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My interest in poverty and poverty relief did not begin as an academic study, but more as a visceral
concern about a reality of the human condition that called for further attention. Growing up, I knew my
father had been raised in extreme poverty at the end of the Great Depression. After he was born, he was
taken home to the tent in which his parents raised their large family through the harsh Utah winters and
blistering summers until they moved into an abandoned box car, before eventually building a home,
partially out of scrap wood. Fortunately, and largely thanks to his hard work and determination to
provide a better future for his own family, [ never knew first-hand the poverty he was raised in. Like
virtually everyone who reads this dissertation and unlike most of the world’s population throughout
human history, by mere chance I was born into a family in a time and place where shelter, food,
healthcare, and an education were available to us—not to mention clean water, electricity, basic security
and protections, and so forth. When I was in high school, I began volunteering at a homeless shelter in
Salt Lake City, Utah; it was there that I first confronted the reality of extreme poverty face to face. The
first real epiphany came with the realization that many of the people I met there had found themselves
waiting in line for a room at a family homeless shelter by and large because of circumstances beyond
their own control. Even in an affluent nation, homelessness and poverty is the lot of many people from a

variety of backgrounds and for a variety of reasons; it seemed it could happen to anyone.

The prevalence and threat of poverty only became clearer and more striking as I conducted research with
two microcredit organizations, the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh and Katalysis Partnership in California,
as part of an internship while studying international development management in graduate school. While
I had come to identify the poverty I had witnessed in the U.S. as an indication of an institutional failure
of sorts, I had not seen it at the systemic level of impoverished nations or regions. Global poverty

pointed to failure at a massive level. I was aware of some of the different approaches to conceptualizing
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the problem of global poverty, as well as leading theories and strategies of poverty alleviation. These did
not, however, prepare me to confront the soul-crushing conditions of the world’s poorest in rural
Bangladesh. That experience led me to think of global poverty primarily as an indication of a collective
moral failure. There is much to be done, but due to its far-reaching nature, to some degree poverty must
be addressed at a global level through collective efforts. My intention with this dissertation is to help
facilitate a better understanding of poverty and ways of conceptualizing poverty and poverty relief by
examining it through the lens of a widely known but relatively unexamined perspective and that by
doing so this might also help engender a greater compassion toward those who suffer, especially in

motivating us all genuinely to strive to help those that we are in a position to help.

My thanks first go to Prof. Perry Schmidt-Leukel for agreeing to supervise my research in spite of my
initial lack of training in the field of religious studies. Having come from a ‘more practical’ approach to
studying poverty and international development, I had not previously studied religion at the graduate
level. Nevertheless, Perry immediately recognized the value in research on the topic of poverty relief
and Buddhist ethics, and encouraged me to pursue it from the earliest stages of applying to the
university, through reading and commenting on my dissertation chapters—and even remaining willing
to do so after he accepted a post at another university and was no longer bound to. Secondly, I need to
thank Julie Clague, who also supervised my research from beginning to end. Julie’s expertise in the
confluence of religion, social ethics, and international development, and her constant encouragement
and support throughout the writing process were essential to my completing this dissertation. If the

project wouldn’t have begun without Perry, it wouldn’t have concluded without Julie.

Thanks also to Blaine Johnson, with whom I worked on Paramita Group/Human Security International,

whose interests in bringing innovative development strategies to Tibetan and Burmese refugee camps
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first introduced me to many of the issues in Buddhist thought and poverty studies that I discuss in this

dissertation.

And certainly, above all, thanks to my family for their support. My wife Camille happily moved our
little family around the world, made a new home for us, and gave birth to our youngest child through our
own very real trials of indebtedness and poverty in graduate studies. Without her encouragement, I may

not have ever applied for PhD studies.
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Hunger is the worst disease, conditioned things the worst suffering.

Knowing this as it really is, the wise realize Nibbana, the highest bliss.

- Dhp 203

Namo Buddhaya!
May all beings be free from

suffering and the causes of suffering.

Namo Buddhaya!
May all beings be free from

disease and the causes of disease.

Namo Buddhaya!
May all beings be free from

hunger and the causes of hunger.

Namo Buddhaya!

May all beings be free from violence and the causes of violence.

-Dzogchen Peace Prayer
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Introduction

Poverty is a perennial concern of individuals, communities, and governments throughout the
world. In our current age of globalization it has come to occupy space as a major ethical concern
at an international and global level. No doubt this is due to the startling reality that nearly 3
billion people currently live in poverty.! As Thomas Pogge notes, this severe poverty has dire

consequences:

799 million human beings are undernourished, 1 billion lack access to safe water, 2.4
billion lack access to basic sanitation, and 876 million adults are illiterate. More than 880
million lack access to basic health services. Approximately 1 billion have no adequate
shelter and 2 billion no electricity. “Two out of five children in the developing world are
stunted, one in three is underweight, and one in ten is wasted.” Some 250 million children
between 5 and 14 do wage work outside their household—often under harsh or cruel
conditions: as soldiers, prostitutes, or domestic servants, or in agriculture, construction,
textile or carpet production. “Worldwide, 34,000 children under age five die daily from
hunger and preventable diseases.” Roughly one third of all human deaths, some 50,000

daily are due to poverty-related causes easily preventable through better nutrition, safe

' Chen and Ravallion, 2008: 20-24; UNDP, 2007: 25. This is the estimated number
living on less than $2.50 a day.
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drinking water, vaccines, cheap rehydration packs and antibiotics.

The recent global economic recession further highlights the precarious situation in which many
find themselves—so many living day after day in extreme poverty, and many more living on the
very brink, just one crisis, drought, or illness away from being added to the masses in extreme
poverty. And actually, if poverty levels are more subjectively measured by citizen’s own

standards, an estimated 81-88% of the world’s population live below the poverty level.’

