pleasure.2 
 
Almost every philosopher, after he has completed formulating his 

system of thought, may experience this sentiment of rationality. The sense 
of peace achieved as a result of attaining harmony within one’s own system 
of thought could be short-lived, especially when one discovers that there are 
others who hold views different from his own. This is often followed by a 
feeling of frustration. Rarely do we find a philosopher, after enjoying this 
sentiment of rationality, proceeding to examine the manner in which his 
system of thought could remain alongside of theories formulated by other 
philosophers without coming into conflict with them. The main reason for 
this conflict is the absoluteness with which a philosopher holds on to his 
system considering it to be the truth and nothing but the truth. In other 
words, the sentiment of rationality itself can induce dogmatic slumber, 
especially when the philosopher has come to the conclusion that he has 
resolved all the riddles of existence. 

The present paper is devoted to an examination of the manner in which 
the Buddha, after formulating his own understanding of the nature of 
existence with its own internal consistency and harmony, tried to achieve 

                                                
2 William James, The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy, 

ed. F. Burkhardt, et. al. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1979), 57. 
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peace or harmony in relation to theories and views different from his own 
without coming into conflict with them. 

It may be remembered that before setting out to explain to others 
whatever truth he had discovered, the Buddha is said to have spent several 
weeks consolidating his insights into the nature of existence, which he 
formulated as the principle of dependent arising (pa iccasamupp�da), and 
enjoying the bliss of freedom. The bliss of freedom was the result of his 
overcoming not only of the emotionally defiling tendencies such as greed 
(lobha) and hatred (dosa) but also of intellectual confusion (moha), the 
latter being the consequence of the endless speculative theories (di  hi) 
prevalent during his day.3 It is also interesting to note that at the end of that 
period he was feeling uncomfortable about preaching especially because he 
felt that his views would come into conflict with the prevalent theories 
which most people clung to with dogmatic fervor (ālaya). Overcoming his 
reluctance through his moral concerns (symbolized in the form of a request 
by Brahmā Saha)pati),4 the Buddha stood up to the challenge by finding a 
way to achieve peace and harmony in the context of conflicting views.  

Considering the Buddha’s emphasis on the “middle path” (majjhimā 
pa ipadā) that avoided extreme or polar standpoints, whether these 
pertained to epistemology, ontology ethics or philosophy of language, it 
seems that there was no need for what may be considered internal harmony.  

In epistemology, the Buddha avoided the extremes of absolute certainty 
sought for by the substantialist thinkers, and absolute skepticism advocated 
by the skeptics. In the area of ontology, he renounced speculation regarding 
the bi-polar opposites, namely, existence (atthitā) and non-existence (n’ 
atthitā). While the former is looked upon as leading to eternalism (sassata), 
its opposite non-existence (n’ atthitā) is said to contribute to the belief in 
annihilation (uccheda). 5  The principle of “dependent arising” 
(pa iccasamuppāda) is therefore not one that is suggested as a metaphysical 
principle to integrate bi-polar opposites. Rather it is an extension of the 
empirical relations among events (pa iccasamuppānna dhamma). 6  This 
philosophical middle path embodied in the “Discourse to Kaccāyana” 
(Kaccāyanagotta-sutta) has been highlighted in recent discussions of 
Buddhism.7 Until then the middle path that was known to scholars is the 
practical one enunciated in his very first discourse to the world, namely, the 
“Discourse on the establishment of the principle of righteousness” 
(Dhamma-cakka-ppavattana-sutta).8 This is the ethical middle path that 

                                                
3 Majjhima-nikāya, 1.160 ff. 
4 Ibid., 1.168-169. 
5 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 2.17. 
6 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 2.25. 
7 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 2.16-7. 
8 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 5.420-4. 
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avoids the two extreme forms of behavior, namely, self-indulgence 
(kāmasukhallikānuyoga) and self-mortification (attakilamath�nuyoga). 

Even though internal harmony was not an issue for the Buddha because 
of his adoption of a middle standpoint in the sphere of ontology and ethics, 
external harmony did pose formidable problems. How could the Buddha 
proceed to expound his views without coming into conflict with the 
philosophers and religious teachers who held views different from his own? 
Was it possible to formulate a middle path, comparable to the one with 
which he achieved internal harmony, in order to eliminate conflicts and 
bring about external harmony? There was no difficulty in claiming that he 
gained vision (cakkhu), insight (ñ�½a), wisdom (paññā), knowledge 
(vijjā) and illumination (āloka) with regard to things previously unheard of 
(pubbe ananussuta).9 Indeed, it was that very knowledge and insight that 
enabled him to adopt a middle paths. Yet, formulating any theory on the 
basis of that understanding, he could not argue: “This alone is true; 
everything else is false” (idam eva sacca!, mogha! añña!),10 for that 
would mean not only a return to the absolute perspectives which he 
renounced earlier but also unavoidable conflict with other views. 

The middle path that actually paved the way for external harmony is 
embodied in a little known discourse, namely, the “Discourse on the 
analysis of peace” (Ara½avibha%ga-sutta).11 Here we quote in full the brief 
statement on the analysis of peace (ara½a) with which the discourse begins 
and which is then examined in greater detail. 

 
You should not be intent on the happiness of sense pleasures which is low, 
vulgar, individualist, ignoble and unfruitful; neither should you be intent 
on the practice of self-mortification which is painful, ignoble and 
unfruitful. Without approaching these two extremes, the Tathāgata has 
realized this middle path which produces vision and knowledge, and 
which leads to appeasement, higher knowledge, enlightenment and 
freedom. 
 
One should know approval and one should know disapproval, and having 
known approval and having known disapproval, one should neither 
approve nor disapprove… one should simply discourse on the dhamma. 
One should know how to judge happiness; having known how to judge 
happiness, one should be intent on inward happiness. One should not utter 
secret speech; face to face one should not deprecate another. One should 
speak quite slowly, not hurriedly. One should not commit oneself to the 

                                                
9 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 5.422. 
10 Majjhima-nikāya, 3.235. 
11 Majjhima-nikāya, 3.230-7. 
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dialect of a country; and one should not transgress common parlance. This 
is the exposition of non-conflict (ara½a).12 
 
The above statement will appear almost meaningless unless we are to 

keep in mind the intention of the discourse, that is, avoiding conflict with 
views that are opposed to the Buddha’s own. The analysis begins with the 
middle path relating to the moral life that, as mentioned earlier, is embodied 
in the Buddha’s first discourse to the world. History of philosophy in any 
part of the world bears testimony to the fact that conflicts were more often 
associated with judgments relating to good and bad or right and wrong. This 
awareness may have prompted the Buddha to begin the discourse with a 
statement about the moral philosophy he himself advocated. If it was 
assumed that the moral philosophy advocated by the Buddha is the ultimate 
philosophy and that every other philosophy that has ever appeared in the 
world is absolutely mistaken, conflict is inevitable. Hence the Buddha’s 
advice that follows: “One should know approval and one should know 
disapproval.” “Approval” (ussādana) is not simply the recognition of 
relevance or the pragmatic value of a theory, but raising it to the highest 
level as embodying the ultimate truth (parama!).13 Hence, the Chinese 
translation of ussādana as “praising.14 Similarly, “disapproval” (apasādana) 
is the condemnation of a theory as being absolute falsehood. The Chinese 
translation reads it “blaming.” 15  In the Sutta-nipāta, the Buddha has 
repeatedly rejected both attitudes as leading to conflict (kalaha, vivāda).16 
Even though he spoke of freedom (nibbāna) as the ultimate goal 
(paramattha), he was reluctant to admit absolute truths or absolute 
falsehoods. The distinction he made was between truth (sacca) and 
confusion (musā).17 Approval and disapproval are generally dominated by 
excessive prejudice, not empirical evidence. Empirical evidence will not be 
of much use if one were to seek the establishment of a theory as being either 
absolutely true or absolutely false. It is in contexts where empirical 
evidence is lacking that a stronger element of prejudice can enter into one’s 
decisions regarding what is true and false. 

                                                
12 Majjhima-nikāya, 3.230. 
13 Sutta-nipāta, 796-803.  
14 Zhong ahan jing, 3.1508, T.1.701c. 
15 Ibid. 
16 See the discourses included in the Atthaka-vagga, especially, Du  hatthaka, 

Suddhatthaka, Paramatthaka, Kalahavivāda, Cū+āvyūha and Mahāvyūha. 
17 In general, the terms sacca and mus� are used to refer to contraries in the 

sense of truth and confusion, respectively. However, when the reference is to bi-
polar opposition or contradiction, the terms sacca and micchā are employed. The 
former pair is used when describing empirical events, situations, things or 
phenomena. The latter is strictly confined to the purely logical statements, as at 
Sa!yutta-nikāya, 4.299. 
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Thus, the first step in the direction of avoiding conflict is abstaining 
from any prejudiced approval or disapproval. This would mean confining 
oneself to what is empirically available; hence the Buddha’s statement that 
one should simply discourse on the dhamma, that is, speak of what is 
available in experience. 

An appeal to experience may not be a very endearing proposition for 
some human beings. The Buddha, who propounded a radical non-
substantialism, did not uphold the view that all human beings are born equal 
in every way. He recognized a diversity in relation to the faculties or 
capabilities (indriya-vemattatā),18 to inclinations and desires (chandarāga-
vemattatā),19 leading to what human beings can achieve (pha1a-ba1a-
vemattatā), 20  ultimately contributing to diversity among human beings 
themselves (puggala-vemattatā).21 Recognizing this diversity among human 
beings, the Buddha was not willing to impose his ideas on everyone, to 
convert everyone to his way of thinking. However, he realized the need for 
a criterion on the basis of which a person could act, even if the other party is 
not willing to accept the usefulness or appropriateness of what he is 
advocating. Happiness proved to be the most important criterion for acting 
morally, for he believed that all beings, whether human or non-human, 
craved for happiness and recoiled from pain 
(sukhakamā…dukkhapa ikkūlā).22 For this reason, his search for peace or 
non-conflict is focused on the determination or judgment regarding 
happiness (sukhavinicchaya). His advice in the discourse is to initiate this 
inquiry, not in a remote place, but within oneself (ajjhatta!). In other words, 
he was not looking for some abstract concept of happiness that every human 
being ought to embody in himself. On the contrary, the more empirical 
method of judging happiness is in relation to oneself and then extending it 
to others. It is possible to argue that this sounds like moral chaos where 
anything goes. However, on the basis of his own experience, he has already 
indicated that extreme forms of behavior such as self-indulgence are low, 
vulgar, individualist, ignoble and unfruitful, and self-mortification is painful, 
ignoble and unfruitful. Happiness is therefore an experience that avoids 
both excessive possession and deprivation, gluttony and starvation. There 
would be no better place to verify this experience than in oneself. 

The next most important stage in the process of eliminating conflict 
pertains to the manner in which the above experiences are communicated, 
and this involves the phenomenon of language. If experience is not without 
a tinge of haziness, so is conception through which it is expressed. This 

                                                
18 Majjhima-nikāya, 1.453. 
19 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 3.101. 
20 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 5.200. 
21 Majjhima-nikāya, 1.494; see also, Sa!yutta-nikāya, 2.21; Sutta-nipāta, 102. 
22 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 5.353. 
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would mean that both experience and its expression, namely, language 
cannot be absolutely precise. First, the overestimation of clarity and 
precision in experience, and the failure to express such clarity and precision 
in linguistic terms have contributed to theories of ineffability. Secondly, 
with the assumed failure of language, there is a tendency either to construct 
a special linguistic medium intelligible to a select few or to impart 
instruction in secrecy. The Both tendencies have played a significant role in 
the so-called mystical traditions. 

For the Buddha, language is a public phenomenon. However, 
communication through language may be public or private. The Buddha, as 
a verificationist, sees no difficulty with public communication, for if 
someone were to speak falsehood in public, there is a strong possibility that 
sooner or later that person will be exposed. The problem lies primarily with 
secret speech (rahovāda) that can often bring about conflict among human 
beings. Being a non-absolutist, the Buddha’s advice regarding secret speech 
takes three different forms. First, secret speech can involve the false 
(abhūta! ataccha!) and unfruitful (anatthasa!hita!). If possible 
(sasakka!) such secret speech should not be uttered. Secondly, secret 
speech may pertain to what is true, yet unfruitful. Within this category it is 
possible to include the so-called metaphysical views which are very 
appealing to many, but which lead to endless conflicts,23 hence unfruitful. 
The Buddha’s advice is to train oneself not to utter such speech. Unlike the 
former, these are supposed to be truths, hence easily adhered to. For this 
reason, it requires some training or discipline (sikkh�) on the part of the 
individual to avoid such speech. Thirdly, there may be secret speech 
relating to what is true and useful, and the pragmatist Buddha argues that 
these may be uttered only when the person knows it is the appropriate time 
(kālaññu). These same attitudes are to be adopted with regard to speaking 
vexatious things in the very presence of the person to whom they are 
addressed. 

A good communicator is one who makes himself clearly understood by 
his listeners. One way of achieving this is by speaking quite slowly, not 
hurriedly. Speaking hurriedly, one hurts oneself physically and mentally, 
and also renders one’s speech unintelligible to the listener. Lack of good 
communication is more often a reason for conflict among human beings. 
Hence the Buddha concerns even with regard to minute details like the 
manner of speaking. 

