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FOREWORD

I appreciate the commitment of Bhikkhu Silacara of Myanmar to
translate into the language of Myanmar one of the standard works on
early Buddhist Social and Economic Philosophy authored by the Late
Professor Oliver Abeynayake. The book titled The Social and Economic
Dimensions of Early Buddhism deals with the fundamentals of Buddhist
social and economic thought and philosophy in a comprehensive and lucid
maner facilitating the reader to grasp the principal teachings attributed to
the Buddha in the earliest stratum of Buddhist literature, the Pali canon.
At a time in which the entire world appears to be coming under the
extremely competitive and consumerist social trends leading to both intra-
state as well as interstate conflicts resulting in endangering peaceful co-
existence, the growth of awareness among people of the teachings of the
Buddha on matters relating to the social and economic sphere of human
living are undoubtedly of great relevance. We are aware that the trends of
globalization have overwhelmingly influenced every sector of modern
humanity. As a consequence, there is an obvious threat to the maintenance
of a sound sense of balance and equilibrium in human relationships
threatening the universal breakdown of beneficial traditional value in the
contemporary social milieu. As the Buddha emphatically stated, when
human minds are defiled by envy and jealousy (issamacchariya) the
inevitable consequence is the occurrence of conflict at all levels of social
living. Instead of letting the social and economic relationships to be
governed by envy and jealousy, coupled with unrestrained consumerial -
attitudes, the Buddhist doctrine has attempted to establish such
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relationships in a way that could promote and ideology of generosity and
sharing. :

All the topics included in Prof. Oliver Abeynayake's book are
relevant to gaining insight into the above points. It appears that those in
possession of economic power, backed by political strength suffer from
the defilement of envy and jealousy as mentioned above, causing
tremendous destruction of valuable human life in many parts of the
contrmporary world. It may be difficult to bring good sense to persons
who are intoxicated with political and economic power. As Buddha's
taching observes, a radical change of thinking on the part of those who
provide leadership to society is indispensable for political, social and
economic stability. When cattle cross a river, if the leading bull goes
crooked all others that follow go crooked. This simile explains quite clearly
the global trends related to the predicament of the contemporary political,
social and economic life of the people. The psychology of the leaders in
society is really a reflection of the psychology of the individual members
that constitute society as a whole. Therefore, it becomes necessary for
each individual to transform one's attitudes, thoughts and inclinations in
a wholesome manner in such a way that it is causally reflected in the
social behavior of those who provide leadership to society.

Prof. Abeynayake's book consists of two parts, with Part I
discussing the Buddhist Social Dimension in Seven chapters, and Part II
discussing the Buddhist Economic Dimension consisting of chapters eight
to fourteen. In his discussion Prof. Abeynake presents sufficient evidence
and material to refute the mistaken notion that came to be popularized in
the past mainly by some Western writers on the teaching of the Buddha,
maintaining that it is a religion that encourages the rejection of social
living and promotes a reclusive and escapistideal. The Buddhist teaching
was interpreted by such critics as going counter to social progress.

27:c030760
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Prof. Abeynayake's observations make it clear that the Buddha,
as a teacher never adopted the socially isolated attitude of the traditional
Indian hermits, but lived in the midst of society, contributing to the moral
wellbeing of people instructing all classes of people in society, including
the social leadership regarding the principles to be followed for establishing
an economically prosperous, and socially and politically stable society
on the basis of refined ethical principles. The theory of economic
determinism that is affirmed by certain doctrines is rejected, and instead
the significance of directing a person's economic life on the foundation
of sound ethical principles is advocated in Buddhist doctrine. The Buddhist
doctrine accords with the pn'nciplé advocated by Mahatma Gandhi who
emphatically argued against the over - exploitation of material resources
of the natural world pointing out that there is enough in the world to
satisfy human needs but not enough to satisfy human greed. The Buddhist
doctrine attempted to introduce the novel concept of noble wealth which
is superior to the material wealth that people intensely crave for pointing
out the importance of establishing the economic life of the people on a
firm ethical foundation. Prof. Abeynayake's analysis has done justice to
all these aspects of Buddhist economic philosophy in his work.

I am pleased that Bhikkhu Silacara thought it fit to translate this
work for the benefit of the people of Myamar, who have traditionally
stood during many centuries for upholding Buddhist values. I hope this
work will help in strengthening their commitment to such values.

P.D. Premasiri

B.A. (Peradeniya, Sri Lanka) : B.A. ; M.A. (Cambridge);
Ph.D. (Hawaii); D. Lit. (B.U.S.L.)

Emeritus Professor of Pali and Buddhist Studies,
University of Peradeniya.
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