Ironically, even while the real numbers of people living in extreme poverty has climbed with the
upsurge in the world’s population, technological advances and increases in global production has
also led to unprecedented rises in global wealth and consumption. Wealth and consumption
levels are important to note as they highlight a glaring global income and wealth disparity. Peter

Singer notes:

We live in a unique moment. The proportion of people unable to meet their basic physical
needs is smaller today than it has been at any time in recent history, and perhaps at any
time since humans first came into existence. At the same time, when we take a long-term

perspective that sees beyond the fluctuation of the economic cycle, the proportion of

* Pogge, 2000: 253. The United Nations Human Development Report indicates that

some 10 Million children die before age 5 each year, mostly due to malnutrition and
starvation. See UNDP, 2007: 25.
3 Pritchett, 2006: 6-15. Here Pritchett considers the views of the poorest in rich countries
and the richest in poor countries to determine what they consider the poverty line. In
conclusion, he assumes a poverty line of $10 a day, much higher than UNDP

standards.
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people with far more than they need is unprecedented. Most important, rich and poor are
now linked in ways they never were before. Moving images, in real time, of people on
the edge of survival are beamed into our living rooms. Not only do we know a lot about
the desperately poor, but we also have much more to offer them in terms of better health
care, improved seeds and agricultural techniques, and new technologies for generating

electricity.*

This gap between the income or amassed wealth of the world’s wealthiest and poorest is a
helpful way of conceptualizing both the problem of inequality and the possibility of a solution or
an end to global extreme poverty. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
explains that if the world were a single country, the average income would be the equivalent of
$5,533, with the median income at $1,700 in 2000.° The report also includes a breakdown of

global income by population:

The gap between median and average income points to a concentration of income at the
top end of the distribution: 80% of the world’s population had an income less than the
average. Meanwhile, the average income of the top 20% of the world’s population is
about 50 times the average income of the bottom 20%. Global income distribution
resembles a champagne glass [see figure 1 below]. At the top, where the glass is widest,
the richest 20% of the population hold three-quarters of world income. At the bottom of
the stem, where the glass is narrowest, the poorest 40% hold 5% of world income and the

poorest 20% hold just 1.5%. The poorest 40% roughly corresponds to the 2 billion people

4 Singer, 2009, xii.
> UNDP, 2005: 36.
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living on less than $2 a day.®

World Income Distributed by Percentiles of the Population, 2000

Richest
A
v
Poorest Per Capit
er Capita
< Income >

Figure 1: World Income Distributed by Percentiles of the Population, 2000.’

Perhaps not surprisingly, the global income inequality is also paralleled by a corresponding
inequality in the consumption of the world’s resources. Along with the improvements in
technology and increases in wealth has followed an increase in consumption. It has been
estimated that, if everyone in the world were to match the level of consumption of those living in
the West, the resources of 10 planet earths would be required.® This over-consumption of the

world’s resources points to another disparity. According to World Bank data, in 2005, 76.5% of

® Tbid.
7 Tbid.
5 Maguire, 2012: 441.
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the private household consumption of the world’s resources was done by the top 20% of the
world’s income earners, compared to only 1.5% consumption among the bottom 20%.” When
viewed in terms of global population by quintiles, the levels of consumption mirror very closely
the income distribution shown above in figure 1. In both cases we see a structure in which the
world’s wealthiest 20% both own and consume just over 75% of the world’s income and

resources, while the bottom 20% by comparison have a share of approximately 1.5%.

Although many developed countries consistently report what are unprecedented levels of wealth
in the whole of human history, the effects of severe poverty remain a problem even within their
own borders—how much more so the numerous impoverished countries whose citizens daily
face widespread starvation and disease with little hope of relief. Perhaps most alarming, while
economic growth and prosperity has increased significantly in many countries in recent decades,
and despite the targeted poverty alleviation efforts by local and international bodies, both public

and private, poverty seems to persist and has even increased in many of the targeted areas. "

Although, global poverty is already at a disconcerting level, and global income inequalities
continue to raise concerns despite anti-poverty efforts, we should not conclude that poverty is
simply an inevitable aspect of human existence or that nothing can be done to effectively

alleviate the suffering of the poor, let alone to actually end extreme poverty. We can infer from

’ World Bank, 2008: 4.

' Odekon, 2006: viii. Poverty rates have dropped significantly over the last 30 years in
some regions as national economies expanded, but other regions saw only marginal
improvements in poverty reduction, while in the case of countries in Sub-Saharan

Africa, poverty actually significantly increased. See, UNDP, 2005: 33-39.
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the UNDP data above that there are enough resources, but these resources are not equally
available to all of the world’s population. Pogge addresses common criticisms of the notion that
poverty relief efforts are a moral duty, including this notion of the futility of such efforts, and

concludes:

When the income of the top sixth of humankind is seventy times the income of the
bottom half, when a third of all human deaths are due to poverty-related causes, and
when aggregate global income is continuously rising, it would be ludicrous to claim that
reducing poverty is demonstrably impossible. We do not perhaps know offhand what is
the best way to proceed. But we are not exactly clueless either and would learn much
more in the course of making a serious and concerted effort. Clearly, our deficiency here
is not expertise, but a sense of moral responsibility and, based thereon, the political will

to fund basic development and to push reforms in our global economic order.

If Pogge is correct—and I think that he is—a primary obstacle to effective poverty relief efforts
that must be overcome would seem to involve conceptualizing poverty in a way that engenders
that sense of individual and collective moral responsibility, and the corresponding political will,
to begin more concerted efforts to reduce, and eventually eliminate, extreme poverty. Beyond the
debates about which strategy would theoretically be the most effective, most efficient, or would
best fit the prevailing political ideology—foreign aid, microfinance, education, improved
sanitation and health care, property rights and increasing democratic governance—the actual
work of alleviating global poverty remains. As Pogge notes, many of these issues will sort
themselves out as serious and concerted efforts are undertaken. A diversity of approaches will

likely be required to match the diverse needs and conditions of different geographic areas, rather
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than one ‘silver bullet’ solution. The first great obstacle then is developing the political will and

sense of moral responsibility required for decisive action.

It is not only recently that poverty has become an issue of major concern for so many people. To
be sure, poverty has always been a concern of individuals and communities throughout history;
as Sharon Vaughn puts it, “the number of people who live in poverty has always far exceeded the
number who do not. As a result, governments as well as individuals continually grapple with
defining who the poor are, why they are poor, and what, if anything should be done to alleviate

poverty.”] :

Aside from the existential gravity of these questions for a community and its
members’ well-being, they also cut directly to the very sense of identity and the world-view of
the community; the manner in which a given community responds to these questions will

considerably influence their foundational theories of social ethics, as well as notions of justice,

and equality.

