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By now there is little doubt that the Internet has brought dramatic changes to human 

society on a global scale (Castells 2010), and that probably more radical transformations 

are yet to come (Kurzweil 2005). Whether these changes are in the best interest of 

humanity or for intensifying capitalist power is up for debate. While some scholars raise 

criticism by analysing the evolution of the Internet as a means for the deepening and 

widening of commodification, hegemony, exploitation, surveillance and control (e. g. 

Hassan, Lessig, Zittrain), others point with optimism at the potential for change 

embedded in the technology (e. g. Stallman, Bauwens, Boillier, Benkler). There is yet 

another view that systematically contests the expressions of optimism by translating the 

assumptions in which they are based into Marxist terminology, a critical reading that 

declares that 'free culture' is ultimately 'free labour', and a new form of capitalistic rent 

(e.g. Terranova, Vercellone, Pasquinelli). Across the academic field, however, there is a 

largely unanimous call to articulate alternatives to the current system which has spread 

poverty, brought ecological disaster, and disarticulated the rich cultural heritage of 

communities around the globe, before it is too late. 

 

This thesis seeks to contribute to the theories of the possible alternatives. While academic 
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work is often geared towards criticism, which is extremely useful, there is evidently large 

amounts of work to be done to create feasible alternatives. This is why, in my view, 

understanding altruism, collaboration, kindness, trust and generosity is of major 

importance for the field of new media studies. For this reason, this research  focused on 

understanding a social manifestation informed by knowledge originated in a Buddhist 

community. By reflecting on a small project organised by a Buddhist monk in Sri Lanka, 

it seeks to bring to the front a category of ideas largely absent from academic debate, and 

present a set of themes that can lead network technologies at different levels to become a 

more altruistic realm. A central observation here is that 'technology is not necessarily 

computers' (CFBST, 2010), so it is really the social technology that is in need of 

sophistication to make the inevitable shift to information societies also a shift towards 

more ethical, sustainable and happy societies. This project seeks to understand social 

structures that operate under a particular ontology -a karmic ontology. This, I contend, 

could have a positive impact in the conceptualisation of alternative environments for 

collaboration, whether environments means protocols, software, virtual space, or even 

currencies.  This knowledge will be brought into the field of new media theory in the 

concluding part of this thesis, with the awareness that it is just a first step in this direction 

and that this thesis is a preliminary identification of notions worthy of exploration and 

further development. By thinking at the intersection of network futures and sociology of 

Buddhism this project aspires to be an answer to Robert Hassan's call in the final words 

of The Information Society:  

 

"...we have an intellectual and political responsibility to think it through once 

more, looking for insights and for cracks in the edifice of current reality - to seek 

more positive spaces where we envision different ones." (Hassan, 2008 p. 223) 

 

Hassan’s work critiques the commodification of time as the natural consequence of the 

global capitalist project that has been enabled in its latest phases through the inception of 

ICTs in a global scale. The architectural metaphor that informs his phrase (cracks, 

edifice, spaces) points to a notion that is central to Buddhism: roughly, that reality is a 

construction of the mind. The next step is to follow Touraine’s hint at the need to look 
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beyond the materialist tradition, as characterised by the Marxist class struggle: 

 

"in a post-industrial society, in which cultural services have replaced material 

goods at the core of production, it is the defense of the subject, in its personality 

and in its culture, against the logic of apparatuses and markets, that replaces the 

idea of class struggle." (Alain Touraine, 1994) 

 

Cultural capitalism makes the self the battlefield of the market. The latest iteration of 

Empire expands within each individual. It follows that it is only through the mind that it 

will be contained; it is only through the mind that the current edifice of reality will 

collapse.  

 

Since Marx, numerous scholars have shown how the capitalist system as an all 

encompassing phenomenon is responsible for the humanitarian, ecologic, economic, 

cultural, spiritual, and even ontological crises that are now global (e.g. Liodakes 2010, 

Harvey 2007, Amin 2011). However, because the Marxist alternative (i.e. communism) is 

an equally materialistic system that ultimately seeks an alternative rationality for 

allocation of material resources, it is only superficially that communism is the other of 

capitalism. The Cold War was just one powerful internal struggle within materialism. In 

Bataille's words, 'it is not essentially the struggle of two military powers for hegemony; it 

is the struggle of two economic methods' (Bataille 1991, p. 173). In its negation of the 

immaterial both systems effectively suppress all that can be considered traditional 

knowledge. Capitalism through its commodification and by over saturating the mind with 

the pseudo-meaning fuels consumption. Communism through the repression of all that 

distracts the individual from the material objectives of the whole. It is through this 

premise that this thesis inquires Buddhist culture: as a real alternative to capitalism in the 

sense that, by focusing on the understanding and wellbeing of the mind as the source of 

happiness (Guenther 1974), Buddhism clearly proposes an alternative to the materialist 

tradition. With all of the above ideas in mind, I posed my research question in the 

following terms: 
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What themes characterise Buddhist social assemblages and how can they be 

usefully articulated into network society assemblages to establish feasible 

alternatives to capitalism? 

 

The evolution and expansion of Buddhism during twenty-five centuries is one of the 

richest cultural processes in the history of humanity. Countless schools housing variations 

slight and radical of the doctrine and its interpretation have spread all over the world. As 

life continues, even in the most traditional settings, Buddhism continues to evolve. For 

this reason it is impossible to speak of 'Buddhism' as a homogeneous entity, and much 

less produce statements with aspirations of universality regarding Buddhism. Yet in its 

diversity there is unity. To explain this diversity in unity David Burke Griffiths explains a 

traditional Buddhist saying: 'the ocean is huge but it has one flavour, that of salt. Hence 

within the many teachings there is the fundamental theme of liberation and freedom from 

suffering' (Griffiths 2004, p. 46). Among this ocean of Buddhist culture, we will focus in 

a practice from the Theravada tradition, considered the oldest surviving Buddhist school, 

and practiced in most of South-East Asia (Keown 2003, p.300), and therefore on texts 

and theories from that school. 
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In The Rise of the Network Society (Castells 2010) Castells gives a thorough account of 

the transformations resulting from the early maturity of ICT. He moves his lens from 

large to small, looking first at the wider global phenomena, and going all the way to the 

individual. From light-speed capital movements at a global scale flowing through 

information networks (and its devastating effects), to 'smaller' actors: the work sector and 

the transformations of labour in mode and space; the individuals and their role vis-a-vis 

the new means of communication, and finally to the metaphysics and subjectivity of time, 
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space and the self. Most significantly in the context of this thesis, Castells describes the 

current form of cultural communication as a "multimodal, multichannel system of digital 

communication that integrates all forms of media" (ibid. p. xxvii). In other words, the 

transformation of mass media (especially news organisations) into Internet-based, and 

conversely the rise of mass self-communication through means like blogs, social 

networks or P2P technology. However, Castells also shows how these transformations 

towards the democratisation of expression are mirrored by an intensification of 

capitalism: 'networks are appropriate instruments for a capitalist economy based on 

innovation, globalisation, and decentralised concentration' (ibid. p.502).  

 

Hardt and Negri’s trilogy Empire, Multitude and Commonwealth (2000, 2004, 2009) 

complements Castells with a neo-Marxist-Foucaultian-Deleuzian analysis of capitalism 

and globalisation as networked power. Their central concept is Empire defined as the 

current regime for the exercise of biopower in a global scale, ‘a series of national and 

supranational organisms united under a single logic of rule’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000 p. 

xii). The concept of Empire describes a world order that is neither fixed to a center nor 

spontaneous, and has no territorial limits. Power, Hardt and Negri contend, flows globally 

through a centerless network of governments, corporations and transnational institutions 

(such as the IMF, the UN or Oxfam), that seamlessly governs the world. Networked 

information technology is seen as the means for biopower to ‘directly organize the 

brains’ (ibid p. 23). The claustrophobia-inducing concept of Empire is useful to realise 

how deep, so to speak, the rabbit hole goes.  

 

Robert Hassan and Michael Strangelove, from different perspectives, build on the notion 

of Empire to describe the Internet. Respectively, they construct their arguments around 

'empires of speed' and 'empires of mind'. These two approaches describe empires within, 

the intensification of colonising of the whole experience of life regardless of the 

geopolitical location of the subjects. Ontological colonialism of time and mind. Thus, we 

call it a system of crisis, in the singular. A single, endless, globalised existential crisis of 

the individual mind. 
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In Empires of Speed, Robert Hassan (2009) explores a new dimension in which Empire 

operates. Through network technology yet another kind of empires, temporal empires, 

expand through the globe establishing a uniform experience of time that dominates all 

modalities of time experience socially constructed outside capitalism. 'This Empire', 

Hassan suggests, 'generates its own form of temporality, a 'network time' that is a 

qualitatively different form of time from its technological predecessor, the time of the 

clock' (ibid. p. 67). Further, the clock itself also needs to be understood as the spearhead 

of an 'empire of time', albeit the one characteristic of the previous incarnation of Empire: 

'the idea of time as represented in clock time is an abstraction that is deeply embedded in 

our culture and has a long history. It is based upon a mechanistic and materialistic view 

of the world that has its roots in the very origins of Western thought' (Hassan, 2003 p. 17) 

 

Michael Strangelove examines the concept of Empire in the context of network theory in 

his book The Empire of Mind (2005). However, Strangelove firmly defends the view that 

the net per se carries the seed of cultural liberation from the empire of mind, or capitalism 

understood as a belief system fueled by desire. In the empire of mind the central product 

is desire, which is necessary to produce the consumer. By assigning a major significance 

to what Castells called mass self-communication (the technologically enabled shift of 

audiences into communicators), and essentially echoing Benkler’s view of a web that 

"provides an outlet for contrary expression and a medium for shaking what we accept as 

cultural baseline assumptions" (Benkler 2006, p. 278), Strangelove declares that 'the 

Internet exhibits a bias towards decommodified expression' (ibid. p. 43). It follows that 

'the unparalleled flood of decommodified cultural production within the Internet strongly 

suggests a breakdown in capitalism's ability to channel individual productive activity into 

the utilitarian needs of the market economy' (ibid, p. 231). While optimism is  

always important, it can be dangerous when premature. Does the Internet really have an 

anticapitalist bias, or should we hold the champagne?  