Finally, we come to the most significant analysis of the means of 
communication, namely, language itself. The philosophy of language 
embodied in the brief statement quoted earlier, and which was subsequently 
elaborated by the Buddha, is not simply a pragmatic ploy in order to 
achieve harmony and peace. It is one that is presented after a careful 

                                                
23 William James, Pragmatism, ed. F. Burkhardt, et. al. (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1975), 27-8. 
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analysis of the nature of human experience, conception, reference and 
expression. The brief statement reads thus: 

 
One should not commit oneself to the dialect of a country; one should not 
transgress common parlance.24  
 
Its elaboration is presented in the following paragraph: 
  
When it is said: “One should not commit oneself to the dialect of a 
country; one should not transgress common parlance,” in reference to 
what is it said? What, monks, is commitment to the dialect of a country, 
and what is transgression of common parlance? Herein, monks, in 
different countries this same thing (probably referring to the bowl he was 
carrying with him) is recognized as pāti,… as patta,… as vittha,… as 
sarāva,… as dhāropa,… as po½a,… as pisīla. Thus, when they recognize 
it in different countries as such and such, so does a person refer 
to it while adhering and committing oneself to each [concept] saying: 
“This alone is true; everything else is false.” Such is the commitment to 
the dialect of a country, and the transgression of common parlance. What, 
monks, is the non-commitment to the dialect of a country, and the non-
transgression of common parlance? In this case, monks, in 
different countries this same thing is recognized as pāti, . . . as patta, . . . 
as vittha ,. . . as sarāva,. . . as dhāropa,… as pona,… as pisīla. Thus, when 
they recognize it in different countries as such and such, so does a person 
refer to it without adhering and committing himself to it saying: “These 
venerable ones refer to it as such and such in this context. Thus, monks, is 
the non-commitment to the dialect of a country and the non-transgression 
of common parlance. When it is said: “One should not commit oneself to 
the dialect of a country, and one should not transgress common parlance,” 
it is said in reference to this.25 
 
What does the Buddha mean by commitment to (abhinivesa) and 

transgression (atisāra) of language? How is it that these lead to conflict? A 
commitment to a language represents a desire on the part of the language-
user to express with absolute precision whatever he takes to be a veridical 
experience. A similar desire on the part of the Brahmanical thinkers 
gradually energized the process that led to the construction of an artificial 
language that came to be called Sanskrit, “[well] constructed.” This process 
was initiated before the time of the Buddha, as is evident from the 
popularity of the six-fold discipline: phonetics (#ik$ā), ritual (kalpa), 
grammar (vyākarana), etymology (nirukti), metrics (chanda#) and 

                                                
24 Majjhima-nikāya, 2.230. 
25 Majjhima-nikāya, 3.234-5. 
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astronomy (jyoti$),26 some of which are mentioned in the Buddha’s 
discourses. The culmination of this process of constructing a language of 
precision was reached after the Buddha, and is embodied in the works of 
Pā½ini (5th century B.C.E.). When the philosopher proceeded to express 
what he considers to be the absolute truth in an equally precise language, all 
other languages used by the ordinary people came to be looked upon as the 
primitive or the vulgar (prak,ta). This inevitably gave rise to conflict not 
only among the philosophers who held different views about truth and 
reality, but also among social classes some of which were prohibited from 
using this highly respected language through fear that it would be polluted. 
When the Buddha utilized a series of dialectical variants such as p�ti, patta, 
vittha, sar�va, dh�ropa, po½a and pis�la, all referring to an object like 
a “bowl” which serves different functions, for example, as a utensil for 
collecting food or for eating or for drinking, if someone were to pick up one 
of these terms, say p�ti (which would imply a utensil for eating, not for 
collecting food or for drinking), and insist that it is the one and only term 
for “bowl,” he will be compelled to provide an exclusive meaning by 
arguing that p�ti is a non-patta, non-vittha, etc. This would be an 
extremely arbitrary meaning that deprives the object referred to by the term 
p�ti from serving any other function. Philosophically this would be what is 
called an essentialist enterprise. It goes against not only experience but also 
current usage (voh�ra) that constitutes the life-blood of language. A 
person dogmatically holding on to such a view inevitably comes into 
conflict with another person who holds a different view. It is in this form of 
commitment (abhinivesa) that deprives language of its flexibility that the 
Buddha perceives a danger. 

On the contrary, it is possible to take the seven terms (p�ti, patta, etc.) 
as synonyms and overemphasize them as synonymy or commonality 
(s�mañña) to the complete neglect of their particularities represented by 
their functions. This again is what the Buddha referred to as over-extending 
or transgressing (atisāra) of common usage. With such transgression, words 
used in language are deprived of any concrete meaning. Language thus 
turns out to be an utterly inadequate means of expressing even veridical 
experiences. 

Avoiding these two extremes of commitment (abhinivesa) and 
transgression (atis�ra), the Buddha argues for the pragmatic value of 
language, retaining its flexibility in order to express equally flexible 
experiences. Such an understanding may prevent the Buddha or his 
disciples from conflicting with the world, especially with those who are 
upholding different views or perspectives and more importantly between 
people who speak different languages. However, there is no guarantee that 

                                                
26 See M. Winternitz, A History of Indian Literature (2nd edition, Delhi: 

Munshiram Manoharlal, 1972), vol. I, 268-89. 
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the rest of the world, at least those who uphold absolutistic views regarding 
experience and language will not conflict with the Buddha and his disciples. 
This realization was what prompted the Buddha to say: “Monks, I do not 
conflict with the world; the world conflicts with me” (n�ha! bhikkhave 
lokena vivad�mi, loko ca may� vivadati).27 

 
Conflicts within the Buddhist Tradition  

 
The Buddha did not recommend the adoption of an “official language” 

in the matter of disseminating his ideas. In fact he encouraged the utilization 
of one’s own idiom when studying the Buddha-word.28 The result is that the 
Buddha’s teachings came to be preserved in a dozen of Asian languages. 
However, as time elapsed, the some of the Buddhist philosophers were 
engaging themselves in metaphysical and absolutistic speculations that 
eventually destroyed the internal harmony so carefully worked out by the 
Buddha. The Sarvāstivāda and Sautrāntika metaphysicians promulgated 
substantialist and essentialist theories that finally gave rise to absolutism 
and transcendence. In addition, they also delighted in traversing what the 
Buddha criticized as the road to conflict and strife, namely, praising one’s 
own view as the best and the ultimate and condemning the views of others 
as being inferior. The Mahāyānists branded the Theravāda as the 
“inferior”(hīna) vehicle, 29  while the Theravādins characterized the 
Mahāyāna as the “heretical view” (vetullavāda).30 And finally, they ignored 
the most significant advice of the Buddha relating to the attitude one should 
adopt in regard to the means of human communication, namely, language. 
This latter was most noticeable in the Theravāda canon, was elevated to the 
status of the “foundational language” (mūlabhāsā).31  

While prominent Buddhist philosophers like Moggalīputta-tissa, 
Nāgārjuna, Vasubandhu and Dignāga appeared at different times in order to 
resurrect the spirit of the original teachings of the Buddha, the Buddhist 
tradition has not been endowed with any such authoritative personality for 
several centuries. The unfortunate result is the continuation of conflicts 
within the Buddhist tradition as well as between Buddhists and other 
religious traditions. These conflicts are not merely the result of each 
religious tradition upholding its own doctrine as the ultimate solution to the 
human predicament, but also the consequence of ignoring the philosophy of 
language enunciated by the Buddha. 

                                                
27 Sa!yutta-nikāya, 3.138. 
28 Vinaya Pi'aka, 2.139. 
29 See Chatper 4 (Adhimukti-pariccheda) in Saddharmapu½(arika-sūtra. 
30 Mahāva!sa, 36.41.  
31 Saddhammasa!gaha in Journal of the Pali Text Society (1890): 55-7. 
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Let us take a look at some of the conflicts in the modern world. The 
relationship between ethnicity and language is rather close especially 
because language is the means of communication within a group of humans 
living together in close proximity. The English language has come to be a 
sort of “universal” language not because it has been proven to be superior to 
any other language in the world in terms of its clarity of expression but 
rather because of a historical accident. When the British Mahārāj was ruling 
the colonies, he imposed his language on his subject so long as the latter 
wanted to communicate with him. He was not the least interested in the 
language of his subject. Nor was he overly enthusiastic about providing 
opportunities for the subject to learn either the English language or the 
subject’s own language. In most cases he left that to the missionaries who 
followed on his heels. The missionary schools located primarily in the 
major cities naturally focused their attention on the teaching of the former. 
With the dismantling of the British Empire and the departure of the British 
Mahārāj, the colonies were thus left with an English-speaking elitist 
minority and a non-English-speaking majority. (To some extent the 
American colonies were an exception since they were colonized by the 
English-speaking conquerors themselves.) Seeds of conflict were already 
sown. In the South-East Asian region the only country that did not come 
under British rule, namely, Thailand, has not experienced the vexing 
linguistic problems the British colonies faced. Nationalism came to be the 
unifying factor in each colony. Divergent linguistic groups joined hands in 
friendship to compel the Mahārāj to leave. That friendship was rather short-
lived. The influence of the British political system founded upon the 
Utilitarian philosophy that recognized the majority-minority distinction had 
already entered the local cultural, social and political consciousness. Yet, 
the newly constituted two groups, the majority and the minority, lived in 
harmony learning each other’s language whenever there was a need to 
communicate with the other. Regretfully when the dust was settling down, 
the majority-minority distinction came into prominence providing a new 
criterion of identity, namely, language. Instead of looking upon language as 
a means of communication, each tended to elevate its own language to the 
status of an ultimate reality, hence superior to any other. It is this 
perspective that spelled disaster for the nations which were at first united 
against a foreign Mahārāj. The earlier conflicts in the Indian continent after 
the declaration of Hindi as the “official language” have been followed by 
even more violent conflicts in the island nation of Sri Lanka, especially 
after the imposition of Sinhala as the “official language.” The Tamil 
minority who were mostly Hindus could not renounce the absolutist 
philosophy of language that is the foundation of Hindu philosophy. In fact, 
if they were in the majority they would not have hesitated a moment to 
impose such condition. However, the imposition was orchestrated by a 
political figure who was nurtured in the Christian tradition and who had 
embraced Buddhism subsequently. What is regrettable is that the Buddha’s 
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philosophy of language was forgotten even by the leading Buddhist scholars 
that there was no one to provide leadership to a movement which could not 
dampen the call for an “official language,” a call which was based purely on 
political strategy. Even though at the present moment there are virtually 
three official languages, Sinhala, Tamil and English, the spark was already 
ignited and the fire continues to burn unabated. In conclusion, it may be 
stated that the United States of America that has so far not faced any 
divisions on a linguistic basic is now being threatened with possible 
conflicts as a result of the calls for an “official language.” 



 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 17 
 
THE APPROACHES OF THE BUDDHA AND 
GANDHI TOWARDS RELIGIOUS 
TOLERANCE 
 
K.S. Vimala Devi 
 

Religion is an extraordinarily interesting side of humanity, providing 
even very useful insights into the vicissitudes of human life, society and 
history. It has also been the epicenter of the very existence of man. Arnold 
Toynbee succinctly explained the position, “I have come back to a belief 
that religion holds the key to the mystery of existence...” It may also be 
remembered that religions have also contributed to some of the biggest wars 
and conflicts that rendered several thousand people dead, homeless and 
maimed in different parts of the world. The great religions, which have been 
the fountainheads from which flowed the clarion, call for social and 
religious awakening in the past have lost their preeminence and a certain 
decay is discernible now. The contemporary decay of religion is not an 
isolated phenomenon, confined to a restricted domain distinct from a 
secular domain. It is part of a fundamental change of point of view in 
relation to the nature of man and of the universe. The newly emerged view 
point is anti-traditional, progressive, humanist, rationalist, materialist, 
experimental, individualist, egalitarian, free-thinking and intensely 
sentimental. There is no denying of the fact that such a point of view has 
always existed in one form or another. What we see is its dominance now 
practically world-wide and in control of almost every domain of human life 
and thought. 

The question, “Given the fact that I belong to a particular religion, what 
should be my attitude to another or another’s religion?” has always troubled 
modern man and it is of extraordinary importance for the possibility of 
civilized life. 

Three principal lines of thought connected with the concept of 
coexistence of religions could be of relevance here. They are (1) a vaguely 
relativistic conception of the interrelationship between religions; (2) a 
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reduction of the sphere of religion to the private and the inner; and (3) the 
hope that with the spread of the so-called “scientific temper” all religions 
will in any case die a natural death. Let us examine these positions a little 
more. 

The idea of relativism has gained a certain amount of intellectual 
respectability in recent times mainly through the efforts of the academic 
discipline of anthropology. The phenomenon is also a feeble and somewhat 
self-deluding attempt on the part of western intellectuals, who are 
concerned with the study of “other societies.” It appears relativism whether 
cultural, moral or religious is born of confusion. 