In recent decades poverty has become established as a topic of study in various fields within
academia as diverse as economics, public administration and policy, international development
studies, anthropology and sociology, philosophy and ethics, and political science. Poverty relief
has also become a focus of much attention in the political arena, particularly as many world
leaders have made commitments to the Millennium Development Goal of halving world poverty
by 2015."* In addition to the government agencies, non-governmental organizations such as
charities and religious groups are also involved in poverty relief efforts in one way or another,

from large scale development programs to small grassroots projects. Perhaps religious groups

""" Vaughan, 2008: 1.

"2 www.endpoverty2015.org
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have always of necessity been concerned with poverty within their communities, but the concern
for distant communities, as in addressing world poverty, is much more common and much more

pressing now.

Consequently, there has been an increase in cooperation between religious groups and
governmental and nongovernmental international development groups in recent years. Former
President of the World Bank, James D. Wolfensohn, notes, “If development is to succeed,
development policies must truly be integral in scope. Religion, therefore, cannot be excluded
from the debate.”"® He observes that because religion is a dimension of life that permeates
whatever believers do, it affects their opinions on everything, including savings, investment, and
a host of economic decisions, including many issues that are particularly essential to
development projects, such as health, schooling, and gender equality. Gerrie Ter Haar similarly
reports that many development organizations have come to realize that religion can be either an
important driver of change or a brake to progress.'* But, as he notes, some development
specialists remain sceptical of the role of religion in development, seeing it as an obstacle to
material progress by opposing a rational view of the world and promoting cultural attributes
opposed to development.'® However, others, much like Wolfensohn above, are more open to
cooperation, recognizing that theological beliefs can have a significant influence on the way that

billions of individuals behave. As Ter Haar puts it:

Given that religion is an integral part of the lives of billions of people, it can be

B Ter Haar, 2011: xviii
" Ter Haar, 2011: xvii- xviii.

!> Ter Haar, 2011: 5.
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considered a human resource of significant importance. Since it is widely accepted in
policy circles that development, if it is to be effective and lasting, should build on
people’s own resources, it makes sense to include their religious or spiritual resources

and not material and intellectual ones only.'®

These religious or spiritual resources include what is often called social capital, referring to the
support of relationships, access to certain goods or services, and other intangible resources that
are available specifically through social activities and participation within a given community,
but they also include the teachings that motivate action and form the foundation for moral or

ethical views.

As is also the case with other major world religions whose teachings must relate to the actual
lived experiences of their adherents, Buddhist teachings address the moral dimensions of poverty
and, as this dissertation will demonstrate, these teachings make important contributions to
discussions relating to global poverty and the moral obligation to alleviate it. For example, since
the late 1960s, a movement among Buddhists to more actively engage with political and social
issues like poverty, human rights, and environmental protection has arisen and continually
increased in prominence. Despite the recurrent characterizations of Buddhism as asocial or
unconcerned with society or social problems, these Engaged Buddhists draw upon their tradition,
citing key Buddhist teachings as the foundation for their social and political activism. At
approximately the same time that the Engaged Buddhist movement got underway in responding

to social and political concerns, scholarship in the area of Buddhist ethics also began.'” Despite

'® Ter Haar, 2011: 8-9.
17 Keown, 2005: 32-33.
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the central role of morality in Buddhist practice, and accompanying lists of acceptable or
unacceptable behavior in Buddhist texts, the Buddhist tradition as a whole has remained nearly
silent in regard to the type of study of ethics known today in the West, with no clear ethical
system or overt ethical principles outlined in Buddhist texts for addressing particular ethical
concerns or dilemmas. Over the last few decades, however, scholars have referred to the
overabundance of teachings on morality and practical examples given in Buddhist scriptures as
the data from which to formulate general guiding ethical principles to apply to particular
contemporary problems such as human rights, war and peace, ecology, abortion, suicide or
cloning."® There remains, however, a significant gap in literature related to the wealth of
passages in authoritative scriptural texts that deal with Buddhist concepts of poverty or the social

and economic ethics regarding poverty relief in Buddhist economic ethics.

By virtually any measure, little has been written by Buddhists throughout the history of the
Buddhist tradition, or by contemporary Buddhist scholars, directly addressing the Buddhist
conception of extreme poverty, its causes, effects, and the proper manner that it should be dealt
with by individuals, communities, and governments. Over the last few decades, Buddhist
activists have begun to directly address these issues, but their writings have often been polemics
against contemporary political or economic structures, or apologetics encouraging activism
within their community, rather than more academic scholarly treatments of Buddhist texts and
doctrines relating to these issues. Perhaps partially as a result of this, over the past twenty years,
these writings and the entire Socially Engaged Buddhist movement came under scrutiny.

Numerous scholars questioned whether the movement is continuous with the Buddhist tradition

'8 The most comprehensive examples of these are Harvey, 2000; and Keown, 2000.
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as a whole, or whether they have in fact developed something other than Buddhism, perhaps, for
example, through a syncretisation with Western political thought based on the Abrahamic
religion’s notions of justice.' This can be seen as a continuation of a much larger debate that has
been a part of Buddhist studies in the West since its inception concerning the nature of Buddhist
social ethics—does the Buddhist tradition encourage a concern for engaging with, or improving

society, or merely in withdrawing from it and transcending it?

In this dissertation I will broadly address the issues of poverty and poverty relief in Buddhist
social and economic ethics from early Buddhism to the contemporary Socially Engaged Buddhist
movement. I begin with an outline of the key Buddhist doctrines essential for understanding the
Buddhist concepts of poverty and poverty relief, and which serve as the foundational principles
for Buddhist analyses of the issues related to these concepts. I will then consider the discussion
among scholars concerning Buddhist social ethics. Since Western scholars first began writing on
the Buddhist tradition, a main line of inquiry has concerned how Buddhism teaches that monks
and lay followers should relate to society, particularly in the political and economic realms.
Some have argued that Buddhists are or ought to be virtually unconcerned with material or social
issues, only in transcending them, while others argue that teachings concerning what are
considered the appropriate social, political, and economic relationships and duties have been

present throughout the whole of Buddhist history.

Moving then from addressing Buddhist social ethics, I will outline the major passages in key

Buddhist scripture related to economic principles, and proceed to discuss scholarly approaches to

See Queen, 2001, for a discussion of these concerns.
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formulating a Buddhist economic theory. The notion of Buddhist economics includes the general
attitudes toward wealth and is largely based on the teaching of Right Livelihood, as contained in
the Noble Eightfold Path. I will there address the questions of how Buddhist thought applies in

the economic realm, and what specific teachings directly deal with economic matters.

