Shoyo Sensei’s Dharma Message:

Buddha-Dharma: Practice – 15

WHAT IS  “ALTRUISM” & “SACRIFICE”?

Question (1):

According to recent scientific researches, altruistic behavior seems not to originate in humans only, but goes further back in evolutionary time. Max Planek (Institute for Evolutionary Anthropoloty in Leipniz, Germanay) says, “altruistic impulses may exist in primates other than humans. It also brings to light some surprising information about human altruism: It appears even in pre-linguistic toddlers.” In the test, the experimenter would suddenly drop a peg out of reach. For 10 seconds he reached unsuccessfully for the peg. After that he would initiate eye contact and, after another 10 seconds, use the vocalization: “My peg!” In 84 percent of the human cases, toddlers assisted the experimenters in retrieving the item even before eye contact was established. Surprisingly, chimps in similar situations demonstrated a helping response as well. They not only tended to aid their caretaker in retrieving dropped objects, but were also more likely to do so when the caretaker reached for the item, evincing (*showing) a need. In no instance was the helping behavior met with a reward. However, Joan Silk, an anthropologist at UCLA, says, “More than other primates, humans seem to have evolved the capacity for real concern for the welfare of others, a concern that is reflected in our capacity for friendship, our preference for fair outcomes and our willingness to make sacrifices on others’ behalf.”  What do you think about “Altruism” and “Sacrifice”?

Answer (1):
In a Buddhist understanding, notions of “Sacrifice” or “Altruism” will bring an important and interesting discussion to carefully think about. The definition of “sacrifice” in the Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary is “a giving up, destroying, permitting injury to, or foregoing some valued thing for the sake of something of greater value or having a more pressing claim.” It defines “altruism” as “unselfish concern for the welfare of others.” As these definitions illustrate, in an action of sacrifice or altruism, there is a sense of pain or harm in the person who does it. Therefore, “sacrifice” and “altruism” in these definitions and painfulness, self-denial, harmfulness or negative mental state go hand-in-hand. Or even without such mental states, “sacrifice” or “altruism” cannot exist. People may even think that when someone sacrifices himself or herself for others, there must be a sense of pain caused by harm given. But, this seems to be self-contradictory. 

Question (2):

Why so?

Answer (2):

Because when a person acts truly “sacrificially” or “altruistically” for others, such discriminative concepts as “I am giving up,” “I am destroying myself,” or “I am permitting injury to me,” “for the sake of something of greater value,” or “for the welfare of others” in the mind cannot exist simultaneously. If a person feels that “I am painful” or “I am destroying myself,” one’s pain and destruction is the concern, but not others.

In a Buddhist understanding, beneficial action is action that grows from skillful roots (non-anger, non-attachment, non-confusion). Skillful Action is action that is non-harmful to both oneself and others. Thus, skillful action produces positive energy (puñña kamma). It is conducive to happiness. Therefore, such notion as “painful sacrifice” or “sacrificially altruistic action” is ontologically impossible. Self-benefit and the benefit of others are inseparably related: When an action is beneficial to one, this action is also beneficial to others. Beneficial action is action that grows from skillful roots. Skillful Action is action that is non-harmful to both oneself and others. Thus, skillful action produces positive energy (puñña kamma). It is conducive to happiness. Therefore, such notion as “painful sacrifice” or “sacrificially altruistic action” is ontologically impossible in view of the inseparability of self benefit and the benefit of others. 

The Buddhist understanding is that Self-benefit and the benefit of others are inseparably related: When an action is beneficial to one, this action is also beneficial to others.

Question (3):

Are you saying, then, that Buddhism does not recommend “altruism” and “Sacrifice”?

Answer (3):

On the contrary, “Altruism” and “Sacrifice” are regarded as the highest level of selfless action, and it is said that the Buddha, in his previous lives, did offer his life for others. But, the Buddhist notion of “Sacrifice” and “Altruism” offers an important points.  

Question (4):

What are the important notions of “Sacrifice” and “Altruism” from a Buddhist perspective?

Answer (4):

Altruism and sacrifice in the fully positive sense are possible only when self-centeredness that derives from the sense of “I” (“I”-making) is absent. For, the sense of “I” and its fruit of self-centeredness necessarily produces negative mental states, such as sense of painful, harming oneself or dangerous to oneself. Such action may be considered even unwholesome actions for a person, unless self-centeredness and the sense of “I” are eradicated in him or her.

Question (5):

What is the sense of “I”?

Answer (5):

When you see a group photo in which you are there, who do you first? You will see yourself first, right?  You see yourself first because of the sense of “I.” You may think nothing is wrong with the sense of “I,” but the Buddha discovered that in it there is a seed of self-centeredness and selfishness.

Question (6):

How does the sense of “I” cause troubles?

Answer (6):

The sense of “I” is the roots of Greed, Hatred and Ignorance. The Buddha is reputed to have sated that the highest achievement is the full elimination of self-centeredness, which is full eradication of greed, hatred and ignorance. The sense of “I” is the base of a person’s thinking, idea, claim or view. 

When sacrificial or altruistic actions are conducted based upon the sense of “I” and one’s own view, it would likely have been highly discouraged. 

Question (7):

Why so?

Answer (7):

The Buddhist categorically rejected the Excessive Altruism of self-mortification as one of the two extremes, “self-indulgence” being the other extreme. The Professor David Kalupahana consideres that both in their Extreme forms represent “Excessive Selfishness, ”two different extremes with which we perceive the individual and the world” and concludes that the Buddha looked upon both Excessive Selfishness and Excessive Altruism as being Ignoble and Unfruitful. 

The Buddhist understanding of Altruism or Sacrifice is that the noble and fruitful way of life is represented by a carefully conceived Middle Path that will contribute to the welfare of oneself as well as of others. As Professor Robert Thurman, the keynote speaker at the Opening Day of the Jodo Shinshu on October 22, stated, the Buddha’s teachings are fundamentally realistic. The Buddhist notion of Altruism and Sacrifice is never be merely idealistic, but far more practical and more enlightened.  It is a form of Ethical Pragramatism, as Kalupahana’s said.  

 “Benefit for Oneself and Benefit for Others as One” (Jiri Rita Enman) is the goal of Buddhism. The Buddha is the One who attained both to the level of 100%.




