Conference on Development and Liberation in Kuala Lumpur-

Buddhist Perspective on Development

NOTE: the structure of this speech is as follows-

1. moment of silence

2. short critique of current development model

3. Buddhist idea of freedom and the four divine abodes as guidelines

4. the sangha model

5. Ariyavinaya conference

6. 2nd Bandung Conference 

________________________________________________________

To begin my speech on a Buddhist perspective on development I would like to start with a moment of silent meditation focusing on our breathing.  

Awareness of oneself and one’s environment is central to the Buddhist worldview. There is a belief that inward reflection through breathing and meditation leads to a feeling of calmness. This sense of peace helps us to reduce selfish desires and reconstitute consciousness about the interconnectedness of all sentient beings.  Realizing interconnectedness we are then moved to act with wisdom and compassion to end suffering and all forms of structural violence. This understanding about the power of mindfulness and the relationship between individual and collective wellbeing is very similar to a Buddhist perspective on the relationship between individual change and material development.


I will not spend too much time on a critique of the current nature of development and the religion of consumerism but I will briefly lay out the aspects of so-called modern development which are most at odds with Buddhist ideals.  Firstly, the overreliance on quantitative and structural frameworks, most notably in the domination of economic models for engineering human and social well-being is contradictory to the belief that spiritual transformation must accompany material transformation in order for progress to occur. Furthermore, all transformation must be done non-violently and compassionately.  Science and technology do have the potential to improve health and living conditions but it must not be within a framework of promoting materialism as the goal of existence. The current trajectory is not environmentally sustainable and this crisis has already, and will continue to catalyze a new understanding of the deep ecological relationship between human beings and all other forms of life.


This brings me to my second point about the current development model.  The current framework presupposes the ideas of capital markets, nation state structures, the free individual, and the linear and unlimited process of growth. These ideas are justified and upheld by most of Western liberal philosophy.   Embedded in this philosophy is the idea that freedom is defined as the ability to make choices. The act of choosing is meant to affirm individual identity and self-worth.  What is currently happening in the “developing world” is not the ideal of the free individual enjoying material prosperity amidst democratic government, but is a warped version of this ideal that serves to benefit those in the industrial world.   In the so-called developing world income and material disparities are increasing, feudal cronyism is disguised as representative democracy; and a mass of disempowered citizens are increasingly cut-off from their   historical identities. Yet, these disempowered masses have internalized the imported notion of freedom.  Despite experiencing the suffering and breakdown of communities in the name of industrialization, the desire to consume is the driving force for most of society.  Identity is no longer interconnected with family and village but instead with money and consumer goods.

*****


The first step towards achiving an alternative model of development comes with an articulation of the vision a collective goal that allows for local decisions and builds upon historial experience, indigenous wisdoms, and cultural traditions.  Alternative visions have new conceptions of growth, much like the growth described by the historian Arnold Toynbee as the Law of Progressive Simplification.   He described true growth as the ability of a society to transfer increasing amounts of energy and attention from the material side of life to the non-material side and thereby to advance its culture, capacity for compassion, and strength of democracy. Many neoliberal economists would argue for the same goal emphasizing that the current wave of globalization is necessary for material improvements that can then be transformed to the nonmaterial side. This logic underestimates the importance of the path of true growth.  The evolution of the path is inextricably connected to the ultimate goal. We cannot have a path devoid of spirituality and ethical norms of interactions. Instead we must develop the material and nonmaterial aspects of development from a human-centered perspective, assessing how each action influences communities and natural resources.

******


True growth is closely related to the Buddhist ideas on freedom.

 Merely having a wealth of choices is not freedom.  We must make the right choices—choices that show compassion for all and which are not motivated by greed. True growth would allow all people to make these choices  for themselves.  For Buddhists, the ideal of freedom is threefold: the first freedom is the freedom to be free from insecurities and the dangers of poverty, disease, famine, etc.  This level of freedom is the most influenced by advancements in technology and health and global cooperation in the name of meeting basic needs is essential.  The second freedom is social freedom and the freedom from human oppression and exploitation; such a state presupposes tolerance, solidarity, and benevolence.  This stage of freedom is synthesizes the collective with the individual in terms of peace and progress.  Lastly is the freedom of the inner life, the freedom from mental suffering, the freedom from insatiable desire, and the freedom to accept the cyclical, multi-causal and inextricably connected nature of life.    This final stage of freedom, called Nibbana in Pali, is not acquired merely through individual meditation and solitary reflection. Cooperation and compassion is both the means and the end.  Through helping others understand the meaning of freedom, the individual learns to embrace the reality of interdependence, the state of “interbeing” described by the well-known Buddhist monk, Thich Naht Hanh to be the awareness that one is made up wholly of non-self elements.


The atomistic society where each individual is seeking happiness will never achieve the holistic definition of freedom.  As guidelines for life led by wisdom and compassion, Buddhism uses the four divine abodes of metta (loving kindness), karuna (compassion),  mudita (sympathetic joy), and upekkha (equanimity).