After discussing Buddhist economics, I will address the particular teachings found in Buddhist
scriptures concerning notions of poverty, particularly its causes and effects, and duties regarding
poverty relief. These scriptural passages will then serve as the foundation for an analysis of
Buddhist concepts of poverty and poverty relief as they compare to common modern Western
approaches to these concepts. This will be followed by examples of poverty relief efforts which
put these teachings into practice from Buddhist history and the contemporary Socially Engaged

Buddhist movement.

To state it plainly, the goal of this dissertation is to identify in key Buddhist scriptures and texts
the teachings related to poverty and poverty relief in the Buddhist tradition, including general
conceptions of poverty, normative principles related to the moral responsibility toward poverty
relief, Buddhist economic principles and historical examples of the application of these. These
teachings and historical examples provide evidence that some concern for material poverty has
been apparent from the earliest accounts of Buddhist history. This entails demonstrating that
some negative form of material poverty has been distinguished from the common positive
portrayals of voluntary poverty or simplicity in Buddhist teachings, and that this negative form
of poverty carries with it a duty to relieve it in some manner. Such teachings amount to at the
very least a basic social or economic ethic and point towards a general Buddhist approach to

social theory and economics. While I do not intend to defend the ‘orthodoxy’ of any particular
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engaged Buddhists or even the movement as a whole, I do aim to demonstrate that the teachings
we find in some of the earliest texts would suggest that Buddhist followers and scholars who
attempt to apply Buddhist teachings to economic analysis and poverty relief are not necessarily
breaking with their tradition in doing so, but may in fact simply exemplify a current of thought

that has existed within the tradition for millennia.

Moreover, these teachings can make important contributions to current discussions of poverty
and poverty relief, far from merely arcane adages, the notions of poverty presented and the moral
responsibility to relieve poverty found in Buddhist scriptures and texts are remarkably relevant to
current discussions. And, while these teachings are gleaned from authoritative Buddhist texts, the
message they convey is not only for Buddhists. While there is clear value in presenting the these
notions and principles in a language that will resonate with the many Buddhist followers
throughout the world, one need not be Buddhist to recognize the relevance or power of the

notions conveyed concerning the human condition and the nature of the phenomenon of poverty.

Because the study of Buddhist ethics as a branch of Buddhist studies is a relatively recent
development, it is in a sense treading on new ground to address the ethical principles related to
contemporary issues like global poverty. To augment the difficulty, the Buddhist tradition is
itself widely diverse with numerous and varying texts and doctrines seen as central and essential
by varying schools within Buddhism. Nevertheless, as leading Buddhist Ethics scholars Peter
Harvey and Damien Keown note, this diversity need not prevent defining certain general

doctrines and principles that are accepted by virtually all Buddhist schools, particularly when
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discussing the area of ethics or morality which is a focus of this dissertation.”’ We can speak of
Buddhist ethics just as well as of a Buddhist tradition, while recognizing that some Buddhists

may have diverging opinions on certain particulars.

Keown has outlined a set of six general governing principles for establishing continuity with the
Buddhist tradition or overall Buddhist perspective.”' First, the view or principle under
consideration will derive authority from canonical sources. Second, it will have further support
in non-canonical or commentarial literature. Third, it will not be contradicted by the canonical or
non-canonical sources. Fourth, there will be evidence that it is in line with the views of a
majority of Buddhist schools. Fifth, it has a broad cultural base. And, sixth, it has been a
consistently held view over time. Of course, these principles are not rigid or strict essential
requirements that must all be met before something can be considered Buddhist, but the greater
the number of these criteria that are met, the greater the likelihood that something will be widely
accepted among the diverse Buddhist communities and that it can be considered in keeping with
what we can call the Buddhist tradition. By relying on Buddhist scriptures and historical
examples throughout both time and space in the tradition, I aim to demonstrate that a concern for

the relief of material poverty is consistent with the teachings and goals of this Buddhist tradition.

In this dissertation, I rely heavily on the teachings on poverty and poverty relief that are found in
the Pali Canon, although I also rely on various later Mahayana sttras. The Pali Canon is

traditionally divided into three categories, called the Tipitaka (Sanskrit: Tripitaka), meaning the

20 Keown, 2005: 3-20; Harvey, 2000: 8-59.
21 Keown, 2005: 37.
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‘Three Baskets’: the Vinaya Pitaka, the Sutta Pitaka, and the Abhidhamma Pitaka.** These are a
collection of the oral tradition of the teachings of the Buddha from his forty five year ministry
passed down from the Buddha to his followers, written down in the first century BCE.* Vinaya
Pitaka texts, the ‘Basket of the Discipline of Renunciates’, is the main source of the rules
governing the behavior of the monastic community. The Sutta Pitaka, the ‘Basket of Discourses
of the Buddha’, contains the collection of the Buddha’s teachings on a wide variety of topics.
The Abhidhamma Pitaka, ‘The Basket of Higher Teachings’, contains systematized and
philosophical renditions of the Buddha’s teachings. Comprising the oldest and most complete of
the surviving early canons in the Buddhist tradition, these Pali texts are widely considered the
most authoritative historical sources of the teachings and practices of the living Buddha and his

early followers, and the ultimate authority on the Buddha’s teachings for the Theravada school.

