1
1

“What do I as an Eastern Buddhist Expect Westerners to Discover in the Buddha?”

Well this is a tricky question. First, there is the customary problem of division and hence of imagining the West and representing the East. In other words, there is the pitfall of ‘I think therefore They are’—in this case, a kind of occidentalism; that is, arguing that Westerners are so and so, thereby beseeching Eastern-Buddhist tutelage and so on. Aside from having to deal with the inaccuracy or slipperiness of any form of representation, the implication or logical culmination of this view may be racism, including the paternalistic kind. I do not want to be another Samuel Huntington who emphatically propagated the clash of civilization thesis, delineating the world along the racial faultline of the West versus the Rest. Once you say ‘I am’ then ‘you are’ and ‘we and they’ naturally follow; then there is conflict and fragmentation, which is not healthy for the cultivation of the whole unit, individually and collectively. The second problem, which is a derivative of the first, is treating Westerners as a homogenous or unitary entity. Who among the Westerners are we talking about? And lastly, in this phase of transnationalism there may be similarities between the fate of many ‘Easterners’ and that of many ‘Westerners.’ For instance, there seems to be an emerging powerful transnational capitalist class whose members are composed of elites and professionals in the North and the South, the East and the West.
 They engage in similar patterns of capital accumulation, consuming, and thinking. Thus any geographical, cultural, or racial categorization may be artificial and pointless.

Rather than dwelling in the simplistic East-West dichotomy, I focus on some pervasive and disturbing transnational developments. I humbly and sincerely insist that these negative trends may be overcome by discovering the teachings of the Buddha.

In the post Cold War world, a spirit of ‘capitalist triumphalism’ is overwhelming many capitals and leaders worldwide, breeding hubris, delusion, and arrogance. It is particularly strong in the West, which has allegedly won in the battle against the Communist monster. The aggressive, if not coercive, promotion of ‘free market’ capitalism in the form of neoliberalism is a stark manifestation of capitalist triumphalism. As John Ralston Saul has pointed out a new Holy Trinity has been erected, composing of competition the Father, efficiency the Son, and market place the Holy Spirit.

Tolerance for socioeconomic diversity and alternative models of development is terribly low to the point of being non-existent. The global economy is the only future. Refusing to accept this rationale is a sign of weakness, immaturity, and inferiority. It is argued that we are at the highest mark of human development and civilization. This prevents the peoples of the world from pursuing other aspirations and from thinking about alternative ways to improve or maintain their livelihood. The global economy does not really cherish a diversity of ideas, cultures, aspirations, and views—only a diversity of products. The diverse ways of life worldwide are increasingly dancing to the same tune of the culture/ideology of consumerism, which insists that ultimate happiness is can be achieved by the never-ending consumption of goods and services. Needless to say, this oppressive environment is like a tightening noose that will squeeze the life out of meaningful freedom, democracy, and human rights.

I want people worldwide, especially the ones that are propagating or indoctrinated by capitalist triumphalism and consumerism, to see the Buddha simultaneously as the Enlightened One and as a simple and humble monk. In fact, simplicity and humility enabled the Buddha to achieve enlightenment.

By simplicity I mean the freedom from attachments to materials and sensual pleasures. We have to understand that all gains, honors, sensual happiness, and praises ultimately lead to losses, ignominies, sufferings, and denunciations, respectively. The Buddha, who was a wandering monk for six years before achieving enlightenment, called these the eight worldly conditions and stated that whoever is enslaved by any of these shackles will never be free from the cycles of birth and death. Simplicity contributes to the realization of a noble life and to living nobly because it guides us down the Noble Eightfold Path.
 Contrary to the rationale of consumerism where the more is considered the better and where the quality or number of personal gains and possessions marks the good life, one learns from the Buddha to constantly reduce one’s attachments and to envision the good life as the successful overcoming of attachment to personal gains and possessions. Free from these attachments, one is endowed with sufficient time and energy to nurture the seeds of peace within.

With the right understanding of simplicity one leads a peaceful life and relates harmonically with all sentient beings and the natural environment: one does not abuse them in one’s thoughts, speech, and action to indulge the five senses. For example, if one upholds simplicity, one will understand that consumerism, among other things, endangers the earth’s biosphere and strengthens the hands of transnational corporations and international institutions that give primacy to the accumulation of profits over the wellbeing of the people. One is mindful of how to create wealth and how to make use of it. One learns to give more than to take from others. One’s simple yet beautiful/harmonic lifestyle thus merges with goodness, engendering a pure form of beauty, which paves the way towards enlightenment.