 

The sobering pitfalls become prominent by extending the analysis beyond the shift 

towards mass self-communication that assigns excessive agency to the individual, and 

into all the other actors that are actually involved in the phenomenon. All user behaviour, 
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in the first place, is modulated by a software of some sort that shapes the conditions of 

the interaction, effectively legislating what can and what cannot happen. Hence, the 

famous phrase 'code is law' (Lessig, 2006). Moreover, the hardware itself is now mostly 

solidified consumer culture. While the traditional PC does exhibit a certain libertarian 

ethos, the latest generations of networked hardware have increasingly evolved into 

commodity purchasing devices, like the iPad, remotely managed by their manufacturers 

(Zittrain, 2008). The virtual realms credited for this ’freedom’ are highly controlled 

pseudo-public Trojan Horse spaces: 'The online world contains almost no spaces that are 

genuinely public. Instead, it is made up almost entirely of spaces that are either overtly or 

covertly commercial. The latter of these we might term “pseudo-public” spaces, where 

there is a disconnect between users' perceptions of them as public and their actual private 

nature' (Johnson, 2010). The real autonomy-fostering potential of social networks is 

dubious at best as realms like Facebook or The Huffington Post are actually highly 

profitable advertisement driven corporations whose business model is not very different 

of that from traditional mass media: selling an audience (only not just eyeball time but 

whole online personas) to advertisers (Rushkoff, 2009). Behaviour that conflicts with the 

golden principle of the 'market' (e.g. nudity) results in exclusion from the community. 

The agent of censorship is no longer the police but the brand. Developers who cater for 

Apple’s software outlet know that real fringe culture is out of bounds, basically because 

the marketplace needs to be sanitized on behalf of a greater audience; any culturally 

significant attempt at ‘thinking different’ means app rejection and lost work. Even the 

‘The Pirate Bay - Bit torrent’ duo, resilient to regulation by design, is mainly (if we look 

at the top downloads list at TPB at any time) a network for distribution of mainstream 

movies, and therefore of the Hollywood celebrity system driven ideology. These are 

some of the major aspects of concern among current new media scholarship and show 

how the Internet, while probably having the potential to be an agent of transformation, is 

indeed largely being used as Empire's means for ontological colonialism. 

 

All these criticisms put into perspective the myth of the intrinsic good of the Internet. It is 

through them that we should read Sean Cubitt's exhortation in the opening pages of 

Digital Aesthetics: "This book is dedicated to more than refusal: to the building of 



 

9 

alternatives that owe nothing to the structures of domination. Nothing less is worth 

fighting for" (Cubitt 1998, xi). Critical thinking leads to action that is more potent; by 

illuminating the darker side of the infinite malleability of the Internet, or, as Castells puts 

it, its flexibility (Castells 2010, p. 71). The point of this thesis is to think about ways to 

harness that flexibility in order to overcome the exploitative trends through a theorising 

of the rearrangement of the actors at play at a deeper level.  

 

Strangelove discusses how desire is integral to the capitalist empire of mind. 'It has long 

been recognised that, along with the production of goods, capitalism also produces the 

desire to consume', (Strangelove 2005, p.23). Buddhist scholar Bhikku Bodhi 

complements, pointing towards greed as the origin of this practice. 'The corporate 

economy is not only driven by its own inherent greed but its success depends on arousing 

greed in others' (Bodhi 2000, p. 10). However, after identifying the central problem of the 

production of desire, the encounter with the metaphysic drives Strangelove to 

capitulation: 'Desire is an intimate part of human condition. Indeed, there is a distinct 

tendency among religions to equate the absence of desire with the divine and the 

enlightened. Needless to say, such a state is seldom attained' (ibid.).  What is particularly 

useful of Buddhism, in this sense, is its thorough examination of the nature of desire to 

propose an effective method to deactivate its causes. If anything, the Buddhist approach 

is to demystify desire by conceptualising it as a hindrance of the mind and deconstructing 

its causes, rather than to stop at the disempowering belief that 'desire is an intimate part 

of human condition', which is an extremely useful belief at the core of capitalism. Desire 

and commodities feed each other in a devastating spiral that threatens the planet and, by 

definition (because to desire is to lack), makes no one happy. Therefore, the analysis of 

the commodity given here departs from Marxist materialism in the observation that desire 

is a mental object (Sujiva, 2003). Rather than relying on idealised deities, Buddhist non-

materialism actually consists in acknowledging the reality of mental objects as not 

essentially less real than physical objects and thus, in a very Latourean way, examining 

their agencies in the mind and consequently in our lives and the material world. 

Decommodification must therefore be the result of a collective ontological operation that 

in this context could be understood as providing relief to the material from the heavy 
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burden of attached mental objects, and the mind from the burden of desire for the 

material.  
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‘Every ontology is political and every politics is itself an ontology’ (Boyer, 2001 p. 174). 

 

In the very first page of Capital Marx defines the commodity in the following terms: 

 

A commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, a thing that by its 

properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another. The nature of such 

wants, whether, for instance, they spring from the stomach or from fancy, makes 

no difference. (Marx, Capital Volume 1) 

 

This foundational definition carries a footnote to a quote by Nicholas Barbon: 

 

� Desire implies want, it is the appetite of the mind, and as natural as hunger to 

the body... The greatest number (of things) have their value from supplying the 

wants of the mind.� Nicholas Barbon:  

� A Discourse Concerning Coining the New Money Lighter. In Answer to Mr. 

Locke‘s Considerations, &c.�, London, 1696, pp. 2, 3.  

(ibid.) 

 

I would like to draw attention here towards the move of materialism, which consists, 

strangely enough, in blending the material and the immaterial, need and greed. 

Materialist ideology atomises the world into commodities, which in what we could call 

bad poetry are defined in terms of 'the appetite of the mind'. This ideological conflation is 

achieved through the subtle biological metaphor carried by the language in use: 'stomach, 

appetite, hunger' are used to naturalise consumption as the means of quenching desire 

thus reducing value to the unidimensional realm of the material. Commodities, materialist 

dogma goes, fill the mind as food fills an empty stomach. The critique of materialist 
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economics therefore should rely on an assessment of the accuracy of this view. Is it 

accurate to say that desire is the appetite of the mind? Or, in other words, is it accurate to 

say that catering to desire really satisfies the needs of the mind? This is the question that 

Buddhist philosophy makes that sets its societies outside of the realm of materialism. It 

problematises the seemingly innocuous assumption that the material soothes the mind, 

and in doing so establishes an economy that differentiates and communicates the mental 

and material realms. This critique of Marxist economic theory does not imply that it is 

completely flawed, or that capitalism does not exist, but rather that it is a limited theory 

that is simply blind to vast aspects of the reality of human existence. It means that what is 

flawed is the Marxist alternative to capitalism, communism, because it also relies in the 

materialistic assumption that all value stems from feeding desire, even if it tries to do so 

in a more egalitarian way.  

 

Nathaniel Tkacz better articulates the need to overcome the Marxist framework in search 

for alternatives in our contemporary situation: 'Marxism, I contend, is not very well 

equipped to describe non-capitalist phenomena. Indeed, capital marks the end point of 

Marxist critique because such critique is entirely geared toward that entity' (Tkacz, 2011). 

If we seek to move towards alternatives that lead to the decommodification of material 

and immaterial functions of human existence, then those alternatives must acknowledge 

the multidimensionality of what constitutes true value: the richness and complexity that 

lie when the needs of the mind are understood beyond desire. Which is to say: 

alternatives to materialism must be rooted in non-materialistic ontology. Virno: 'we move 

gradually from a determined problem: subjection or insurrection, to a totally different 

problem: how to realize a defection and to experience forms of self-government which 

were previously inconceivable' (Virno, quoted in Rauning, 2008)1. Ultimately, 

decommodification means to de-stabilise the commodity system through the political 

action of Exodus understood as an engaged and foundational withdrawal (Virno 2004). 

Exodus in our time is not achieved through displacements in space because Empire is 

also empire of mind and empire of time: it operates within. Exodus is achieved by 

overcoming delusion: through a radical internal rearrangement that organically expresses 

                                                           
1 Original source not available 
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an alternative ontology that overcomes representation. The Buddhist term is awakening, 

which implies a radical change of state while remaining in the same place. The key terms 

in Virno's exodus are 'gradually', 'defection', and 'inconceivable', to gradually defect 

towards the inconceivable is indeed the project of the P2P movement. What our 

reasoning suggests is that the inconceivable (to the West) that needs to be made 

operational is the simple fact that there is no commodity as such that satisfies the mind. 

The inconceivable for the globalising West is the project, simultaneously collective and 

individual, of quenching desire through means other than feeding its endless requests. 

The Buddhist approach is to acknowledge the problematic existence of mental objects 

like desire, and to fight them in their own territory: thus, the means to achieve the 

cessation of greed is through the practice of generosity. Disinterested giving is so 

satisfying that through its practice the individual ultimately inverts the 'natural' 

inclination towards desire, erasing the boundaries between selfishness and altruism. 