While the Pali Canon is an important source of the Buddha’s teachings and present an important
perspective on early Buddhism, or what can be called Classical Buddhism, not all schools of
Buddhism equally consider the Pali Canon to be the ultimate authority on the Buddha’s

teachings. Hsiao-Lan Hu Notes:

Theravadins generally consider the Pali Canon to be the authentic teachings of the
Buddha and remain suspicious of many of the texts preserved in the Mahayana and
Vajrayana collections. Mahayanists and Vajrayanists, on the other hand, generally do not
question the legitimacy of the Pali Canon, even though they may consider their respective

tradition to be the ultimate form of Buddhism and may consider the Pali Canon a product

** Hu, 2011: 8-17.
> Harvey, 2013: 3-4.
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of the Buddha’s “skillful means” that caters to people of lesser capacities. That is,
Buddhists across traditions recognize early Buddhist literature as the basic and
foundational texts of Buddhism, and more often than not they “see themselves as directly

in the line of that early Buddhism.”**

And so, in order to provide a more rich and robust perspective on Buddhist views, in addition to
the Pali canonical sources, I augment the following analysis of poverty with references to
Mahayana siitras which, although generally of a later date than many of the Pali texts, are
considered to be more authoritative scriptures by Buddhists outside of the Theravada tradition.
However, the vast number of Mahayana stitras, many of which have yet to be translated into the
English language, complicates any comprehensive treatment of the Mahayana scriptures.
Furthermore, unlike the Pali Canon, which contains relatively few explicit teachings on material
poverty as deprivation and poverty relief, the Mahayana siitras frequently refer to poverty in this
sense, the suffering it causes, and the duty of the bodhisattva to relieve or alleviate that suffering.
I therefore must focus my discussion on major Mahayana siitras which convey teachings that are
typical or common to Mahayana views. I also refer to semi-canonical sources such as the Jataka
tales, which contain tales of the Buddha’s previous lives, and histories which although perhaps
not widely considered scripture are nonetheless revered, and establish that certain views and
practices were commonly held at early periods. Because there is relatively little variance in the
various vinayas, or monastic codes, throughout the Buddhist tradition, and these have remained
extremely influential in governing the practices and behavior of the monks and nuns, references

to poverty relief in the vinaya sources may offer evidence of particular views and practices

> Hu, 2011: 8.



Monson Page |17

broadly throughout time and geography across the various Buddhist schools. By identifying
these teachings in Theravada and Mahayana teachings, I intend to outline Buddhist perspectives
on issues of poverty and poverty relief in the hope that this will aid not only in establishing
Buddhist perspectives on the issues, as well as contemporary and historical practices, but also in
generating more clear and insightful analyses and critiques of contemporary solutions to global

poverty outside of the Buddhist tradition.

As a brief note on terminology and diacritics, I have chosen to use the Pali form when
introducing key terms throughout this dissertation with the Sanskrit form in parentheses when
they seem helpful. When dealing specifically with Mahayana doctrines and texts I use the
Sanskrit forms and place the Pali form in parenthesis. I hope this avoids confusion in reading
passages that often refer to the same doctrine or concept, but use different forms depending on
the original language of the text. When using terms that have become common in English, I have
removed the diacritics and italics for ease in reading and use the form that is most widely
recognized in English. Thus, for example, I write nirvana instead of nirvana or nibbana, and

karma instead of kamma or karma.
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Part I. Doctrinal Foundations of Buddhist Social & Economic Ethics

Early studies of Buddhism in the West, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, typically
envisioned a philosophy focused on individual liberation from this world through exercises in
mental cultivation, as exemplified in the writings of the father of the sociology of religion, Max
Weber.”> Weber’s perspective on Buddhism shaped Buddhist studies in the West to a high
degree for generations and remains influential today in discussions of Buddhist social ethics.?®
Consequentially, many Westerners have often assumed that the Buddhist tradition is wholly
unconcerned with temporal or material affairs, let alone with relieving or eliminating poverty.
However, there are in fact strong principles leading to a Buddhist social ethic evident in Buddhist
teachings, and despite the relative scarcity of overt references to destitution or to poverty relief
efforts, the concept of material poverty is in fact also well developed in Buddhist canonical texts,

demonstrating a high level of concern for the conditions of the poor.

Upon examination of references to poverty and wealth in various Buddhist scriptures, ranging
from the early Pali canonical materials through numerous later Mahayana texts, certain common
principles emerge which indicate typical Buddhist perceptions of poverty and wealth, and which
can be drawn upon to form a foundation for Buddhist social and economic ethics concerning
poverty and poverty relief. A clear understanding of the concepts of poverty and poverty relief in

the Buddhist tradition, however, first requires an understanding of certain key doctrines that not

2> As in Weber, 1956.
2% Bond, 1988: 23.
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only shape the Buddhist worldview, but also serve as the essential toolset for Buddhist analyses
of these concepts. Part I of this dissertation will provide a basic doctrinal background necessary
for approaching poverty and poverty relief in Buddhist social and economic ethics by outlining
the major teachings of the Buddhist tradition. Details of the specific teachings on poverty and

poverty relief found in particular Pali Canonical passages and various Mahayana texts will then

follow to conclude this section.
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1. Doctrinal Context for Buddhist Concepts of Poverty & Poverty Relief

One critical point to be made at the outset concerning Buddhist doctrines is that Buddhism has
never been a homogenous movement or a unified phenomenon.27 While, of course, there must be
some unifying aspects that make it possible to identify a Buddhist tradition, and there must be at
least some basic characteristic similarities among the various schools for them even to make up
what can be called a tradition, there is also a notable diversity.”® Great diversity is often noted in
both teachings and practices among the various schools of Buddhism, but diversity within
particular schools is evident as well and should also be recognized. According to Bailey and
Mabbett, since its earliest history, Buddhism “has always meant different things to different
people”, and in light of the various ways that Buddhist monks, lay followers, and rulers interact
with each other—as well as with the non-Buddhists in their society—as they practice their
religion, it should be seen as “a dynamic process dependent upon, and perhaps shaping, the
societies within which it develops.” As such, they contend that it should be conceded that there
are several different Buddhisms operative within any one Buddhist culture.*® And, if a dialogic
community with diverse concerns and approaches to teachings and practice was already evident

in early Buddhism as it arose within Indian culture, how much more diverse have its teachings

27 This has become the common academic perspective, as in Faure, 2009: 1-11; Schmidt-
Leukel, 2006b: 2; Williams, 2009: 1; Gombrich, 2006a: 6; Bailey, 2003: 4-10, 257-
258.

** As T have noted above, Keown outlines several useful criteria for establishing a
general continuity with the tradition. See Keown, 2005: 37.

** Bailey, 2003: 4, 8-9.

3% Bailey, 2003: 257-258.



Monson Page |21

and practices become as it spread into other regions and confronted other cultures throughout the

world.

