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Abstract

A philosophical investigation of sustainable development has much to contribute to the study of philosophy of
religion because religion has significant effect on human behavior. In Indian philosophy, to be precise, early Bud-
dhist Philosophy argues for individual suffering and it’s solution. Notwithstanding, there is an argument that Bud-
dhist philosophy does not motivate an individual to make efforts for sustainable development or preservation of
natural resources. Therefore, one cannot contemplate the problem of sustainable development under early Buddhist
philosophical framework. To refute this view, I have attempted to analyze Buddhaghosa’s notion of virtue. In this
paper, | have argued that, there is a significant implication of the study of virtue for the area of sustainable devel-
opment. This, consequentially, imparts significance to the balanced consumption of natural resources and balanced
consumption of natural resources is vital for sustainable development.
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Streszczenie

Filozoficzne badanie zrownowazonego rozwoju ma duzy wktad w studiowanie filozofii religii, poniewaz religia
ma znaczacy wplyw na ludzkie zachowanie. Mowiac precyzyjniej, w filozofii indyjskiej wczesna filozofia bud-
dyjska opowiada si¢ za indywidualnym cierpieniem i rozwigzaniem. Niezaleznie od tego istnieje argument, ze
filozofia buddyjska nie motywuje jednostki do podejmowania wysitkow na rzecz zréwnowazonego rozwoju lub
zachowania zasoboéw naturalnych. Dlatego nie mozna kontemplowaé problemu zréwnowazonego rozwoju we
wcezesnych buddyjskich ramach filozoficznych. Aby obali¢ ten poglad, prébowatem przeanalizowaé pojecie cnoty
Buddhaghosy. W tym artykule argumentowatem, ze badanie cnoty ma znaczacy wptyw wspieranie zrownowazo-
nego rozwoju. W konsekwencji nadaje to znaczenie zrownowazonemu zuzyciu zasobow naturalnych, a zrowno-
wazone zuzycie zasobow naturalnych ma zasadnicze znaczenie dla zrdwnowazonego rozwoju.

Stowa kluczowe: wczesny Buddyzm, zrownowazony rozwdj, religia, Buddaghosa, zasoby naturalne

Introduction action and become habits. Thinking and working to-

wards sustainable development is not possible single

There is an established link between environment,
society and economics. For instance, agricultural
policies can recommend the overuse of chemical fer-
tilizers and that can be the cause of water pollution
and land degradation (Baker, 2006, p.19). My inten-
tion in making a reference to the Baker argument that
elucidates upon the link between the environment,
economy and society is to show that our environment
is deeply affected by our thoughts, which manifest in

handedly. It is our collective responsibility. Further,
when we talk about collective action then, religion
always takes a dominant position because philoso-
phy of religion has a deep influence on human be-
ings. Notwithstanding, Indian Buddhist philosophy
has been looked upon as one that provides the solu-
tion of individual suffering only. Here, individual
suffering refers to suffering which is caused by indi-
vidual’s set of desires and inclinations (Prakash,



206 Prakash/Problemy Ekorozwoju/Problems of Sustainable Development 2/2020, 205-209

2018). Therefore, it is said that, early Buddhist phi-
losophy does not talk about the natural resources or
sustainable development. To refute this interpreta-
tion, | have delved into an authoritative early Bud-
dhist text, Visuddhimagga, written by Buddhaghosa
in the 6" century.

The Buddhist text, Visuddhimagga, concerns itself
with the manner in which one can purify his mind
and end suffering. It is true that there is no direct ref-
erence to natural resources, in the text, because at
that time the society had not deliberated upon the de-
grading state of natural resources and it’s signifi-
cance for man. Notwithstanding, in this paper, | have
argued that if one follows the recommended path of
Buddhaghosa then, there will be no exploitation of
natural resources. The paper focusses upon the first
chapter of Visuddhimagga. The chapter, titled Sila
(virtue), deals with the concept of virtue and the na-
ture of virtue. In the paper, | have argued as to how
Buddhaghosa’s recommended path of a saint is also
an equally significant step for sustainable develop-
ment.