 

This thesis is an attempt to make the inconceivable conceivable by analysing a 

community that practices these means of quenching desire. Remarkably, the analysis 

suggests that these other means lead organically to decommodification through collective 

action. What we see is that the achieved decommodification in turn leads to collective 

relief from desire, conforming an upward spiral that consolidates Exodus, characterised 

by Virno as the 'desertion of the factory': "Among the different ways in which Marx 

described the crisis of capital accumulation (overproduction, the law of diminishing 

returns, etc.), there is one that goes largely unrecognized: the workers’ desertion of the 

factory" (Virno, 2005). If capitalism is a desire production factory then the 'desertion of 

the factory' necessarily results in the cessation of produced desire. Therefore, Exodus is 

ontological too. The word Exodus is impregnated with a sense of the collective; it is 

indeed a collective critique of desire that leads to decommodification: when exchanges 

are collectively declined, the imaginary commodities of produced desire collapse and the 

commons emerges. Therefore decommodification is the first half of a process that 

reaches its destiny with what I would call  -for the sake of symmetry- recommonification, 

which is the organic arrival, through collective action,  of  illusory commodities into the 

realm of the commons. Ontology is political indeed. 
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In this thesis the term 'P2P movement' is used as a general term that encompasses all 

current phenomena which favours or enacts production through P2P processes. In the 

seminal essay The Political Economy of Peer Production Michel Bauwens2 defines P2P 

in the following terms: 'P2P specifically designates those processes that aim to increase 

the most widespread participation by equipotential participants' (Bauwens 2005, p.1). 

P2P here is defined as a particular arrangement of processes. According to this definition, 

phenomena as diverse and independent as Anonymous, the Arduino platform, 

CouchSurfing, the Creative Commons license or the Egyptian revolution can be said to 

participate of the P2P movement. 

 

The term 'movement' might wrongly be understood as implying the existence of 

deliberate or centralised coordination of these phenomena; however, the preceding term 

(P2P) proposes a redefinition of coordination itself. 'Movement' suggests a collective 

displacement that is akin to Virno's Exodus discussed above, while 'P2P' qualifies the 

distributed nature of power in this movement. It is because of this distributed ethos that it 

is fitting for the movement to exist without the necessity of central authorities or a unified 

manifesto or project. Thus, when we think of 'the P2P movement', we think of an 

overarching phenomenon at the crossroads between spontaneous trend, transformation in 

the global imaginary, and loosely coordinated endeavour of engaged participants.  

 

It is important to note how the concept of P2P is not tied at its fundamental level to 

technology, but to equipotentiality as the defining power structure. Thus, while the 

definition accommodates diverse manifestations it is clear that it is essentially at odds 

with governmentality and capital. Bauwens assesses the significance of P2P in the terms 

                                                           
2 founder of the P2P Foundation (see www.p2pfoundation.net)  
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of what we could call a grand narrative: 

 

“As political, economic, and social systems transform themselves into distributed 

networks, a new human dynamic is emerging: peer to peer (P2P). As P2P gives 

rise to the emergence of a third mode of production, a third mode of governance, 

and a third mode of property, it is poised to overhaul our political economy in 

unprecedented ways“ (Bauwens 2005, p.1). 

 
Understanding P2P as a ‘third mode’ raises the question: does the becoming of a 'third 

mode' imply the dismantling of the current one, or rather a cohabitation where capitalism 

and P2P exist in parallel, and perhaps occasionally communicating, universes? The depth 

of the transformation envisioned by Bauwens (production, governance, property) seems 

to rule that possibility out, as it conflicts with the pillars of the current order, a conflict 

that grows increasingly contentious as the P2P movement gives birth to protests and anti-

systemic entities like Occupy Wall Street and Wikileaks (Mendoza 2011).  

 

These recent events seem to confirm the notion of an un-negotiable conflict of Empire 

with the P2P mode. Wikileaks and its persecuted redefinition of truth production, 

worldwide US government pressure for Copyright legislation adoption and enforcement, 

and the worldwide system-challenging public square demonstrations of 2011 are 

examples of how P2P gradually sets in motion social dynamics that increasingly disturb 

and clash with the status quo. However, the degree to which these trends will successfully 

change capitalism and the character of an eventual new social order is still a mystery.  

 

The theorised revolution towards equipotentiality is gradual (Virno) and rhizomatic 

(Hardt & Negri). In the short term, the goal is to make increasingly possible for 

individuals and communities to exist in this capitalist world without feeding it or feeding 

from it. This goal requires resources and value to be seen in a radically different way, as 

shared commons, and therefore the success of the ‘third mode’ as a social project 

depends on a mental transformation perhaps to a greater degree than on a technological 

transformation. Reaching the P2P post-capitalist world, I contend, depends on reaching a 
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new mentality; and therefore understanding and articulating generosity as the cornerstone 

of the ’third mode’ is of critical importance for the success of P2P movement. 

 

The selection of the case study to be presented in this thesis, a practice of 

decommodification in a Buddhist community, was in part motivated by the question of 

how to address the concern about awakening generosity from within a greedy system, 

subscribing to the vision of the P2P movement. The idea of a peer to peer mode of 

production which exceeds the digital realm, ‘expanded beyond the immaterial sphere in 

which it was born’ (Bauwens 2005, p. 9) requires a social agreement about generosity in 

the physical realm, including time and energy dedicated to ‘immaterial labour’ 

(Terranova 2000, p. 4). This is why it is important to study offline dynamics of 

decommodification and recommonification like those of existing Buddhist communities: 

it is only by recognising that we are living in revolutionary times, but only to a certain 

degree, that we can make the best out of them. Regardless of the evolutions of computers 

and networks the deeper strata of what it means to be human, the thing that the universe 

is made of, the facts and mysteries of birth, suffering, illness and death, will remain 

unchanged. Perhaps a greater danger than that posed by Empire itself lies in the 

temptation of deluding ourselves into thinking that technology can be used to escape the 

suffering that makes us human.  

 

 

������"���������  

 

This project is located at the intersection of new media theory and Buddhist sociology. It 

is concerned with detecting the themes that motivate generosity in Buddhist communities 

as a means to articulating initiatives for decommodification in network production. I 

started thinking about the potential to connect these two seemingly dissonant fields while 

travelling through Laos, and witnessing for the first time the alms giving ritual that takes 

place every morning in most of the Buddhist world. Soon after dawn, the monks roam the 

streets carrying their bowls and lay people offer them their daily meal, mostly sticky rice, 

which is rolled into small balls for distribution and is deposited into each monk’s bowl. 
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Until then my contact with Buddhist culture had been minimal and while I was not able at 

the time to fully understand this ceremony, it was clear to me that substantial meaning 

had to infuse with life this daily commitment of thousands. At the same time, I was 

interested in the question of voluntary collaboration within computer-mediated societies. 

Specifically in the idea that while the technology necessary to implement more 

autonomous spaces has been around for a long time (the Internet), it is the social 

technology which is need of more sophisticated and both subtle and daring approaches.  

 

�������#��$������
  

 

I started looking at manifestations of Buddhist culture through that prism and realised 

that, almost invariably, an opportunity for collaboration was part of every instance of 

Buddhism in a social space. Buddha images covered with myriads of golden leafs, 

soundscapes collectively created by temple visitors as they dropped coins in copper 

bowls, meal sharing temple gatherings, unsupervised donation boxes in remote and 

unusual places, monumental statues slowly built through gift aggregation, even tons 

(literally) of gold lying in the vaults of the central bank of Thailand given by the lay 

community to a prominent monk in order to secure financial autonomy for the nation (see 

Appendix 2). While travelling through different countries in SE Asia the question started 

taking shape in my mind: what are the common themes in all these practices? What is the 

underlying operation, the shared seed that, while evolving into a mesmerising diversity of 

shapes and practices still manages to reproduce an unchanging ethos of collaboration? 

 

Intuitively, I chose to never see myself as a researcher, but more as an intellectually 

curious traveler. This allowed me to roam with greater freedom and hence find myself 

(and my thinking) in less predictable situations, situations of true discovery. For instance, 

I decided that travelling to Sri Lanka was justified on the basis of being the oldest 

continually Buddhist country, without any clear plan as to what activities I would 

undertake there. An extraordinary series of events that originated with my visit to a 

secluded meditation center in the Sri Lankan mountains led me to join a four-day long 

pilgrimage through historical and religious sites organised and attended by local monks 
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and communities. My experiences during those days led me to an enhanced formulation 

of my questions, and it was also the occasion where I found the case I will analyse in this 

thesis.  

 

Moving through unknown territory with no agenda other than an increasingly informed 

curiosity allows for untarnished human bonding and allows reality to breathe in the 

unexpected. That fuzzy zone between intellectual curiosity and formal research, I think, 

is what can be methodologically called exploration; the zone where the most interesting 

findings lie, especially when researching another culture. Essentially, that is the core of 

my openly messy methodology. Because it is unequivocally tied to my personal 

experiences, my research process is not reproducible and decidedly unscientific and yet (I 

hope) the conclusions can be verified by observing similar phenomena. It is a process 

where what is in process is actually myself. As I go from a set of largely intuitive 

curiosities to questions that are more precise and to finally proposing notions, my initial 

speculations undergo heavy transformations and hence my attention shifts depth and 

object of focus. The reality of this process, however, is not linear but chaotic, fragmented 

and rhizomatic. John Law calls for mess as the sensible way to grasp reality: 

 

“In practice research needs to be messy and heterogeneous. It needs to be messy 

and heterogeneous, because that is the way it, research, actually is. And also, and 

more importantly, it needs to be messy because that is the way the largest part of 

the world is. Messy, unknowable in a regular and routinised way.” (Law, 2003 

p.3)  

 

The question looming in the background in terms of methodology is whether 

methodology, a term heavily loaded with the sediments of Western scientific ideology, 

can be at all the guiding term to attain understanding of Buddhist practices. Whether, if I 

may, the mentality of Western enlightenment was useful at all to understand Eastern 

enlightenment. The question is whether the scientific attitude, even that of the social 

sciences, can in itself be a barrier rather than a tool to grasp the real meaning of the 

practices being studied. Attachment to methods, I suspected, would lead to trying to force 



 

18 

reality into a predefined model, making impossible to listen to the real meaning being 

whispered. 

