<Buddhism and Society>

Society
Poverty. In the Cakkavatti-Sihanāda Sutta (Digha Nikāya 26), the Buddha describes the progressive degeneration of society after a negligent king allows poverty to arise, ending in a ‘sword interval’ when all fight against all. He recognised that people in poverty have little opportunity for spiritual practice, so for hungry people, material improvement must come before spiritual.

Employment. In one sutta, the Buddha tells of a wise chaplain who advises a king who wants to make a great sacrifice. He tells him not to waste resources on a vanity project while his kingdom is ‘beset by thieves’, but to invest in making sure that people have the means of making a living. “To those in the kingdom who are engaged in cultivating crops and raising cattle, let Your Majesty distribute grain and fodder; to those in trade, give capital; to those in government service assign proper living wages. Then those people, being intent on their own occupations, will not harm the kingdom. Your Majesty’s revenues will be great; the land will be tranquil and not beset by thieves; and the people, with joy in their hearts, playing with their children, will dwell in open houses.” (From K̄ūṭadanta Sutta, Digha Nikāya 5).
Caste. Buddhist monks had to give up their caste when they joined the sangha and the Buddha argued strongly against the idea that any caste was superior to another. See for instance Assalāyana Sutta (Majjhima Nikāya 93).

Government
Kings. In an era of expanding kingdoms, the Buddha created the ideal of a ‘wheel-turning monarch’ who rules through the dharma as the secular equivalent of a Buddha. This occasionally influenced Indian monarchs such as the Emperor Ashoka. However, the Buddha seems to have had a generally low opinion of kings, often speaking of ‘kings and bandits’ in the same breath.

Democracy. The Buddha’s preferred social model seems to have been tribal republics like the one that he grew up in, where affairs were managed by a tribal assembly (sangha) rather like the early Greek democracies. In the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (Digha Nikāya 16), he tells Ānanda that as long as the sangha of the Vajjian tribe meets in harmony, the Vajjians will never be conquered by their neighbour. In modern Burma, Aung San Suu Kyi argues that this provides a Buddhist model for democracy (Freedom From Fear, Aung San Suu Kyi).

Lay people
In the Sigālaka Sutta (Digha Nikāya 31), the Buddha meets a layperson called SigÀlaka who is in the practice of worshipping the six directions. The Buddha tells him that the right way to do this is to see each direction as a social relationship (parents, spouse, children, employees, teachers, etc) and describes five reciprocal responsibilities for each which will make the direction ‘at peace and free from fear’.

“Venerable sir, we are laypeople who enjoy sensual pleasures, dwelling at home in a bed crowded with children, enjoying fine sandalwood, wearing garlands, scents, and unguents, accepting gold and silver. Let the Blessed One teach the Dhamma to us in a way that will lead to our welfare and happiness both in the present life and in the future life as well.
“There are, Byagghapajja, four things that lead to the welfare and happiness of a family man in this very life. What four? The accomplishment of persistent effort, the accomplishment of protection, good friendship, and balanced living.” (From Aṇguttara Nikāya 8:54)
Qualities to be developed by lay people. ‘Here Visakha, a woman is accomplished in faith, moral discipline, generosity, and wisdom.’ (From Aṇguttara Nikāya 8:49). ‘Four other things lead to a family man’s welfare and happiness in the future life. What four? Accomplishment in faith, moral discipline, generosity, and wisdom.’ (From Aṇguttara Nikāya 8:54). 

Right Livelihood. ‘These five trades, O monks, should not be taken up by a lay follower: trading with weapons, trading in living beings, trading in meat, trading in intoxicants, trading in poison.’
Aṇguttara Nikāya 5:177
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