There is a general tendency on the part of the practitioners of one 
religion to criticize and condemn practices of another religion as 
“superstitious,” “immoral,” “animistic” and so on. Such criticism very often 
arises from misconceptions generated by assumptions of superiority of 
one’s own religion and its practices. 

One’s religion is very often treated as an important aspect of one’s 
inner or private life. It is viewed as a potential source of one’s “inner” 
strength, “spiritual joy” and harmony. “Inner” in this sense means “divorced 
altogether from man’s social life.” And understood in this way, the religion 
soon comes to be identified with what is sometimes called “religious 
behavior,” i.e., performance of rituals, prayer and meditation and so on. 

The element of trust in this “inner world” theory is that one’s religion is 
not something that one makes a public show. But this of course has nothing 
to do with the alleged divorce between man’s religion and his social life. As 
a matter of general belief, the dichotomy that has frequently been made 
between man’s inner (mental and spiritual) and outer life suffers from grave 
social difficulties. But in the case of religion, the mistake is so obvious that 
it is a wonder that it has been made at all and made with such persistence. 
As has been pointed out by many scholars, spirituality is undoubtedly 
something that man achieves within himself; but this “within” is as though 
nothing unless it manifests itself without. 

The third line of thought believes that all religions are basically 
irrational; some may be more irrational than others; but since, irrationality 
is an essential part of the stuff of religion, the “scientific mind” looks at 
them with equal intellectual disfavor. This “scientific spirit” will hopefully 
continue to spread among mankind and with this the fundamental 
irrationality will show itself with increasing clarity; and thus it is argued 
that we with one day see the complete disappearance of the phenomenon of 
religion from the face of this earth. The charge of irrationality is leveled 
against two things; (1) what may be called religious discourse and (2) 
religious activities, e.g., rituals and so on. 

The argument that religious beliefs are self-contradictory arises almost 
invariably from an inadequate as well as a distorted understanding of 
religious concepts. A careful study of the different religions would show 
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that the theory of the presence of self-contradictory assumptions in every 
religion is not substantiated. 

This again takes one to the question “what ought to be my attitude to 
another’s religion?” 

All religions of the world believe in promoting universal love, 
compassion, brotherhood, unity and amity among all human beings. This 
positive role of religion is not highlighted by all religious leaders in their 
preaching to their followers. They should also come together on the same 
platform to work for unity and peace. All religions should realize that what 
is required now is concerted action for preventing war, promoting peace and 
generating a new hope in the fear-stricken world of today. 

The Buddha who opened a new vista in religious co-existence provides 
an answer to the dilemma that we face now. Duhham, Duhham, Sarvam 
duhham, the Buddha said. How did his message spread? 

Buddhism spread over the whole of Asia without shedding a single 
drop of blood. The German scholar Dr. Winternitz believes that the 
conquest of human souls all over Asia by Buddhism is the only conquest of 
the spirit without violence in all history. The brotherhood of Buddhists is 
one of the great unifying forces of the world. Buddhism may as well 
provide a powerful corrective by upholding spiritual values that have 
always with stood the onslaughts of materialism. Gandhi wrote, “the 
Buddha’s teaching like his heart was all expanding and all-embracing and 
so it has survived his own body and swept across the face of the earth.” 

The Buddha insisted on right action, genuine morality and love for 
humanity. Every individual has in him the potentiality and the possibility of 
securing the highest enlightenment through disciplined devotion in the 
pursuit of truth. Mahātma Gandhi’s understanding of the essential teachings 
of Buddhism was very close. He wrote, “the Buddha’s whole soul rose in 
mighty indignation against the belief that a being called God required for 
his satisfaction the living blood of animals who were his own creation. He, 
therefore, reinstated God in the right place and dethroned the usurper who 
for the time-being seemed to occupy the whole throne. He emphasized and 
declared the eternal and unalterable existence of the moral Government of 
this universe. He unhesitatingly said that the Law was God himself. God’s 
laws are eternal and unalterable and not separate from God himself. It is an 
indispensable condition of this very perfection. And, hence the great 
confusion that the Buddha disbelieved in God and simply believed in the 
moral Law.” Let us remember the following in our understanding of 
Buddhism: 

 
1.    Buddhism defines that the life in each individual human being is of 

supreme value and reaffirms respect for the dignity of life that is of 
the highest value. 
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2.   The supreme goal of Buddhism is the attainment of the state of 
Buddhahood or enlightenment by each individual. However this 
enlightenment is not to be regarded as a mere self-realization on 
the part of any one person, but rather something attainable by all. 

3.   It may be noted that Buddhism recognizes no ‘soul or an absolute 
God.’ It teaches that all human beings possess a precious inherent 
Buddha nature at the very core of their lives. Any thing which is 
harmful to human life is inconsistent with Buddhism, hence 
Buddhism’s emphasis on the establishment of a non-violent 
environment. 

 
It also teaches that life should never be utilized as a device for 

achieving personal, political or other goals. Life is an objective in itself. 
Consequently, Buddhism emphasizes the importance of non-violence not 
only as an objective but also as a means. 

Like the Buddha, Mahātma Gandhi integrated religion with the 
problems of daily life. Gandhi believed in a philosophy of life-affirmation 
and emphasized ethical values for dynamic fulfillment of life. He evolved a 
synthesis between his faith in God, his ethical action and the building up of 
a life here and now. He believed in Truth as God and said that the Summun 
Bonum of life lay in God realization. To realize God, one has to find Him in 
His vast and wonderful creation. This requires the practice of morality and 
ethics that consist in fighting against untruth in the world. All that we do in 
this world must be based on truth and nonviolence. Our economics, politics 
and our worldly activities would be integrated with our spiritual activity to 
realize truth in life. 

Religion according to Gandhi meant an inner awakening. It is this 
awakening that made Gandhi fight the crudities of religion like 
untouchability, animal sacrifice and other meaningless institutions that had 
become part and parcel of religious practice. It is this awakening that made 
Gandhi see the truth in every religion and proclaim his ideal of “Sarve 
Dharma Samanathwa.” He wrote, 

 
Let me explain what I mean by religion. It is not the Hindu religion which 
I certainly prize above all other religions, but the religion which 
transcends Hinduism, which changes one’s very nature, which binds one 
indissolubly to the truth within. It is the permanent element in human 
nature which counts no cost too great in order to find full expression and 
which leaves the soul utterly restless until it has found itself, known its 
maker and appreciated the true correspondence between the maker and 
itself. 
 
The concept of Sarva Dharma Samanathwa has given us the key to the 

understanding of Gandhi’s religion. His ultimate aim was to make religion 
dynamically operative in human life. He thought that if religions competed 
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with each other to annex votaries, it led to the disruptions of their religious 
spirit. He never swore by rituals and dogmas. He, therefore, was quite 
certain that the biggest challenge to religions was the need to undergo self-
purification. Religion would be most potent when it would have the courage 
and sincerity for self-purification. 

Gandhi believed in the dynamics of prayer that according to him was 
the very soul and essence of religion. Gandhi prayed every morning and 
evening, and according to him, the prayer was a longing of the soul and a 
call to heart-searching and self-purification and a preparation to share the 
sufferings of our fellow beings however they happened to be. 

Gandhi tried to place body and mind at the service of God and to efface 
his ego and vanity by surrendering himself to God and doing His will and 
His work. He placed his success and failure at the feet of God and remained 
unattached to the fruits of his actions. This was Gandhi’s way of realizing 
God. 

Gandhi believed in the philosophy of renunciation in action as 
described in the Gīta. The Gīta ways “Do your work be allotted, renounce 
its fruit to be detached and don’t have a desire for reward.” Renunciation 
for Gandhi was not keeping away from the world or no salvation a matter of 
the next world. True renunciation is action without selfish motives and true 
salvation is liberation from the bondage of selfish desires and possessions 
that fetter and torment man. 

Gandhi believed in the three process of integration in religion, (1) the 
integration of personality which reconciles the individual to his own nature, 
(2) integration with his fellow men and (3) integration with God, the 
supreme Spirit. Gīta refers to this triple process of integration, yagya, dana 
and tapas and exhorts everyone to practice the necessary disciplines to build 
up personality, to create a new social order based on equality and to 
establish God as the central fact of life. Gandhi put into practice with 
meticulous care this spiritual program of integrating all aspects of life. 

Gandhi believed that education without the study of religions is 
incomplete. He considered that it is not only a legitimate intellectual pursuit 
but also a vital aspect of human culture and civilization. In this context it 
may be of interest to examine the following proposal that Prof. N. 
Radhakrishnan circulated during the international year of peace for the 
consideration of religious leaders and educationists: 

 
1. Promotion of right understanding of religion and stressing the 

common core of all religions. 
2. Adopting educational measures for promoting inter-religious unity 

which may include prayer, meditation, imparting of moral 
education, establishment of inter-religious groups and stressing the 
importance of sharing and communion both at the formal and non-
formal levels. 
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3. Organizing international youth camps and exchange programs 
affording opportunities to youth from different countries for 
staying together and working together, animated by the spirit of the 
basic unity of all religions. 

4. Taking steps to see that the mass media are not used to promote 
communal hatred and inter-religious feuds and to use the force of 
religion to combat violence promoted by abuses of alcohol and 
improper use of drugs. 

5. Enlisting the cooperation of all sections of the society for carrying 
out these programs. Special emphasis may be laid on the role of 
religious leaders, teachers and parents, scientists, journalists, youth, 
women and voluntary organizations so that religious leaders should 
realize that their duty is to stress the positive role of religion for 
promoting peace; (a) Science have to be persuaded not to produce 
lethal weapons but to educate people regarding the positive and 
constructive use of science and scientific inventions; (b) Journalists 
should make an attempt to stress the positive role of religion and to 
highlight constructive efforts made by organizations and others in 
promoting harmony and goodwill instead of going after sensational 
news; and (c) Women and women’s organizations have to play a 
very important and specific role in promoting peace. They can do 
this by educating children at home as also by participating in all 
programs, especially those meant to give an idea of the havoc 
wrought by war. They should also lend strong support to protests 
against the misuse of the mass media. 

6. Text-books should be carefully selected in schools and colleges. 
Books containing negative ideas that militate against religious 
harmony should be discarded and only these with positive 
integrating ideas should be encouraged.  

7. Good books from different religions in one language may be 
translated into other languages. 

8. Study of comparative religions may be introduced in the curricula 
at all levels. 

9. Remember on comparative religions may be promoted, research 
projects which come under this umbrella be suitably assisted. 

10. Lectures may be arranged and symposia and seminars be held 
frequently on religious faiths and strengthening of secularism. 

11. Steps to celebrate all religious festivals by all sections together 
may be thought about. Exchange of gifts, mutual invitations and 
visits during important religious festivals may be encouraged. 

12. The activities of Youth Movements like the Shanti Sena of the 
Gandhigram Rural Institute in Tamilnadu in India and the Shanti 
Vahini of the G.R. Institute of Nonviolence in Kerala that strive to 
promote religious tolerance and training youth in non-violence 
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may be studied and if possible, similar efforts may be initiated on a 
larger basis. 

13. Youth camps should be organized in summer vacations on an inter-
state basis. Attendance at any one of such camps may be suitably 
recognized. 

14. Sports and games will help greatly to bring about emotional 
integration of people. Hence, they should be encouraged. Greater 
emphasis should be given to organize such activities on inter-state 
basis. 

15. Inter religious prayers may be organized, if feasible in universities 
and colleges in which songs from different religions may be sung 
and passages from different scriptures read. 

16. The students may be encouraged to visit different places of 
worship of all religions. These should be accompanied by due 
explanations of special features. 

17. Discussions, debates, and group singings that bring the students 
closer physically and emotionally and thus help to understand each 
other better should be encouraged in educational institutions. 

18. Group singings have become almost a rare phenomenon. Singing 
together brings people together. Hence group singing should be 
arranged. 

19. Efforts to offer courses / programs on inter-religious, inter-
communal harmony should be arranged. 

20. A new type of education is needed for developing a better 
integrating learner by revision of courses of study and formulation 
of schemes of national education, from the lowest to the highest, 
with the purpose of promoting study of other religions. 

21. Establishment of combating the ideas that militate against religious 
tolerance. 

22. Insistence of norms or codes of conduct for religious head, for 
parents, for teachers, for students, for members of political parties, 
and, indeed for citizens of every class for promotion of all ideas 
which produce unities amidst diversities in religion and culture. 

 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 18  
 
BUDDHISM: THE MESSENGER OF PEACE, 
CONTACT AND UNDERSTANDING  
 
Jiwen Du & Baoxu Zhao 

 
 

There is an old saying in China, “reviewing the past helps one to 
understand the present” (Confucius, The Analects). What can Buddhism do 
today? And how to do it? Reviewing the past of Buddhism may shed light 
on the questions that we want to answer. 

 
1 

 
In the ancient Orient, peoples were separated and ill-informed, and 

many segregated countries were nearly inaccessible. In such a state of 
isolation, the contact and intercourse between them depended to a great 
extent on trade economically and on Buddhism spiritually and culturally. 