A) Metta or loving-kindness towards oneself and others. This love is similar to a Christian notion of agape or universal love. Metta is a state of happiness where the mind is harmonious with oneself as well as with others. Metta recognizes the necessity of love for  true understanding about interdependence. It renders assistance and benefits without ill will and without the malice of anger and competition. Once one is tranquil and happy, these qualities will be spread to others as well.    

B) Karuna or compassion can only be cultivated when one recognizes the suffering of others and, consequently, is driven to bring that suffering to an end. Undoubtedly a rich person who does not care about the miserable conditions of the poor lacks this quality. It is terribly difficult for him or her to develop into a better person. All those who lock themselves up in ivory towers in the midst of a shockingly unjust world cannot be called compassionate. In Mahayana Buddhism, one vows to become a Bodhisattva and forgoes one’s own nirvana until all sentient beings are free from suffering. In other words, one cannot remain indifferent. Rather one must endeavor to help others and alleviate or mitigate their suffering as much as one can. The essential characteristic of any healthy community/society is its principle of inclusion. As we become more attuned to compassion as the instrumentality of social organization, we can embrace the community.

C) Mudita or sympathetic joy is a mental condition whereby one genuinely rejoices when others are happy or successful in a number of ways. One feels this without the flame of envy even when a competitor gets ahead.   Mudita is necessary for good friendship that is considered necessary for personal growth and social awareness.

D) Upekkha or equanimity refers to the state in which the mind is cultivated until it becomes evenly balanced and neutral. Whether one faces success or failure, whether one is confronted with prosperity or adversity, one is not “moved” by it.

 The Four Sublime Abodes are to be developed step by step from the first to the last. Even when one is not perfect, one must set one’s mind toward this goal. A Buddhist view considers development to be the developing of individual spirituality within communities where all people can experience and foster the four abodes and have the opportunity for understanding the deeper levels of freedom. To achieve this community there must be an inner realization concerning greed, hatred, and delusion and an outer realization about the impact of these tendencies on society and the planet. 


Historically, the sangha was one such community. The sangha is narrowly defined as the monastic community but can be more holistically viewed as the community of ordained and laypeople whose activities are based around the temple. The Temple was the political, educational, artistic, and spiritual center of the community.  The center of the sangha was usually in the forest and there was an emphasis on living in harmony with natural surroundings as well as an understanding about the wisdom of nature that cannot be exploited by humans. All goods were thought to have “use value” rather than an “exchange value” and the community was self-reliant.  


Along with efforts to recreate the spirit of the sangha in monastic and lay communities, there is currently a movement to critically assess how Buddhist communities can better meet the challenges of the new millennium.   Many Christian communities have a strong tradition of social involvement, and can provide examples for us to learn from. The AriyaVinaya conference scheduled for January 2001 will be a forum for monks, nuns, and laypeople from the three major schools of Buddhism to discuss issues of ariyavinaya: noble dicipline and the application of the Buddha’s teaching to contemporary issues. Another aspect of this conference will be to address the important issues of gender and patriarchy, a subject that has been overlooked for too long and has hindered the effectiveness of  social outreach and lay-monastic relations.  Taiwan currently has a thriving bhikkhuni sangha but other places are far behind in women’s ordination.    Similarly, there will be time devoted to considering the issue of structural violence and the concrete steps that can be taken to stop the cycle of violence and poverty.  For example, although currently monks are prohibited from dealing in commercial activities, there may be times when it is appropriate for monastic communities to take a leadership role in developing organic agricultural cooperatives or rice banks.


The Ariya-vinaya conference will be a big step in raising awareness about pressing social issues in Buddhist communities. Hopefully, the conference will also be a bridge between discussion and action.  Another aspect of this bridge is to reach out to other faith communities. People of all faiths have joined the struggle to resist corporate globalization and pressure governments to stop the degradation of human rights and the environment. It is now time for us to join together to create viable alternatives and build coalitions with all those who support our cause. We must also dedicate time and resources to reviving arts and culture as they are being eroded by market values.  Right here in Chiang Mai there is currently a great celebration of arts and culture at the World Festival of Sacred Music.  I hope we all get a chance to observe and be inspired by the skill and spirit that the artists are sharing with us.  

Our new quest to sustain alternative development and foster arts and culture may lead us to find allies in unlikely places.  President Abdulrahman Wahid of Indonesia is a practicing Muslim and places a great emphasis on non-violence and peaceful resolution of conflict. He believes that ethnic and religious diversity is a source of strength and pride and is working to diffuse fundamentalism in Indonesia.  


Along with others, I support the idea of a second Bandung conference on the 50th anniversary of the conference which helped define the path of economic and political development for most of the so-called developing world.  This second conference should not be confined to discussion of issues of political economy—we must also address issues of ethics and morality.  We can all join in the movement to lessen the hold of greed, hatred, and delusion – the primary causes of suffering in the Buddhist worldview but we must be clear about our objectives and cooperative in our efforts.

