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Unit Overview

Background information / abstract

Buddhist perspectives on science issues have tended to concentrate on the following key themes:

· The similarities between the Buddhist and scientific method of obtaining knowledge

· The difference between the Buddhist and scientific view of the purpose of knowledge  

· Buddhist teachings on the responsible use of science and technology 

In this unit, students will have opportunities to:-

· examine the life of the Buddha in light of their understanding of the scientific method and evaluate the question of whether the Buddha was like an early scientist; 

· reflect upon recent scientific research into the effects of Buddhist meditation on brain activity;  

· consider developments in science and technology that Buddhists might agree or disagree with;  

· investigate the effects of Buddhist beliefs on attitudes and lifestyles in respect to the moral issues raised by science and technology; 

· research the web-sites of engaged Buddhist groups, particularly environmental groups.

Teacher support materials

Historical Context

For the majority of Buddhists living in the world today, the issues and concerns raised by modern science are not important. Unlike the Christian tradition, which has been called upon to develop meaningful responses to the scientific challenge of its traditional worldview, the description of the world and the religious practices contained in the Buddhist sacred writings have come down to their present-day adherents virtually unchanged. Western scientific thinking generally `has had a marginal impact on the traditional systems of thought of Asia’ (Harris, 1994: p.12). Perspectives on the findings of modern science have been articulated within elite, educated circles in Buddhist countries and, more recently, amongst western Buddhists and intellectuals (there is an ongoing dialogue between the Dalai Lama and western scientists, for example). It is important to remember, however, that for most practising Buddhists around the world scientific speculation remains either peripheral or non-existent. Merit-making practices for lay-people and the daily rituals and mind-training exercises of the ordained community remain central.       

The Buddhist and Scientific Method

Scholars have argued that there are striking similarities in the methods that Buddhism and science have used to obtain knowledge about the world. Buddhism is often compared with other religious traditions because it seems to prioritise personal authority and experience over external authorities like sacred texts and tradition. The Buddha is often presented as an early scientist who investigated and discovered the truth for himself before presenting a religion based not on faith but on the open and experimental investigation into the true nature of reality.

A number of Buddhist texts support the view that Buddhism, like science, obtains knowledge about the world through the empirical methods of observation and experimentation. In the Kalama Sutta, for example, the Buddha states that a person should only accept what they themselves have found to be true in their own experience. 

The Buddha encouraged his followers to apply this method when evaluating his own teachings:

Monks and scholars should well analyse my words, like gold to be tested through melting, cutting and polishing. Only then should they adopt them, but not for the sake of showing me respect.

Many Buddhists today, therefore, see the Buddha’s teachings not as fixed dogmas that must be preserved in their exact form and handed on unchanged to future generations. They are more like scientific theories that can be tested through human experience but which remain open to revision and modification in light of new information: 

If there are articles of belief that conflict with the factual knowledge provided by science, then those articles of belief must be modified or discarded unless we are to find ourselves in the position of the fundamentalist, denying the hard evidence of science in favour of cherished dogma.

Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000: p.421)

The identification of similarities between the Buddhist and scientific method is, of course, open to challenge. For example, it is not at all clear that scientists would value or accept the kind of knowledge obtained by the personal, meditative experience of the Buddha or his followers today.  The question of whether these similarities are therefore more apparent than real may be an issue that can be raised with more able students in the 11-14 age range. 

The Purpose of Knowledge in Buddhism and Science

In spite of seeing similarities between the Buddhist and scientific method of obtaining knowledge about the world, many Buddhists believe there are fundamental differences between Buddhism and science on the subject of how knowledge should be used. From a Buddhist point of view, knowledge is not an end in itself but is a means of obtaining personal transformation from the suffering caused by greed, hatred and ignorance. Some Buddhists have argued that the scientific community does not generally see the knowledge it obtains about the world as sharing in this purpose of human transformation:

It is thus necessary to recognise the great differences in aim and orientation between Buddhism and science…science is essentially a project designed to provide us with objective, factual knowledge, with information pertaining to the public domain. Buddhism is a religion intended to promote inner transformation…In Buddhism, the quest for knowledge is important not as an end in itself, but because the main cause of our bondage and suffering is ignorance, not understanding things as they really are, and thus the antidote needed to heal this disease of ignorance is knowledge or insight.

Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000: p.418)

Some Buddhists have been outspoken against science and scientists for lacking this emphasis on human value and transformation and for reinforcing greed, hatred and ignorance in the structures of the modern world:

If we only concentrate on scientific development, without concerning ourselves with spiritual development – if we lose a sense of human value – it will be dangerous. After all, the aim of scientific progress itself is to benefit humankind. If scientific development goes wrong and brings more suffering and more tragedy on humankind, this is unfortunate. I believe that mental development and material development must go side by side.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama (1993: p.65)

Buddhism and the Appliance of Science

Many Buddhists today are therefore not content with developing their own ‘inner science’ of personal transformation and have turned their attention towards challenging social institutions and organisations that embody and promote the principles of greed, hatred and ignorance and which as a consequence cause suffering in the world. Buddhists who apply Buddhist ethical principles and insights in order to transform the world in this way are sometimes referred to as ‘engaged Buddhists’. 

Some engaged Buddhist groups and individuals specifically target the way in which science and technology has been ‘conscripted into the service of greed, hatred and delusion’ with the aim that science will begin to

serve the wider welfare of the human and biotic communities rather than the greed, ambition, and narrow fiscal interest of a small, powerful, irresponsible elite.

Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi (2000: p.425)

Engaged Buddhists have targeted a range of issues for protest and action, including capital punishment, the arms trade, abortion and euthanasia. A particular area of focus has been the widespread destruction of the environment through the irresponsible use of science and technology.

Buddhist environmentalism is based upon a number of interconnected beliefs and concepts. Foremost among these are the related beliefs in karma, reincarnation and samsara, according to which all living beings are caught within the ‘wheel of life’. Within this endless cycle of birth, death and rebirth the only difference between living beings is the quality of their karma, a view that encourages Buddhists to regard all living beings as equal and inter-related: 

“…all beings have already been one another’s kin.”

Schmithausen, Buddhism and Nature (1991)

Since the human rebirth affords an opportunity for spiritual development not available in other realms of existence, the responsibility upon Buddhists to show love and compassion to species less fortunate than themselves is all the greater. 

The principle of cause and effect underpinning the belief in karma and reincarnation is also central to another key Buddhist belief about the environment: that of conditioned arising. According to this view, nothing has a fixed and independent existence; all things, rather, are without self-existence (anatta), impermanent (anicca) and dependent on conditions that make their existence possible. From this perspective, humans are intimately related to their environment and cannot exist separately from the rest of the world. Recognising this principle of interdependence inspires an attitude of humility and responsibility towards the environment.

The Buddhist moral code, as outlined in the five precepts, also embodies principles that encourage environmental awareness. The first and most important precept is particularly pertinent in this respect since it involves a resolution not to kill or injure any human, animal, bird, fish or insect and an affirmation to show loving-kindness towards all creatures. This precept, according to Schmithausen, enlarges the definition of ‘community’ beyond human beings to encompass all sentient beings:

“If this element were retained…it would grant a species a certain right of their own, which could serve as a basis for their protection.”

Schmithausen, Buddhism and Nature (1991)

‘Right livelihood’, the fifth step of the Noble Eightfold Path, involves avoiding ways of making a living which cause suffering to other living beings and generally pursuing occupations that are in line with the precepts. Buddhists therefore need to think carefully about the impact their occupations may have on the environment. There are certain jobs - such as those involving `trade in flesh’ (butcher, hunter, fisherman etc) - that no committed Buddhist would do because they involve the intentional killing of creatures. Occupations that generate a lot of pollution or which harm living creatures through the destruction of natural habitats would also be seen as a breach of ‘right livelihood’. Conservationism and preservation work would, of course, be seen as good examples of right livelihood. 

Not all scholars are in agreement that Buddhism promotes a positive attitude towards the natural world. Harris, for example, finds this attitude `difficult to square with any actually occurring Buddhist tradition’ (Harris, 1994: p.9). He argues that there is little hard historical or textual evidence to suggest that Buddhism is ‘green’, citing practices such as ahimsa (non-injury) as essentially instrumental: that is, they are practised out of a wish by individual practitioners to have a better rebirth, not out of a concern for the inherent value of animals and plants. Similarly, since from a Buddhist viewpoint everything within the natural world is impermanent and - unlike the Christian view of creation - essentially purposeless, there `can be no justification for the fight to preserve habitats and environments’ (Harris, 1994: p.25).  