 

In practical terms what this meant was that theoretical frameworks were shifted and 

overlapped along the way. What started as an exercise in semiotic analysis of traditional 

Buddhist rituals became more an exercise closer to Participant Observation (Jorgensen 

1989) as I was invited to join a community. One of the practices (or, rather, a project) that 

I came into contact as an invited participant stood out for being especially illuminating to 

understand the relationship between Buddhist philosophy and decommodification in the 

present world. This finding resulted in a new shift, as it was clear that the most useful 

framework to understand the dynamics of this particular project was Actor-Network 

Theory (ANT). Therefore, it should be understood as research conducted through an 

organically evolving methodology that adapted to the nature of the knowledge pursued as 

it redefined itself along the way. 

 

The case I will study is a project started by Theravada Buddhist monks in Sri Lanka 

called Life for the Cow and a Hand for the Family. The project consists in saving cows 

from the slaughterhouse by raising funds from the community to buy cows that were 

destined to die, and then giving the cow to a poor family that could use it for farming and 

milk; significantly, as a result of the process the cow is seen as a new member of the 

family. Although not central to the argument, it is interesting to note the fact that the 

organising monks have set up a Facebook group to communicate and help organise their 

cow-saving events (See Appendix 3). This case provided a good example of 

decommodification (of the cow) through collective action driven by Buddhist principles, 

and perhaps more importantly, it is a case that is detached from traditional religious 

practices allowing for fully non-mechanic participation. It emerges within the mess of the 

contemporary world in an environment where the past and the present blend, in a country 

invaded and exploited by the West, shaken by civil war, and where diverse religions clash 

and coexist. A country that is further informed by a technological layer of mobile phones, 

internet access and international television. Ours is a case where a certain kind of 

knowledge, which we will try to describe, steps to the front in its own terms, in the 
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middle of a contrarian ‘reality’, to act upon the world.  

 

The analysis of this case will attempt to translate those terms into terms that allow us to 

articulate an alternative economic theory for the emerging contemporary network society. 

This exercise of translation needs, as I have explained, a kind of gaze that is both 

unscientific and attached to reality. It is a kind of gaze prepared to register the meaningful 

agencies of all involved entities in their radical diversity. The universe of agents acquires 

what I call 'radical diversity' when including non-human actors like animals, fruit, 

contracts, sound itself, electronic devices and (most interestingly) mental objects. These 

are all integral part of the social object of study, which is to say that they are no less a 

part of 'the social' than humans are. The term assemblage is therefore used as understood 

by ANT: a network of human and non-human actors (or actants) where all actors exercise 

agency in the production and reproduction of a certain process (Latour, 2005).  

 

For this analysis I will use two sources of information: a brief description of the project 

(see Appendix 1) resulting from an informal online conversation with Johan Knol, a 

young Dutch sociologist I met in Sri Lanka that is more closely involved with the 

community, and some aspects of my own informal conversations with Bhante Passadika, 

the second organiser of the project. I strongly encourage the reader to examine Appendix 

1, the description by Johan Knol, before continuing to the next section in order to get an 

overall understanding of the project, and thus better engage with the analysis. 
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During the analysis I will present selected fragments of Johan Knol's account3, presented 

complete in the Appendix 1, with the subsequent discussion. �

�
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Knol starts by describing how a cow-saving event gets underway after the main 
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participants have been determined. This means the specific cow to be saved and the 

family that will receive it. 

 

Bhante [Seelagawesi, the monk] knows one lay person, who voluntarily always is 

looking for cows to be rescued, either to prevent them from being sold to 

slaughter house, or to buy from slaughter house. First option is better, because 

you prevent seller from an unwholesome deed. 

 

So, when this person informs Bhante there is cow to be sold to a slaughter house, 

Bhante doesn't use much logics and conditions to select a new home. 

It just appears in his mind, like many things. Just spontaneously. 

 

It can be said that Bhante partially operates in a higher/abstract plane, in two senses. 

First, as upholder of an abstract model (saving cows then giving them) that awaits being 

particularised. Specific cows, families and devotees need to come together to achieve the 

objective.  

 

Second and more importantly as the nexus of associations, as previously unrelated cow 

and family meet due to his activity. The monk’s mobility and connectivity make him 

determinant for many operations in the local society that depend on the coming together 

of diverse actors and their complementary affordances. So, at the center of the 

assemblage in this case is the organising monk who detects in the field the different 

actors hungry to be connected.   

 

As the lay volunteer points to a specific endangered cow, and the cow enters Bhante's 

field of consciousness, she moves from the private to a more public sphere -now she (her 

life) is the matter of concern of Bhante and his extended network. At this point the cow is 

given a name, and the organisers start communicating the plan to save her by diverse 

means, one of which is the creation of a Facebook event. This is significant in the context 

of this thesis because it matches the operating mechanics of other online environments 

                                                                                                                                                                             
3 Personal communication, March 2011 
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that rely on collective action, whether for social action of crowdfunding, like Anonymous 

or Kickstarter. The principle in all cases is to make visible a deed for a swarm of like-

minded agents to voluntarily engage in the actions driving towards its completion. It must 

be said, however, that in this case the online component represented by Facebook has 

only complementary agency because the important network is that of the monk himself as 

he moves in the everyday life upon local communities. 

 

More importantly, the quoted passage also signals towards the supra-material economies 

that inform the operation. Why is it that the 'First option is better, because you prevent 

seller from an unwholesome deed' if apparently the objective (the cow being saved) 

would be achieved just the same? This normative observation indicates that here we are 

operating more upon what Bataille calls general economy (Bataille, 1991). By this I mean 

that the impact of the operation (and of any operation in this community) is assessed in 

broad terms, i.e. considering that there is no such a thing as an externality. As we will 

see, however, these terms are broad enough to exceed even Bataille's energy-centric 

general economy.  

 

The explicit concern about 'an unwholesome deed' suggests the importance of an overall 

ethical economy, even beyond the immediately perceivable limits of the operation. 

Although it is not restricted to this sense, the word used in the assemblage for an ‘overall 

ethical economy’ is karma. It is important here to make precisions about this central term. 

Scholar Ken Jones defines karma as 'willed mental activity (which may or may not be 

behaviorally expressed) that leaves a trace, or 'karmic residue' in the personality' (Jones 

2003, p. 25). These noetic residues of a person's actions determine their future in the 

sense that 'habitual patterns of behaviour become deeply ingrained, shaping a distinctive 

personality' (ibid.). He uses a familiar saying for clarification: 'Sow a thought and you 

reap a habit; sow a habit and you reap a personality; sow a personality and you reap a 

destiny' (ibid. p. 24). In this sense, karma as mental action, or mental quality, and destiny 

form one single concept of unparalleled concern in our assemblage. Because attention 

towards the improvement of karma shapes its actions and relations, we will call it a 

karmic assemblage. 
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The fundamental objective of the karmic assemblage is the improvement of karma. 

Karma can be said (in this context) to act as an economic index at the nexus of the mind 

and the cosmos, and thus this realm between the timeless and the immaterial is ultimately 

the relevant dimension where the actions are taking place. In contrast to Bataille's general 

economy which is limited to analysis of the materialist realm of the energy infused upon 

the planet by the sun, karma encompasses the immaterial economies of the mind realm 

which are considered to have at least as much reality and agency as the material realm. 

Giving the cow's life exchange value (i.e. commodificating life) would leave a negative 

imprint on the mind of the doer, and thus in the overall karma of the community. 

Preventing such an unwholesome deed, even if it someone else's deed, is therefore 

assessed as a profitable pursuit in a karmic understanding of economy.  
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After a link between the cow and the monk has been established it needs to enter into the 

field of perception of his extended network. 

 

Anyone who comes across Bhante, whether you are a long-term devotee of him 

(like many Sri Lankans) or a visitor (like you) will hear about that occasion of a 

cow to be rescued. 

Bhante determines his mind to find some money, and the money will come. 

He never asks someone straightly, but he tells people (who want to make merit, 

who want to do something good) about events to be organized. 

 

The certainty conveyed in the phrase ‘and the money will come’, rather than expressing a 

new age-ish, The Secret-like, belief in magical forces is indicative of the nature of the 

bonds that inform the community. Certainty comes from having previously established 

the value of merit, which is why it is reasonable to expect the collaboration of people 

who ‘want to make merit’. In this sense it is accurate to say that one of the characteristics 

of a Buddhist community, is a want of merit consistent with the idea of a general/karmic 
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economy (understood as energy + mind) explained above. Improvement of karma (to 

produce the 'good' karmic residues in the mind that improve one’s' destiny) comes from 

meritorious actions. Through my engagement with the community, I found out that it is 

by subscribing to the general agreement of the pursuit of merit that one becomes an 

insider. 
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As action is mobilised, the enterprise needs to address specific ‘public’ existing structures 

in which it is embedded and which tend to resist the operation. 

 

Then a lot of paperworks need to be organized. A cow can't be transported 

illegaly through Sri Lanka, since it's illegal to consume cow meat. However, many 

people eat cow. 

 

So to avoid problems with the police, a devotee who wants to participate in this 

cow project, (in order to make merit, and in order to have a joyful time), will 

arrange all the papers. He also will make a contract for the new owner of the 

cow. 

 

Paperwork formalities are dealt with pragmatically, as a requirement needed to appease 

an external actor, the government. The assemblage thus finds upon its diverse resources 

the skilled labour required to transition towards its autonomy, a devotee that donates his 

skills as one of the ways to make merit. 

 

����(���#������	��������)������  

 

The assemblage, which has been operating dispersed in space although connected by 

flows of merit, finally comes together for the culminating act. The signature of the 

contract acquires new symbolic weight as it is assimilated to represent the consolidation 

of the new relationship. 
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Then many people join the "hand over" of the cow. The cow is afraid in the 

beginning, but after feeding, she becomes relaxed, and she starts to trust the new 

owner. The new owner signs the contract, and is very happy. It will be one of his 

major objects for his income. 

 

The focus, initially, is in the two actors that had been disconnected until then, cow and 

new owner. The source of their happiness is evident and makes sense in a ’Western’ way; 

one has avoided death while the other has acquired a new means of production.  

However, it is the whole assemblage that has profited. Indeed, if we realise that the word 

'wealth' refers to 'weal' as in happiness and wellbeing, this is one wealthy community. 

