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Chapter s

Altruism in Classical Buddhism
Todd Lewis

O monks, wander! We will go forward for the benefit of many
people . .. out of compassion for the world, for the good, wel-
fare, and happiness of gods and humans.

—Catusparishad Stitrat

Someone may build 2 precious reliquary, as high as the world;
It is said that training others to generate
The altruistic intention is more excellent.

—Aryadeva’

ism, it is noteworthy that the sentiments expressed in the first quota-

tion above were spoken just as the Buddha Shakyamuni began his
teaching, establishing the world’s initial missionary faith. This recurring
trope from the earliest canonical accounts expresses the Buddha's ethos
for his religious movement and his intentions for sharing his Dharma
(“teachings”) with the world. He often instructs his converts to spread
his teachings with this same altruistic exhortation; later scholars, such as

I n considering the case of Buddhism and the phenomenon of altru-

the monk Aryadeva (170-260 cg), also quoted above, have_echoed the ~

singular importance of compassion in this religion. Such prominent ex-
pressions of social engagement at the starting point of this great tradi-
tion may surprise a contemporary reader, having perhaps encountered
modern treatments of Buddhism that focus on elite philosophy and in-
dividualistic soteriological practices.

“Altruism” in Cross-Cultural Definition

From the outset, we must define the concept of altruism in the textual
tradition. There is a rich vocabulary for expressing modes of human car-
ing for others in Buddhism: karund, “compassion”; maitri (Pali: metta) 2
“loving kindness”; dana, “charity”” In this context, we find occasional use
of the canonical Sanskrit term arthacaryd (P. attha-cariya), which closely
matches the English term “altruism.” As used in Buddhist texts composed
in early India, arthacarya refers to conduct beneficial to others, almost
always with a religious motivation. Donors, ritual sponsors, and reli-
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gious teachers act in ways that are arthacaryd. In later Buddhist docu-
ments, arthacaryd actions are listed as one of four means of drawing
people into the religious life. In trying to work on comparisons between
traditions, having an approximate emic or indigenous term in the ca-
nonical language religions is a promising discovery.s

So defined, living altruistically—benefiting religious persons, insti-
tutions, and other beings in basic needs—has been a central characteris-
tic of Buddhism from the earliest récords: in the history of the monastics,
as recorded in ancient inscriptions across India by donors, in the records
of the expansion of monasticism across Asia and into countries such as
Burma, where today householders put out on their home porches pitch-
ers of clean drinking water for passersby. Far from being a residual cat-
egory, altruism is integral and foundational to all Buddhist traditions.

In this chapter I explore the origins of Buddhist altruism through an
examination of its metaphysical foundations, surveying texts and his-
torical precedent from the Theravada and Mahayana traditions; I also
contextualize its role in the classical development of Buddhism and trace
its evolution in East Asia,

Historical Background

The sixth century sce in northern India was a time of spiritual seeking
unparalleled in the history of religions. Among the many individual teach-
ers then regarded as having achieved nirvans—an exalted state of salva-
tion—was one who called himself a “Buddha”™ one “awakened” by hav-

. _ ingseenrealityclearlyand transformatively. Feeling compassion for beings

who suffered on the wheel of life and death, he founded the world’s first
missionary religion, created a community of renunciate monks and nuns
(the sangha), and shared his teachings with everyone who was interested
in hearing them.

Born a prince, Gautama renounced his own line to a royal throne;
his early disciples, almost all ascetics, were taught to cultivate detach-
ment from the householder’s lifestyle and so entanglements in worldly
matters. For the student interested in altruism, therefore, a discussion
of the Buddhist understanding of this phenomenon might seem to be a
forced or barren pursuit. Such an interpretation, however, would lack
a fundamental socichistorical understanding and ignore important
canonical and popular texts. As Buddhism gained ever-wider popular-
ity beyond the ascetics and spread out of its region of origin, it devel-
oped in breadth and scope: soon after the Buddha’s death, most Bud-
dhist disciples were householders (more than 95 percent in most
societies), and few—even among the monastics—were aloof from s0-
cial concerns.
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Although Buddhism’s successful trans-Asian pilgrimage originates
with an inspiring vision of conquering human suffering and bondage
in the cosmos, its 2,500 years of popular support also was a result of the
fact that it helped householders secure worldly prosperity and partici-
pate in a moral civilization. Buddhism was so successful in this arena -
that it found acceptance in almost every type of human society: from
nomadic communities to urbanized polities, from the tropics to the
vast grasslands of northern Asia, from the Arabian Sea to the Pacific
Ocean.

Buddhism’s distinctive doctrinal and institutional flexibility contrib-
uted to its success. This flexibility is based in part on the core Buddhist
belief that individuals and societies are different by virtue of their differ-
ent backgrounds—that is, persons have different past lives and hence
inherit the past karma of unique and widely varying personalities, moral
natures, and habits. Buddhism’s characteristic acceptance of pluralism in
social life is also a result of the tradition’s vast collection of religious lit-
erature with no single text, canon, or institution holding universal au-
thority. In constructing a “Buddhist view of altruism,” then, it is impor-
tant to note that expressions of Buddhist ethical thought and practices
have varied regionally and that the treatment in this chapter necessarily
entails broad generalizations. My exploration begins with the universaily
held doctrine of karma.

Metaphysical Reality:
The Doctrine of Karma and Its Implications

Unlike the western monotheisms, for which life and destiny is contairied ™
within a “one time around” reality, the Hindu-Buddhist worldview un-
derstands life as an ongoing succession of incarnations—a “wheel of life”
{samsdra) where individual beings undergo rebirth and redeath, relent-
lessly suffering according to their deeds. This notion of samsdra includes
the view that what a human does—in Buddhist reckoning, by one’s body,
speech, and mind—creates a causal force in the universe, karma, through
which every action elicits a just moral retributive reaction in the future.
Doing a good deed leads inevitably to reward; doing evil begets inevi-
table proportionate punishment. All living beings on earth therefore re-
side in a karmabhiami (“realm of karma”)—an interactive, interrelated
universe that is subject to this natural moral law.