Disagreements over what the Buddha actually taught, what his teachings meant, and how they
are to be applied in practice have not only distinguished the various schools within Buddhism
from one another in modern times, but such disagreements seem to have existed from even the
earliest times in Buddhist history. The Buddhist teachings first developed in northern India near
the fifth century BCE, but gradually spread throughout the rest of India.*' As the Buddhist
teachings spread to new areas, the number of schools or groups, known as nikayas, within
Buddhism also increased.*” Although in this early period the distinctions between nikdyas seem
to have centered on the rules for monks within the sarigha, the monastic community, the schools
within the Buddhist tradition have since become differentiated by doctrinal positions as well.
Theravada Buddhism, the ‘Way of the Elders’, survives today as a modernized version of one of
the only remaining early nikayas, generally referred to as Sravakayana. Largely based on then
extra-canonical texts, Mahayana Buddhism began spreading as a spiritual movement within
various nikdyas as early as the first century BCE.* Over the following few centuries, it came to

be seen as a separate group, or groups, within Buddhism, with its adherents claiming to have the

3! Exact dates for the Buddha’s life are in dispute, although there is wide agreement that
it was sometime between the sixth and fifth centuries BCE. See Prebish, 2008.

* Faure, 2009: 5-11.

33 Williams, 2009:1-7. Williams notes that the Mahayana does not seem to have emerged
as a rival sect, but gradually developed over centuries as an alternative vocation
among Mahayana and non-Mahayana monks who lived together in the same

monasteries and shared monastic rules (vinaya).
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true teachings of the Buddha and the superior path to enlightenment. However, it is also
important to recognize the diversity within Mahayana Buddhism; it has been suggested that the
term Mahayanas be used in order to accentuate the diversity that exists in the various texts and
practices that have become popular among Mahayanist groups from their earliest history.>* As
distinct Mahayana schools emerged and fully developed, such as Vajrayana or Tibetan, Zen or

Chan, and Pure Land Buddhism, this diversity only became more pronounced and established.

The diversity of beliefs and practices continued to increase after the Buddha’s death as
Buddhism eventually spread widely throughout Central, South and Southeast, and East Asia and
all but vanished from India. More recently Buddhism has spread throughout the US, Europe, and
is now found in virtually every region of the world. With the introduction of Buddhism into each
of these new regions, Buddhism transformed local beliefs and customs and was also transformed
by them to varying degrees. Vajrayana or Tibetan Buddhism, for example, developed in part as a
mixture of Tantrism and scholasticism as Buddhism encountered the local Bon religion in Tibet;
and, as Buddhism encountered Daoism and Confucianism in China in approximately the sixth
century CE, Chan or Zen Buddhism developed which then took its current form much later in
medieval Japan.*> Even the Theravada tradition, which remains the only school traceable to early
Buddhist origins, has undergone notable transformations into the modernized version existing
today. Thus, the temptation may arise to pinpoint what should be considered the orthodox or
traditional Buddhist view, but considering the diversity of beliefs and practices throughout the

history of the tradition, the final word on the matter would be determined to a large extent by

* Williams, 2009: 3.
> Faure, 2009: 2; Loy, 2003: 16.
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who you ask. Western scholarship on Buddhism initially tended towards defining the Buddhist
tradition in terms of early Buddhism within India and the Theravada tradition in Sri Lanka and
Southeast Asia, often to the neglect of the significant transformations that occurred within the
tradition as Buddhism left India and spread to other regions.’® It is important to recognize the
diversity within the history of the Buddhist tradition broadly when outlining the basic Buddhist
teachings that come to bear on social ethics, but this will become an essential point in later
chapters, particularly when discussing the continuity of the contemporary Socially Engaged

Buddhist movement with the Buddhist tradition.

Notwithstanding the noted diversity in Buddhist thought, there are some foundational teachings
that are widely accepted by virtually all schools of Buddhism to some degree, although
disagreements may remain concerning the emphasis or priority placed on some of them. These
teachings seem to be some of the first taught by the Buddha after his awakening, and have
remained at the core of the Buddhist message during the course of its various transformations
throughout time and place. Some of these most basic Buddhist doctrines are closely related to
issues of poverty and economy and will be discussed here, such as karma (Pali: kamma),
suffering, liberation, interdependence, generosity, and compassion. The doctrines of rebirth and
karma establish the most basic framework for the Buddhist worldview, making it essential for an
understanding of the Buddhist perspective on poverty and particularly the causes of poverty. The
Four Noble Truths, which the Buddha taught in his first discourse after his enlightenment, and
the teaching on interdependent co-arising deal further with many of the other essential concepts

and therefore offer a helpful approach to outlining these key teachings.

3 Faure, 2009: 18-23.
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1.1. The Nature of Existence: Samsara

1.1.1. Three Marks of Existence

Samsdara, meaning ‘wandering’, refers to the beginningless cycle of birth, death, and rebirth
which characterizes worldly existence. Accepted by virtually all dominant Indian religions at the
time, this notion of a cycle of rebirths had already become a widely accepted Indian worldview
by the time of the Buddha. In Buddhist thought, samsara is characterized by three fundamental
qualities: dukkha (Sanskrit: duhkha), meaning suffering or dissatisfaction; anicca (Sanskrit:
anitya), meaning impermanence; and, anattd (Sanskrit: anatman), meaning non-self or the
absence of independent or unchanging selfhood.?” Together these three marks or qualities

characterize the realm of samsara to which all sentient beings are bound.

Dukkha refers to all types of suffering experienced in life: “birth is suffering, aging is suffering,
illness is suffering, death is suffering; union with what is displeasing is suffering; separation
from what is pleasing is suffering; not to get what one wants is suffering....”® However, in
addition to the pain and grief typically associated with suffering, dukkha equally refers to
experiences typically considered delightful or pleasurable.’” Because even the most pleasurable
emotions and experiences are by nature shallow, fleeting and impermanent, they too inevitably
result in dissatisfaction. Thus, dukkha refers to all forms of suffering, anxiety, uneasiness or

dissatisfaction.

37 Skilton, 1997: 27-31.
¥ SN 56:11 (Bodhi, 2000: 1844).
39 SN 22:22 (Bodhi, 2000: 872); AN 6:23, 63 (Hare, 1934: 221-222, 291-292).
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Anicca refers to the impermanent or transitory nature of everything in the universe. In Buddhist
thought, the world is in a constant state of change in which energies, physical matter, mental
states, and consciousness flow, bringing some things into existence as others pass out of
existence. Although this teaching is often viewed in the negative light of the dissatisfaction that
results from this impermanence, it nonetheless also contains a certain positive element. As
Harvey notes, a clear impact of this teaching on ethics is that it allows for improvement within
any being, preventing the perspective that anyone is hopelessly stuck in any negative situation, or
simply is a bad person, a thief, or one might add given our topic, a poor person.*’ This is closely
related to the next mark of samsaric existence, anatta, which refers to the absence of selthood or

an unchanging and independent essence.

