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Today the concept of “social justice” has become very important – indeed, indispensable – in our efforts to understand and alleviate widespread social problems such as poverty and economic exploitation.  Nevertheless, it is difficult to find a Buddhist equivalent for  “social justice,” perhaps because the doctrine of karma (moral cause-and-effect) is usually understood to automatically resolve such problems:  in other words, something like justice is believed to be built into the fabric of the universe, which means we don’t need to take responsibility for it ourselves. 

A commonly held Buddhist understanding is that “human rights” is a western concept that has become universal and is indeed absolutely necessary today, but that it is only one way to formalize an intuition of the worth and value of each individual. Buddhism makes this formalization in a different fashion, by emphasizing that all human beings deserve respect and compassion because they have Buddha-nature and can attain nirvana/Buddhahood. Along these lines, Harold Pepinsky points out that our concern for justice (including social justice) is only part of a broader issue:  how to make all our relationships fair and peaceful — in general, how humans can get along.  When conflict (including “structural violence”) occurs, how can we restore genuine harmony, instead of responding in kind?  

Many have observed that individual (criminal) justice cannot be achieved without social justice. Expressed another way, if we punish offenders so they will pay their “debt to society,” we should also consider whether society is meeting its obligations to them. What might be called Buddhist justice grows out of compassion for everyone involved when someone hurts another. Logically, the opposite of love is hatred, but Jung and others have pointed out that the psychological opposite to love is fear.  As Hobbes makes clear, however, fear is the origin of the state, for the state is the only thing that can protect my self-interest from yours.  Whether or not this is true historically, it has become our myth:  we legitimize the state’s justice insofar as we accept that it is needed to protect us from each other.

This implies a sharp conflict between Biblical/Buddhist justice and state justice. Our usual understanding of justice and mercy distinguishes them. A Buddhist perspective, like Howard Zehr’s Biblical understanding, sees justice growing out of mercy; but our myth about the social contract implies that the state’s justice grows out of fear.  If Jung is right that fear is the opposite of love, we are faced with two contradictory paradigms about the origins and role of justice.  

However, Buddhist teachings do have many implications for how we understand poverty and how to address it.  From a Buddhist perspective, it is not surprising that the institutional efforts of the last fifty years have actually aggravated the problems of economic development that they were supposed to solve. Far from providing a solution, the development approach still taken for granted today is better understood as the problem itself. Buddhism can help us to see that and to envision more viable alternatives. 

Shakyamuni Buddha often summarized his teachings into four noble truths: ill-being (dukkha), its cause, its end, and its cure. He was sometimes called a great physician, because the logic of this structure is consistent with how medicine approaches physical dis-ease. A similar logic would also seem appropriate for other problems we want to solve, such as poverty, and when we try to understand economic “underdevelopment” according to this simple model, it helps to illuminate aspects of the issue that tend to be overlooked or ignored.

Capitalism tends to reward those who have certain values and to penalize those who do not act according to those values. We need to consider not only what values will encourage and support responsible global capitalism, but also what values global capitalism tends to encourage and support. As Phra Payutto, Thailand’s most distinguished scholar-monk, has put it:

It may be asked how it is possible for economics to be free of values when, in fact, it is rooted in the human mind. The economic process begins with want, continues with choice, and ends with satisfaction, all of which are functions of the mind. Abstract values are thus the beginning, the middle and the end of economics, and so it is impossible for economics to be value-free. Yet as it stands, many economists avoid any consideration of values, ethics, or mental qualities, despite the fact that these will always have a bearing on economic concerns. (1994: 27)

This clarifies the basic Buddhist approach: individual and social values cannot be de-linked. A crucial issue is whether an economic system is conducive to the ethical and spiritual development of its participants. When we evaluate the characteristics and consequences of global capitalism, therefore, we should consider not only its ecological impact, and how efficiently it produces and distributes goods, but also its effects on human values and the larger social effects of those values. 