Several ideas about karma are pivotal to understanding Buddhist
altruism. First, this doctrine is not fatalistic because one is continually,
every moment, creating new punya (“merit”) or pap (“demerit”) to change
the ongoing calculus of karmic destiny. Indeed, Buddhist philosophy
emphasizes that certain acts engender strong karma effects, setting off
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mechanistic causal connections between past and future; the totality of a
person’s karma, like all phenomena, changes every instant, :
Furthermore, the Buddhist understanding of causality is that not all
contingencies in life are karma-dependent. In fact, events that affect in-
dividuals are more likely than not to have been caused by forces other
than karma. For the future, however, the logic of the karma doctrine has
motivated Buddhists everywhere to manage their fate: avoiding doing
evil and making good karma. Here is the foundation for and, indeed, the
necessity for individuals to do altruistic deeds. ‘
Buddhist doctrine never held that poverty was a noble state for house-
holders.® Even monks and nuns benefited from having enough wealth to
make meritorious donations. The texts emphasize that accumulating
wealth is the fruition of good past karma, and giving away one’s wealth
(in altruistic practices) to earn merit is the best expenditure. Every Bud-
dhist householder knows that one’s material possessions cannot be taken
beyond this life—but merit as good karma can be. As one early text states:

The beings, O Brahmin, have their karma as their ownmn, they have
their heritage from the karma, the karma determines their birth,
the karma is their friend and ultimate refuge, and it is the karma
that divides them, relegating them either to an inferior or to a su-
perior state of existence”

This principle was incorporated into early canonical definitions of
the good Buddhist life for householders. On several occasions the Bud-

_dha instructed householders to seek the “Four Conditions” and do the

“Four Good Deeds”:*

Four Conditions (to seek): Four Good Deeds (to use wealth for):
Wealth achieved by lawful means Make family, friends happy

Good renown in society Ensure security against worldly dangers
Long life Make offerings to farnily, friends, gods, ghosts
Birth in heaven Support worthy religious people

These doctrinal guidelines have been as influential for the laity as
the “Four Noble Truths” were for philosophers. They allow the historian
to imagine early householders being “good Buddhists” by fully engaging
in their social milieu: fostering family ties; cultivating the ethos of “ener-
getic striving” for economic success; encouraging altruistic feeding of
hungry ghosts and local gods; applauding rightful seeking after worldly
happiness and security; supporting family, friends, and religious seekers.
(I examine the record of actual Buddhist practices in a subsequent sec-
tion of this chapter.)
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Docirines of Self, Impermanence,
Process, and Interdependency

Later philosopher-monks argued that altruism was a logical extension of
the Buddha’s metaphysical teachings. A core and universal Buddhist doc-
trine asserts that reality has three basic characteristics: impermanence,
no-soul, and suffering. The first insists that reality is a process of cease-
less change and is not reducible to permanent things. The second con-
cept, andtman (“no-atman” or “non-self”), expresses the Buddha’s rejec-
tion of any notion of an essential, unchanging interior entity at “the center”
of a person. As a result, these philosopher-monks analyzed the human “be-
ing”as the continuously changing, interdependent relationship among five
components (skandhas).® The spiritual purpose of breaking down any
expectation of changeless phenomena around us or of an unchanging
locus of personal individuality is to demonstrate that there is never “any
thing” to be attached to or around which to organize one’s primordial
existential desires or attachments.”

Highlighting the universality of suffering, the third characteristic of
reality, provides Buddhists with an ethical focus: Compassion is the proper
human response to moral living—an ethos that underlies all Buddhist
practices of altruism. The early texts often cite suffering from “illness,
old age, death, and rebirth” as the baseline human reality. The benefits to
the practitioner of altruistic service also are highlighted, as in an early
biography of the Buddha, the Buddhacarita:

Those who in charity renounce their wealth
Cleanse away avarice and attachment. ...
Giving in compassion and respect,

They drive away envy, hatred, and pride.”

The teachings of impermanence and suffering point to two addi-
tional basic facts of life in the Buddhist worldview: The universe is a vast
web of connections (conditioned by karma and other causalities), and
beings are linked and sustain their lives through multiple interdepen-
dencies. For millennia Buddhist teachers have instructed humans to re-
gard all beings in their midst as having once been, in former lives, their
own beloved kin: mothers, fathers, children. Accordingly, one sees that
one’s present life has been shaped by the past, that current actions inevi-
tably affect one’s destiny, and that all others—both now and in the fu-
ture—are linked inescapably by the contingencies of karmic fruition.
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Doctrinal Voices from Monastic Libraries:
Altruism in Buddhist Texts

Like all world religions, Buddhism is multivocalic and has generated vast
written discourse, with shelvesful of texts regarded as authoritative, Bud-
dhist texts also speak with different voices™ as they range over common
spiritual issues; given the naturally assumed range of human spiritual
capacities resulting from different karma, these texts must always be read
according to the intended audience. Indeed, the most common mistake
in using Buddhist texts, from Max Weber until the present, has been to
attempt to apply ideas, practices, and behavioral norms composed for
the monastic elite (renunciants who constitute at most 5 percent of the
Buddhist community) to a society centered on the householder major-
ity. The monastic elite recorded, redacted, composed, and copied all Bud-
dhist texts, so their male, ascetic voice is overwhelmingly that of the vir-
tuosi renunciants. As a result, the texts provide relatively few spaces where
the Buddhist householder’s life circumstances or worldview are even dis-
cussed. Because altruism is construed as a social virtue and therefore is
largely in this domain, treatments of it, not unexpectedly, are scattered.,
As a result, caution is required in examining the selection of texts I
cite in this essay. We know that ideas on altruism definitely were articu-
lated by the Buddha and from the time of the early Buddhist writers on-
ward; what we cannot specify well, however, is how many of these teach-
ings made it “out of the stacks” and into Buddhist cultures and societies
at different places and times over the past two millennia. Despite the fact

~—that we know little about the culture and contexts of texts in the his-

tory of Buddhism, it is worthwhile to sample ideas on altruism from
the earliest textual sources onward. Finally, there are many historical
problems in dividing textual sources according to Theravada and
Mahayana traditions as I do here; for the purposes of this essay, however,
painting with a broad brush can render an apt portrait of the diversities
within Buddhism.