The twin brother of simplicity is humility. By humility I do not mean the opposite of vanity or arrogance because all opposites contain each other. Thus one cannot know humility by rejecting pride for struggle, tension, conflict, and confusion are inherent in the process of ‘becoming’ and ‘being’. In other words, the very process of becoming must be negated in order to really be. This can be attained by the correct way of mindful breathing and meditation. However, the negation of becoming and being runs counter to the basic Western philosophic notion of freedom and progress, which emphasizes becoming. Small wonder that many ‘developmental experts’ once condemned Buddhism as antithetical to ‘modernity.’    

To relate this conception to the current economic and developmental trend, the Buddhists would argue that ‘small is beautiful.’
 This meshes well with other values such as self-reliance and self-sufficiency. Furthermore, environmental sustainability and socioeconomic justice are more conceivable when growth is tempered or limited, when humility and simplicity are promoted. The insatiable quest for profits and greater returns to shareholders, on the other hand, propel corporations to globalize their businesses and investments even at the expense of the environment and human beings if they could get away with doing so. Moreover, globalizing corporations propagate the culture-ideology of consumerism, which is the basis for their existence and prosperity. Of course, transnational corporations often profess their concern and respect for the natural environment. They however insist that the heart of the problem is not with never-ending consumption itself. The natural environment will be sustainable if we all learn to consume differently. In other words, if we all consume products that are so-called ‘environmentally friendly’ everything will be all right, everything environmental problem will be manageable. But an increasing number of researchers are pointing out that consumerism and unlimited growth directly contradict with the very idea of environmental sustainability. They are even promoting the idea of post-development and abandoning of the concept of development.
 At best, technological advancements can only delay the impending ecological disaster. As one scholar of transnational corporations pungently questioned: “Is global consumerist capitalism, as represented by the practices as well as the policies of corporations, sustainable?”
 Put differently, we have to ascertain whether or not the whole international capitalist system—its agents, institutions, structures, and culture-ideology—is inherently defective. From a Buddhist perspective, it definitely is.             

Like simplicity, humility implies the respect for all sentient beings. Once we are humble, we co-exist with each other as equals. The belief that one is exceptional or superior, for whatever reasons, is a major wall that hinders meaningful and compassionate human and social relations. Blinded by exceptionalism, one sees the world in absolute terms. If one is always right or good, then the others are always wrong or evil. Hence one can take whatever measures to right the wrongs. Only when this wall is torn down will we really begin to see the consequences of our actions. Additionally, valuing equality, we will not treat the suffering of individuals or groups walking on the borders of society with callous equanimity. Rather we will struggle for greater social justice and equality. Equality does not always have to mean sameness. It can also refer to justice. In the latter sense, equality requires treating people differently under different circumstances such as providing unequal shares to unequals. Moreover, equality tends to denote a leveling up process; for instance, being like the rich and powerful. However, to continue with the example, we seem to forget if that the rich make a sharp turn towards simplicity and share their wealth with the poor equality can also be attained. Mahatma Gandhi is often quoted as stating, “There is enough in the world for everyone’s need, but not for some people’s greed.” 

With humility we will be able to transcend racial, national, cultural, ideological, and religious boundaries (real or imagined) and form a circle of the virtuous, or what the Buddhists called kalyanamittata. Now this is tremendously important because some of the most threatening menaces human wellbeing and environmental sustainability are transnational in character. And the circle of the virtuous must be extended to incorporate members of the power elites, of the transnational capitalist class. They must be treated as friends, not as enemies or demons. And together we shall embark on changes, however incremental, which will awake the humanity—as opposed to being half-human like the economic man, the nationalist, etc—in each and every one of us. We need not be dialecticians to understand that transnational cooperation, in particular of the bottom-up genre, is facilitated by the very same forces that lubricate the wheels of globalization. 

The real meaning of the word Buddha is “to be awake.” Once we are awaken to the virtues of simplicity and humility—put another way, to the suffering engendered by greed, hatred, and delusion—our consciousness is restructured. We become ‘mindful’ about others and ourselves and we begin to restructure human society; the restructuring of human consciousness and society is necessary and complementary to each other. 