What is poverty?

Paradoxically, perhaps, the actual obstacles to solving the world’s most acute problems are less the cultural traditions of a large number of peoples than our own ingrained belief that the boundless progress which results from technology and the market can somehow liberate us from nature and society.  (Berthoud, 74)

Until recently religion has not played much of a role in development debates because its teachings have usually been perceived as preoccupied with a “higher world” or at least a different dimension of life. Whether or not such a preoccupation is true for some other religions, it is not the case for Buddhism. Far from ignoring or minimizing poverty, Buddhist teachings are sensitive to it, offering both diagnosis and remedies. The most important thing, however, is that Buddhism challenges our understanding of poverty by contextualizing the problem in a different way, one which questions the assumptions that still dominate our thinking about “undeveloped” societies. 

According to Buddhism poverty is bad because it involves dukkha. The Pali term dukkha is arguably the most fundamental concept in Buddhism, yet it is often misunderstood. The usual English translations are “suffering, frustration, dissatisfaction,” but “ill-being” is perhaps the best in this context. The point of the Buddhist path is to end our dukkha, and that does not involve making any significant distinction between worldly dukkha and some other transcendental sort. As a worldview and way of life that advocates eliminating dukkha, Buddhism does not and cannot value poverty that is a source of dukkha. In the Anguttara Nikaya, for example, the Buddha says that for a person who enjoys sense-pleasures poverty (Pali, daliddiya) is miserable, because it leads to borrowing and increasing debts and thus ever-increasing suffering.

Buddhism does value nonattachment towards material goods and promotes the virtue of having less wants, yet that is not the same as encouraging poverty. Poverty, as ordinarily understood in early Buddhism, consists in lacking the basic material requirements for leading a decent life free from hunger, exposure and disease. Buddhism recognizes the importance of such minimum material needs even in the case of those who aspire to its spiritual goal, and in fact the basic needs of a monk or nun provide a useful benchmark for measuring that level of subsistence below which human beings should not be allowed to fall. The four requisites of a Buddhist renunciate are food sufficient to alleviate hunger and maintain one’s health, clothing sufficient to be socially decent and to protect the body, shelter sufficient for serious engagement with cultivating the mind, and health care sufficient to cure and prevent disease. People who voluntarily renounce worldly possessions and pleasures in favor of a life of such minimal needs are viewed as belonging to the community of “noble ones” (ariyapuggala). 

Although lack of these four requisites seems to be a good definition of human destitution, they are not themselves sufficient to evaluate the situation of those who do not choose to follow a spiritual path of renunciation. For example, education and livelihood are not mentioned, the first because some study of the teachings was usually taken for granted, the second because Buddhist renunciates in South Asia were mendicants who devoted themselves not to production but to contemplation. Shakyamuni’s Buddhism assumed both a low-tech culture that had comparatively little impact on its environment, and relative freedom from the external economic (although not political) forces that are ravaging many non-industrial societies today. Because our situation today is in many ways unique, it requires a creative response that cannot be simply derived from early Buddhist teachings but must rather be informed by them. The important question is: who should decide what that response will be?  

In any case, there is much in those teachings to inform us. According to the Anguttara Nikaya, the Buddha taught that some people are like the completely blind because they do not have the vision to improve their material circumstances, nor the vision to lead a morally elevated life. Others are like the one-eyed because, although they have the vision to improve their material conditions, they do not have the vision to live amorally elevated life; the third class have the vision to improve both. Such Buddhist teachings imply that when measuring poverty it is not enough to evaluate the material conditions. For a more comprehensive evaluation of deprivation it is necessary to take into account the moral quality of people’s lives. 