Altruism in Theravida Sources and Tradition®

I have cited textual expressions drawn from the Theravadin school’s Pali
Canon to frame the overall formative Buddhist understanding of altru-
ism. In texts, inscriptions, and meditation practices, altruism constitutes
a cornmon theme.

At monasteries and shrines across ancient India, Theravadin adher-
ents left a record of their patronage gifts by having donor inscriptions
made on cut stone and metal plates. The majority of these inscriptions
by monks, nuns, and householders contain a common ending phrase
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that records an altruistic motivation for their gift. To cite one example
from fourth-century Mathura:

On this date an image of the Blessed One Shakyamuni was set up
by the monk Buddhavarman for the worship of all Buddhas.
Through this religious gift may his preceptor attain nirvana, (may
it also be} for the cessation of all suffering of his parents ... (and)
for the welfare and happiness of all beings.* ~

Early Pali texts argue that compassion for all beings should be as
central to humanity’s moral compass as the organic ties to one’s own kin.
As stated in the Samyutta Nikaya:s

Thus as a mother with her life

Will guard her son, her only child,

Let him extend unboundedly

His heart to every living being.

And so with loving-kindness for all the world
Let him extend unboundedly

His heart, above, below, around,

Unchecked, with no ill will or hate.

The later Buddhist poet Ksemendra goes so far as to argue that compas-
sion is natural and innate in all creatures.'
Among the many early meditative traditions inherited by all Bud-

dhist schools was cultivation of the Catur Brahmavihdras (“Abiding.in —--- -~

the Four Sublime States™): benevolence, compassion; joy; and equanim-
ity. In the Theravada practice, medifators begin by developing the sub-
lime state mentally and then extending it outward, in succession, to a
neutral person, a friend, an enemy, and finally toward all sentient beings.
The first two brahmavihdras are clearly designed to train the individual
to foster an altruistic mindset.

Many Theravada texts argue strongly that compassion should be
expressed by improving the world. This compassion is not left to be a
general exhortation, however, but can be directed toward special recipi-
ents for the best results. (I return to the early merit hierarchy below.) The
most-praised altruistic donation is best directed to aiding religious seek-
ers and doing so, most emphatically, for the maximum merit it earns. As
another Pali passage urges:

Let givers pleasant hermitages make,
Therein let them for scholars find a home;

And make in arid jungle water-tanks,
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And where ’tis rough to go, clear passages,
Let them with candid trusting heart bestow
- Food and water and dried meats and gear
And lodging on the men of upright mind. ..
Yea, wise, he scatters gladly what he hath
And bidding: Give ye! Give ye! Doth he cry.
And-thus he thunders, raining like the god,
His generous gifts upon the giver’s self
As rich and copious showers of merit fall.”

\
Thus, the Theravadin texts hold that the “good life” for a house-
holder should be balanced between the inner life and social action. The
Buddhist lay disciple should deepen his or her religious faith and spiri-
tual understanding but balance this spiritual practice by the practices of
moral living and altruistic giving. This idea is clearly expressed in the
Vyagghapajja Sutta,® again emphasizing the personal benefits derived
from charity:

The four conduce to a householder’s weal and happiness in his fu-
ture life. Which four? The accomplishment of faith, the accom-
plishment of virtue, the accomplishment of charity, and the ac-
complishment of insight. ... What is the accomplishment of
charity? Herein a householder feels at peace with heart free from
the stain of avarice, devoted to charity, open-handed, delighting in
generosity, attending to the needy, delighting in the distribution of
alms.

Energetic and heedful in tasks

‘Wisely administering wealth

One lives a balanced life,

Protecting what has been amassed.

Altruism in Mahayana Sources and Tradition

On the popular level, there are strong and important continuities be-
tween the two great streams of Buddhist history in terms of karma and
other core doctrines, merit-making, and monastic tradition. Until the
last centuries of Indian Buddhism Mahiyina exponents were a small
minority expounding an alternative doctrinal system, but this tradition
completely dominated the central Asian, east Asian, and Himalayan
diasporas of the faith. These historical facts, along with the new con-
texts to which the tradition had to adapt in East Asia (Confucianism,
imperial states, a faith originating among foreigners and first expounded
by “barbarian” missionaries), explain why common early doctrines and
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practices developed as they did. Focusing on altruism also highlights how
the bodhisattva doctrine of Mahayana philosophers was an innovative
interpretation of the ideal Buddhist life.

The Mahayina tradition shows strong continuities with the early
canons in seeing that aiding others also entails spiritual benefit to the
donor. This boon is visible not only in the inevitable karmic benefit
but also in the strengthening of the individual’s habit of detachment.
This perspective is concisely stated in the only Indic Buddhist play,
Lokanandanataka (“Joy for the World™) by Chandragomin (c. 440 cg)":

‘May you by your virtues fulfill
The most cherished desires

Of all sentient beings!

May you in the desert of suffering
Become the sea of sustenance;

A ladder on which to ascend

The mountain of salvation.