Buddhism came into being in ancient India in the 6th century B.C.E. 
Thereafter it burst out of the confines of India and found its way into other 
countries along two distinct lines. One is the Southern Buddhism or so-
called Hīnayāna Buddhism, which was founded in Ceylon / Sri Lanka and 
later became the religious belief of the people in Southeast Asia. The other 
is the Northern Buddhism, or namely Mahāyāna Buddhism, believed by 
peoples in West, Central and East Asia (including China). Buddhism was 
introduced to Vietnam in the early 3rd century C.E., to Korean peninsula in 
the 4th century and to Japan in the 6th century. Tibetan Buddhism (Lamaism) 
grew very popular in the regions where Tibet-Mongolians and other 
nationalities live in compact communities. The population that has 
converted to Buddhism is quite large. 

The propagation of Buddhism resulted directly in increasing 
interactions and communications among the related countries and regions, 
improvement of their mutual contact and mutual understanding, and it 
brought about an alternative culture to the local civilizations. Therefore, it 
enriched and nurtured the social lives of the various nations. The Stories 
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from the West, written in the 4th century by Daoan, a very famous Chinese 
monk, was the first book dedicated to description of the human geographic 
features of Central Asia and ancient India. The sources of the book came 
from the monks who had been to those areas. Now, the book is still a very 
important literature in studying the ancient history of the Orient. Just like 
the discovery of the New World by Columbus, the great significance of the 
mutual discoveries of those Asian countries provoked by Buddhism cannot 
be underestimated. 

For China as an example, since the 2nd century C.E., Buddhist monks 
from the ancient countries such as Parthia, Indo-Scythia, Sogdia, India, and 
Gandhara brought with them the unfamiliar religious and cultural messages 
of the West. From the 3rd century, many Chinese monks started rushing 
westward in search of Buddhist Dharma, both by land and by sea. They 
introduced and translated a lot of Buddhist sūtras and other scriptures and 
canons. According to Kaiyuan shijiao-lu (the authoritative catalogue of 
Buddhist translations in China compiled by Zhisheng in the Kaiyuan era of 
Tang Dynasty), there had already been 176 translators of great celebrity by 
the early Tang Dynasty. More than 1,000 books and 54,048 volumes of the 
Buddhist sūtras and scriptures were introduced into Tibet, and most of them 
were translations. These books were talking not only the societies and 
thoughts of ancient India, but also religion and philosophies of ancient 
Persia and Greece. The religious contact, and the translation and teaching of 
the Buddhist sūtras and doctrines widened the horizon of the Chinese 
people, stimulated their thinking and replenished their knowledge. In return, 
the Chinese civilization was also disseminated into the West. For instance, 
Dasheng yizhang (Essays on the Meaning of Mahāyāna) and Dasheng 
qixin-lun (Treatise on the Awakening of Faith) written by Chinese 
Buddhists were translated into the Turk and Sanskrit languages, too. As we 
know now, Confucianism and Taoist scriptures and magic were spread into 
Central Asia partly through Buddhism. It may be said that in ancient times 
the Western countries knew China mainly from wandering Buddhist monks. 

Since its entrance into China, Buddhism has been playing a critical role 
in harmonizing social relations. It is well-known that China was 
experiencing protracted social and political turbulence and even torn by 
wars when it began to be exposed to Buddhism. At that time, Buddhism 
prevailed in different dynasties and nationalities in the capacity of 
“renunciation” and “lokottara” (the transcendental), functioning as a very 
important tie that maintained close relationship between the peoples and 
dynasties and linked the feelings among them. Because of advocating the 
doctrine of ahimsa (non-violence), Buddhism contributed very much to the 
pacification and reunification in China during the Sui and Tang dynasties. 
As Buddhism developed in China, an important social stratum, the Buddhist 
monkhood emerged. It recruited many pacifists, deserters of military service, 
the destitute and homeless masses, and even some literati. In this way, it 
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protected these people, mitigated social contradictions and kept human 
relations in balance. It is quite clear that Buddhism was a vital stabilizing 
factor in the Chinese history. 

Of the three principal religions in the world, Buddhism is the only one 
that has never waged any kinds of religious war, for it always preaches in a 
peaceful way. Consequently, it played the role of friendship, mediation, and 
understanding in the intercourses among peoples and countries. In the early 
5th century, Chinese Buddhist monk Faxian started his long journey 
westward from Chang’an. Having crossed the Pamir and traversed India, he 
finally arrived in Sri Lanka. He brought with him the messages of China 
and the friendship of its people. Having studied Buddhism in India and Sri 
Lanka for years, he returned home by sea, bringing back the messages of Sri 
Lanka and the friendship of the local people. Even today, as the symbol of 
the Sino-Ceylonese friendship, Faxian is still remembered by the people of 
the two countries. In the middle 5th century, ten Ceylonese nuns headed by 
Kisara came to Nanjing, China, to teach the disciplines for nuns. Later, the 
Chinese monks and laymen built the famous Kisara Temple in memory of 
them. The contact and intercourse between China and India through 
Buddhism were even longer and more frequent. The early Buddhist 
doctrines in India, especially the later-emerged Madhyāmika and Yogācāra 
were taken as the theoretical origin of Chinese Buddhism. Chinese Buddhist 
master Xuanzang was the most outstanding of those Chinese who studied 
Buddhism abroad. In the early 7th century, he went to India and was 
accorded with courteous reception by King Rājaputra$īlāditya and King 
Kumāra. He was highly venerated by the Tang Dynasty after he came back, 
and is still revered by the Chinese and Indian people today. 

In addition, there are also numerous examples that illustrate the great 
contributions Buddhism has made to the Sino-Korean cultural exchanges 
and friendship of the peoples. In the 8th century, Chinese Buddhist master 
Jianzhen made a hard journey eastward to Japan in order to propagate 
Buddhism. Saichō, Kūkai and other Japanese Buddhist monks also came to 
China to seek Dharma. These are much-told stories in the history of the 
Sino-Japanese relations. In the 9th century, an eminent Japanese monk 
established the Bodhima½(a dedicated to Guanyin (Avalokite$vara 
Bodhisattva) on Mount Putuo in Zhejiang, China, which still attracts 
thousands of pilgrims every year. Korea used to be the “transfer station” on 
the way of the Buddhist exchange between China and Japan. In the 7th and 
8th centuries, the Korean Buddhist monks such as Woncheuk, Wonhyo and 
Uisang enjoyed a very high fame among Chinese Buddhists. In Sichuan, 
China, a Korean monk, Musang, founded a new sect Jingzhong (the 
Purified Masses) which belonged to Chan School. On Mt. Jiuhua in Anhui, 
China, another Korean monk, Jijang Gim became the incarnation of 
K"itigarbha. In fact, most of the Buddhist schools and sects in Japan and 
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Korea regard China as their birthplaces and have their own ancestor-halls in 
China. 

Such stories are too many to tell. Nevertheless, the above-mentioned 
historical facts are clear enough to show how the expansion of Buddhism 
greatly stimulated the contacts and mutual understanding among the peoples 
and countries concerned. Buddhism, being a general carrier of culture, has 
also accelerated the cultural exchange in those regions. 

As one of the Oriental religions and a special form of culture, 
Buddhism bears many differences with the Occidental tradition of religion 
and culture, and this is self-evident. In the modern age, the political and 
economic development resulted in the renaissance of Buddhism in the 
Oriental countries. Moreover, Buddhism has aroused the interest of the 
people in the Occident. Some of them have begun to study it, and even have 
been converted to it. Nowadays, religious tolerance and religious dialogue 
are becoming a global trend. Religious development in the contemporary 
era is characterized by a movement that Christianity comes eastward and 
Buddhism goes westward; and in the evolution their mutual understanding 
and mutual respect coincide with the mutual infiltration. It is quite apparent 
that Buddhism is a messenger of peace and friendship and a positive 
element in the self-development of the related nations. 

 
2 

 
Why can Buddhism undertake the historical mission of peace, contact 

and understanding? Why has Buddhism persisted for more than two 
thousand years? The reasons are multi-fold. But what merits our special 
attention is: Buddhism has many advantageous elements in its creed such as 
prolonged and universal adaptability and capability to survive. Here, we 
will only make three points briefly. 

First is the idea of “Pusa-xing” (the Path of Bodhisattva, or 
Bodhisattvasa)skāra). There is a very important concept in Buddhism, that 
is, “the difficulty of human life”. Since it is absolutely no easy thing for 
human beings to live in this world, one should be self-esteemed, self-
possessed, and also respect others. One should cultivate perfection in 
various merits and virtues by relieving others from pain and sufferings. 
Morally speaking, that is to “do all the goods, and avoid all the evils” which 
we refer to as the doctrine of “egoism through altruism”. Those who believe 
in the doctrine are Bodhisattvas and those practices directed by the doctrine 
are following the Path of Bodhisattva. 

Many Jākata tales are pregnant with the idea of “pusa-xing” such as the 
selfless donation of Sudhana, the sacrifice of Prince Mahāsattva to a hungry 
tiger, etc. All these practices can be generalized and abstracted as the 
principle of “Buddhist compassion” which requires Buddhists to do mercy 
to human beings and act for the welfare of others. Many social ideals grew 
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out of the principle. For instance, Kang Senghui, a Sogdian-Chinese monk, 
once advocated to establish a kingdom that would follow pusa-xing where 
there would be no weapons, no prisons and no tyranny and where people 
would no longer live in hunger and cold. 

Second is the conception of upek$ā (Equality). Buddhism lays great 
stress on the likeness of all living beings and the equality of all Buddhist 
schools and sects. It wants all the people to be equally treated without 
discrimination. In the Diamond Sūtra, Buddhists are asked not to be too 
particular about the gender of male or female because men and women are 
held to be equal by Buddhism. According to a story in Tan jing (the 
Platform Sūtra), in the initial interview, Hongren, the Fifth Chinese Chan 
Patriarch, tried to discourage Huineng, his future spiritual successor, by 
saying that southerners did not possess the Buddha-nature. Huineng replied 
that so far as the Buddha-nature was concerned, there was no distinction 
between northerners and southerners. To put it in modern terms, all human 
beings are equal, regardless of their countries, nationalities, races, sexes, 
ages and religious beliefs. This conception of equality makes it possible for 
Buddhism to be free of bias and prejudice, and easy to keep an objective 
position beyond the rights and wrongs of the interested parties. This 
accounts for the reason why Buddhism is widely accepted by various 
countries, nationalities, social classes, and groups and for the reason why 
Buddhism has become the medium that introduces peace, contact, and 
understanding. 

Third is the orientation of “humanization”. The nature of pusa-xing is 
the humanization of Buddhism, that is to say, Buddhism concerns itself for 
human happiness and human liberation (mok$a). According to the 
Wisdom Sūtra, those people who are willing to follow pusa-xing must make 
a vow in the following way, “I am obligated to serve as the bridge for the 
people from all directions and let all of them tread over me to get salvaged.” 
That is the guiding principle of the humanization orientation of Buddhism. 

With the guiding principle as a starting point, Buddhism has put 
forward the idea of upāya, that is, some kind of specific means of salvation. 
So far as Chinese Buddhism is concerned, there are two cults the Pure Land 
(sukhāvatī) and the Maitreya Buddha. Pure Land used to be quite popular. 
The two cults solace people with ideals and encourage them to do good as 
much as possible in this world. Yet, the Pure Land can only come true in the 
other world. Nevertheless, some Chinese Buddhist thinkers pointed out that 
“the polluted land” could be turned into “the Pure Land” and that “the Pure 
Land” which completely belongs to this world could be established through 
the transformation of “the polluted land.” Many Buddhist monks and 
laymen have made great efforts in order to fulfill the transformation. 
Accordingly, they concerned themselves for all the affairs of human beings, 
ranging from such important problems as the stability of a state and the 
concord of nations to trifling matters such as discords among family 
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members, and sorrows and sufferings of individuals. It is this orientation of 
humanization that has very much strengthened the adaptability of Buddhism 
and its influence both in the Orient and the Occident. 

 
3 

 
The traditional Chinese society has witnessed the positive function that 

Buddhism performed in maintaining harmony and consensus of the society 
domestically and in promoting cultural interaction and exchange 
internationally. In modern times, traditional societies have passed away and 
Buddhism is still gaining its momentum. In fact, Buddhism is rejuvenating 
in the process of modernization in some Buddhist countries and regions 
such as Japan, Thailand, and “the Four Little Dragons”. The spirit of 
Buddhism is becoming accommodated with the spirit of modernity, thus 
makes development be smooth and balanced and keeps a society be stable 
and harmonious. Not surprisingly, Buddhism, inaugurated by the Buddha 
more than two thousand years ago, can even help to comfort today’s lonely 
average souls and relieve the anomie in post-industrial societies (for 
example, the work done by D.T. Suzuki and E. Fromm). 