In one sutra, the Buddha speaks of the four kinds of happiness (sukha) attained by householders: possessing enough material resources, enjoying those resources, sharing them with relations and friends, and not being in debt. More important than any of them, he emphasizes, is the happiness of leading a blameless life. Elsewhere the Buddha teaches that the greatest wealth is contentment (santutthi paramam dhanam). There are said to be seven kinds of noble wealth: faith, moral conduct, the shame and the fear of doing something reprehensible, developing one’s character, sacrificing one’s possessions for the benefit of others, and insight into the three characteristics of existence (dukkha, impermanence, and no-self). The Buddha says that in the discipline of the noble ones who follow the Buddhist path, the absence of these seven may be called true poverty, a poverty even more miserable than that resulting from lack of material resources.
By redefining these moral qualities as “noble wealth,” Buddhism draws attention to the fact that the single-minded pursuit of material wealth will not make human beings happy or even rich. A world in which envy (issa) and miserliness (macchariya) predominate cannot be considered one in which poverty has been eliminated. This follows from the second noble truth of the Buddha: the cause of dukkha is tanha “craving.” When human beings gain an intense acquisitive drive for some object, that object becomes a cause of suffering. Such objects are compared to the flame of a torch carried against the wind, or to a burning pit of embers: they involve much anxiety but very little satisfaction — an obvious truth repressed by turning our attention toward another craved object. For Buddhism such a proliferation of unnecessary wants is the basic cause of unnecessary ill-being.

This is not a criticism of wealth itself. As in the Bible, not money but love of money is the source of evil. However, wealth must be acquired by righteous means, through one’s own efforts without using immoral or exploitative methods. Economic activity involving injury to human or nonhuman life, or undermining the moral ideals of a society, however beneficial that may be according to purely economic criteria, is unacceptable from a Buddhist perspective. 

Is this image of our human nature and its potential too idealistic? In fact, this approach reflects better than economic theory the attitudes of most societies not already conditioned by advertising into believing that happiness is something you purchase. According to my favorite definition, by the Vietnamese teacher Thich Nhat Hanh, Buddhism is “a clever way to enjoy your life.” Confusing the quality of one’s life with a quantitative and euphemistic “standard of living” is, in contrast, a stupid way. Many of the Third World peoples we have been so eager to “develop” seem to be more aware of the difference than we are.   

The first World Bank definition of poverty was based upon the crude criterion of average national income. Since then the Bank has become more sensitive to differences of income among sectors within a country, and now even within families. For economics, however, lack of income remains the basic criterion of ill-being, perhaps because some such numerical measurement is necessary to satisfy the economist’s craving for statistical assessment. Gross National Product is a lot easier to gauge than General Well-Being. As a result, development agencies have been slow to realize what many anthropologists have long since understood: in traditional societies, especially rural communities, income is not the primary criterion of well-being; sometimes it is not even a major one. 

One of the things we found in the village which surprised us was people’s idea of well-being and how that related to having money. We talked to a family, asking them to rank everybody in the village from the richest to the poorest and asking them why they would rank somebody as being less well off, and someone as poor. And we found that in the analysis money meant very little to the people. The person who was ranked as poorest in the village was a man who was probably the only person who was receiving a salary. (Delia Paul on a rural household in Zambia, as quoted in Chambers, 179) 

From his study of the relevant literature Robert Chambers concludes: “Income, the reductionist criterion of normal economists, has never, in my experience or in the evidence I have been able to review, been given explicit primacy” (178). 

According to Buddhism, any formulation of “needs” (beyond avoiding destitution) is as much a value judgement as a determination of fact. The fundamental human problem is not the technological and economic issue of meeting all our material wants — something psychologically as well as ecologically impossible — but the psychological and spiritual need to understand the nature of our own minds. Economics cannot avoid reducing the good to an amount because it factors all desires into its basic equation of scarcity, which derives from comparing limited means with potentially unlimited wants. Without having been seduced by the utopian dream of a technological cornucopia, however, it would never occur to most “poor” people to become fixated on fantasies about all the things they might have. For them, their ends are an expression of the means available to them. Insofar as they do this, we are imposing our own value judgements when we insist on seeing them as poor, or as living in a state of scarcity (again, except for the destitute unable to satisfy basic requisites for survival). It is presumptuous to assume that they must be unhappy, and that the only way to become happy is to start on the treadmill of a lifestyle dependent on the market and increasingly preoccupied with consumption.