Because altruism is a “ladder to nirvina,” what is striking in the
Mahayina texts is how they go into very exacting detail to specify its
applications. Mindful of how an individual’s wealth and personal ca-
pacities could vary and hence condition altruistic work, several texts
depict the Buddha discussing how the good Buddhist should bestow
charity. The Updsakashila-Satra™ is a good example, discussing how an
individual can set out to disseminate the greatest benefit when trying to
help others:

Good Son, there are three fundamiéntals to all kinds of giving:

(1) giving compassionately to the poor, (2) giving to foes without
seeking rewards, and (3) giving joyfully and respectfully to the vir-
tuous.... If one can teach others before giving them material
things, one is called a great giver. . . . if a wise person is wealthy, he
should give like that. If he is not wealthy, he should teach other
wealthy people to practice giving. ... If he is poor and has no
nothing to give, he should recite curative mantras, give inexpen-
sive medicines to the needy, sincerely take care of the ill for recu-
peration, and exhort the rich to provide medicines; if he knows
medical remedies . . . he should provide treatment according to
the diagnosis. . .,

Good son, when a wise person secks enlightenment, if he is
wealthy, he should learn medicine. He should build hospitals and
provide needed food and medicine for the sick. If there are holes
in the road he should repair them and broaden it to clean thorns,
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dung, and other filth from it. At dangerous places, he provides
needed boards, ladders, or ropes. In the wilderness, he builds wells,
plants fruit trees, and builds water channels. In places where there
are no trees, he erects posts and builds animal sheds. He builds
guest houses and supplies necessities such as wash basins, lamps,
beds, and bedding. . . . He builds bridges over rivers and provides
rafts. . . . He personally helps the old, the young, and the weak to
cross. ... He does all these things himself and teaches others to do
likewise. ‘ ‘

The most striking doctrinal difference represented by the Mahiyana
exponents is their claim that all humans should aspire to become Bud-
dhas and so live as bodhisattvas, “future Buddhas,” vowing to undergo

- many lifetimes to perfect themselves. This ideal was worked out in greater

specificity over the centuries. Exact steps in developing the bodhisattva’s
eventual enlightenment were regarded as balancing the person’s interior
spiritual understanding, prajiid (P. pafifia, “insight, gnosis”), with the
practice of acting selflessly with upaya (“skillful means™) to serve all cre-
ation compassionately.

Mahayana exponents systematized their bodhisattva doctrine by
specifying the seven (or ten) qualities necessary for reaching buddha-
hood, the paramitas, and stages one reaches on that many-lifetime path,
bhitmis What is notable for this comparative consideration of altru-
ism is that in the latter formulations of bodhisattva doctrine, very ad-
vanced bodhisattvas who could enter nirvana can choose to take fur-
ther rebirths in samsara for no other goal than assisting others, They do
so because they have infinite merit to share and great powers to use in
rescuing others, Spiritually perfected and beyond merit accumulation,
such bodhisattvas are like a Buddha in performing fuily selfless altruistic
actions.®

Mahdyina understanding of the full career of the bodhisattva is most
fully and eloquently expressed in the Bodhicarydvatira, the classic trea-
tise by the monk Shantideva (685763 cE)—one of the tradition’s great-
est scholars. The most popular treatise on the Mahdyana path to enlight-
enment, this text is centered on an analysis of the human condition and
the twin themes of serving the world while cultivating spiritual clarity
and ultimately release from samsdra. Shantideva shows in compelling
language how these dual focal points are not artificially tied but that
through compassionate altruism the dualism of self and world is seen as
an empty set, an illusion. This text famously declares :

May I allay the suffering of every living being.
I am medicine for the sick.
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May I be both doctor and their nurse, until the sickness does not
recur,

May I avert the pain of hunger and thirst with showers of food and
drink...

May I be an inexhaustible treasure for impoverished beings.

May T wait upon them with various forms of offerings. . .

May I be a light for those in need of light.

May I be a bed for those in need of rest.

May I be a servant for those in need of service, for all embodied
beings.

Other Mahayana texts show a striking missionary voice, regarding
altruism as a skillful tool in spreading the faith. The Mahavyupatti Sitra
lists four chief means at the disposal of a bodhisattva to that end: charity
(ddna); persuasiveness (priyavaditd); altruism (arthacaryd); and recep-
tivity toward all beings (samdndrthatg).+

Even the various “pure land” sects that arose in the Mahdyina fold
lauded altruistic acts as those that could win the grace of celestial
bodhisattvas and Buddhas. This perspective is stated especially emphati-
cally in the Mahdnirvana Sitra®

Cause no affliction to living beings

Let your thoughts always be of compassion. .,

Dig good wells beside roads in the desert,

Plant and cultivate orchards of fruit trees,

Always give nourishment to beggars. ..

If you can give charity to the sick, e
Even if it is just a piece of fruit . . — "

And giving them a pleasant, cheering glance,

Then you will be reborn in Akshobhya’s Pure Land.

Another voice in later Mahay4na discourse exalts the ideal of com-
passion and altruistic service. Perhaps because of the belief in the Buddha’s
predictions that humanity would suffer inevitable decline in its spiritual
capacity, these later treatises highlight the value of the singular pursuit of
altruism. Whatever else one can do successfully in one’s own “interior”
religious practice, at the very least one can serve and be transformed by
dedication to altruism. This view is expressed clearly in the widely circu-
lated treatise Klong-chen rab-’byams-pa by the gifted Tibetan monk
Longchenpa (1308—1354 CE):

Even if the ethical impulse is not distinctly operative,
Compassion’s wholesome stream is rising ever higher . . .

e
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All you do by way of body and speech will be meaningful

And you become a veritable shrine in all the worlds with all their
gods...

The root or seed of all and everything is compassion,

Even in this world of fictitious being it yields many fruits of
happiness.. ..

Fearless in the world and acting for the sake of living beings,

By always being sympathetic and concerned with their welfare

only, man’s world has become meaningful. ‘

Another, more conte\mporary, monk, the Tibetan Patrul Rimpoche
(1808-1887), also argues for the priority of compassion in his treatise Words
of My Perfect Teacher.