As we might have seen, with the evolution of human civilization, more 
and more people have been further attached to Buddhism rather than 
detached from it. Buddhism serves not only as a bridge that leads us to 
enlightenment, salvation and nirvana, but also as a messenger that brings us 
peace, understanding and development. The vitality of Buddhism lies in its 
spirit of maitrī-karu½ā (compassion), upek$ā (equality) and 
humanization which is one of the ingredients of the Zeitgeist indispensable 
to the contemporary world.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 19  
 
PUTTING BUDDHIST IDEAS INTO SOCIAL 
PRACTICE FOR PEACE AND JUSTICE:  
THE TRUTH OF THE CONVENTIONAL  
 
Jamie Hubbard 
 

Although the logic of basic Buddhist teachings not merely allows but 
more positively demands social awareness, because of the focus on 
individual realization, political notions such as peace and justice have not 
often been raised in the tradition. This is discussed in terms of the 
socialization of the Buddhist practitioner, the origins of the Mahāyāna and 
the bodhisattva ideal, and the doctrinal emphasis on ultimate truths. In 
contrast to this the path for the layperson is presented in order to suggest 
that, although engaged Buddhism has often looked to the ultimate ideals of 
the Buddhist tradition for understanding its own engagement, attention to 
the truth of the conventional and its fruits (karma) might provide a more 
viable base for Buddhist social activism. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
As I write this, much of the world seems to be in a euphoria of peace, 

Japanese tourists returning home with pieces of the Berlin Wall as souvenirs, 
the two Koreas, joining with Pacific ocean nations and Eastern European 
republics freed from the shackles of foreign rule as the newest nations 
represented in the United Nations, and the majority of the world feels that 
not only great military victory was achieved in the Gulf war, but a moral 
victory and coming together of the world for a common good was attained 
as well. And, indeed, we should not belittle these amazing events of our 
time. Yet neither should we forget the continued horror of war, crimes 
against humanity, genocide, wholesale slaughter of entire species 
(incredibly, the complete elimination of 4,000 to 6,000 species, “lineages of 
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ancient beings,” every year1), the tens of thousands of children estimated to 
die every single day of malnutrition-related disease, crippling deficit 
spending by virtually every nation on earth in place of basic social services, 
the continued attack on women throughout the world, the universe-wide 
destruction of the environment through pollution, deforestation, toxic 
dumping, and nuclear testing, and on and on. 

But, I am preaching to the converted. No doubt all of us here are 
acutely aware of these and other problems, are motivated to do something 
about it, and further, seek to find the base for our activism within the 
Buddhist tradition. Perhaps also many of us, confronted or living with the 
many nightmares of our modern world, are not surprised by the often-
horrific results of the drives that seem to rule the modern world. What is 
surprising, however, is the total devastation and chaos one finds within the 
traditionally Buddhist cultures, such that some twenty years ago a journalist 
called Buddhism “a faith in flames.2“ Indeed, surveying the Buddhist 
cultures of the world, we are confronted with a litany of continuing or very 
recent horrors. The communal violence of India and Sri Lanka, so often 
related to religious ethnicity, the tragic fate of Buddhist socialism in 
Cambodia and Burma, Buddhist intolerance for Muslims in Thailand, the 
devastation of Buddhist Tibet, China, and Mongolia, and the scandals that 
seem to be so common in Japanese and American Buddhist communities all 
belie romantic notions of the superiority of Buddhist social and political 
models. In good conscience we cannot say that Buddhism has served 
modernity well, and, given the almost complete devastation of the Buddhist 
monastic tradition in the past one-hundred years, we certainly cannot say 
that modernity has served Buddhism well. I think it is significant that one of 
the major efforts of engaged Buddhists is to provide educational 
opportunities for Buddhist monks and nuns (the main area in which I try to 
lend assistance), including instruction in the dharma! 

Although we can complain that this is because modernity is a disease of 
the West inflicted upon traditional cultures, the fact is that Buddhist cultures 
have never been the idyllic bastion of the “traditional” that many would 
have us believe - Buddhist cultures too have had their fair share of human-
inflicted disaster, and, as in the West, not infrequently under the banner of 
religious ideals (do Buddhists in Thailand have the right of conscientious 
objection to military service?) 1 think the reason for this is simply that 
Buddhism has always emphasized the deconstruction of the individual as 

                                                
1 E. O. Wilson, Scientific American (September, 1989), cited in Ty Cashman, 

“Buddhism and The Great Dying,” Buddhist Peace Fellowship Newsletter (Spring, 
1991): 38. 

2 Jerrold L. Schecter, New Face of the Buddha: Buddhism and Political Power 
in Southeast Asia (London: Gollancz, 1967). 
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the path to awakening rather than a similar deconstruction of the social or 
political world.3 

Let me then begin with an observation perversely contrary to the topic 
at hand: the way that Buddhism has traditionally attempted to solve human 
suffering is through the conscious rejection of social ordering, and that it is 
in that mode that Buddhism has the most to offer the modern world; 
historically, it is when Buddhism functions a-socially (that is, focusing on 
the individual) that it has done the best job of enhancing rather than 
diminishing social justice. There is not time enough to cover all of the 
issues that are involved in this discussion, but let me set aside some issues 
from the start. First, I assure you that this is not the naive Weber-esque view 
that Asian religions in general or Buddhism in particular are world-denying; 
I am also fully aware of the actual involvement of the traditional sa#gha in 
most all aspects of local community. In fact, when it comes to Buddhist 
social involvement, I am rather upbeat about the efforts of the last decade or 
so. Buddhists everywhere are involved in projects of every sort, from letter-
writing campaigns on behalf of jailed Tibetan nuns to day-care centers for 
Japanese women in the mizu sh�bai business (bar hostesses and the like) to 
meditation programs in American prisons, and on and on. Related to this, I 
take very seriously the notion that every aspect of our existence is rife with 
political / ideological (social) import (which is, after all, only a statement of 
pratītya-samutpāda with specific political reference). I am also not 
advocating the (to me) ludicrous view that meditation is actually “doing” 
something to ease social ills. Rather, I wholeheartedly endorse the emphasis 
on individual self-realization in the Buddhist tradition, and simply observe 
that the creation of institutional opportunities for de-ordering the social self 
is what the Buddhist tradition does best, but when that institution ventures 
explicitly into the social / political arena, it stumbles more than advances.  

 
2. The Impulse to Practice: Breaking with the Social  

 
2.1. Renunciation 

 
It is well known that Buddhism is chiefly concerned with salvation, 

which in turn focuses the tradition on nirvana as defining the “good,” the 
summum bonum to which all proximate ends are aligned. This provides one 
framework in which the a-social tendencies of the tradition can be discussed. 
In many ways, the very beginnings of Buddhism are bound to an a-social or 
individual message. Historically speaking, we should not lose sight of the 

                                                
3 See the Dalai Lama, a Policy of Kindness : An Anthology of Writings by and 

about the Dalai Lama, compiled and edited by Sidney Piburn, in which the Dalai 
Lama, for example, has often noted that Buddhist inner science is based on actual 
observation and experimentation, while its “external science” is not. 
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fact that Þākyamuni’s movement arose in the context of the #rama½a, 
usually understood as a movement away from socially construed religious 
notions of the dharma of the village to individual knowledge (jñāna) found 
in the forest, away from the society. Within the Buddhist tradition, this 
message is conveyed in stories sure to inculcate the idea that taking up the 
Buddhist path involves serious breaks with socially accepted norms of 
behavior. Perhaps the most obvious example of this tension between social 
and individual responsibility is the story of the Buddha’s own decision to 
leave the princely life of the palace and the opposition of his family. The 
Buddhacarita very movingly describes for us the young prince’s growing 
restiveness and ultimate disenchantment with his royal life. This 
disenchantment gives rise to an intense wish for an understanding of the 
“meaning of life” and suffering within the world. At this point he goes to 
his father, the king, and presents his decision to leave the palace. Parents, 
anxious to protect their children and transmit to them their own values and 
religious understandings, easily sympathize with the king’s exhortations to 
his son regarding family and social obligations to protect and nourish those 
under his protection - after all, the young prince was married and next in 
line to take up the duties of the kingdom. Serious religious seekers, however, 
impatient to come to an understanding of the world on their own terms, can 
equally identify with the prince, who tells his father of an even higher, more 
pressing duty - a more ultimate aim to fulfill.4 So strong is his motivation 
that he disobeys his father’s final refusal and departs in the dark of the night, 
symbolic of both the difficulty of the decision and the strength of resolve 
needed to carry it forward. This break with society’s norms figures to this 
day in ordination rites, which, as in all such ritual, signify the end of life in 
one social context and re-birth in another. 

This story recounts a scene not too different from that still played out 
today as daughters and sons announced their intention to leave for India or a 
Zen monastery. Recently, one of my students asked me to meet her parents 
to discuss her upcoming trip to India to study Tibetan Buddhism. Her 
parents were very positive about her trip, but nonetheless had a number of 
genuine concerns for her safety and so wanted her to join a group or study 
tour. She refused, having already self-designed her own “personal” agenda, 
and after a bit of tussle back and forth concluded the conversation by saying, 

                                                
4 It is interesting to note that the Buddhacarita (trans. E. H. Johnston, Rpt., 

New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1978) puts the renunciation of the prince in terms of 
his desire for dharma, the non-Buddhist notion of which is, of course, exactly what 
the young man was rejecting (his father accordingly calls Siddhartha’s intentions 
“non-dharma,” (69). “Social ethics” is often given as the best rendering of this non-
Buddhist use of dharma. So, in order to justify the prince’s abandoning of his family, 
the writers are careful to tell us, “Understand therefore... that my departure from 
here is connected with dharma for the benefit of the world.” (77) (adapted, emphasis 
added). 
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“Well, it doesn’t make any difference what you want - I’ll go if I want!” At 
the moment it was clear that she was not acting out of any disinterested or 
lofty spiritual realization, yet I could not but help compare her attitude to 
that of the young Þākya prince. Today, of course, we applaud the future 
Buddha’s noble intention, seeing that it was for the benefit of all humanity, 
the culmination of aeons of practice - but this remains only an after-the-fact 
judgment. Considering the untold numbers of women and children 
abandoned everyday in the modern world by men under the guise of 
“finding themselves” in one fashion or another, I know that, in the same 
situation, I could no more approve of the young prince’s conduct than did 
his father. 

For any who choose to break with a tradition handed down from past 
generations there is naturally a sense of violating the social norms, which 
very awareness serves, ironically, to enhance the importance of the 
decision.5 Breaking with what is seen as the stultifying norms of society is a 
well-known component of the sociology of the religious avocation in both 
the academic and the religious literature, and the latter in particular often 
contains warnings that social ostracism may well be the price of following 
the truth (the gospel of Luke, for example, or the Bodhisattva Sadāparibhūta 
in the Lotus Sūtra). To break with one’s tradition involves a strong and 
public demonstration of belief and practice. Further, the break often 
involves an explicit turning from belief in the viability of social and 
political solutions, as is the case with many Westerners who have “turned 
East” in the past thirty years. This break with social norms is even more 
conspicuous if the religious values that a person takes up are not those of 
the culturally dominant religious matrix of the society in which they live 
and work. Thus, for example, virtually all non-ethnic Buddhists in the West 
have broken with their inherited traditions by taking up the teachings and 
practice of Buddhism. The hue and cry over religious cults, brainwashing, 
and “de-programming” are a well-known indication of the suspicion with 
which different religious practices are held in America. Of course, in 
contemporary America being overtly religious, committing oneself totally 
and openly to a life dedicated to religious ideals, is not a path that is 
generally accepted even within the context of socially established churches.6 
Perhaps little has changed in this regard since the time of Prince Siddhārtha.  

                                                
5 This is well-attested in Japan, where many have left their family-centered 

Buddhist denominations in order to join, as an individual act of choice (the original 
meaning of “heresy”, one of the many new religious movements. 

6 I have frequently surveyed my students on this subject, and the response is 
virtually always the same, i.e., they doubt if their parents would approve of their 
devoting themselves full time to any religious activity, in any denomination or 
tradition. 
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2.2. The Mahāyāna and the Bodhisattva Ideal 
 
Although the non-Mahāyāna is often said to be focused on the 

renunciant, isn’t the Mahāyāna, the “Great Vehicle,” aimed at the broad 
nexus of society? What about the compassionate desire of the bodhisattva, 
often mentioned in the context of Buddhist social commitment? Upon 
investigation, the generally accepted notion that, out of compassion for 
living beings, the bodhisattva postpones her own enlightenment until all 
have entered nirvana, thus lingering to aid the world of suffering humanity, 
turns out to be rather inaccurate, logically, practically and historically. 
Logically, the idea of all beings mutually postponing Buddhahood until 
everybody else is enlightened is obviously incoherent (nobody could ever 
attain enlightenment); it would also render the Buddha selfish for actually 
having attained enlightenment instead of waiting! Practically speaking, the 
Mahāyāna follower does strive for the full enlightenment of Buddhahood so 
as to be most effective in her or his compassionate activity (one example 
that comes readily to mind is Dharmākara - Amida Buddha - the efficacy of 
whose vows depends on his attainment of enlightenment just as his 
enlightenment depends on fulfilling them). With the denial of Þākyamuni’s 
final nirvana (e.g., the Lotus Sūtra), the continued compassionate activity of 
the fully enlightened Buddha is assured even after enlightenment, and there 
is no need for “postponing” anything. Historically, in terms of the 
beginnings of the Mahāyāna, contemporary research seems to debunk the 
notion that it arose from the broad social matrix of the laity; rather the 
institutional and doctrinal focus of the early Mahāyāna, like the Theravāda 
today, was the renunciant.7 In any case, we should also remember that the 
superior gift of the bodhisattva (dāna, the first of the Six Perfections) is 
dharma-teaching rather than economic aid. 