Why do we assume that “income/consumption poverty” is the same as ill-being? That brings us to the heart of the matter. For us, material well-being has become increasingly important because of our loss of faith in any other possibility of fulfilment — for example, an afterlife in heaven with God, or the secular heaven of socialism, or even (when despairing over the ecological crisis) the future progress of humankind. Increasing our “standard of living” has become so compulsive for us because it serves as a substitute for traditional religious values — or, more precisely, because it has actually become a kind of secular religion for us. 

What are the causes of poverty?

With the rise of the modern world, a distinctly modern faith — faith in progress — arose to make sense of, and give ultimate meaning to the new notions and institutions that were now dominant. Our deep reverence for science and technology was inextricably linked up with this faith in progress. The universal enforcement of the nation-state was carried out under the banner of progress. And increasing conformity with the rule of economics, and intensified belief in its laws, are still shadows of this enlightened faith. (Jose Maria Sbert, 192)

According to the accepted development model, the cause of poverty is not a major issue. Poverty is more or less taken for granted as the normal condition of “undeveloped” peoples, one which plagues all pre-modern societies, since it can be alleviated only by technological and economic development. 

From a Buddhist perspective, however, there is something odd about this indifference to the causes of something we want to cure. This is reinforced by some intriguing discoveries which do not support the assumption that poverty is the normal pre-modern condition. Studies of “stone age economics” have concluded that the first humans in some ways had a comfortable life more leisurely than ours. Archeological research into early hunting-gathering communities (and anthropological surveys of some contemporary ones) has found that they usually survived quite well on a few hours work a day, with a diet more nutritious and varied than the farming settlements that supplanted them. 

Agriculture also meant harder work, yet it could support a greater population density and still produce a surplus — the latter advantage usually restricted to those who gained the power to appropriate it.  Such appropriation led to the development of classes, a social stratification that could not easily arise within hunting and gathering communities. We view this appropriation as the origin of kings and priesthoods, but it can just as well be seen as the origin of the poor, newly deprived of the fruits of their more arduous labours. 

If social class continues to be our fundamental social problem, it is one that fifty years of “development” have done very little to alleviate, for, as many recent studies have shown, the share of human wealth owned by the rich worldwide has increased during this period, and continues to do so, while the share owned by the poor has decreased. According to the World Bank’s own Global Economic Outlook for the year 2000, the number of people living on less than two dollars a day has risen by 50% since 1980 to 2.8 billion, almost half the world’s population; and recent evidence suggests that the number of people surviving on less than a dollar a day is growing in most regions of the world. 

In the same way, a great desire for wealth is inevitably shadowed by and preoccupied with the desire to avoid poverty. One implication of this is that there is no such thing as a “poverty problem” that can be understood separately from what must also be called a “wealth problem.” Rather, we are inflicted with a wealth/poverty dualism. This has several facets. One aspect is to recognize the simple point that many critics have made about globalization: although not a zero-sum game, rapid economic growth has also meant rapid impoverishment and rapid increase in inequality, a different aspect of development that development agencies prefer to ignore but that structural adjustment programs have abetted. 

To understand why we allow this to happen requires us to apply the wealth/poverty dualism to our collective motivations. Is a concern for “attacking poverty” the flip side of our aggressive preoccupation with wealth-creation? In this way we excuse the negative impacts of economic globalization because, after all, we are trying (or at least intend) to address those problems. More insidiously, we rationalize a way of life preoccupied with economic growth, no matter what its other costs. “Undeveloped” poor people must be miserable because that is how we would experience their circumstances of life. Mesmerized as we are by growth, we assume that everyone else must be too — or should be, especially if we are to have access to their resources and their demand for our manufactured products.