In everything you do, simply work at developing love and compas-
sion until they become a fundamental part of you. That will serve
the purpose, even if you do not practice the more outward and
comspicuous forms of Dharma such as prayers, virtuous activities
and altruistic works. As the Sitra that Perfectly Encapsulates the
Dharma states, “Let those who desire Buddhahood not train in
many Teachings but only one. Which one? Great Compassion.
Those with great compassion possess all the Buddha’s teaching as
if it were in the palm of the hand”* :

The Mahdyana tradition’s enculturation of altruism also is evident

. _in its.distinctive meditation traditions. Especially in fasting and visual-

ization practices, the individual “takes refuge” in the Buddha/Dharma/
Sangha as well as in the bodhisattvas, then vows to seek their petfections
(paramitas). Many of these meditation practices conclude with dedica-
tory pronouncements that highlight the Mahdyana doctrine that seeking
personal enlightenment entails serving others and that altruistic actions
are central to the final realization of the advanced spiritual seeker. As one
ritual dedicated to Avalokiteshvara concludes, the meditator repeats:

Through this virtue may I quickly become
A greatly compassionate one

And lead each and every being,

None excepted, to his pure land.»

Finally, it also is common for the celestial bodhisattvas in Mahayana
meditations to be regarded as the “embodiments of compassion.”* This
practice entails concentrated effort that involves visualizing the celestial
bodhisattvas in the mind’s eye, repeating their mantras, and seeking
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total existential identification with them; the effect on the practitioner is
regarded as transformative. This practice yields a compassion-filled mindset,
worldly assistance, and merit—all fostering the quest for enlightenment®
Although it is unclear how far beyond the monastic preaching halls the
sophisticated doctrines of Mahdyina Buddhism reached, what is certain
is that everywhere this school was established, householders were drawn
to the deity called Avalokiteshvara,” who embodies compassion—the ce-
lestial bodhisattva universally revered for acting on his altruistic vow to
aid all who call upon him for worldly needs or spiritual aid.

The Classical Buddhist Ideal:
Civilization as Altruistic Endeavor

Built on and nurtured by these doctrinal ideas, a conception of Buddhist
civilization developed from the circumstances of its Indic genesis, The
tradition was sustained by exchanges between householders and
renunciants—the monks and nuns whose advanced ascetic lifestyle en-
tailed abandonment of most worldly comforts. Buddhist monasticism
arose to provide refuge and support for renunciants seeking enlighten-
ment, but the tradition survived by building multifaceted relationships
with lay followers who provided for the monks’ and nuns’ subsistence
{(see diagram).

A progeny N
A material support N
HOUSEHOLDERS SANGHA
TR ﬁljr_lel‘it K

R dharma

Buddhists articulated the foundations for the ideal society, one with
spiritual and moral dimensions. Monks and nuns served the world
through their example of renunciation and meditation, by performing
rituals, and by providing other services. They become a “field of merit”
that allows people who make donations to them to earn the good karma
reqhired for a better life both in the present and in future incarnations.
In this way, Buddhist seekers and saints fulfilled the Buddha’s injunction
to “wander forth for the welfare and the weal of the many, out of com-
passion for the world.”

Thus, Buddhism developed a broad vision for an integrated spiri-
tual community and a clear sense of proper social practice. The texts
speak of the devout layman’s and monks’ duty to help others grow in

100

ALTRUISM IN CLASSICAL BUDDHISM

faith, morality, knowledge, and charity. This “imagined community” en-
abling spiritual pursuits has depended on a constant altruistic effort by
householders: By giving up a portion of their household’s material wealth
to sustain Buddhist monastics and their institutions, they support exem-
plary individuals in their midst seeking refuge to realize nirvana. Pow-
ered by altruistic giving, the agency of merit can benefit all individuals in
society by positively affecting their path through samsdra.

The Early Buddhist Hierarchy of Altruism
\l

The conceptions of karma and merit-making shaped a distinctly Bud-
dhist disposition toward altruism. Spiritually advanced beings were
thought to possess greater increments of good karma, with humans
recognized as the sole beings in the universe capable of reaching
nirvdna. Based on this conception, the early tradition held that the
higher the spiritual status of the recipient of a gift (food, clothing, shel-
ter), the greater the return in merit to the giver. One influential listing
of the resulting hierarchy from the Theravada tradition summarizes this
doctrine:

Hierarchy of Merit Recipients
Buddha
Pacceka Buddha
Arhat
One on the way-to Arahatship

" One Never to be reborn
A Once-returner on earth

“One who has Entered the Stream
Refuge Taker on the way to the Stream-enterer
An outsider aloof from sensuality
Ordinary but virtuous man
Ordinary nonvirtuous man
Animals

Buddhists across Asia acted on the basis of the logic of this scheme.
Householders have sought out individuals regarded as enlightened—or
nearly so—both to experience the presence of a spiritual person as well
as to make the most rewarded meritorious material gifts to them, Fur-
thermore, one can see that there is no inherent reason—for merit-mak-
ing purposes—why Buddhists would feel compelled to prioritize the
eradication of poverty. Nonetheless, humans were still thought to be de-
serving of altruism, as the record of Buddhist charities established over
the millennia makes clear.
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Finally, it is noteworthy that animals and spirits have standing in the
merit hierarchy. The record of Buddhists incorporating offerings to hun-
gry ghosts in daily life is clear from the earliest days until the present.
Small food items are taken from the plates and set out by monks near the
monastic walls and by householders outside the front door. Buddhists
also regard their rituals for departed spirits as an important altruistic
practice. In the Buddhist cosmos of samsara, among the six spheres of
rebirth many beings are reincarnated as pretas—ghosts who are “stuck”
in various unpleasant statuses, potentially for long time periods because
they have no kin or their kin fail to perform rituals to ease their pain or
send them to their next existence. Twice a year for millennia, Buddhist
monasteries in east Asia performed rituals designed to feed the pretas
and transfer merit to them, seeking to alleviate their pain and allow them
to move on to another rebirth state.

The Issue of Collective Karma

It is commonly thought that the karma doctrine of Buddhism embraces
a strict nexus of individualistic retribution: What a person sows by in-
tended action, one reaps oneself, in the present lifetime or in a future
rebirth, In fact, however, there are texts that point to special circumstances
in which there is collective action and collective karmic retribution. Al-
truistic acts by leaders can lift the whole, whereas evil plotted and done
by them can lead to collective punishment.