When the mental realm is factored into the economy of the community happiness literally 

means wealth instead of the other way around: 

 

Then, every participant experiences a lot of joy, so did we last time. We fed the 

(only one year old) cow with bananas and saw her changing from afraid to calm. 

We were happy, because everyone in this program was happy. Happy for the cow, 

happy for the new owner, happy for the people who participate. 

Participants even give some money to the new owner. 

 

The feeling of warmth and the extreme cuteness of the scene are undeniable, but beyond 

that (and because of that) we seek to understand its logic. The whole project is structured 

around an economy of the mind. Participants, as it is explicitly mentioned several times, 

seek to ‘make merit’ which is seen as something tangible, a sort of mental object that has 

value. What this means is that mental wellbeing is considered and acted upon as a more 

real category of wealth, and it is prioritised over material wealth. Upon seeing the cow 

and the family improve their destiny thanks to its agency, the mind of the participant 

experiences a sense of meaningfulness so tangible that it feels inclined to give even more. 

That tangible feeling is the experience of Buddhist merit; as a monk explained to me, 

'rescuing a life is beneficial for anyone'. However, the 'profit' of the cow itself does not go 

unacknowledged; 'changing from afraid to calm' is a great improvement in mental 
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wellbeing, and it heightens the merit of the operation. Because a life has been saved, the 

endangered cow represents a more intense opportunity to accrue the benefits of merit. 

The final burst of collective happiness is the result of the properties of the merit 

economy: to make merit one must engage in actions that are beneficial to one’s mind, and 

a large number of those self beneficial actions are actions that are beneficial to others. In 

a merit economy self interest and altruism overlap. Thus, collective happiness, rather than 

material growth, is the expected outcome of activity in merit economies. 

 

We can conclude this section by enouncing the two basic findings. First that the analysis 

shows the existence of a merit economy that structures our assemblage. Second, that such 

an assemblage is embedded upon a larger, karma-encompassing, general economy which 

is characterised by the inclusion of the mental realm. Thus, we call this kind of supra-

materialist arrangement a karmic assemblage. The goal of this thesis project is to provide 

a set of themes that can be developed further within projects that seek to implement 

alternatives for the network society. For this we will now examine the relevant 

characteristics of merit economies and karmic assemblages. 
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As I learned more about practical Buddhism, either through texts or observation, the 

importance of merit became clear. It is a recurrent term in Buddhist discourse, whether 

written, oral or practical, but one tends to overlook its significance and real meaning 

because of two problematic trends in the way outsiders like me construct discourses 

about Buddhism.  

 

First, discourses of otherising: the projection of preconstructed narratives on the other; 

narratives that circumscribe the other to a romantic and orientalised realm of fantasy. A 

supernatural identity that effectively, politically, decretes that the other cannot really 

exist. 
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Second, discourses of saming, the lazy extrapolation that suddenly decides that the other 

is like me. Saming is a subtle cooptation tactic: to validate the other by conceding 

participation in my categories actually reinforces the structures of domination. Saming, I 

think, comes from an instinctive mechanism that seeks to perpetuate the current balance 

of power. Buddhism is sometimes praised insomuch as 'it is like Christianity, it also 

advocates love and compassion', or because 'it is like science, it is also methodical and 

needs no god'. These insidious 'compliments' effectively discard the meaningful otherness 

of the other, the possibility of really learning something new, of meaningful, 

equipotential exchanges.  

 

Only if we manage to drop labels structured to undermine the very possibility of 

dialogue, the other may emerge as a legitimate source of knowledge. 

 

To move without falling into these pitfalls requires permanent self-examination, a sort of 

analytical hygiene. Is it not contradictory to propose an exploration of Buddhist ontology 

as the means to find a radical alternative, and at the same time warn against otherising? 

No, as long as I recognise difference in a way that does not place the other in a 

comfortable place among my pre-existing fantasies. Without the recognition of difference 

no analysis, and no learning, can take place. The danger lies in the assumption of 

categories of difference that reproduce power structures, actually negating the other 

entrance into the realm of the real. Those categories subtly surface in words like 'beliefs', 

'archaic', 'primitive', 'magic' and so forth. As these labels are dropped, a rich source of 

new methods and new strategies comes to light.  

 

To put it in academic terms, the speaker's urge to equate Buddhism with science is the 

result of the underlying prevalence of what Bonaventura de Sousa Santos calls 'Sociology 

of Absences' in Western culture: 

 

I distinguish five logics or modes of production of non-existence. The first derives 

from the monoculture of knowledge. It turns modern science and high culture into 
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the sole criteria of truth and aesthetic quality, respectively. All that is not 

recognised or legitimated by the canon is declared non-existent. 

 

Because this monoculture runs so deep, it comes as an instinct to trample, to obliterate 

into non-existence, the other (in this case Buddhism) through the insidious 'compliment' 

of equating it with science. This is the pitfall of 'saming'. The urge to resist it is of course 

counter intuitive for the outsider, but it is in this self-reflexive resistance that the 

possibility to construct healthy relationships among diverse cultures lies.  

 

It is specially easy to misunderstand the Buddhist concept of merit because it happens to 

use the same signifier (the word 'merit') the Western word uses for something only 

slightly similar at best. Probably the single most important moment of the whole research 

process was the moment in which I realised that I was projecting a complex set of my 

own cultural assumptions about the meaning of the word merit into the entirely different 

thing that is Buddhist merit. Not only did it represent insight into the community but also 

the discovery of a system with the potential to be translated into network communities 

and P2P projects, opening a whole new field for reflection on the translation of merit 

relational structures in a way that does not require them to be defined as 'Buddhist'. 

 

The main breakthrough for me was to realise that in Buddhist culture merit exists as a 

thing that can be said to have substance, to the point that it can be produced, quantified 

(and controversially, in some traditions, even transferred (Spiro 1982, p. 124-128)), and 

to realise that it is a thing that can be systematically produced by anyone. Hence the 

ubiquitous expression ‘to make merit’: it refers to the process of crafting a thing (merit) 

that previously wasn’t there. The sense of the existence of merit as a substantial and 

quantifiable thing, is so manifest that in some Buddhist communities people actually keep 

‘merit account books’ (Jones 2003, p. 24). In the context of this thesis, the notion of the 

production of merit is a central finding. It is the key to articulating altruistic collaboration 

flows and overcoming materialistic ideology, as well as materialistic constraints, in the 

construction of an alternative economy. The systematic nature of merit-making in 

Buddhist groups guarantees cohesion, sustainability, goal accomplishment, autopoiesis 
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and autonomy, objectives that are also those sought by the P2P movement. Therefore the 

analysis will try to understand this system and then propose relevant ICT mediated 

avenues for its application. 

 

The analysis of merit results in extremely useful insight. First we must understand, in the 

most elemental way, how merit is produced. That will lead us to a larger and better 

informed discussion of materialism. The following graph, which I have titled merit 

productivity principle, articulates how the practice of giving (dana) is in itself productive. 

 

Fig 1: Merit Productivity Principle 
Note: When we say 'profit is accrued in the mind realm of A', it does not mean that A thinks that 

he has received some sort of imaginary profit; it means that the meritorious action has beneficial 

effects on the mind, thus improving the quality of his experience in the world.  

 

Merit is the result of personal volition, constituting personal agency as the building block 

of profitable generosity. As we will more carefully elaborate later, by deciding to give a 
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superior profit is achieved: the quenching of want. This effectively inverts the principle 

of Marxist theory that places agency in the commodity as ‘a thing that by its properties 

satisfies human wants’ (Marx, Capital Volume 1). The merit productivity principle shows 

that when the mind realm is brought into the set of the real, giving is actually a more 

profitable activity than material accumulation. However, the graph is an 

oversimplification of a quite complex operation where many factors play their own 

unique roles; for example, the correct mental disposition is essential; giving with an 

improper mental disposition renders the whole act useless. The relevant point, for now, is 

to understand the basic mechanics of merit-making and how it results in the inversion of 

the Western principle of productivity.  

 

Further, the want of merit short-circuits the Marxist definition of the commodity cited 

earlier: ‘A commodity is, in the first  place, an object outside us, a thing that by its 

properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another’. On first analysis it might seem 

that merit fulfils the definition, and the want of merit is analogous to the want of any 

other commodity. In our case study merit is, apparently, exchanged for money or labour. 

Some scholars have in fact argued that ‘merit was the most powerful material religio-

economic commodity they [Chinese Buddhist monasteries] produced and disseminated’ 

(Walsh 2009, p.14), but we argue through this analysis that this view lacks insight into 

the nature of the phenomenon. Namely, to describe merit as a commodity is to fall into 

the trap of saming: to use a category created for a materialist ontology to understand 

phenomena where noetic wealth is central. The 'merit as a commodity' theory starts to 

become less clear once we ask: where, exactly, is merit? Is it ‘outside us’ as Marx 

defines? The answer is that merit is alien to those categories, it is neither outside nor 

inside us because it is neither thing nor thought but rather a property, a quality, a 

condition of volition. Thus it is said to belong to the immaterial realm, a realm which is 

nevertheless real, and in which it has substance, agency. Although merit can be accrued 

by means of labour or donation, it is conditioned by the qualities of the consciousness 

that originated the action, so while it is not 'inside' it is made inside: 'Since it is 

impossible to assign any special location to mind, it is utterly impossible to perceive 

objects outside mind and even inside mind. Outside and inside owe their existence to the 
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symbolic activity of mind' (Guenther 1974, p. 239). Hence, there are defined paths both 

material and immaterial to make merit: 'Pali sources mention three known as ‘grounds of 

meritorious action’ which produce merit: these are dana (generosity), sila (good 

conduct), and bhavana (concentration)' (Keown 2003, p. 224). For instance, 'The Buddha 

once explained that it is a meritorious act even to throw away the water after washing 

one’s plate with the generous thought: ‘May the particles of food in the washing water be 

food to the creatures on the ground’' (de Silva, 1990, p. 34). This takes us to a central 

defiance to Marxist theory: because it is produced exclusively through autonomous 

volition, it is only the individual who makes merit. The fascinating implication is that in a 

merit economy, to play in Marx’s terms, the means of production can never be alienated. 