In medieval Europe, poverty provided an opportunity to save one’s own soul by being generous; today some such generosity is necessary to justify our own acquisitive lifestyle. We can feel better about making a killing on the stock market if we donate a little of it to charity. 

Development institutions have been quick to emphasize that a lasting solution to world poverty requires continued growth, a logical conclusion if one assumes that the only route to follow is the production/consumption example provided by the “developed” countries. This means diverting limited community resources to new economic goals, which requires further consolidation of the power of government agencies and other financial institutions. Such power no longer forces anything, now it helps — but who needs help, and how that help is to be given, is decided not by the people to be helped but by the helper. In this way our human nature is redefined according to the interests and control of professionals (Gronemeyer, 97). 

None of the above should be taken as making light of the situation of those many people in the world whose destitution needs to be alleviated as soon as possible. What it does imply, though, is that among the causes of poverty today are the delusions of the wealthy — delusions that have very concrete effects on the well-being of many people, including the wealthy themselves. If so, we should not allow ourselves to be preoccupied only with the poverty side of the problem; to correct the bias, we should become as concerned about the wealth side: the personal, social, and environmental costs of our obsession with wealth-creation and collective growth. Far from ignoring genuine poverty, a Buddhist approach emphasizes the importance of seeing through such dualisms if our efforts to help the destitute are actually to be successful. 

What is the end of poverty?

The salvation of the people and of the nations shall come about through binding them ever more tightly to the international market, equated with the world community. There, the poor shall partake of the same substance as the rich. Like any universal truth, adjustment is a purely abstract notion even if its application causes concrete pain. The available choices are reduced to one. There Is No Alternative; we are all bound by a single, compulsory, truth which shall be recognized. Then shall the wayward nations be freed from their errors. (George and Sabelli, 72)

Little has been said about what would constitute the end of poverty. The goal is expressed in negative terms that lack a positive vision of what kind of world we would have if poverty were eliminated. This lack of articulation is either unconscious, because the goal is more or less taken for granted, or conscious. In either case there are reasons for concern.

Both possibilities envision the solution as integration of the poor into the global economy. The difference between them is what the role of the poor will be in the globalization process. 

The first scenario speaks in vague, general terms about the benefits that accrue from linking up with the world economy: a market for one’s production; access to loans, seeds, and other resources; leading to the most important thing, an income that enables purchase of consumer goods — which opens the door to the promised land of capitalism. Sure, one must start at the bottom, but with hard work and some luck you might end up big-time consumers like us.

The second scenario is more realistic about the possibility of ending up consumers like us. If that is the temptation, the promise is false. Insofar as the “undeveloped” internalize our wealth/poverty syndrome, they are doomed to a life of increasing dukkha, since there is no hope that many of them will be able to mimic our lifestyle. A world of over six billion car drivers? The earth does not have nearly enough resources for China’s population to live like Americans, nor could its sinks absorb enough pollutants. An article in the February 2002 issue of Scientific American claims that, in order for the other five-plus billion people to live in the way that the world’s richest billion do, the resources of four more planets like the earth would be needed. But there is no need to worry about that, for in truth the world’s poor have a different role to play.

A basic contradiction of the market is that it requires character traits such as honesty, trust, etc. in order to work efficiently, yet it is primarily motivated by a desire for profit that tends to erode such personal responsibility for others. The last few decades have made this more obvious. In the United States, massive “downsizing” and a shift to part-time workers demonstrate diminishing corporate (and university) concern for employees, while at the top astronomical salary increases and management buy-outs reveal that the executives entrusted with managing corporations are becoming more adept at exploiting or cannibalizing them for their own benefit. The recent example of Enron is only the tip of a much more massive iceberg. Internationally, the globalizing market has promoted more exploitative relationships with the poor and powerless in “undeveloped” parts of the world, where predatory governments often cooperate in keeping factory wages at subsistence levels. These are examples of how the market itself “depletes moral capital” and therefore depends upon the community to regenerate it, in much the same way it depends upon the biosphere to regenerate natural capital. 