The rejection of the social matrix (family, work and government) by 
the Buddhist practitioner is of course related first and foremost to the 
Buddhist goal of enlightenment, and thereby includes as well the rejection 
of the social goals. Buddhism is not ultimately about artha (secular 
attainments), and the move out of society is primarily a practical rather than 
a logical denial. Thus the practice of Vimalakīrti can also be upheld as an 
ideal, and family life affirmed as the locus of practice rather than denied. 
For those whose equanimity is not equal to Vimalakīrti, however, 
Buddhism has always recommended severing social ties as the most 
effective means to the goal, and it has always seen that goal as more 
important than preservation of society. 8  Rather than attempt to force 
                                                

7 Paul Harrison, “Who Gets to Ride in the Mahāyāna” in JIABS, 10.1 (1987); 
Gregory Shopen’s studies on the origins of the Mahāyāna also indicate the need to 
correct past assessments. 

8 We should also remember that action and its fruits (kamma / phala) have 
traditionally been construed as individual rather than group or shared/transferred, as 
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Buddhism away from that understanding, it is the genius of the Buddhist 
tradition, to my mind, that it has continuously rejected the tyranny of the 
social in favor of the liberation of the individual. Thus Nāgārjuna, for 
example, after instructing the king in a variety of “enlightened” approaches 
to sovereignty, concludes, “But enlightened rule is difficult, due to the un-
enlightenment of the world; so it is better you renounce the world for the 
sake of true glory.”9 

 
3. Doctrinal Considerations 

 
3.1. Buddhism and History 

 
The dominant paradigm in religious studies today is thoroughly the 

historicist one, that is, locating the religious in its historical setting, together 
with all of the social and political specificity of that setting. It is the same 
orientation, often Marxist in origin that underpins contemporary Christian 
social activism from Niebuhr onwards, as it does much of the theoretical 
deconstruction of gender and other structural biases so common to the 

                                                                                                    
the very first verses of the Dhammapada tells us: “All that we are is the result of 
what we have thought: we are founded on our thoughts, we are made up of our 
thoughts. If a man speaks or acts with an evil thought, pain follows him, as the 
wheel follows the foot of the ox that draws the carriage. . . If a man speaks or acts 
with a pure thought, happiness follows him, like a shadow that never leaves him.” 
See also Potter, Karma and Rebirth: Post Classical Developments (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1986), 110. Further, inasmuch it is “the destruction of the factor of karma 
(kammaniddānasamkhaya) that leads to nibbāna” (Bruce Mathews, “Post-Classical 
Developments in the Concepts of Karma and Rebirth in Theravāda Buddhism,” in 
Karma and Rebirth, 138, n. 13), we could also resurrect the old argument that 
Buddhism, like the other Indian traditions of its day, was fundamentally concerned 
with putting an end to becoming rather than prolonging the process any further, a 
more fundamental form of anti-social behavior (Obeyesekere, “Rebirth Eschatology 
and its Transformations,” in Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Traditions, 148 
ff). This insight is well known to Western Buddhism: “If you are trying to attain 
enlightenment, you are creating and being driven by karma, and you are wasting 
your time on your black cushion.” Shunryu Suzuki, Zen Mind,Beginner’s Mind 
(New York: Weatherhill, 1970), 99. 

9 Robert A. F. Thurman, “Nāgārjuna’s Guidelines for Buddhist Social Action,” 
in The Eastern Buddhist, 16-1 (Spring, 1983): 31; see also Robert A. F. Thurman, 
“Nāgārjuna’s Guidelines for Buddhist Social Action,” in The Path of Compassion 
(Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1988), 121. Thurman notes, “More than two thirds of the 
[Jewel Garland of Royal] Counsels contain personal instructions on the core insight 
of individualism, namely subjective and objective selflessnesses. This type of 
instruction is called the teaching of ‘transcendence’ (ni¦#reyasa), the summum 
bonum.” (122). See also Nāgārjuna’s Letter to King Gautamiputra, trans. Ven. 
Lozang Jamspal, Ven. Nga Wang Samten Chophel, and Peter Della Santina (New 
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1978). 
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Western academy today. This historicist criticism is largely a product of the 
post-Enlightenment West, informed as well by a teleological / 
eschatological orientation and the importance of specific historical 
revelation to the religious version of that paradigm (exodus, Jesus Christ, 
Mohammed). The Buddhist tradition, on the other hand, may be said to be 
either a-historical or possibly even anti-historical. Roger Corless has 
recently written, 

 
Change, for Buddhism, is a primary characteristic of cyclic existence 
(sa!sāra), and history is just a lot of change. All that we can say about 
history, Buddhistically, is that as time goes on, we get more of it... 
[History is] a Western, post-Christian, academic discipline, [which] is 
non-Buddhist, even anti- Buddhist.10 
 
In terms of a-historical tendencies, we need simply to remind ourselves 

that Buddhist truth, the nature of things (defined as orderliness of causality, 
dhammatā) will remain the same whether the Tathāgatas arise or do not 
arise. 11  Anti-historical tendencies are also evident if we look at the 
dominant Buddhist theories of time. We can primarily identify two strands, 
of which one, the cosmic, deals in terms of kalpas as numerous as the sands 
of the Ganges, and is of such vast scope that humanity is dwarfed entirely, 
and the other, more specific, which is a theory of decay. Whereas the former 
case may tend to see any change as change for the worse and thus tend 
towards the status quo,12 the latter case, mostly familiar in East Asian 
traditions of mofa (mappō), led to a radical shift in the understanding of 
human potential for any sort of beneficial conduct at the conventional, 
karmic level and the subsequent rejection of social-temporal distinctions.13 
It should also be noted that both of these views of history, if existentially 

                                                
10 Roger Corless, The Vision of Buddhism (New York: Paragon House, 1989), 

xix-xx. 
11 The Book of the Kindred Sayings (London: PTS, 1982), part 2, p. 21. 
12 Jan Nattier, “The Meanings of the Maitreya Myth,” in Alan Sponberg and 

Helen Hardacre, eds., Maitreya, The Future Buddha (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 27; Jan Nattier, Once Upon a Future Time (Berkeley: Asian 
Humanities Press, 1991): 8-26, 137. 

13 In the modern context, for example, Tanabe Hajime follows the teachings of 
Shinran and sees evil as “a negative determination of our being itself that lies at the 
foundation of human existence in general.” (Philosophy as Metanoetics, 4). “The 
tenacity of egoity [which] can never be avoided in any act brought about directly by 
will. This is our radical evil.” (Philosophy as Metanoelics, 188) The Sect of the 
Three Stages, on the other hand, focused on the immanence of the Buddha within 
each living being and so organized an institution of charitable social welfare, which 
was finally closed by the government amid charges of fraud and stealing by the 
monks in charge. In either case, however, it is quite clear that the “constitutive evil” 
is existential rather than historical. 
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significant, are empirically false and thus hardly a good starting place for 
the sort of historical awareness demanded by social advocacy. Though the 
Buddhist deconstruction of the individual self is well-formulated, the same 
cannot be said of its deconstruction of the historicity of cultural, ethnic, 
racial or institutional phenomena. For example, it is remarkable that 
throughout Asia the primary Buddhist response to modernity has been that 
of nationalism, attempting to unite the people in ancient alignments against 
Western imperialism, including Shaku Soen’s ideological support of 
imperialist Japan in Manchuria, the “Chinese Buddhist,” a warplane paid 
for by Buddhist temples during the Korean war, and the ethnic nationalism 
of Buddhist politics in Sri Lanka. For the most part, Buddhism has yet to 
come to grips with the modern notion of the state as a fictive grouping of 
peoples within largely artificial boundaries, preferring instead traditional 
ethnic or tribal models of rāja-dharma and Buddha-dharma. 

 
3.2. Disjunction of the Ultimate 

 
In addition to the pragmatic need for an environment conducive to 

spiritual practice, the lack of compelling interest in the social is seen in 
another area that has historically kept the Buddhist tradition, especially in 
East Asia, from developing the sort of socio-ethical awareness we are today 
addressing. That is, though the common person in the world of action 
(karma) is motivated by cumulative gain, the ultimate fruit of the Buddhist 
is often seen as precisely unconditioned, uncreated, and irreducible, or, 
more positively, always present and therefore never “gained.” After all, no 
matter the questions of old age, sickness and death that initially motivated 
Siddhārtha as a young prince, Þākyamuni, as the Buddha, did get old, sick 
and dead. The kind of goal-oriented behavior of society cannot speak to the 
ultimate concern of enlightenment. Ueda 

Yoshifumi, for example, has written convincingly that Buddhism is not 
essentially concerned with the kind of utility that drove Siddhārtha but 
eluded Þākyamuni: 

 
Utility value is that which is meaningful for people - that which enriches 
and enhances human life ... Truth value, in contrast, focuses on the 
ultimate end, the elemental meaning, of human life ... Buddhism’s true 
significance is lost when it is regarded exclusively from this aspect of 
utility value ... another common argument centering on utility value is the 
role of religion in an ethical life ... Buddhism does not neglect the moral 
life but its primary concern is with the truth value of religion... Whatever 
is useful for good health, high position and wealth may be considered 
good, but Buddhism penetrates these desirable goals and forces us to ask: 
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What is the purpose of life when we have health, position and wealth... 
The essence of Buddhism cannot be grasped in terms of its usefulness.14 
 
Surely this was the case with the young prince, who had health, 

position and wealth, yet in that lifestyle had not vanquished suffering; after 
enlightenment, though suffering was extinguished, he died. As Ueda 
indicates, this logic extends beyond personal gain and embraces the social 
as well, and thus there are many serious practitioners who, with good reason, 
assert, “My practice has nothing at all to do with social justice, ethics or 
politics!”  

 
3.3. Relativism 

 
A similar emphasis on the ultimate truths over the relative that has long 

figured in the Buddhist tradition is the attitude towards language and 
philosophy. Teachings are ultimately seen to be a means to the end 
(liberation), the pointing finger rather than that which is pointed to, the raft 
to be abandoned. It is well-known that the Buddha tailored his teachings to 
his audience. In the later traditions this developed into the idea of up�ya or 
skillful means, and it is often stated that all the Buddha’s teachings are 
skillful means, manifestations of his enlightened compassion uniquely 
fashioned to resonate with each living being in precisely the manner 
appropriate for their spiritual development. Thus for many the teachings are 
given “mere” relative value, value that can only be determined by the 
individual and her particular needs, devoid of external reference. The 
validity of the Buddhist tradition is thereby deconstructed, especially 
delightful for indicating how Buddhism has always preceded Western 
philosophical developments by millennia. Unless a person is a fully 
enlightened Buddha with knowledge of the needs and predicting of all 
living beings, how can they know what is right for somebody else? How 
can anybody but a Buddha prescribe social remedies?15 

 

                                                
14 Ueda Yoshifumi, Mahāyāna Buddldsm: An Approach to its Essence (adapted 

from the Japanese by Taitetsu Unno, Los Angeles: Pure Land Publications, 1989), 5-
11.  