The simple meaning of the anatta teaching is that there is nothing in living beings, or more
generally in the world, that never changes.*' This distinctively Buddhist teaching contrasts
sharply with the two dominant religious groups in India at the time the Buddha; the brahmins
taught that the individual self (Sanskrit: atman) was in essence one with the universal and eternal
self (Sanskrit: brahman), and the Jains taught that the individual self or life (Sanskrit: jiva)
continued on through cycles of rebirth until it was finally freed from the cycle.** According to
the Buddha, however, there is no independent, permanent, or unchanging self or soul within any
individual and likewise no other fixed or static entities or phenomena within the realm of

samsara that are not subject to the process of change, or anicca. Rather, that which is often

* Harvey, 2000: 34.
" Gombrich, 2009: 8-11.
2 Gombrich, 2009: 60-74.
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mistaken for a permanent self is merely a flow or vortex of changing conditioned states,
including such things as thoughts, feelings, consciousness, a material physical body and will.*
This teaching also has a significant implication on ethics, and in fact can serve as a support for
ethical behavior. Harvey notes, that the non-self teaching “undermines the attachment to self—
that ‘I am a positive, self-identical entity that should be gratified, and should be able to brush
aside others if they get in ‘my’ way — which is the basis of lack of respect for others. It undercuts
selfishness by undercutting the very notion of a substantial self.”** Self-interest, in the sense of a
selfish or self-interested concern for one’s own good before other’s is in direct opposition to the
non-self teaching, and ought to be dissolved to include the broader interest of all beings as they
are all by nature inter-related and inter-dependent. Likewise, suffering also ought to be viewed
on a universal or collective level instead of solely on an individual one. Thus, anicca teaches that
everything is subject to change, and anatta teaches that there are in fact no static or independent

entities going through that change process, but rather only conditioned phenomena arising in and

out of existence.

These three marks of existence together characterize the realm of samsara to which all sentient
beings are bound in a continuous cycle of death and rebirth until final liberation is reached in
what is in many ways its polar opposite, nirvana (Pali: nibbana). Though it is said to be

impossible to fully conceptualize, nirvana is said to be ultimately blissful, unchanging, and not-

* These are the five aggregates or khandhas; ripa (‘form’ or ‘matter’), vedand

(‘sensation’ or ‘feeling’), sasiria (‘perception’ or ‘cognition’), the sankhdaras (‘mental
formations’ or ‘volitions’), and vizifiana (‘consciousness’ or ‘discernment’); See SN
22:1-55 (Bodhi, 2000: 853-94) and MN 109 (Nanamoli, 1995: 887-891).

* Harvey, 2000: 36.


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sa%E1%B9%85kh%C4%81ra
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conditioned.* Nirvana is most frequently described metaphorically as an extinguishing or
cooling of the fires of craving, greed, hatred, and delusion- the very conditions leading to
suffering and rebirth.*® Attaining this release from the realm of samsdra and entering nirvana is

the ultimate goal in the Buddhist tradition.

1.2. Karma and Rebirth

1.2.1. Karma as Cosmic Justice

The doctrine of karma is of supreme importance within the Buddhist tradition, acting as a sort of
universal law of justice by linking moral conduct to the varied states of all past, present, and
future births. This connecting link between moral conduct and the various blissful or unpleasant
states provides a clear motivation for Buddhist followers to behave ethically. Similar to both the
Brahmanical and Jain traditions, the Buddha identified karma, meaning ‘action’, as the principle
or law of justice that ensures that actions always produce corresponding beneficial or detrimental
results for the doer. However, whereas the brahmins generally took karma to refer to ritual
actions or performances, the Jains and Buddhists ethicized karma by applying the term
specifically to moral or ethical actions instead of ritual.*” The Buddha did so even more fully

than the Jains by declaring karma to be intention or volition rather than strictly outward action®:

* MN 75 (Nanamoli, 1995: 607-617); Ud 8:3 (Ireland, 1997: 103).

4% Schmidt-Leukel 2006b: 48-49; See, for example, MN 72 (Nanamoli, 1995: 591-594).
*7 Gombrich, 2009: 48-51.

Gombrich, 2009: 49-51; and, Johnson, 1995. Gombrich refers to Johnson as support in

maintaining that the earliest Jain doctrine of karma holds that it results from moral
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Monks, I say that determinate thought is action [karma]. When one determines, one acts
by deed, word or thought... There is action that is experience in hell, in a beast’s
womb... in the deva-world.... It may either arise here now or at another time or on the

4
way ...."

In addition to this distinctive claim that karma is intention (determinate thought), this passage
further asserts that good or bad karmic results manifest at various times. Thus, not all of the good
or bad karmic results of any particular act may be evident immediately, but the law of karma
guarantees that they will become manifest in some form in the present or some future life.
Indeed, much karma only ripens and manifests after this life, thereupon determining the realm of

existence into which one is reborn.

1.2.2. Paticca-Samuppada

One of the key Buddhist teachings is referred to as conditioned origination, dependent arising, or
interdependent co-arising (Pali: paticca-samuppada; Sanskrit: pratitya-samutpada). Hu argues
that it is the central teaching of the Buddha that strings all of his teachings together, stating
“interdependent co-arising is the core, the summary, and the logic of the Buddhist Dhamma.”
By way of comparison to the centrality of the better-known Four Noble Truths, she adds, “The

Four Noble Truths are undeniably central in the Buddhist Dhamma, but the reasoning behind the

action (with a clear focus on the act), but does not allow for good karma as did the
Buddha. To attain a better rebirth then, one would simply try to eliminate bad karma.
¥ AN 6: 63 (Hare, 1934: 294).
> Hu, 2011: 19.
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Four Noble Truths, behind the arising and cessation of dukkha, is interdependent co-arising.”’