The Path of a Saint: Buddhaghosa’s perspective

In the first chapter of Visuddhimagga, Buddhaghosa
has explained the nature of virtue. He defines virtue
by saying that virtue can be understood as a function
which is accomplished by discontinuing the miscon-
duct in terms of action (Nanamoli, 1956, p. 12).
Therefore, for Buddhaghosa, the manifestation of
virtue can be seen in terms of bodily purity, verbal
purity and mental purity. For early Buddhists, virtue
can purify not only the physical, but verbal and men-
tal also. There are mainly four types of virtues men-
tioned in the text. These are virtue as volition, virtue
as consciousness-concomitant, virtue as restraint
and, finally, virtue as non-transgression (Nanamoli,
1956, p. 10). I will discuss all the four types of vir-
tues in this section and, in next section, | will argue
that it will be easy to achieve the goal of sustainable
development if one follows Buddhaghosa’s men-
tioned path of a saint.

In the first argument, Buddhaghosa has argued that
virtue is a volition. In early Buddhist philosophy, ce-
tana is often translated as volition or intention (Ke-
own, 1992, p. 220). Buddhaghosa writes that, virtue
as volition refers to the volition present in one who
follows the five precepts. Before going to the expla-
nation of the five precepts, let us discuss the notion
of volition in early Buddhist philosophy. In early
Buddhism, intention of action plays an important
role. The original Sanskrit term karma literally
means action and, according to the early Buddhist
theory of action, one will have to face the conse-
quences of one’s actions. Further, we need to under-
stand that, sometimes action does not produce imme-
diate effect. In the popular Buddhist understanding,
the law of kamma is an option wherein an individual
acts in such a way as he wishes, to shape his future.

In other words, the fruits of our actions contribute
key dimensions to our future life. Thus, we are re-
sponsible for our actions and the future world.
Again, for Buddhism, our personality is the effect of
our set of past desires and inclinations. Early Bud-
dhists argue that our actions shape not only our fu-
ture but also our personality. Therefore, one has to
be very careful while performing any action and, for
all actions, intention is very important because action
cannot be judged merely by itself. Intention plays a
significant role in it. Buddhaghosa, with reference to
the first virtue, writes that the intention of perform-
ing the following five Buddhist moral precepts is im-
portant. These five noble precepts, known as Pan-
casila, are — (1) abstain from Killing, (2) abstain from
stealing, (3) abstain from telling lies, (4) abstain
from living immoral life and (5) abstain from con-
suming intoxicants. These constitute the basic teach-
ing of Buddha and are accepted by all schools of
Buddhist philosophy. Among the five noble pre-
cepts, the first is very significant for the problem of
this paper. Further, the other four precepts are essen-
tial for self-purification so that one can restraint him-
self from any immoral act in any kind of mental state.
Therefore, | will focus upon the first precept only in
my attempt to analyse Buddhist contribution towards
sustainable development. The first precept, that is
non-violence or non-killing, is known as ahimsa. It
is a prominent and common concept in all Indian re-
ligions. It means positive love in the form of com-
passion and friendship towards all beings - in
thought, word and deed. In Buddhism, killing in any
form is prohibited. Life is dear to all creatures. All
living beings, irrespective of age, sex, size, from the
time of their conception in the mother’s womb are
under this precept’s purview. This percept wards off
the scope for recent ethical issues — not only capital
punishment, but also euthanasia and abortion. It is
significant to note that these five moral precepts are
prescribed for both the householders and renunci-
ates.

The second virtue is virtue as consciousness con-
comitant. Here, consciousness concomitant is mental
state or cetasika. According to early Buddhism, ceta-
sika has four main characteristic properties. Firstly,
it arises together with consciousness. Secondly, it
perishes together with consciousness. Thirdly, it
takes the same object as consciousness and, finally,
it shares a common physical base with conscious-
ness. Consciousness and mental properties function
in the same manner. In Buddhism, there are different
kinds of consciousness and mental states. Bud-
dhaghosa writes that virtue as consciousness con-
comitant expresses itself as self-discipline in one
who follows the five precepts. Therefore, this virtue
is a mental state with the essential characteristic of
non-covetousness.