Famous examples of both are found in the jdtakas—stories told by

the Buddha about his previous lives. Several dozen such tales clearly por- -~

tray how a person’s worldly and spiritual destiny also can be profoundly
affected by simple proximity to significant others, especially spouses, ship-
mates, monks, and kings.” The negative example is found in a narrative
that recounts the collective massacre of the Buddha’s native Shikya clan
and their republic late in his life—a karmic event even he could not fore-
stall. In their previous lifetimes, the Buddha states, the Shakyas united to
poison a river to punish people living in their adversary city-state; in
retribution, the entire Shakya population was reborn and killed together
because of this previous collective evil action.

The positive collective example often appears in tales of kingship,
such as that in Pali Jataka 276 when the deity Indra seeks to discover why
his heaven* is suddenly becoming so overcrowded. He investigates and
discovers that the spiritual rule of a virtuous king is the reason: Not only
does the king’s altruism lead citizens to reach the heavens, it also leads to
the land’s prosperity:
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Then their king practiced the Kuru precepts and the five Virtues.
And then in the realm . . . the rain fell; the three fears were allayed;
the land became prosperous and fertile . . . and then with his sub-
jects went to fill the heavens.”

I return to the role of kings in Buddhist altruistic traditions below.
N N
‘Buddhist Monasteries as Altruistic Centers

The community of moqks, nuns, and devout lay followers established
monasteries and shrines that rooted the faith in many localities. When
Buddhist monasticism spread across Asia, it introduced independent,
corporate institutions that engaged local societies and regional polities.
Although monastics constituted only a small percentage of the popula-
tion in Buddhist societies, they performed crucial roles in perpetuating
the faith, '

The typical Buddhist community had its center in a monastery
(vihdra), where monks (or nuns) would take their communal vows, re-
cite an affirmation of conformity to monastic rules fortnightly, and un-
dertake meditation and/or textual study. As the faith grew, some monks
specialized in performing rituals, establishing schools, preaching from
popular texts, or managing the institution.

It also is clear that the early Buddhist monks were free to be innova-
tive figures in the history of Asian medicine. Given the emphasis the Bud-
dha put on suffering as-a prime reality and compassion as the crucial

~———"Human orientation to life, it is understandable that some monks would

specialize in alleviating suffering by practicing the healing arts. In one
incident in the monastic chronicles, the Buddha confronted monks who
were allowing an elderly monk in failing health to lie in his own filth;
after cleaning up the infirmed one himself, the Buddha sternly tells the
assembly that caring for the sick is as meritorious as attending to him.*®
As a result, one of the few personal possessions allowed monks was the
medicine of cow urine. Subsequent texts make clear a tradition of collect-
ing, classifying, and case testing a great variety of medicines. As Kenneth
Zysk has shown, “Buddhism played a key role in the advancement of
Indian medicine through its institutionalization of medicine in the Bud-
dhist monastery. The medical doctrines codified in the monastic rules
probably provided the literary model for subsequent enchiridions of
medical practice, and gave rise to monk-healers and to the establishment
of monastic hospices and infirmaries, and proved to be beneficial assets
in the diffusion of Buddhism throughout the subcontinent.”»

In sum, then, in a development that has been common in the history
of religions when institutions develop in ways not fully imaginable to
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their founders, Buddhist monasteries by 8oo ce across Asia had become
centers of education, charity, and medical practice—that is, institutions
of altruism. '

The Buddhist Tradition of Missionary Altruism

Successful monasteries expanded; the pattern was to send out monks to
establish satellite institutions of that lineage. Underlying this expansion,
by the time Buddhism entered China (125 CE), was a clear sense of pur-
pose and order in spreading the faith. According to one text in the Chi-
nese canon, Buddhists should missionize by engaging in the follow ser-
vices for local communities:

+ Build monastic halls and temples

+ Plant fruit trees and shade trees and then excavate bathing pools
« Freely supply medicines to heal the sick

+ Construct sturdy boats

+ Safe placement of bridges suitable for the weak or ill

« Dig wells near roads for the thirsty and weary

+ Enclose sanitary toilets.*

In many places where Buddhism thrived from India to China, some
monasteries in cities and towns evolved to become complex institutions
that were much more than refuges for ascetics. The Buddhist monastery
often was the only local school, and members of the sangha served their
societies by spreading literacy. Monks and nuns thereby accumulated
practical knowledge (sanitation, horticulture, road building)to serve the
surrounding community. e T

Many vihdras also organized endowed charities that fed the poor
and dispensed free medical care. Allied with monasteries was a common
institution that unified monks and householders for religious pursuits:
the lay committees (Skt. gosthis). These committees would stage periodic
festivals (image processions, chariot festivals), arrange for regular public
recitations of popular narratives, and organize other rituals designed to
cultivate both devotion to the Buddha-Dharma-Sangha and material
blessings for the local community. In my own research in Nepal, I have
documented the survival of these institutions among Newar Buddhists
who work to ensure proper cremations for everyone, regular textual chant-
ing, and festivals of rice distribution.”
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Kingship and Altruism: The Ashokan Paradigm

The world in which the Buddha lived and early Buddhism flourished
was a world in which kingship was the norm. Buddhist sources predomi-
nantly assume the reality of kingship. They also proclaim that karmically
gifted persons who command wealth and power must perform the most
significant altruistic activity. Buddhist texts provide religious support for
the understanding of kingship as a special presence in society. Following
the example of the Buddha in his last lifetime (and many births before
that)—who was born gs a crown prince—Buddhist doctrine considers
that an individual who becomes king does so as the result of extremely
good karma, a reward for almost immeasurable spiritual development in
past lifetimes. Like the future Buddha in many incarnations, just kings
can do great spiritual good; kingship’s power also can be the cause of
rapid descent into hells or lower births if wealth and power over the
multitudes are used selfishly or for evil.

The texts counsel rulers to respect prisoners and appoint their pun-
ishments with compassion; invest in schools, rest houses, water systems,
and medicines; be sensitive to the plight of farmers in exacting taxes; and
make certain that the police truly protect the citizéns. The towering figure
of beneficent kingship in Buddhist reckoning is Ashoka.