15 There is great wisdom in the notion that only the enlightened can truly help 
another. Many of us have no doubt tasted the soured fruits of our own well-
intentioned efforts (interference) on the behalf of others as often as the spoiled 
products of our self-interested efforts. On the other hand, I have little doubt that 
those with whom I don’t agree with on social and political issues really believe, as 
do we, that they are working for the best interests of all. it is no wonder that “finding 
myself” grew out of frustration with social / political solutions. 
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3.4. Upāya as Social and Cultural Relativism 
 
It is no wonder, then, that many students of Buddhism, eager to escape 

the history of a Western colonial past and fed by the post-modern mood of 
deconstruction and erasure, see in the teaching of upāya a doctrine which 
affirms a kind of religious or philosophical relativism, i.e., “It [any given 
religious teaching] may be OK for me, but I can’t say anything about what 
is true for you.” This denial of any notion of relative or conventional value, 
while comforting in some sense, leads to a form of cultural and religious 
relativism that precludes any form of propagation of the teachings as 
reminiscent of Western missionary activity, replete with the negative 
association of colonialism, or, in a more contemporary idiom, intellectual 
imperialism. The emphasis on individual realization combined with an 
antagonistic attitude towards tradition and the doctrine that embodies 
tradition is well-known, for example, in the Chan school (“If you meet the 
Buddha, kill him”).16 

Given the overwhelming emphasis within the tradition on the ultimate 
fruit of liberation and the concomitant doctrinal ultimacy, it is no wonder 
that these are the ideas most often broached in the literature of engaged 
Buddhism. Prajñā, the Buddha-nature of all sentient beings, emptiness, 
radical inter-penetration of all phenomena and the like are usually the 
concepts sought as the basis for our practice within the world. Negatively, it 
is said that emptiness deconstructs gender and other discriminations; 
positively, Buddha-nature affirms the equality and dignity not only of all 
beings but the natural world as well. I feel that this is a difficult approach 
for the simple reason that to identify mahākaru½a as the implementation or 
outflow of prajñā is to identify it as the domain of the Buddha, the 
“outflow” of the pure dharmadhātu (vi#uddha-dharmadhātu-
ni$yandatva). To validate or implement practice (applied social ethics) 
based on wisdom leaves the vast majority of beings with nothing to do, no 
guidelines for behavior - it is as if the Christian tradition were to say 

                                                
16 We should note that in spite of this rhetoric the Chan tradition is also well-

known for its dogged adherence to ritualized tradition, emphasis on lineage and the 
like. Similarly, the tradition exhibits a double standard in many places regarding the 
validity of scripture. For example, the Theravāda tradition has long affirmed that 
“the authoritative teaching, the words of the Buddha as they had been passed down 
from generation to generation (pariyatti), and not practice (pa ipatti) formed the 
basis” of Þ�kyamuni’s instruction, and the True Dharma will not disappear so long 
as the former persists (John Ross Carter, Dhamma: Western Academic and Sinhalese 
Buddhist Interpretations (Tokyo: Hokuseido Press, 1978), 131-132); Jose Cabezon 
has noted that even in formal Tibetan debate scripture is an oft-resorted to form of 
proof in spite of the dominant Buddhist rhetoric which rejects scripture as a valid 
means of cognition (Jose Ignacio Cabezon, “Þabdapram�na: The Question of 
Scripture as Proof in Mahāyāna Buddhism,” paper read at the 1988 AAR). 
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“morality is only possible for God.” This is reflected in the phrases like “the 
politics of enlightenment” and “the politics of prajñā,” both of which reflect 
the priority of wisdom as the necessarily basis of compassion. Two of the 
favorite stories used to recount the importance and reality of this world are 
the Ten Ox-herding Pictures, especially the final picture, “Entering the 
Market With Bliss-Bestowing Hands” and the Chan anecdote to the effect 
of “before enlightenment, rivers and mountains, during the experience of 
wisdom no rivers and mountains; after enlightenment simply rivers and 
mountains.” The task of social activism, of course, is to elaborate practices 
for beings prior to their experience of wisdom, to save the planet even 
before the attainment of wisdom. For both myself and others, I am 
interested in the “politics of the ignorant”; I am quite confident that the 
enlightened will do just fine.17  

 
4. A Conventional Basis for Buddhist Social Involvement 

 
This, of course, is not the entire picture. Buddhism, in spite of its 

overwhelming (and laudable, in my view) rejection of the process of social 
ordering is yet simultaneously and inextricably entwined in the social and 
political matrix of any particular historical period. Further, the Buddhist 
individual must make decisions about her life within that matrix, and 
hopefully the practices that aim to individual liberation will provide 
relevant guidelines for those decisions. Even Nāgārjuna, in the example 
above, did actually give practical worldly advice to the king. It is my 
contention that Buddhist teachings do give such guidelines, but in a form 
that has not been sufficiently emphasized (i.e., the truth of the conventional), 
and that, without such a basis, those cultures such as Japan and much of the 
Western world that have moved into the immobility of the deconstructed, 
death-of-everything phase of post-modernity have no hope whatsoever of 
finding any basis for positive social action, Buddhist or otherwise. In what 
follows, then, I will broadly sketch the dominant understanding of lay 
                                                

17 Combined with a disjunctive understanding of utility and truth mentioned 
above this leads to a particularly paralyzing understanding of Buddhism and society. 
The erasure of gender and race differences is not conducive to addressing real 
inequalities born of conventional difference. This problem is receiving significant 
attention these days, but is beyond the scope of this presentation. See Ōgishi Aiko, 
Minamoto Junko, and Yamashita Akiko, Seisabetsu suru Bukkyō [Buddhism as a 
Promoter of Gender Discrimination] (Kyoto: Hōzōkan, 1990); Hakamaya Noriaki, 
Hongaku shiso hihan [Critique of the Idea of Original Enlightenment] (Tokyo: 
Daizō Shuppan, 1989); Hihan Bukkyō [Critical Buddhism] (Tokyo: Daizō Shuppan, 
1990); Paul Swanson, “Zen is Not Buddhism - Recent Japanese Critiques of 
Buddha-nature”, forthcoming; Sabetsu [Bias] (Special Issue of Bukkyō, 15); Jamie 
Hubbard, “Tanabe’s Metanoetics and Society: The Failure of Absolutism” in The 
Religious Philosophy of Tanabe Hajime, The Metanoetic Imperative (Berkeley: 
Asian Humanities Press, 1990). 
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practice and then present what I feel to be the basis of the Buddhist person 
in society: pratītyasamutpāda, the discrimination of the phenomena so 
ordered, and the Buddhist ethical system which derives from this as based 
on karma.  

 
4.1. Future Gain (vipāka) 

 
Basically the model is understood as follows: although prajñā, the 

wisdom or insight which is the key to nirvana and the Buddha’s enlightened 
compassion, is best realized through the practices engaged in by the 
mendicant, it was seen that not everybody was suited to such a life.18 For 
those whose circumstances (economic, social, intellectual, etc.) prohibited 
the life of a mendicant, there existed other practices which, though not as 
efficacious as those cultivated by the bhikkhu (but also not necessarily 
distinct from the practices of the bhikkhu), would nonetheless bring the 
practitioner favorable consequences (vipāka) in the future. It is instructive 
to note the general practices assigned to the householder and the retribution 
that attaches to those practices. 

Examples of teachings directed to the householder may be found in 
various parts of the Nikāya and Āgama literature. The laity are instructed, 
for example, to observe the pañca-#īla (restraints against killing, stealing, 
sexual conduct, lying and alcohol), to develop “confidence” in the Three 
Jewels, to practice alms-giving (dāna) and to understand causality, 
including the Four Noble Truths, etc.19 The well-known Sigālovāda-sutta is 
often quoted in relation to the duties of the householder.20 In this work the 
Buddha is represented as giving instruction to a layman who has just 
finished his morning ritual of worshipping the six directions. The Buddha 
tells him that he should regard his parents, teachers, family, friends, 
servants and $rama½as as the six directions, and proceeds to tell him how to 
honor those relations so as to gain ‘victory’ in this world as well as a 
heavenly rebirth. The sutta then sets out four moral precepts (relating to 
killing, stealing, sexual misconduct and lying), four circumstances leading 

                                                
18 Although the laity could partake to varying degrees in the practices generally 

enjoined to the renunciant, it was nonetheless recognized that daily occupations 
were a hindrance: “A householder’s work I will also tell you, how a Sravaka is to act 
to be a good one; for that complete Bhikkhu-dhamma cannot be carried out by one 
who is taken up by (worldly) occupations.” V. Fausboll, trans., Sutta-nipāta, SBE, 
vol. X (Rpt. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1973), 65. 

19 The teachings concerning refuge in theThree Jewels and the various 
formulations of the four, five, eight, or ten precepts which make up the practice of 
#�la are well documented and do not warrant further discussion here. Cf. Etienne 
Lamotte, Histoire du Bouddhisime Indien (Louvain: Institut Orientaliste, 1958), 74 ff. 

20 Dialogues of the Buddha, Part 3, trans. T. W. and C. A. F. Rhys Davids 
(London: PTS, 1965). 
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to bad actions (desire, aversion, delusion and fear), and six opportunities for 
loss of property. There are many other places in the Pali canon where the 
Buddha speaks of the joys, delights and security of lawfully attained wealth 
and fame as well as the virtues of thrift and generosity as a means of 
attaining wealth and the subsequent need to protect it from those who would 
harm him (including natural calamities, thieves and even the king!)21 The 
emphasis on property and worldly rewards in these passages is noteworthy. 
However, in spite of the fact that even sophisticated practices such as 
understanding causality and developing wisdom were said to be part of the 
domain of the householder, it is well-known that the Buddha’s teachings 
were adjusted to the level of person receiving them and this was particularly 
so when the recipient was a householder. For example, in the A%guttara-
nikāya the Buddha states that the desire to give ‘gradual’ or ‘progressive’ 
teachings (anupubbikathā, i.e., teachings which were appropriate to the 
hearer and could lead him / her to higher truths) was one of the five 
qualities one should have when instructing the laity.22 Thus, it is not 
surprising that one of the most oft-used sayings with regard to the teaching 
and conversion of the laity involves the Buddha’s exposition of a 
‘graduated’ teaching: 

 
Then Yasa, the young man of family ... approached the Lord; having 
approached, having greeted the Lord, he sat down at a respectful 
distance. As he was sitting down at a respectful distance, the Lord 
talked a progressive talk to Yasa, the young man of family, that is to 
say, talk on giving (d�na), talk on moral habit (#�la), talk on heaven 
(sagga), he explained the peril, the vanity, the depravity of pleasures of 
the senses and the advantage in renouncing them.23 
 
Only after these teachings, when Yasa’s mind was “free from 

obstacles,” did the Buddha teach the Four Noble Truths. It is worth noting 
that here the “gradual path” refers not to the universal relativism of upāya 
discussed above, but to a pragmatic pedagogy.  
                                                

21 A%guttara-nikāya, iv, 61-63. See ibid., viii, 54 for a discussion of actions 
conducive to “the flowing away of amassed wealth.” Geshe Darghey at the Tibetan 
Library and Archives in Dharamsala used to be fond of reminding his students that 
the reason the Sikhs were so wealthy (“You never see a Sikh beggar, do you?” he 
would ask) was because of their generosity. See also the Cakkavattisīhanāda-sutta, 
the Aga½na-sutta, and the KŠ adanta-sutta for discussions of the economic base of 
crime and social unrest. 

22 Pañcaka-nipāta in The Book of the Gradual Sayings (A%guttara-nikāya), Ⅲ, 
183-184. 

23 Mahavagga, trans. I. B. Horner (London: Luzac & Company, 1951), 23; Cf. 
Vinaya Texts, Part I, trans. T. W. Rhys Davids and Hermann Oldenberg, SBE, Vol. , 
ⅩⅢ (Rpt., Delhi: Motilat Banarsidas, 1974), 104. 
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4.2. Merit  
 
Although other prescriptions of the layman’s path are to be found 

throughout the canon, the main emphasis seems to have centered around 
belief in the Three Jewels, the practices of #īla and dāna, and the rewards 
generated thereby. These actions are usually referred to as puñña-kiriya-
vatthu½i or “merit-producing actions.” “Merit” (Pali, puñña) is a rather 
ambiguous concept, and while it is of major importance in the lives of 
practicing Buddhists and always the focus of lay practice, it is not very 
clearly defined in the early texts, no doubt reflecting a monastic bias. The 
PTS dictionary defines puñña as “. . . merit, meritorious action, virtue. 
Always represented as foundation and, condition of heavenly rebirth & a 
future blissful state, the enjoyment (& duration) of which depends on the 
amount of merit accumulated in a former existence.”24 The fact that it is 
“always represented as the foundation of heavenly rebirth” means that 
accumulation of merit was mildly though not necessarily, opposed to the 
practices designed to take one out of the cycle of birth and death. Thus 
while the Itivuttaka states that the three practices of a monk are #īla, 
samādhi and paññā; the next verse gives dāna, #īla and bhāvanā as the 
three “merit-producing actions” (puñña-kiriya-vatthu½i) which cause 
favorable rebirth.25 Further, although both #īla and dāna were cited as chief 
among meritorious practices26 because the formulation of #īla is generally 
in negative terms (i.e., don’t kill, don’t lie, etc.) the emphasis that there is 
on the avoidance of de-merits rather than the accumulation of merit. Thus 
giving or offering was left as the most conspicuous means of gathering 
merit for the laity.27 
                                                

24 PTS’s Pali-English Dictionary (Surrey: PTS, 1923), Part V, 86. 
25 Itivuttaka, op. cit., 154. Although bh�van� is usually rendered 

“meditation,” the translator states that in this context it means “causing to become or 
grow those good qualities not yet attained.” Itivuttaka, ibid., note 3. Cf. E. M. Hare, 
trans., A%guttara-nikāya (London: Luzac & Co., 1955), vol. 4, 165. Spiro, however, 
in his study of modern Burmese Buddhism, has rendered bhāvanā as “meditation,” 
the meaning given to it today (Spiro, 94); it is interesting to note that he found that 
those laymen who do engage in meditation, a practice usually left to the monks, are 
often criticized as being arrogant (Spiro, 96). 

26 That #īla and dāna came to be the focus of lay practice is well attested to by 
modern studies of Buddhism in Theravadin countries and the writings of Theravadin 
masters. Spiro, op. cit.; Winston L. King, In the Hope of Nibbāna (LaSalle: Open 
Court, 1964), 54, 139 ff; H. Saddhatissa, Buddhist Ethics (New York: George 
Braziller, 1970), 116 ff; Sunthorn Na-Rangsi, The Buddhist Concepts of Karma and 
Rebirth (Bangkok: Mahāmakut Rajavidy�laya Press, 1976), 231 ff. 