Third virtue is virtue as restraint and it should be elu-
cidated upon as restraint exercised in five different
ways: restraint based upon the rules of community
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(Patimokkha), restraint due to mindfulness, restraint
due to knowledge, restraint due to patience and re-
straint due to energy (Nanamoli, 1956, p. 11). Let us,
herein, understand the notion of patimokkha.
Uposatha is the term used to describe the day of full
fasting as observed on the days of new moon, waxing
moon, full moon and waning half-moon. In these
days, everyone gathers in a meeting hall and recites
the patimokkha. In this special meeting, a senior
monk solemnizes the ceremony and all monks con-
fess their sins. The process of this ceremony is as fol-
lows - the senior monk asks the other monks to ac-
cept or declare the offence which they have commit-
ted or keep silence (Sebastian, 2004). Basically, this
ritual gives an opportunity to accept and rectify mis-
takes. It is called patimokkha because it is the virtue
of training in precepts: for it frees the monk or nun
who protects it, guards it and sets him/her free from
the pains of the states of loss etc. (Nanamoli, 1956,
p. 19). My main intention in elucidating upon the
concept of patimokkha is to show that Buddhism em-
phasized purity — purity of thought, purity of action
and Uposatha ceremony is all about purity. It is sig-
nificant to note that Buddhism believes in correction
and transformation and Uposatha ceremony is one of
the strongest examples of this aspect. Buddhism pro-
poses that a person possesses great deal of freedom
and he/she can act accordingly. Notwithstanding, if
he/she commits any mistake then, he/she should con-
fess it and try to reform himself/herself.

The last virtue is known as virtue as non-transgres-
sion. This virtue suggests that one should practice
non-transgression, through the medium of body or
speech, of the precepts of virtue that have been un-
dertaken for purification. However, one may ask
about the benefit or utility of practicing virtue. Bud-
dha, according to the Visuddhimagga text, re-
sponded that virtue leads to non-remorse and this
leads to the complete extinction (Nanamoli, 1956, p.
12).

For Buddhaghosa, discipline is the first step towards
Nirvana and, therefore, one has to follow this path
strictly (Nanamoli, 1956, p. 16).

Discipline- Restraint- Non-remorse- Gladdening-
Happiness- Tranquility- Bliss- Concentration-
Correct Knowledge- Dispassion- Fading Away of
Greed- Deliverance- Knowledge and Vision of
Deliverance- Complete extinction

Buddhaghosa has argued that everyone in this world
is equal and true path of a saint necessitates looking
upon everyone equally. He mentions the story of an
old monk in his book. Once upon a time, an elderly
man was on his way, from one place to the other,
begging for alms. At the same time, a woman who
had a fight with her husband was going to see her
relative, on the same path. She saw the monk and
laughed loudly. After some time, her husband ap-
proached this elderly monk asking about his wife’s

whereabouts. The monk said that he had no idea
whether it was a man or a woman, but that he had
seen a couple of bones going towards the other side
(Nanamoli, 1956, p. 23-24). This story helps us un-
derstand that, according to early Buddhism, every-
one is equal and diversity is found only at the appar-
ent level. Reality is different at the apparent and ul-
timate level. Therefore, everyone should follow the
path of a saint. Buddhaghosa’s ethical teaching has
significant implications for the concept of sustaina-
ble development. In the next section of this paper, |
will argue the same point.