How do communities “generate moral capital”? This brings us back to the role of religion, something development institutions have more often seen as an obstacle than a supporting force. Throughout history, religions have been the main source and repository for society’s deepest values and goals, those most essential to a community’s harmony and self-understanding. Not all of these have been goals that we should pursue now, or values we want to encourage today, but genuine religions have thrived because they have the potential to promote and nurture responsible personal relationships. Aspiring bureaucrats need to learn more than literacy and accountancy skills if they are to be good clerks; they must also be equipped with a moral understanding of their responsibilities to other members of society. Needless to say, this applies all the way up and down the hierarchy of roles. Traditionally, religious values have encouraged this best. In contrast, material values that emphasize income and consumption make it more difficult to resist the corruption of graft and bribes. This is not an abstract problem: it touches on what has been one of the major obstacles to successful development.

If a harmonious society requires the “moral capital” that religions usually generate and that market capitalism tends to deplete, we should not identify economic reform with market liberation. Instead, the implication works the other way: true social development may require us to re-embed the economy in social relations, rather than letting economic forces determine what happens to our communities. Needless to say, this applies at least as much to the wealthy nations as to the “undeveloped” ones. 

Today the new rhetoric emphasizes “attacking poverty” by “empowering the poor,” yet this contains a dangerous ambiguity: empowerment for what? Is empowerment a means (enabling the poor to join the world market) or a goal (allowing them to determine for themselves where they want to go)? For many historically “undeveloped” peoples, what we may see about their entrenched poverty is not the most important thing about their lives and culture. If traditional societies have their own standards of deprivation and well-being, imposing a foreign one on them is intellectual (worldview) as well as economic imperialism. Insofar as that imposition undermines their traditional religious values, it may also be considered a type of religious imperialism.

Except for not allowing destitution to continue — which should be something everyone can agree on — we should accept that the world is enriched (as well as sometimes damaged) by a plurality of understandings about human ill-being and well-being. This does not mean that they all deserve to be tolerated: more totalitarian ones, in particular, should not be. How we are to determine the difference between tolerable and intolerable understandings? This brings out the necessity for genuine democracy and, just as important, freedom of religious practice. These, rather than military or economic impositions, provide the best ways to make those decisions.   

How do we end poverty? 

The apostles of new life . . . are the minority, typically those whose close contact with Western education, Western political thought and Western material living standards has led them to want greater opportunities to practice their knowledge, greater outlets for their ambition, and a better material lot for their countrymen. (Eugene Black, World Bank president 1949-1963)

If we have to drive our people to paradise with sticks, we will do so for their good and the good of those who come after us. (Abel Alier, formerly regional president of Sudan)

Unfortunately, because the solutions attempted have not been based on an adequate understanding of the three preceding questions (what is poverty, its cause, and its end), the attempts have not been very successful. The best answer to this last question is very simple: let us admit that we do not know. In this situation, what we need most is humility -- the modesty that follows from acknowledging that we are unable to determine what is the best course for other peoples to follow. 

One of the best things we can do for many “undeveloped” peoples is not to “develop” them at all, but to leave them alone. Letting-alone means allowing people to manage their own resources, deciding for themselves their own opportunities and capabilities. Instead of simply “doing nothing,” however, this can require considerable intervention to restore local self-determination to which legal empowerment could be one important tool. This is an extremely subtle process if the means are not to subvert the ends. Some recent work in development studies has been moving in this direction, and many of those new, more participatory approaches are summarized in Robert Chamber’s book Whose Reality Counts? It argues persuasively that personal as well as professional and institutional change is necessary in order to promote truly successful development. Several Buddhist-inspired development projects, such as the Sarvodaya movement in Sri Lanka, already exemplify many of these changes.  