27 In addition to the merit acquired through the practice of dāna (implicit in the 
term pu��a-kiriya-vatthu½i), the householder also received teachings of the 
Buddhist truths from the monks. Cf. the Itivuttaka, op. cit., 193, The Book of 
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There are many places in the Nikāyas that speak of giving and the 
rewards to be gained thereby. The A%guttara-nikāya, for example, 
enumerates the eight rebirths: the wealthy, the Four Royal devas, devas of 
the Thirty, Yama devas, Tu"ita devas, etc.28 Other benefits include the 
“eight yields,” i.e., faith in the Three Jewels and abandoning the five evil 
actions (killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying and drinking).29 The 
same collection of texts clearly shows the position of dāna with regard to 
prosperous and happy rebirths in the teaching to Sumanā, in which it speaks 
of the different rewards accorded disciples alike in faith, virtue and insight 
but who differ with regard to practice of d�na; the person who practices 
alms-giving surpasses the other in every state (i.e., when reborn a deva, a 
human, a monk, etc.) except that when they both reach the state of arhat, 
there is no difference, i.e., it is within the realm of birth and death that the 
benefits of giving are to realized.30 Further references to the rewards of 
giving may be found throughout the canon, especially in texts that were 
popular among the laity such as the Jātaka tales. In spite of the fact that the 
specifics of the teaching change, the general tenor of the message does not: 
it is a practice unequaled for gathering merit, which in turn guarantees the 
prosperity of the future existences. 

One other point to note in our discussion of dāna is that it was taught 
that there exists a definite hierarchy of recipients of the act of dāna, and the 
higher the rank, the greater the accumulation of merit. The texts frequently 
use the phrase “the world’s unsurpassed field of merit” (puñña-kkhetta) 
when referring to monks in general and arhats in particular, again reflecting 
the “progressive” basis of the path.31 One text tells of the successfully 
greater fruits of offering to the once-returner, non-returner, etc., up to the 
arhats and Buddhas; the greatest fruits come from achieving the thought of 
impermanence, indicative of the fact that although one might achieve great 
merit in the realm of sa!sāra through the path of dāna, of even greater 
value is the path which leads to nirvana.32 This institutional relationship 

                                                                                                    
Discipline, op. cit., vol. V, 206. Although these references are outweighed in 
number by references to material or heavenly rewards, the buy-sell nature of the 
transaction remains the same. 

28 Ibid., 164. 
29 Ibid., 168. 
30 Ibid., vol. 3, 24. 
31 For example, see the A%guttara-nikāya, vol. 3, 103, 124, etc. The PTS’s 

Pali-English Dictionary (Surrey: Pali Text Society, 1923), Part V, defines puñña-
kkhetta as “field of merit, especially of the Sa%gha or any holy personalities, doing 
good (lit., planting seeds of merit) to whom is a source of future compensation to the 
benefactor. Usually with adjective anuttara unsurpassed field of merit.” (87) Spiro 
has shown that this hierarchy is still quite operative in Burmese Buddhism today 
(106 ff). 

32 A%guttara-nikāya, Vol. 4, 264-265. 
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between the sa#gha and its lay supporters is very clearly brought out by the 
terms upāsaka and bhikku. The former term refers to “one who serves” 
while the latter term means “one who receives alms”; the contractual 
arrangement between the monks and the laity was established even in the 
terms used to refer to them. 

Thus also it was never taught that the accumulation of merit, the goal of 
the laity, would, in and of itself, lead to nirvana. This is so because merit 
and the fruits of merit are a product of conditions and so, as with all other 
conditioned states, subject to the law of impermanence. In short, karma, 
whether good or bad, is still karma and thus ties one to the cycle of birth 
and rebirth. No matter how noble or heavenly the rebirth, rebirth means 
birth within the gatis, the vicious cycle of sa)sāra.33 However, it was 
possible that the future rebirth would lead to the acquisition of 
circumstances favorable to the renunciation of the life of a householder and 
thus to the practices which would eventually lead to nirvana. It is, of course, 
a moot point as to whether the laity had this theoretical construct in mind 
when they considered the prospect of rebirth as a great king or powerful 
deva. What is important to note here is the exchange of gifts, material goods, 
for merit that would in turn bring he who possessed it rewards beyond his 
dreams. It was basically this doctrine that laid the groundwork for the 
economic development that is so distinctive a feature of Buddhist history. 

Therefore, if the main thrust of the Buddhist tradition is de-construction 
of the socially ordered constructs of individual self through wisdom, the 
teachings for those not so engaged were rooted in exactly the expectation of 
worldly benefit (heavenly reward being “worldly” in this context). Yet 
today we often seem to assume that society will be able to drop their 
concerns for worldly benefit and personal gain and switch to such highly 
vaunted models as wisdom-based compassion, sufficiency or Schumacher-
inspired “small is beautiful.” Unfortunately, most Buddhist-based 
development efforts along these lines seem to fail - the poor would rather 
sell their land to the Japanese for quick money or join a communist guerrilla 
unit. On the other hand, there is no question in my mind that it is precisely 
because the traditional Buddhist denominations in Japan have so completely 
ignored the realm of this world that the many new religious movements, 
with an emphasis on health, family harmony, financial success and the like, 

                                                
33 This fact has led Spiro (op. cit., 11- 13) to make a distinction between 

‘nibbānic’ Buddhism  
(normative soteriological Buddhism) and ‘kammatic’ Buddhism (non-

normative soteriological Buddhism). However, as both are sanctioned within the 
scriptures as religiously valid practices, by his own definition both are equally 
‘normative.’ This is obviously true if one considers that practice within Buddhism is 
more often than not conceived in terms of a path (mārga) system. It seems to me 
that an otherwise excellent discussion is marred by this attempt to categorize it in 
terms of ‘great tradition and little tradition.’ 
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resonate so well for contemporary Japanese which the Zen and Pure Land 
traditions are seen as simply family customs which serve primarily for 
funerary rites. In another context I have discussed the attitude which 
pervades the conservative reaction of the traditional Buddhist 
denominations against the new religious movements of this century as 
“merely interested in worldly benefits,”34 an assumption which betrays both 
a transcendent view of the Buddhist tradition. Although a neo-Weberian 
view might continue to see Asian religions as doctrinally and / or actually 
world-denying, the fact is that Buddhist doctrine has never denied the world, 
either metaphysically or institutionally. 

Over the years there were significant developments in these ideas, 
notably the ability to transfer accumulated merit, the elevation of the status 
of dāna to the first of the perfections of the spiritual ideal (bodhisattva) and 
the accompanying re-evaluation of the importance of merit in his or her 
path as essential “equipment.”35 In combination with the socially-oriented 
teachings of Confucianism, this did lend to Chinese Buddhism an 
orientation towards social welfare activities that continues to this day, as 
does the political involvement of the Chinese sa#gha.  

 
5. Conclusions 

 
I have argued that because the basic goal of Buddhism is individual 

self-realization, there is necessarily an a-social tendency throughout the 
tradition, logically, practically and in historical fact. The creation of 
institutional opportunities for re-structuring our social selves is a sublime 
contribution of the Buddhist tradition to society. For those who cannot leave 
society, however, the tradition presents opportunities that, while based on 
progression to that individually liberating goal, basically affirm an ethical 
system of rewards, a profit-motivation. It is in this that I find the best 
possible approach to the implementation of Buddhist values in the world. 
However, given the dominant focus on the individual, much more 
elaboration of this is needed if we are to talk of the Buddhist contribution to 
social, cultural, economic, ethnic and environmental betterment. Rather 
than trying to compete with the materialism of the Marxist traditions (an 
                                                

34 Hubbard, “Pre-Modern, Modern, and Post-Modern: Doctrine in the Study of 
Japanese Buddhism,” in Japanese Journal of Religious Studies, forthcoming. 

35 In the Mahāyāna tradition both are considered the “equipment of the 
bodhisattvas” (pu½ya-sa!bh�ra and prajñā-sa!bh�ra) and one without the other 
is never considered full enlightenment. “The equipment of Bodhisattvas is 
unsurpassable excellences (pu½ya, merit) and knowledge (jñāna); the former serve 
to make him rise in sa)s�ra, the latter to pass through it without being emotionally 
and intellectually unbalanced. Mahāyāna sūtrāla½kāra, XVIII, 39, quoted in 
Herbert Guenther, Philosophy and Psychology in the Abhidharma (New Delhi: 
Motilal Banarsidas, 1957), 236. 
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effort at accommodation that has failed tragically throughout Asia) or 
implement a Western brand of anti-business liberalism, I think we need to 
delve much deeper into the bedrock understanding of long-term, mutual 
benefiting. If this is in the form of “you scratch my back and I’ll scratch 
yours” self-interest (or, ecologically, “I’ll take care of the eco-system and 
you give me clean air to breath”) rather than enlightened altruism, than so 
be it. In line with these observations, I make the following suggestions. 
 

1. Pay attention to the truth of the conventional, especially prior to 
the experience of wisdom. This is a complex subject, but basically I 
would argue that the truth of the conventional needs to be 
recognized on its own merits without recourse to ultimate fruits. It 
is only then that the intense investigations required for the solution 
of complex problems can begin. 

2. Focus on conditioned arising rather than emptiness. Although 
most of us know of the famous equation of these two important 
ideas in Nāgārjuna, the fact is that (1) they are not equivalents but 
complements (or necessarily entailed, or some such) and therefore, 
(2) the attitude they engender is markedly different. Emptiness 
focuses on what doesn’t exist (all things are “empty” of 
independent or permanent existence), whereas conditioned arising 
concentrates on what does exist and how it comes into and passes 
out of existence (i. e., according to cause and condition). Although 
typically it is understood that the understanding of emptiness 
results in the awareness of infinitely conditioned arising (“truly 
empty, profoundly existent”), I think we would do better to remain 
focused on the latter as a base for social activism, extending rather 
our understanding of relation and the related rather than 
concentrating on what doesn’t exist.  

3. Recognize the power of accurate language and honed reasoning to 
be, in the end, the only way out of the deadening relativism of the 
post-modern, “I’m OK, you’re OK” syndrome. I am not OK, I am 
ignorant and suffering, and likely you are too. Certainly the world 
is. Linguistic and intellectual ineffability (“the truth is beyond 
description or rational comprehension”) is usually nothing more 
than a sloppy way out for those who cannot or will not face the 
errors of their thinking. Critical discernment is imperative. Unless 
you are enlightened, be wary of such easy answers as “non-
discrimination,” “non-conceptual” and “non-dual.” The Dalai 
Lama has often warned that it is better to be mistaken about 
conventional truths than off course with regard the ultimate.  

4. Turn the penetrating power of the Buddhist deconstruction of 
individual self onto cultural selves. While recognizing the need for 
ethnic, cultural and class self-discovery, we must never forget the 



Chapter 19 - Putting Buddhist Ideas into Social Practice 
 

 

171 

Marxist lesson that we are, in fact, beings led by our social and 
cultural context, just as the Buddha taught that the ultimate dignity 
of humankind was that they were nonetheless not thereby trapped. 
The values that we bring to the engaged Buddhist movement, for 
example, are just as likely to be cast in terms of our particular 
historicity as those of the Japanese during the Heian period or WW 
II. It is comforting, of course, that these happen to be my values as 
well, but we cannot delude ourselves that we are acting out of a 
“free expression of the politics of prajñā.” The homogeneity of the 
values in this movement reflects largely the homogeneity of the 
non-ethnic American sa#gha - white, educated, liberal and middle-
class (there is much greater diversity of opinion in the American 
ethnic Buddhist churches and the NSA). We need to understand 
our engagement as conditioned rather than pretend it to be the 
outflow of prajñā. 

5. Strive to understand the existentially positive valuation of the 
entire person in the Buddhist tradition, inclusive of defilements and 
physical existence. That is, defilements, ignorance and the like are 
real in that they have causal efficacy which is daily demonstrated 
on the physical level. Salvation cannot be seen only in terms of a 
leap into unmediated True Self, it must include the physical as well, 
and it must speak to that existence prior to wisdom. This is 
particularly troublesome in those Buddhist traditions that speak of 
“inherently pure mind (prak,i-pari#uddhicitta),” “adventitious 
defilements (āgantukakle#a),” and, ergo, non-attainment. 

6. Do not rest content with traditional answers. This is perhaps one 
of the most difficult areas, for tradition is of course simultaneously 
the lineage of enlightenment at the same time as the encrusted trap 
of the familiar, the status quo. Given the poverty of the Buddhist 
analysis of the ideological bases of culture, for example, it does not 
surprise one that the Buddhist attitude toward sexuality and gender 
is largely based on a model of proprietary relationship, where 
property ownership provides the model for the description of 
proper relationship and sexuality alike. The opportunity for broken 
trust in such a situation is exactly that of the secular world. This 
must be firmly analyzed and discerned for what it is, and then 
rejected. Indeed, it seems to me that the most positive directions 
for social justice in the Buddhist world are coming from the many 
and varied women’s voices. 

7. Practice dāna of every sort. Although historically the Chinese 
sa#gha criticized the notion of primarily giving to a sa#gha grown 
luxuriant and reversed the direction of dāna, today the sa#gha 
(outside of the West and Japan) is in truly dire straits. Supporting a 
nun’s education, or the teaching of Pali to a Khmer monk or 