Buddhaghosa’s Argument and Natural Re-
sources

In this section, I will argue as to how Buddhaghosa’s
notion of virtue supports sustainable development.
Buddhaghosa’s idea of the first virtue exhibits that
volition or intention is important for the observation
of the five precepts. As we have discussed above,
Buddhists have used the word intention for volition.
Western philosopher, Gilbert Ryle, had a similar
kind of conception of agent and action. According to
Ryle, if one acts intentionally then his action is vol-
untary (Ryle, 1963, p. 68). In order to explain this
further, let us take an instance of a boy who arrives
late at school. After the investigation of his school
teacher, it turns out that the boy left home at the usual
time, did not get delayed on his way to the bus stop
and caught the usual bus. However, the bus broke
down and could not complete the journey. The boy
tried his best to reach the school on time. There was
nothing else that he could have done for remedying
the effect of the breakdown of his vehicle. Even
though he ran as fast as he could, he could not reach
the school on time. In this example, the boy’s late
appearance was not the result of his failure to do
what he was capable of. In fact, he was prevented by
the situation which was not under his control. Ryle
writes that when a person does something voluntar-
ily and tries to finish it, then his action certainly re-
flects some quality of the mind (Ryle, 1963, p. 72).
Ryle points out that the distinction between volun-
tary and involuntary applies to both the mental and
physical. For instance, if something just reminds me
of my sister, then | think of her involuntarily. Alter-
natively, | can start to think about her deliberately.
In the latter case, a volition has occurred because it
is a voluntary mental event. My main intention in
discussing Ryle’s notion of mind is to put forth that
volition does not refer to a passing or weak desire to
perform an action. Volition refers to a strong desire
or intention to perform an action. As Ryle has illus-
trated, one has to act out his desired action as far as
possible and that is called strong intention. There-
fore, when Buddhaghosa refers to the first virtue as
volition, it refers to a strong desire or intention to fol-
low the five precepts.
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Let us understand as to how these precepts are sig-
nificant for sustainable development. Among the
five, the first precept is very significant for the pur-
poses of our paper. It asks one to abstain from kill-
ing. It argues that a person, who wants to achieve the
ultimate truth, has to abstain himself from killing any
sentient being. Early Buddhist philosophy has a very
different attitude towards the notion of sentient be-
ings. Many Buddhist scholars have argued that sen-
tient being refers to living beings only. Visud-
dhimagga has also said that the first precept is all
about restrain from killing living beings. However,
there is an argument that, in many Buddhist tradi-
tions, grass and trees are also looked upon as sentient
being (Prakash, 2018, p. 219). In this paper, | will
not elaborate upon the limitation of the notion of sen-
tient being in Buddhist philosophy. Also, when | use
the term sentient being, | will refer to living beings
only and not grass and trees. This is so because |
want to demonstrate that, even if we exclude grass
and trees from the category of sentient beings, we
can argue for the preservation of natural resources, if
we follow the path of a saint or make efforts for the
cessation of our own suffering. According to early
Buddhism, intention is significant for any action. For
instance, one can kill an ant without intention. Thus,
if an ant died because X unknowingly stepped upon
the creature, then this action will not lead to any bad
fruits. Therefore, for Buddha, in order to illustrate
the act of killing, one needs to show the intention to
kill and the consequent death of a living being
(Adam, 2006, p. 228). Adam writes that Buddhists
adopted the pragmatic approach when it came to ac-
tion. Notwithstanding, Buddha has maintained that
one should avoid killing or harming any living being
to the greatest degree possible (Adam, 2006, p. 228).
Now let us understand the act of killing. There are
two ways in which one can kill a living being.
Firstly, by means of physical attack or weapons and,
secondly, by finishing all the resources of particular
living beings. For instance, if someone endeavors to
finish or overuse the natural resources, he is working
towards finishing the lives of many other living ani-
mals and creatures, who are dependent on these re-
sources. For instance, deforestation can cost many
wild animals, millions of insects and other living be-
ings their lives. According to the Buddhist notion of
non-violence, if an individual is using the natural re-
sources for one’s own survival, then his act is non-
violent. However, if one is exploiting the natural re-
source with the knowledge that his act would take
the lives of many other creatures, then his act is vio-
lent. All of us are aware of the fact that, slowly, we
are exhausting our natural resources. Also, if we fail
to preserve our natural resources then, not only will
we kill many living creatures but also we will not
have anything left for the future generations. There-
fore, if a person intends to follow the first precept,
he needs to circumvent both types of killings and re-
nounce deforestation, which will result in saving the

natural resources. Nelson writes that Buddha abjured
moral indifference to the fate of other creatures (Nel-
son 206, p. 2009).