Whoever truly wants merit can make merit. The nature of this sui generis anti-commodity 

is that, paradoxically, it is neither abundant (in the sense that it has to be made) non 

scarce (in the sense that anyone can make it), and at the same time it is non rival (in the 

sense that it cannot be depleted). 

 

The diagram aims to show how the connection between material and immaterial (or 

mind) realms are articulated in a merit economy. It shows how, in the act of giving, 

exchanges occur not among individuals but they are rather a deal between the individual 

mind and the universe. In the transaction of good-willed giving the universe reacts, rather 

Newtonianly, by giving merit back. If there is any sense of 'obligation' to give, this stems 

not from a social or even a magical contract but from an observation of the mind and its 

relationship with cosmic becoming. In this sense, one cannot speak of an obligation. All 

merit-producing giving must stem from a personal observation of the effects of giving on 

the mind, an observation that leads to an intimate understanding of what we have called 

here the 'merit productivity principle'. The collective understanding of this principle 

allows Buddhist communities to mine the cosmos for merit, so to speak, focusing on 

merit production as a systematic activity integral to everyday life. The sense of happiness 

and reassuring kindness characteristic of Buddhist people, far from being unreachably 

idiosyncratic, is the result of the systematic practice of trade and mining of merit within 

the cosmos. Once the idea of an economy that operates in multiple interconnected 

dimensions settles, the Western eye might readjust to see that the Buddhist community is 
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actually a fervently industrious one.  

 

The next step is to consider how the karmic assemblage as an agreement to make merit 

leads to decommodification. It is through voluntary collective action that a commodity is 

rescued from the materialist system and brought back into the karmic general economy as 

a commons, as a shared achievement consisting in an improvement of general karma. I 

would venture in this analysis the idea that decommodification occurs when a community 

gains awareness that something is not a commodity (like the cow’s life, the environment, 

time, music, hospitality, respect, intellect, colours, and so forth), but recommonification 

occurs only after resources are mobilised through voluntary collective action. An 

analytical operation is always needed in the stage of decommodification: reified 

commons are basically a mental trick that needs to be undone, and thus a radical 

difference in the perception of phenomena is required for the undoing. For instance, an 

important motivation for the monks' interest in saving cows is that the doctrine of rebirth 

makes animals and humans lives equivalent, which causes a dramatic difference in the 

perception of the cow between them and the butcher: trying to talk him into setting the 

cow free for free boiled down to a difference of perception: 'this is like your son, and he 

said no this is my business' was the crux of the debate as narrated by a monk. What the 

commodificator sees as a series of discrete tradeable objects (meat), the 

decommodificator sees as long term relationships (son). While one might decide to stop 

participating in the trade of a certain commodity that does not mean that it is yet a 

commons, so the decision is hard to practice. In this sense not all commodities, all trade, 

need to be abolished, but those that imply growth only in the limited material economy 

while resulting in a negative balance in the karmic interpretation of the human economy. 

Needless to say, a move akin to, for example, the recommonification of time would 

(will?) shatter most of the current structures of finance, work and power, the Empire that 

rules the material world.  
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The meaning of karma is not the same for all Buddhists. With the evolution of different 

schools and traditions that resulted from the interpretation and practice of the Buddha's 

teachings (i. e. Buddhism) over time and space, diverse versions of 'karma' took shape. 

The term is complex and subtle. Depending on the socio-cultural context it can mean 

mind, will, destiny, justice, potentiality, luck or perhaps sometimes all of them at once 

(Brazier 2002, p. 24). Given that Buddhism is not structured around a central authority, 

definitions of Buddhist concepts tend to be context sensitive; it is impossible to produce 

an accurate definition of (for example) karma, that is universally agreed upon to the last 

detail. The analysis in this thesis, based on a case that belongs to the Theravada Buddhist 

tradition, is limited to the views held by this school. In one of my conversations with 

Bhante Passadika, one of the organising Theravada monks in Sri Lanka, I asked him 

about the difference between karma and merit, and he answered with a metaphor (I 

paraphrase): 'Our final goal is to attain enlightenment, absolute understanding. To reach 

the end of that long journey we need a strong and healthy mind, which is karma. Karma 

is the legs to make the journey, and merit is the food'. The same image of merit as food 

(although not karma as 'legs') can be found in other texts by scholars on the Theravada 

tradition (Griffiths 2004, Spiro 1982), so the metaphor seems to capture orthodoxy. With 

this metaphor the basic mechanism, the basic dynamo, that sets in motion the karmic 

assemblage studied in this thesis can be understood. The following diagram (Fig. 2) 

summarises the cycle created by this chain of causation that shapes the Theravadin 

karmic assemblage. 
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Fig. 1 Karmic Dynamo 

 

In the West, 'merit' is actually a kind of mysticised concept akin to metaphysical 'value' 

yet without any conceptual agreement as the nature of that value or how one attains that 

value. Through sacrifice and hard work? through originality? courage? No one really 

knows. Sometimes people receive 'merit pay' bonuses, and some education systems 

allocate rewards through 'meritocracy'. The phenomena of Western ‘merit’ is quite 

interesting on its own, but cannot be analysed here. As a methodological tool the analysis 

of 'merit', regardless of the context, provides powerful insight into the ideological/ethical 

nature of a society. What does this group value, what methods does it favour, and at what 

level does it operate? As we will see, in Buddhist communities the idea of merit exceeds 

a simple function of categorising value to become an actant with agency upon the mind, a 

sort of mind medicine as well as an ethical category. 
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Lily de Silva's essay Giving in the Pali Canon4 (de Silva, 1990) is helpful for an 

introductory understanding of the Buddhist systematic conception of merit. First, de Silva 

highlights how giving 'is of prime importance in the Buddhist scheme of mental 

purification because it is the best weapon against greed (lobha)' (p.19). Therefore, giving 

is in our own interest as it has a beneficial effect of in the mind. One could say that, in the 

Buddhist system, the act of giving has an agency in the mental realm of the giver that 

consists in causing its mind to drop the tendency towards greed. 'Greed is wrapt up with 

egoism and selfishness, since we hold our personalities and our possessions as "I" and 

"mine". Giving helps make egoism thaw' (ibid.). De Silva enumerates several lesser (or 

invalid) motivations for giving: as a way of offending the recipient, for fear, in return of a 

past favour, in hope of a future favour, because it is considered good, to gain good 

reputation, to be fair, for favouritism, ill will, delusion, for tradition, or for the desire of a 

heavenly rebirth; 'The only valid motive for giving should be the motive of adorning the 

mind, to rid the mind of the ugliness of greed and selfishness' (ibid. p. 29). Giving to the 

virtuous reaps higher benefits than giving to the wicked. 'The results of generosity are 

measured more by the quality of the “field of merit” represented by the recipient than by 

the quantity and value of the gift given' (ibid p.26). Thus, one of the complementary 

taxonomies of merit focuses on considerations regarding the quality of the recipient, a 

taxonomy that ends up putting one's own mind as a higher recipient that the Buddha 

himself:  

 

"It is more meritorious to feed one once-returner than a hundred stream-enterers. 

Next in order come non-returners, Arahants5, Paccekabuddhas and 

Sammasambuddhas. Feeding the Buddha and the Sangha6 is more meritorious 

than feeding the Buddha alone. It is even more meritorious to construct a 

monastery for the general use of the Sangha of the four quarters of all times. 

Taking refuge in the Buddha, Dhamma7 and Sangha is better still. Abiding by the 

                                                           
4 The Buddhist canon 
5 Those who have attained the ultimate goal of enlightenment 
6 The community of monks 
7 The Buddha’s teachings 
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Five Precepts is even more valuable. But better still is the cultivation of loving-

kindness, and best of all, the insight into impermanence, which leads to 

Nibbana8" (ibid. p. 27). 

 

Through this taxonomy we are introduced to an important structural concept in the 

karmic assemblage, the field of merit, defined as 'an individual or group that is a 

particularly worthy recipient of a gift' (Keown 2003, p.225). More merit can be accrued 

by directing generosity towards more worthy goals; it is compared to planting a seed in 

more fertile lands, fields of merit. For example, feeding a cow is meritorious as every 

living being can be conceptualised as a field of merit in itself. However, when the cow's 

life is in danger her field of merit intensifies making it one that will yield much greater 

benefits. All the monks need to do among a community that has agreed to pursue merit 

making is to make that intensified field of merit more visible and, surely enough 'the 

money will come'. As people give and make more merit their own field of merit 

intensifies as well consolidating a recursive flow where generosity and selflessness result 

in total enhanced wellbeing: in the mind, the body and society. Interestingly, Bhante 

Passadika explained to me that 'even if you don’t have money to contribute you can still 

earn a small amount of merit by posting positive comments in the Facebook group’s 

page'. The concept of the field of merit in this case was effortlessly translated into an 

existing ICT mediated realm. 
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Our understanding of merit can now be brought into the anthropological debate about the 

gift in order to locate the concept of the karmic assemblage in relation to the field. We 

seek to articulate structures that can house alternative systems of production, and these 

structures include alternative currencies, or flows, that go beyond the logic of Marxist 

exchange value. In his book Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value, American 

scholar David Graeber proposes a critique of classic economic theory regarding the origin 

                                                           
8 Ultimate enlightenment 
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of money: 

 

“In the beginning, goes the official version, there was barter. People were forced 

to get what they wanted by directly trading one thing for another. Since this was 

inconvenient, they eventually invented money as a universal medium of exchange. 

The invention of further technologies of exchange (credit, banking, stock 

exchanges) was simply a logical extension. 