According to a Buddhist story, one day a leader of a religious sect came to visit the Buddha and asked Him “If I follow your Way, what will I do day by day?” The Buddha replied, “Walk, stand, lie down, sit eat, drink….” The religious leader the inquired “…what is so special about your Way?” And the Buddha answered, “It is indeed special. The ordinary man, though he walks, stands, lies down, sits, eats, and drinks, does not know he is walking, standing, lying down, sitting, eating and drinking. But when we walk, we know that we are walking. When we stand, we know that we are standing….” Well the whole point of the story is to show the virtue of mindfulness. Once the human consciousness is restructured, the world is perceived non-judgmentally; that is, without division and conflict.      

Both simplicity and humility, which the Buddha exemplified, remind us that Buddhism is not really concerned with the private salvation of the individual. In fact, Buddhism repudiates the notion of the individual soul. Moreover, the concern with individual salvation is a form of self-interest, which ultimately puts limits to compassion and love. It may be a higher form of self-interest in that it is less worldly and so on but it is self-interest nevertheless. And like all forms of self-interest or attachment, it narrows the thoughts and feelings. For instance, the preoccupation with private salvation leads to attachment to one’s belief, faith, master, hope, etc and may foster the intolerance of other faiths, beliefs, masters, etc.  Put differently, it breeds division and conflict not dissimilar to nationalism, racism, and other isms. Thus the preoccupation with private salvation dulls and tethers the mind, making real liberation or freedom impossible. Freedom entails the unfettering of the consciousness from its attachments, values, judgments, etc.—of all its contents. Only then will one experience innocence and timelessness.

Rather, the crux of the Buddha’s teachings transcends the notion of individual salvation and is concerned with the whole realm of sentient beings or the whole consciousness. Here the inescapable conclusion is that Buddhism requires an engagement in social, economic, and political affairs. One cannot overcome the limits of the individual self in a selfish and hermetically sealed manner. Lamentably, the global economy props up the ego especially by making a virtue of greed and consumerism.            

The wheels of the global economy are fueled by insatiable greed. The Buddha, on the other hand, taught that the wheel of righteousness (dhammacakka or buddhacakka) must control or influence the wheel of power (anacakka). In the contemporary world, the quest for greater profit ultimately determine the actions of the rich and powerful, taking precedence over other motives. As such, any top-down attempt to redress class and ecological problems is likely to fail; at best it will only be a palliative. The teachings of the Buddha however state that the rich and powerful, especially the rulers, must have only one overriding concern; that of upholding the law of dhamma.
 For example, the virtues and duties of the ruler are spelt out in detail in the Pali Canon. They are as follows: generosity, high moral character, self-sacrifice, honesty and integrity, gentleness, self-control, patience and tolerance, forbearance, and conformity to the law. However, the duties of the ruler are not considered written in stones. The same logic applies to the ethical code for the Buddhist lay community. The more one strives for enlightenment and the wellbeing of all sentient beings, the better it is. But it is all too human to fail. Of course there are limits to this tolerance.  

In conclusion, I want everyone—not only westerners—who is captivated by the culture-ideology of consumerism and indoctrinated by the belief in the linearity of history too see the Buddha as a simple and humble monk. The teachings of the Buddha, which are based on simplicity and humility, if properly understood and upheld provide a different mirror of seeing the world and of leading a noble life. They are interwoven into the vinaya of set of conducts. As one author has perceptively noted, “Through submitting oneself to the Vinaya, one is undergoing a process of purification: the Vinaya rules leave little room for the impulsiveness of the ego and force one continually to rein one’s desire to seek gratification and aggrandizement in one’s actions. For monks truly devoted to the Vinaya, the outcome is gentleness and humility, and a pure heart with plenty of room for care and concern for others. While following the Vinaya puts one through a purification through reining in one’s body and speech (one’s external actions) the philosophical study of the monastic curriculum brings purification by addressing the mind—both what one thinks about reality and how one goes about thinking. The end point of both following the Vinaya and philosophical study, and the justification for the life of the monk, is the fruition of enlightenment.”
 

Equally important, the upholding of the Vinaya may have great demonstration effect and trigger profound and long lasting social change. As the late Buddhadasa observed, “I won’t be able to overturn the land [i.e., sweep up all the mess and begin with a clean slate]. I can only do it gradually as permitted by my intelligence and energy. However small the end result of my contribution, I am satisfied. But I am hoping that many people will think positively of my action, which reflects my dedication to Buddhism, and will emulate it. Soon individuals in powerful positions or people all round the world will do it, and there may be something akin to the overturning of the land. Even though I did not overturn the land myself, the end result would be the same. I still remain modest and humble and will not be overwhelmed by the feat ahead of me.”
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