When the world conquest campaign of Alexander the Great (355—
323 BCE) faltered in northwest India, the small states on the Indus River
that were weakened by his incursions were subdued and integrated into
India’s first great empire—that of the Chandragupta Maurya. When his

..— ——grandson Ashoka (274-236 sct) assumed the throne, he followed Hindu

norms of rulership and consolidated his frontier regions with brute force.
Most prominently, he directed an assault at Kalinga, a coastal region en-
compassing modern Orissa. The widespread destruction and bloodshed
that his army caused in securing the victory, however, greatly dismayed
Ashoka. At just this time, the emperor encountered a charismatic Bud-
dhist monk and became a staunch devotee. Having extended the Mauryan
empire across most of the Indian subcontinent, Ashoka sent ambassa-
dors and scribes throughout his realm to explain “the Dharma” that the
emperor embraced; these emissaries reached the borders of his state and
beyond.

Ashoka’s edicts—inscribed on rocks and tall, stone-carved pillars—
were both general and specific in their explanation of “Dharma,” a prin-
ciple he held as key to creating a good society. In Pillar Edict I he writes,
“Dharma is good. But what does Dharma consist of? It consists of few
sins and many good deeds, of kindness, liberality, truthfulness, and pu-
rity”# Although several inscriptions allude to the value of meditation,
Ashoka’s chief concern was for Buddhism to be a moral force in society:
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“One should obey one’s father and mother. One should respect the su-
preme value and sacredness of life. One should speak the truth. One
should practice these virtues of Dharma.®

Having stated these principles and had them placed in prominent
public places, Ashoka also sought to have his bureaucracy administer the
empire with reference to them: “My officials of all ranks—high, low, and
intermediate—act in accordance with the precepts of my instruction. ...
For these are the rules: to govern according to Dharma, to administer
justice according to Dharma, to advance the people’s happiness accord-
ing to Dharma, and to protect them according to Dharma.”+ In the capi-
tal, Ashoka had trees and wells planted to aid travelers, declared certain
days when animal slaughter was prohibited, and worked to limit reli-
gious conflict.

Although Buddhists in India eventually lost awareness of Ashoka’s
inscriptions, they preserved memories of Ashoka’s actions (with many
embellishments) in extracanonical narratives.” Buddhist exponents in
subsequent centuries invoked Ashoka as a model householder and ruler,
whose example challenged later Buddhist kings to regard their vocation
as spiritual,

The tradition’s memory of Ashoka, then, established that charity,
justice, concern with the common good, and generosity toward the sangha
became the norms by which a “good Buddhist ruler” was measured. The
recurring message is that political power should be wielded as a means
of creating a society in which compassion flourishes. In many of the popu-
lar jataka narratives, a good king’s duty is likened to that of a parent

caring for children or a son caring for an aged parent.* Holding politi- ___ .

cal power is not just an end, the coronation of one’s past-good karma,
but the means to an end: shaping the world with justice and kindness.
As B. G. Gokhale has observed, “The state was not merely a punitive
instrument but primarily an agency for the moral transformation of
man as a political animal. [The Buddhists] . . . found in morality of a
higher order the solution to the dilemma of power?¥

Thus, like the Buddha, a just ruler in Ashoka’s example should un-
derstand that in a world marked by suffering, attention to collective wel-
fare is needed; moreover, by virtue of being in a position of wielding
power, one must bear the burden of moral cultivation and detachment
to dispatch one’s political responsibilities fully. As the great Buddhist monk
Buddhaghosa observes in his Visuddhimagga (IX, 124):

For the Great Beings’ minds retain their balance by giving prefer-

ence to beings’ welfare, by dislike of beings suffering, by the desire
for the various successes achieved by beings to last, and by impart-
ing impartiality toward all beings. And to all beings they give gifts,
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which are a source of pleasure, without discriminating, . . . And in
order to avoid doing harm to beings they undertake the precepts
of virtue. . .. They constantly arouse energy, having beings’ welfare
and happiness at heart, When they have acquired heroic fortitude

through supreme energy, they become patient with beings’ many
kinds of fault.®

s AN
Mahayéna Buddhist Altruism: Expressions in China

Buddhism’s successful domestication into China and east Asia was one
of history’s most significant instances of cultural diffusion, connecting
India to east Asia. Over the centuries, Buddhism had to adapt to an es-
tablished imperial system and the Confucian tradition that emphasized,
among other things, circles of beneficent social engagement that extended
from kin (including dead ancestors) to service for the wider community.
What seems clear from a review of the Indic texts and the unmatched
records of Chinese history is that in China the altruistic Buddhist ideals
were extended and implemented as nowhere else in the world.

Chinese Buddhists defined the field of compassionate service first in
the traditional Indic arena of the monastic community, or ching-tien
(“field of respect”). To emphasize that its own place in society was not
parasitic (a common Confucian criticism), however—and doubtless
reflecting their inclination toward the Mahdyana tradition and its greater
emphasis on compassion—Chinese monastics worked hard to organize
charities and therefore exhorted donors to give to the second “field,” pei-

--tien-(“field of compassion”). To shore up their service intentions, some

authors even wrote an apocryphal text in which the Buddha endorses
charity to both “fields”: :

In various sermons I have stressed the perfection of charity, for I
wish that my disciples, both monks and laymen, would cultivate
the compassionate heart, and give to the poor, the needy, the or-
phaned, and the aged, even to a famished dog. However, my dis-
ciples did not understand my idea, and only offered gifts to the
ching-t'ien and not the pei-t’ien, When I speak of the field of re-
spect, I speak of the Buddha, dharma, and Sangha. When I speak
of the field of compassion, I refer to the poor and needy, the or-
phaned, the aged, and even the ant. Of these two categories, the
field of compassion is the superior one.®