Aims of the topic

· to understand that Buddhism and science obtain knowledge about the world using similar methods 

· to understand that Buddhism and science may regard the purpose or usefulness of knowledge in different ways

· to have examined the issue of environmentalism in light of relevant Buddhist beliefs, understanding the effects these beliefs have on Buddhist lifestyles 

Key Questions/Concepts

Three key ideas underpin this module:

1. There are similarities between the Buddhist and scientific method of arriving at knowledge.

2.  There are differences between the Buddhist and scientific view of the purpose or usefulness of this knowledge.

3. Buddhists have responded to - or engaged with - the moral issues raised by scientific and technological developments in the modern world in a variety of ways. One particular area of concern has been environmental destruction resulting from the mis-use of science and technology.

Learning Objectives / Outcomes

· To understand that Buddhism and science obtain knowledge about the world using similar methods 

· To understand that Buddhism and science may regard the purpose or usefulness of knowledge in different ways

· To have examined the issue of environmentalism in light of relevant Buddhist beliefs, understanding the effects these beliefs have on Buddhist lifestyles 

Learning Outcomes

By the end of this module, most students will:

· understand that Buddhism and science obtain knowledge about the world using similar methods 

· understand that Buddhism and science may regard the purpose or usefulness of knowledge in different ways

· have examined the issue of environmentalism in light of relevant Buddhist beliefs, understanding the effects these beliefs have on Buddhist lifestyles 

Some students will not have progressed so far and will:

· understand that the Buddha relied upon his own personal experience and encouraged his followers to verify his teachings using their own experience

· understand that the Buddha did not consider all knowledge to be worthwhile 

· demonstrate an appreciation that Buddhist beliefs affect the attitudes and lifestyles of Buddhists towards the environment 

Other students will have progressed further and will:

· have identified similarities and differences between the Buddhist and scientific method of obtaining knowledge about the world

· have interpreted Buddhist teachings about the purpose of knowledge and made an informed response, relating this to their own and others’ lives

· have used their knowledge and understanding of Buddhist ethical teachings to identify a range of scientific and technological developments that Buddhists would agree and disagree with

· have analysed the effects of key Buddhist beliefs on the attitudes and lifestyles of Buddhists towards the environment, showing an awareness of differences of interpretation within Buddhism and using appropriate evidence and examples to illustrate this

Resources
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Videos
Buddhism Today: Buddhists Respond to Ethical Issues. The Clear Vision Trust, 2000 (pack no. EVO4, price £75.00)
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http://www.amidatrust.com/
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Curriculum Links
 

QCA Schemes - Buddhism 3b: Buddhist Teachings (Buddhist texts; verification of teachings through experience); Buddhism 4: Buddhist Teachings (Buddhist texts; three marks of existence) and Buddhist Attitudes to Contemporary Issues (environment)

GCSE Syllabi – AQA: Beliefs and Sources of Authority; Relevance and Application of Buddhism (respect and concern for created world); OCR: Beliefs; Sacred Writings

Links to other areas of the curriculum: Science; SMSC; Literacy
Overview of Lesson  

Up to 6 lessons each of 1 hour duration

During this module, students will:

· examine the life of the Buddha in light of their understanding of the scientific method and evaluate the question of whether the Buddha was like an early scientist

· reflect upon recent scientific research into the effects of Buddhist meditation practice on brain activity 

· conduct and analyse research of their own into the effects of meditation practice

· reflect upon scientific findings about the universe and interpret a Buddhist story about the spiritual purpose of knowledge

· reflect upon developments in science and technology that Buddhists might agree or disagree with

· investigate the effects of Buddhist beliefs on attitudes and lifestyles in respect to the moral issues raised by science and technology 

· research the web-sites of engaged Buddhist groups, particularly environmental groups

Key Terms

Science Key Terms

science

theory

observation

experiment

Big Bang

Big Crunch

R.E. Key Terms

Buddha

Four Noble Truths

Noble Eightfold Path

dukkha 

Nirvana
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Engaged Buddhism

interdependence

right livelihood
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