However, and to say it again, letting-alone is not something that should apply to the problem of genuine destitution, which morally obligates us to provide, at the very least, sufficient food, clothing, basic shelter and medical care to all the world’s people. In fact, providing these basic requisites would require a very small percentage of the world’s annual product. “It is estimated that the additional cost of achieving and maintaining universal access to basic education for all, basic health care for all, reproductive health care for all, adequate food care for all and safe water and sanitation for all is roughly $40 billion a year,” according to the UN Development Report for 1998. “This is less than 4 percent of the combined wealth of the 225 richest people in the world.” 

Today we usually respond by talking about the need for “social justice” and the state’s role in ‘distributive justice.’ We have already noticed, however, that this emphasis on social justice, so important in the Abrahamic religions, is not found in traditional Buddhism. Nonetheless, The Lion’s Roar Sutra (Cakkavatti-sihanada Sutra) shows a causal relationship between material poverty and social deterioration and indicates that the Buddhist emphasis on karma implies a different way of understanding and addressing the social problem of poverty – namely dana, meaning “giving” or “generosity.” 

In this sutra the Buddha tells the story of a monarch in the distant past who initially venerated and relied upon the Buddhist teachings, doing as his sage advised: “Let no crime prevail in your kingdom, and to those who are in need, give property.” Later, however, he began to rule according to his own ideas and did not give property to the needy, with the result that poverty became rife. Due to poverty one man took what was not given and was arrested; when the king asked him why, the man said he had nothing to live on. So the king gave him some property, saying that it would be enough to carry on a business and support his family. 

Exactly the same thing happened to another man, and when other people heard about this they too decided to steal so they would be treated in a similar way. Then the penny finally dropped and the king realized that if he continued to give property to such men, theft would continue to increase. So he decided to get tough on the next thief: “I had better make an end of him, finish him off once for all, and cut his head off.” And he did.

At this point in the story, one might expect a moralistic parable about the importance of deterring crime, but it turns in exactly the opposite direction: 

Hearing about this, people thought: “Now let us get sharp swords made for us, and then we can take from anybody what is not given, we will make an end of them, finish them off once and for all and cut off their heads.” So, having procured some sharp swords, they launched murderous assaults on villages, towns and cities, and went in for highway robbery, killing their victims by cutting off their heads.

     Thus, from the not giving of property to the needy, poverty became rife, from the growth of poverty, the taking of what was not given increased, from the increase of theft, the use of weapons increased, from the increased use of weapons, the taking of life increased . . . (Digha-Nikaya iii 65 ff, in The Long Discourses, 396-405)

Despite some fanciful elements, this myth has important implications. Poverty is presented as a root cause of immoral behaviour such as theft, violence, falsehood, etc. The solution to poverty-induced crime is not punishment but helping those in poverty to provide for their basic needs. What, if anything, does this imply about the moral imperatives of global capitalism? The sutra encourages economic activity, not welfare: the king evidently reforms the first thieves by giving them enough property to become self-supporting. More important, however, is the sutra’s emphasis on the role of the state in addressing poverty. The great economic debate that has preoccupied the West for more than a century -- the role of the state versus the role of the private sector – is not addressed directly, of course, but the sutra does emphasize the economic responsibility of rulers, and presumably nation-states today, for the welfare of the economically vulnerable. This is shown through the practice of ‘institutionalized’ dana, the 'noblesse oblige' of a wise king who is devoted to the welfare of his people. Unlike what we might expect from a supposedly world-denying religion, the Buddhist solution has nothing to do with accepting our (or others’) “poverty karma.” The problem begins when the king does not give property to the needy — in more modern terms, when the state neglects its responsibility to maintain a minimum of what we today call distributive justice. This influential sutra implies that social breakdown cannot be separated from broader questions about the benevolence of the social order. The solution to poverty-induced crime is not to punish severely but to enable people to provide for their basic needs.
A very similar point is made in the Kutadanta Sutta, in which a chaplain tells a king that there is much lawlessness and civil disorder in his kingdom, making property insecure.  The king is advised to deal with this not by taxation, nor by attempting to suppress it forcibly, but by improving the people’s lot directly:  