 

The problem was, as Mauss was quick to note, there is no reason to believe a 

society based on barter has ever existed. Instead, what anthropologists were 

discovering were societies where economic life was based on utterly different 

principles, and most objects moved back and forth as gifts – and almost 

everything we would call "economic" behavior was based on a pretense of pure 

generosity and a refusal to calculate exactly who had given what to whom.” 

(Graeber, 2011) 

 

While Mauss’ work is important to articulate a critique of the assumption that ‘exchange 

value’ is an essential, universal structure of human societies, one of the most relevant 

notions that emerges from this thesis is that the karmic assemblage defies some aspects of 

the Maussian theory of gifts. Mauss suggests that gifts in 'archaic' societies are only 

apparently free, because upon further analysis it is obligation that originates the gift; 

obligation to give, to receive and to reciprocate. This obligation, Mauss argues in a 

passage worth quoting complete, stems from an identification between persons and 

objects: 

 

“We can see the  nature of the bond created by the transfer of a possession. We 

shall return shortly to this point and show how our facts contribute to a  general 

theory of obligation. But for the moment  it  is clear that in Maori custom this 

bond created by things is in fact a bond between persons, since the thing itself is a 

person or pertains to a person. Hence it follows that to give something is to give a 

part of oneself. Secondly, we are led to a better understanding of gift exchange 
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and  total prestation,  including the  potlatch. It  follows clearly from what we 

have seen that in this system of ideas one gives away what is in reality a part of 

one’s nature and substance, while to receive something is to receive a part of 

someone’s spiritual essence. To keep this thing is dangerous, not only because it 

is illicit to do so, but also because it comes morally, physically and spiritually 

from a person. Whatever it is, food, possessions, women,  children or ritual, it 

retains a magical and religious hold over the recipient. The thing given is not  

inert. It is alive and often personified, and strives to bring to its original clan and 

homeland some equivalent to take its place.” (Mauss 1966, p. 10) 

 

It is clear that the system described here is radically different not only from the Western 

material system, but also from the Buddhist system we have analysed so far.  In fact, the 

name ‘karmic assemblage’ defines the social arrangement where the gift is actually the 

manifestation of a decision of the giver to be detached (nirvana is the liberation from all 

attachments) from the gift. This operation of detachment is meritorious, produces merit, 

and leaves behind a mental benefit, karma, which nevertheless does not belong to 

metaphysical aspects of the thing given. In this sense, we could argue that Mauss (and 

subsequent anthropologists) studied was, in fact, gift economies focused on the object. In 

contrast, what we are concerned with in this thesis is a merit economy focused on the 

mind. 

 

In his book Given Time I. Counterfeit Money Derrida has argued that the gift is 

impossible because it can not remain 'given', it always finds a way, it imposes the need, to 

be circulated or reciprocated, whether in the form of other gifts, obligations or gratitude. 

The assumption that the giver's benefit invalidates the gift is powerful in Derrida's 

deconstructive analysis: 

 

“If there is gift, the given of the gift (that which one gives, that which is given, the 

gift as given thing or as act of donation) must not come back to the giving (let us 

not already say to the subject, to the donor). It must not circulate, it must not be 

exchanged, it must not in any case be exhausted, as a gift, by the process of 
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exchange, by the movement of circulation of the circle in the form of return to the 

point of departure. (...) It is perhaps in this sense that the gift is the impossible” 

(Derrida 1991, p. 7) 

 

However, this assumption operates under the exact opposite logic as the Buddhist gift. 

Merit is expected, with the caveat that merit is beneficial because it provides relief from 

greed. In this sense the gift is not only possible but necessary and its returns consist in 

sowing detachment in the mind: 'Dana is the very practical act of giving, caga is the 

generous attitude ingrained in the mind by the repeated practice of dana' (de Silva 1990,  

p. 37).  

 

In response to Derrida, Graeber argues that the ethical imperative that decrees the need 

for the uselessness of the gift is a Western invention:  

 

“True charity, in Christian doctrine, could not be based on any desire to establish 

superiority, or gain anyone’s favor, or indeed, from any egoistic motive whatever. 

To the degree that the giver could be said to have gotten anything out of the deal, 

it wasn’t a real gift. But this in turn led to endless problems, since it was very 

difficult to conceive of a gift that did not benefit the giver in any way. At the very 

least, doing a good deed put one in better standing in the eyes of God and thus 

aided one’s chance of eternal salvation” (Graeber 2001, p. 160-161).  

 

In light of the Christian echoes in Derrida's assumptions he builds his assessment of the 

argument of the impossibility of the gift: “I suppose this is what one would have to 

conclude, if one believed that there is something that can be called ‘Western discourse,’ 

and that it is incapable of referring to anything other than itself”(ibid.). In a statement that 

is closely aligned with the questions this thesis is concerned with (emphasised), Bourdieu 

makes a similar critique of Derrida's argument: 

 

“the purely speculative and typically scholastic question of whether generosity 

and disinterestedness are possible should give way to the political question of the 
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means that have to be implemented in order to create universes in which, as in 

gift economies, people have an interest in disinterestedness and generosity.” 

(Bourdieu 1997, p. 240). 

 

What the Buddhist concept of merit unlocks is the Maussian burden of the obligation 

within the gift (obligation to give, to receive, to reciprocate), which is what troubles 

Derrida, and perhaps Western thought. Merit is only produced through volition so only 

voluntary giving works, so notions of obligation are anathema to merit-making. 

Therefore in Buddhist merit the bond between the gift and the giver described by the 

Maussian analysis is broken. This rupture is made explicit not only throughout the 

operation, but it is a defining aspect of the whole culture. In Knol’s words (Appendix 1): 

 

“I found the word "reciprocity" as translation of Dutch word "wederkerigheid" 

In my country, if I give 60 to you. You will start to feel some minor guilt, minor 

debt. "I still owe him 60"...my experience in Bhante's programs is there is not any 

condition like "reciprocity" everyone joins for their own happiness and spiritual 

wellbeing, and those of others. In my country we're afraid people will abuse your 

financial position when you start giving; this is not the case in Sri Lanka. People 

who give much, gain much. I think it's an universal law, in which in Netherlands 

we have a lack of faith to... in Sri Lanka those people are not afraid to give 

anything. They use their spare time, car, gasoline, everything to help others” 

 

The Buddhist insight consists in incorporating a broad imperative of detachment, to the 

point of overthrowing notions of reciprocity. David Burke Griffiths quotes a canonical 

Buddhist source that might be the key to solve the riddle that places Derrida and 

christianity on one side and Mauss and Graeber on the other. Using the recurring 

metaphor of merit as food beyond the semiotic level, Buddhist ethic upholds the view 

that doing good is ‘just like feeding yourself, you hope for nothing in return’9(Griffiths 

2004, p. 119). This is the exact opposite of Nicholas Barbon’s theorem of mind nutrition 

that states that ‘desire is the appetite of the mind’, and in which Marx based his definition 

                                                           
9  The primary reference cited by Griffiths, Bodhisattva Vows, was untraceable. 
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of the commodity. In this sense the retribution in Buddhist giving is natural satisfaction. 

When Johnny Cash sings 'I'm richer by far with a satisfied mind' he seems to be beyond 

poetry, just stating the merit productivity principle. The merit economy, rather than the 

gift economy, solves the Western enigma about how does one attain 'a satisfied mind' by 

taking the bull by the horns, describing the principles that operate in reaching true 

satisfaaction and establishing systematic practices that allows anyone to do so beyond 

speculation. While there is limitless room for creative application of these principles, 

there are also predefined practices that follow their logic and shape sociality, everyday 

life, and therefore also the culture. The challenge, simultaneously technical, theoretical 

and political is to harness ICT, building isomorphic systems shaped after merit 

economies, systems that foster the possibility of generosity-centric satisfaction among the 

complexities of our late modernity. 

 

 

(� ���,�����������+��
�������������&��,�������
  

 

The proliferation over centuries of Buddhist texts and their interpretations, as well as the 

number of factors that come into play in merit-making, have led to an immense diversity 

of methods and principles to measure and produce merit. Even within small communities 

multiple interpretations of the merit economy (which in general is agreed upon) coexist 

(Hayashi 2003, p. 139). This sense of obscurity in the system allows for innovation of 

interpretation and partly explains the diversity of the Buddhist world. Actually, due to the 

general positive intentions of merit makers, not many are too concerned about the detail, 

and one perceives more an overall 'it's all good' attitude. I think this is healthy and 

probably should be part of any initiative of 'translation' of a merit system into P2P or 

other kind of ICT mediated environment.  

 

Having said that, I think that understanding of the system as thoroughly and objectively 

as possible (and this includes acknowledging its ambiguities, flexibilities and 

contradictions as important and valid) is necessary to make the idea of ICT mediated 

initiatives fuelled by Buddhist themes into something useful. Experimentally, I have 
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translated the central conditions of giving/merit into a formula. The formula itself does 

not pretend to be a 'finding' as such because it is probably deeply flawed. More important  

though is that it shows an idea: that the Buddhist system, the karmic assemblage and its 

merit economies, might be abstracted and translated, using mathematic and algorithm 

experimentation, into social systems that express the Buddhist structures that foster 

happiness and generosity.  
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The equation for merit production I propose expresses how the merit-generating power of 

a gift is determined by the receiver's merit (i.e. field of merit) and the qualities of the 

givers mind, while having in mind that the gift itself plays a minor role in the final result.  

 

 

 

 

For instance the statement “Even if one gives a small amount with a heart full of faith one 

can gain happiness hereafter. (...) the alms given consisted of a little rice crust, but as it 

was given with great devotion to an eminent Arahant, the reward was rebirth in a 

magnificent celestial mansion” (de Silva,  p. 23) can be said to be expressed with the 

above formula. 

  

It is important to note that the terms in the equation belong to different realms: g, the gift 

is a material quantity (given time or given energy are considered to be material gifts 

insomuch as they escape the immaterial realm of the mind), while m and c belong to the 

immaterial realm of the giver's mind and e to yet another realm: the receiver's mind. This 
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multidimensionality is a key characteristic of merit economies that makes them transcend 

materialism. In the same way as we can deconstruct merit to understand the actants that 

operate inside the concept (g, e, c), they too are compounds themselves organised in 

complex, and recursive, ways.  