In Chinese monasteries, monastics and householders alike joined in

setting up and funding charitable trusts called Inexhaustible Treasuries
(Wu-chin tsang yuan). Across China, these Treasuries were set up to
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receive money, precious metals, and goods while serving as banks—lend-
ing funds at interest to multiply the wealth they garnered. Most divided
the expenditures three ways: between monastic repairs, ritual sponsorship,
and charities for medical treatments and feeding the poor. In famous in-
stances householders competed with each other to make donations to these
Treasuries; nobles and commoners joined their contributions to share in
the merit earned from expenditures benefiting monasteries and the needy.
Some monks devoted themselves almost exclusively to altruistic cam-
paigns, and their biographies constitute a special section in the Chinese
monastic annals. The accounts mention monks organizing vegetarian
feasts available for everyone; other monks specialize as road builders,
bridge builders, well diggers, tree planters, and river channel diggers. As
the monk Te-mei (585—648 cE) reported, “Pious foundations thus make
it possible to feed the clergy and the Iaity at the same time, for even though
the donors presented their offerings to the monks, their kindness in fact
extends to all without distinction.”s° :

Lay associations aided in many of these monastic-led endeavors, fol-
lowing ancient Indian precedents. In the modern era, however, house-
holders also established independent organizations for altruistic purposes.
For example, in 1920 Hangzhou businessmen established the Right Faith
Society, which ran schools, old-age homes, soup kitchens, and gifted
coffins for the poor; in Shanghai, the contemporaneous Buddhist Pure
Karma Society established an orphanage and free medical clinics, When
missionaries introduced Buddhism into Japan, they consciously imitated
the Chinese precedent—setting up trusts and monastery-administered
almshouses, hospitals, and dispensaries. In the modern period, the same

phenomenon of Buddhist householder organizations forming to do al-—

truistic work is clear. The Soka Gakkai and its global mission of fostering
world peace is the most well-known example.

William Scott Green’s Three Questions about Altruism

I now respond to the three questions raised by William Scott Green in
the introduction to this book.

What are the major categories of behavior for others? What
does the religion mean by “others”?

Buddhist tradition defines any intentional bodily act, speech act, or thought
as a means of significantly affecting the world and so earning karmic re-
ward or punishment. Buddhist philosophers imagine the world as one of
thoroughgoing interrelation. Every being has the material world “flowing
through” it naturally. Likewise, the natural law of karma causes Buddhists
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to see an ongoing and dynamic connection between humans, animals,
plants, spirits of various sorts (ghosts, demons), and the deities that popu-
late various heavens. All of these “others” have been objects of altruistic
action by Buddhist monastics and householders.

How does the religion assess the meaning of behavior for the
welfare of others? N

Buddhist karma belief in its doctrinal context gives the Buddhist grounds
to critique any proposition that would imagine divesting any conceiv-
able altruistic action of its benefits to the individual. The natural law of
karma plants the seeds of future reward in the individual’s future and
does so inevitably. Because the universe as karmabhtimiis interconnected
and interdependent, as an inextricable part of the whole every individual
who performs an altruistic act that benefits the whole inevitably is a bene-
factor, ’

Does the religion create a context in which it is possible that
intentional action for the welfare of others can have only a
neutral or negative consequence for the actor?

Buddbhists have devoted extensive thought to the mechanisms and logic
of karma, especially how it adds up and leads to retribution. Given the
inevitable good karma coming to the actor, unenlightened humans will
always benefit from their own good deeds. The Buddha and the saints

- -—(Theravada Arhats, Mahayana bodhisattvas) who have reached enlight-

enment can be regarded as the only Buddhist altruists under Green’s
definition, however. Why? Once one has reached enlightenment, all seeds
of karma have been “burned up,” and the causal mechanisms of add;-
tional karma generation have been forever “unplugged?” Yet these Bud-
dhist saints who help others are still embodied as humans, so they are
subject to nonkarma consequences, and continuing to act can still lead
an enlightened individual to suffer from natural causes and the unpleas-
antness of disease, old age, and death. The prime example is the life of
Shakyamuni Buddha: After he is enlightened, he first is inclined to enter
nirvana and die to the human world because of humanity’s addiction to
desire and ignorance. As I note at the beginning of this chapter, however,
the gods intervened and asked him to preach, out of compassion for the
world. They argued that enough humans existed who would benefit from
his teaching. So for the next forty-five years he took on all the natural,
nonkarmic suffering that embodied life entailed, Following his example,
other Buddhist saints have made the same choice,
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Conclusion

Several final observations follow from the foregoing consideration of the
Buddhist tradition’s understanding of altruism and its history of com-
passionate engagement. First, far from being a side issue or marginal to
the tradition, altruism occupies a central place in Buddhist thought
and for Buddhists at every level of spiritual development. In many re-
spects, understanding altruism’s role in Buddhist history provides spe-
cial insight into the spiritual vision underlying the living Buddhist cul-
tures across Asia. As an expression of compassion, altruism shaped the
development of Buddhist monasticism, particularly in terms of how
the monasteries became centers of medical practice, education, and hu-
manitarian services. Monastic altruism in the development of medical
care certainly contributed to the success of the tradition.

A second observation about altruism is that it clarifies the intra-
Buddhist comparison between Theravida and Mahayana traditions and
the respective cultures they formed in south/southeast Asia and east Asia.
Pali texts rarely discuss the implementation of altruistic intentions in
specific detail, When compassionate service is discussed, it is defined
most often as an individual spiritual attitude that yields karmic benefit
to the individual benefactor. Feeling compassion and lovingkindness to
the depths of one’s being is the focus, rather than the tireless doing of
altruistic deeds. In east Asia, however—where Mahayana traditions
dominated—adherence to the bodhisattva ideal led to more engagement
with altruistic practices and extensive development of institutions to
implement them. '

Finally, Buddhist tradition places special emphasis on inculc'atihé—
the ethos of altruism among- elite nonmonastic disciples, especially
affluent patrons and rulers. The early Buddhists seemed to understand
clearly that given the interrelatedness of all beings, if the prosperity of a
society was not sincerely and generously dedicated to serve the common
good, the spiritual vitality of the community’s elite inevitably would be
impaired.
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