Suppose Your Majesty were to think:  ‘I will get rid of this plague of robbers by executions and imprisonment, or by confiscation, threats and banishment,’ the plague would not be properly ended. . . . To those in the kingdom who are engaged in cultivating crops and raising cattle, let Your Majesty distribute grain and fodder; to those in trade, give capital; to those in government service assign proper living wages.  Then these people, being intent on their own occupations, will not harm the kingdom.  Your Majesty’s revenues will be great, the land will be tranquil and not beset by thieves, and the people, with joy in their hearts, will play with their children, and will dwell in open houses. [7]

These sutras illustrate that Dana is the most important concept in Buddhist thinking about society and economics, because it is the main way non-attachment is cultivated and demonstrated. Buddhists are called upon to show compassion to those who need our help. The doctrine of karma seems quite harsh insofar as it implies that such unfortunates are reaping the fruit of their previous deeds, yet this is not understood in a punitive way. Although they are victims of their own previous selfishness, the importance of generosity for those walking the Buddhist path does not allow us the luxury of being indifferent to their situation. We are expected, even spiritually required, to lend assistance. This appeal, however, is not to justice for a victim of circumstances. Despite the prudential considerations expressed in the sutra – what may happen if we are not generous -- it is the morality and spiritual progress of the giver that is the main issue. In the language of contemporary ethical theory, this is a “virtue ethics.” It offers a different perspective that cuts through the usual political opposition between conservative (right) and liberal (left) economic views. According to Buddhism, no one can evade responsibility for his or her own deeds and efforts. At the same time, generosity is not optional: we are obligated to respond compassionately to those in need. In the Lion’s Roar Sutra, the king started the social breakdown when he did not fulfil this obligation.

In modern times, however, the social consequences of dana in Asian Buddhist countries have usually been limited. The popular emphasis has been on “making merit” by supporting the sangha, the community of renunciate monks and nuns. The sangha is dependent on that support because monks and nuns are not allowed to work for money. Karma too is often understood in a commodified way, as something that can be accumulated by dana “giving.” Since the amount of merit gained is believed to depend not only upon the value of the gift but also upon the worthiness of the recipient, and since members of the Buddhist sangha are by definition the most worthy recipients, one receives more merit from donating food to a well-fed bhikkhu than to a poor and hungry layperson. 

Of course, such a religious model is not easily institutionalized. Yet that is not the main point. Although dana cannot substitute for social justice, there is also no substitute for the social practice of dana as a fundamental aspect of any healthy society. When those who have much feel no responsibility for those who have nothing, a social crisis is inevitable.

Conclusion

In conclusion, for Buddhism the issue of poverty is about something more than (and sometimes not even) material deprivation.  In many situations the solution to poverty may not be primarily economic, because the larger issue is ridding the world of dukkha, “ill being.” Some “poverty,” especially in rural areas, is not poverty at all, at least not by traditional standards. In accordance with this, over the last few years the Buddhist kingdom of Bhutan has been considering how to replace the economic criterion of “gross national product” (GNP) with a new means of evaluating social development: “gross national happiness.”   

To summarize and express all this as a recommendation to the Commission on the Legal Empowerment of the Poor:  it is important that the pursuit of legal empowerment be about more than increasing opportunities for people in poverty to raise their income. From a Buddhist perspective, legal empowerment should be concerned with promoting equality and dignity by enabling people to have access and opportunities to pursue “happiness” in the best ways they see fit.   

Prepared by Professor David R. Loy, Xavier University
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