As Hu notes, some of the Buddha’s closest and wisest early disciples, Sariputta and Ananda,
acknowledge that the one seemingly simple teaching on interdependent co-arising contained the

heart of all of the Buddha’s teachings.’>

According to the paticca-samuppada teaching, suffering and rebirth arise from the preceding
conditions of craving, attachment, and ignorance.”® Speaking more generally, interdependent co-
arising refers to the principle that all phenomena in the natural world, or in samsara, arise as a
result of a host of other necessary conditions; as we find it in the Majjhima Nikaya: “when this
exists, that comes to be; with the arising of this, that arises. When this does not exist, that does
not come to be; with the cessation of this, that ceases.””* Phenomena arise as a result of complex
conditions and processes that all interact and are interdependent, rather than independent
substantial permanently-existing entities, and rather than resulting from a direct linear notion of

causation.

A late and often cited description in the Buddhist tradition of the complexity of these conditions
of interdependence is the example of Indra’s Net found in the Avatamsaka Sitra.” The
interdependence of natural phenomena is compared to a web of jewels, in which the jewels at

each intersection reflect all other jewels; when closely examined, each jewel reflects all of the

>! Hu, 2011: 20.

52 Hu, 2011: 19; See MN 28: 28 (Nanamoli, 1995: 283) and SN 12: 24 (Bodhi, 2000:
558-559) respectively.

53 Schmidt-Leukel, 2006b: 46-48; Ud 1: 1-4 (Ireland, 1997: 13-16).

>* MN 115: 11 (Nanamoli, 1995: 927); See also, SN 12: 17 (Bodhi, 2000: 547-548).

> AS 30 (Cleary, 1993: 889-905).
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other jewels—an infinite number of jewels reflected within each and every jewel. In a similar
and incalculable way, phenomena in the world of samsara form a complex web of causation and
interdependence. Commenting on this metaphor and how it is used in the Huayan (Huayen)
tradition, David Loy states, “In this cosmos each phenomenon is at the same time the effect of
the whole and the cause of the whole, the totality being a vast, infinite body of members, each
sustaining and defining all the others.”® Hu similarly notes, “As Indra’s Net stretches infinitely
in all directions, so is the scope of the repercussions of any action. And as the shape and color of
one jewel at one node of Indra’s Net are reflected by all other jewels on the Net, and then will be
reflected back and seen in its reflections of other jewels, so are a person’s thinking, feeling, and

behavioral patterns reflected in others’ patterns and further reflected back on oneself.””’

In a more particular sense, the chain of conditioned arising identifies those conditions that lead
specifically to the arising of suffering and rebirth. Ignorance or delusion is the first condition in
this chain, leading through eleven other conditions, some of which may occur simultaneously:
volitional activities, consciousness, name and form, the sixfold sense bases, contact, feeling,
craving, grasping or clinging, being or existence, birth, and finally ageing and death

9558

accompanied by the “whole mass of suffering.””” When the conditions that lead to suffering are

removed, the arising of suffering is also prevented.

>% Loy, 2003a: 183.
°" Hu, 2011: 92.
% Ud 1: 1-2 (Ireland, 1997: 13-16); SN 12: 2 (Bodhi, 2000: 534).
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In Buddhist thought, karma has a prevailing psychological meaning, focusing first and foremost
on the intention or volition that motivates one to act.” Intention or volition is seen as the
immediate impulse behind an action; actions in time shape one’s consciousness and, thus, one’s
very nature; this ultimately determines the state of one’s rebirth. ‘Unskillful’ intentions and
deeds—those rooted in the three unskillful milas of greed, hatred, and delusion—generate
negative karmic results and inevitably lead toward rebirth in a lower realm such as an animal
realm or a hell.%° Skillful’ volition and actions—those that have root in the three skillful mitlas,
namely non-greed or generosity, non-hatred or loving-kindness, and non-delusion or wisdom—
generate positive karmic results, which lead to rebirth once again as a human or into a higher
realm as a divine being, and ultimately lead one closer to a final release from the cycle of

rebirths.®!

The most common way to generate positive karmic results, what is often called ‘making merit’,
is through the practice of dana. Dana is the central Buddhist virtue of giving or generosity and is
seen as the most basic act to weaken and counteract the three unskillful miilas, particularly greed,
and to secure a desirable rebirth and eventual release from samsara. Consequently, an immediate
goal for Buddhist practitioners is to generate the positive karmic results that will ensure a
pleasant rebirth in one of the higher realms, although the ultimate goal is to cease generating

karma entirely in the attainment of the release from the cycle of rebirths.

> Schmidt-Leukel, 2006b: 45.

%0 AN 10: 210-219 (Woodward, 1936: 197-200); AN 6: 39 (Hare, 1934: 239). Lance
Cousins argues that ‘skillful/unskillful’, rather than ‘good/bad’, are the appropriate
terms in Cousins, 1996: 143-148.

1 AN 10: 210-219 (Woodward, 1936: 197-200); AN 6: 39 (Hare, 1934: 239).
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1.3. The Four Noble Truths: Suffering and Liberation

The Buddha summarized the whole of his teachings with the assertion: "formerly ... and also
now, I make known just suffering and the cessation of suffering."®* Providing the basic
framework for Buddhist teachings on suffering and liberation, The Four Noble Truths are often
cited as the Buddha’s most central teachings in early Buddhism and the Theravada tradition, and,
more broadly, serve as a foundation for the later Mahayana tradition as well.”> The Four Noble
Truths assert that: (1) the experience of life is dukkha (Sanskrit: duhkha), which refers to
dissatisfaction or suffering; (2) dukkha is caused by craving (Pali: tanha, Sanskrit: trsna) or
grasping (upadana); however, (3) it can be transcended by removing this craving or thirst; and,
(4) the Noble Eightfold Path constitutes the path leading to transcendence or nirvana.®* These
teachings of the Buddha place suffering, in its multiplicity of forms, and liberation from all
forms of suffering at the center of the Buddha’s message; these teachings on suffering and
liberation are likewise central to an understanding of the Buddhist conceptions of poverty and

poverty relief.

1.3.1. Suffering

The first Noble Truth declares:

62 SN 22: 86 (Bodhi, 2000: 938); also, MN 22: 38 (Nanamoli, 1995: 234);
% Harvey, 2000: 47-72.
% See SN 56: 11 (Bodhi, 2000: 1844-1845).
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Now this, bhikkhus, is the noble truth of suffering: birth is suffering, aging is suffering,
illness is suf