 

Buddhist ontology is a complex system that thoroughly explains existence through a 

delicate mesh of entangled taxonomies that encompass the whole universe, time, mind, 

and matter. The landmark exposition of Buddhist ontology by Russian scholar Fyodor 

Stcherbasky can be used to structure and sophisticate complex systems in ICT mediated 

realms with some degree of accuracy. For instance, Stcherbatsky, synthesises the 

entangled taxonomies that describe consciousness in Buddhist ontology (summarised): 

 

 

The Single Elements of Matter, Mind, Forces and Eternity 
 
 A. Matter 
  The Four Universal Elements of Matter 
 
 B. Consciousness 
  Seven Faculties of Consciousness 
 
 C. Forty-six mental elements or faculties intimately combining with the element  
 of Consciousness 
  a. Ten General Mental Faculties present in every moment of   
  Consciousness 
  b. Ten Universally 'Good' Moral Forces, present in every favourable  
  moment of Consciousness 
  c. Six Universally 'Obscured' Elements, present in every favourable  
  moment of Consciousness 
  d. Two Universally 'bad' Elements present in every unfavourable moment  
  of Consciousness 
  e. Ten Vicious Elements of limited occurrence 
  f. Eight Elements not having any definite place in the above system, but  
  capable of entering into various combinations  
 
 D. Forces which can neither be included among Material nor among Spiritual  
 Elements 
  
 E. Immutable Elements 
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 F. Causal Interconnection of Elements 
  
 G. The twelve consecutive stages in the ever-revolving Life-process 
 
(Stcherbatsky 1970, p. 98 - 107) 
 

Our research problem includes the question of how can our findings 'be usefully 

articulated into network society assemblages to establish feasible alternatives'. The 

challenge that the findings suggest as an answer to the question is a method: to translate 

this multidimensional system with countless entangled variables into a contemporary 

world that revolves around ICTs. In practical terms this can mean the creation of 

multidimensional currencies, network protocols, social networks, software, etc., that 

express this entangled ontology accurately. The alternative this thesis proposes is the 

karmic assemblage understood as a rich, complex and flexible model for sustainable 

human-cosmic interaction that fosters the good life for all. 

 

The multidimensional approach towards economy inherent in merit economy is 

consistent with the concept of P2P currency systems, an emerging trend in P2P theory 

that has recently seen the introduction of several experimental projects10. Perhaps the 

most interesting one is MetaCurrency (Metacurrency.org), which defines currency as 'a 

formal system used to shape, enable or measure currents' (Metacurrency.org, 2011) thus 

recuperating the word 'currency' from the financial realm, in favour of the expression of 

more complex realities. The MetaCurrency project consists in sandbox software, 'a kind 

of grammar and syntax, that makes construction of all sorts of currencies possible' (ibid.), 

that allows individuals and communities to create and tweak their own currencies in order 

to operate within diverse, and multidimensional, definitions of wealth: 

 

'the goal of the meta-currency project is to create a new expressive capacity, a 

“flow mechanics” that amplifies our ability to see and shape the flows that 

underlie healthy social systems.' (Harris-Braun, 2009) 

 

At its core the topic of this thesis is generosity, and how it can be more systemically 
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embedded into distributed collaborative initiatives. The underlying notion is that 

generosity and collaboration foster each other. For this reason I think that the P2P 

movement, which sees in ICT the key for a new mode of collaborative production, could 

see a qualitative jump in its advance with the creation of new models that produce 

generosity, just as capitalism produces desire. This research shows that a system can 

produce generosity if it factors in the wellbeing of the mind as (at least) as important as 

material profit, i.e. an expansion of Bataille's concept of general economy that includes 

the mind, or what we call the merit economy of the karmic assemblage. By understanding 

merit economy in this sense, P2P projects can transcend the pursuit of exclusively 

materialistic, and weaker, reputation/trust systems. This approach would result in P2P 

projects that structure themselves around the creation of an interest in generosity at a 

deep level.  

 

In practice this represents an ontological challenge. Translating the multidimensional 

entangled taxonomies studied by Stcherbatsky, its levels, categories and interconnections 

into ICT mediated realms means the possibility of expressing the mind-encompassing 

economy in the contemporary world, achieving generosity driven P2P production. This 

can be done through an exercise analogous to the one that produced the merit/giving 

equation, translating the elements of merit economy (its different realms, levels, 

interconnections, entanglements and dynamics) to mathematic, algorithmic, and interface 

elements thus structurally embedding merit economy into otherwise materialist systems.  

 

Multidimensional ICT mediated ontologies already exist to a certain degree. An Internet 

community like Reddit.com, an influential user powered content aggregator, can be 

understood as an example of networked autopoiesis (Geyer and van der Zouwen, 2001 p. 

7) that emerges from a certain arrangement of its internal currencies. The system consists 

of multiple interconnected strata of information like upvotes, downvotes, trophies, 

antiquity, categories, themes, participation, and interestingly, 'karma'. The emergence of 

this kind of Western 'digital karma' deserves, in future research, careful and critical 

observation as a related phenomenon, but what we are interested in at this point is in 

                                                                                                                                                                             
10 See http://p2pfoundation.net/Category:Money#Current_Hot_Projects_to_monitor  
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noting that by establishing an environment infused by layers of qualitatively diverse 

categories entangled in coherent ways, an ICT mediated ontology emerges. By ontology 

here I mean a sense of meaningful existence and purpose that emerges out of a series of 

categories, and that sets the community into production.  

 

To fully develop the transformational potential of the concepts of merit economy and 

karmic assemblage, research should be focused in deeper understanding of the meaning 

of karma, including for instance how it varies among the different 'flavours' of Buddhism. 

Also, a comparative study of 'digital karma' like the one used in websites of Western 

origin like Reddit.com, or videogames like Fallout: New Vegas that also incorporate 

notions of 'karma' and multidimensionality, vis-a-vis karma in the traditional Buddhist 

sense, would provide further insight into the texture of the relationship of these concepts 

and the contemporary world.. 

 

What we see is the threefold convergence of the latest theories of multidimensional P2P 

digital currencies that seek to articulate in practice a redefinition wealth, the P2P 'third 

mode of production' as theorised by Michel Bauwens, and the karmic assemblage as a 

guiding philosophical framework that allows these pivotal approaches to result in, as 

Bourdieu puts it, 'universes in which (...) people have an interest in disinterestedness and 

generosity'. An articulated overlap of the karmic assemblage and the network society is in 

this sense pregnant with possibility. More so if we acknowledge the simple fact that an 

alternative can only be so if its foundations lie on an truly alternative ontology. 
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Description of the Life for the Cow and a Hand for the Family project  

by Johan Knol 

Personal communication 

March 2011 

*** 

I'm not an insider into the cow's project, but Bhante explained many things last time 

Bhante knows one lay person, who voluntarily always is looking for cows to be rescued, 

either to prevent them from being sold to slaughter house, or to buy from slaugther house. 

First option is better, because you prevent seller from an unwholesome deed. 

So, when this person informs Bhante there is cow to be sold to a slaughter house, Bhante 

doesn't use much logics and conditions to select a new home. It just appears in his mind, 

like many things. Just spontaneously. 

Last week you could see that the neighbour girl of that house we stayed (Pinky, did you 

meet her?) received a laptop. As a gift. Bhante just came into this idea. 

Same with cows, usually poor and lower educated people who need support, who know 

Bhante in a way, they might be the lucky one to get a cow. 

Anyone who comes across Bhante, whether you are a long term devotee of him (like 

many sri lankans) or a visitor (like you) will hear about that occasion of a cow to be 

rescued. 

Bhante determines his mind to find some money, and the money will come. 

He never asks someone straightly, but he tells people (who want to make merit, who want 

to do something good) about events to be organized. 

Such as the cow rescue event. 

Then a lot of paperworks need to be organized. A cow can't be transported illegaly 

through Sri Lanka, since it's illegal to consume cow meat. However, many people eat 

cow. 

So to avoid problems with the police, a devotee who wants to participate in this cow 

project, (in order to make merit, and in order to have a joyful time), will arrange all the 

papers. He also will make a contract for the new owner of the cow. 

Then many people join the "hand over" of the cow. The cow is afraid in the beginning, 
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but after feeding, he becomes relaxed, and he starts to trust the new owner. The new 

owner signs the contract, and is very happy. It will be one of his major objects for his 

income. 

Then, every participant experiences a lot of joy, so did we last time. We fed the (only one 

year old) cow with banana's and saw her changing from afraid to calm. 

We were happy, because everyone in this program was happy. Happy for the cow, happy 

for the new owner, happy for the people who participate. 

Participants even give some money to the new owner. 

After the program is over, I think it's the full responsibility of the owner to take care. No 

help, only if requested. 

When the new owner and his family get so much support that they can fulfil all their 

needs, they might want to develop their spiritual heart, and participate in monk's 

programs. 

I found the word "reciprocity" as translation of Dutch word "wederkerigheid" 

In my country, if I give 60 to you. You will start to feel some minor guilt, minor debt. "I 

still owe him 60"...my experience in Bhante's programs is there is not any condition like 

"reciprocity" everyone joins for their own happiness and spiritual wellbeing, and those of 

others in my country we're afraid people will abuse your financial position when you start 

giving. This is not the case in Sri Lanka. People who give much, gain much. I think it's an 

universal law, in which in Netherlands we have a lack of faith to... in Sri Lanka those 

people are not afraid to give anything. They use their spare time, car, gasoline, everything 

to help others 

�

�

�

�

�

�

�



 

55 

�������"��  

 

 

 

 

The Nation, Jan 31 2011, Bangkok Thailand, 

p. 16A 

 
 



 

56 

�������"��  
 
Life for the Cow and a Hand for the Family Project 
Facebook Group page 
 
 

 
 
 