The second virtue, virtue as consciousness concom-
itant, argues for the preservation of natural resources
for the benefit of both other creatures and future gen-
erations. As discussed earlier, consciousness con-
comitant or mental states play a significant role in
action. Appearance of mental states is always de-
pendent on the desire and inclination of the person.
According to Buddhism, purposive activity is behav-
ior with a mental cause. For instance, suppose | have
(form) the intention to strike someone. It means that
my mind is in a certain state and my action is merely
the effect of this mental state. Early Buddhism con-
tends that mental state causes not only a particular
kind of behaviour but also other mental states. Guen-
ther writes that, according to early Buddhism, one
performs an action mainly due to passionate desire.
Action and emotion or mental state play a crucial
role in human suffering. The selection of an object is
completely dependent upon individual temperament
(Nanamoli, 1956, p. 453). Guenther writes that ac-
tion and the emotion are the main reasons for our ex-
istence in this world and emotions also influence
one’s future existence (Guenther, 1991, p. 9). Here,
it is clear that mental states play a significant role in
action. Therefore, if one possesses ethically wrong
desires, he will indulge in immoral acts. Here, by re-
ferring to the Buddhist notion of consciousness con-
comitant, | wish to demonstrate the essential rela-
tionship between mental state and action. According
to the second virtue, if an individual puts a lot of ef-
fort in the practice of the first virtue, then (eventu-
ally) the individual can control his mental states,
which arise with his mind. In this manner, the indi-
vidual can, to a great degree, avoid killing or harm-
ing others.

The third virtue is virtue as restraint. This virtue is
basically prescribed for monks and nuns, but it holds
significance for common man or family persons also.
In this regard, Buddhaghosa has given importance to
both accepting the mistake and rectifying it or vow-
ing not to repeat the same. Buddhist philosophy be-
lieves in rectification of errors. Therefore, even if a
person has committed a crime or mistake, he is asked
to acknowledge it and vow not to repeat it. The ap-
plication of this virtue, against the backdrop of this
paper, lies in firstly realizing that we have been ex-
ploiting the natural resources and are in a dangerous
situation. Secondly, we need to analyse the situation
and correct our error immediately. We should work
towards sustainable development and stop exploita-
tion of natural resources.

The last virtue advocates that one should demon-
strate a strong determination towards the above men-
tioned five precepts. Buddhaghosa has argued that
one should abstain from misconduct of both action
and speech. This virtue shows that our determination
regarding the five precepts should be robust. The
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path of the saint, or an individual who desires to
work towards the complete cessation of suffering
from his life, lies in the above suggested direction of
virtues. In this paper, my main contention is that, if
one follows the path of the saint he can contribute
towards sustainable development. Therefore, as
early Buddhist argues, the removal of suffering is
significant or the only goal of our life. What we see
as real, is not real in the ultimate sense. Correspond-
ingly, we also have to make efforts for the preserva-
tion of natural resources, for the present and future
generations, and this step can be taken together with
working for the removal of our own suffering.

Conclusion

In this paper, | have argued that Buddhaghosa argu-
ment for the notion of virtue is very much significant
for the notion of sustainable development. However,
I would like to admit that there is no direct reference
to natural resources in the Buddhaghosa’s text
Visuddhimagga and the path of the saint is recom-
mended for an individual to break free from the cycle
of birth and rebirth or suffering. Notwithstanding, |
have argued that if one follows the path of a saint,
which is endorsed and illustrated by Buddhaghosa,
he/she will end up protecting our natural resources
and offering significant contribution towards sus-
tainable development.
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