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Stolen Land, Stolen Culture, Stolen Time 
The Buddhist precept of not stealing, not taking 
what has not been freely given, is one of five 
foundational practices undertaken by practitioners 
in order to develop sila, or morality. 

According to the Theravadan tradition some of us 
study, the benefit of a rock-solid foundation of sila 
to the individual practitioner is a mind free from 
the suffering, whether conscious or subconscious 
that comes from having acted or spoken in a 
harmful way. If the mind is reverberating from 
having acted or spoken harmfully, it is much 
harder for that mind to be calm enough to practice 
mindfulness and to achieve true peace. Sila allows 
individuals to cultivate spotless behavior and 
accountability to other individuals. 

However, what about thievery that goes beyond 
the individual? In today’s world it is incredibly 
easy for theft to take place without ever facing the 
person or persons stolen from. Corporations or 
governments, headed by specific individuals yet 
with measurable effects that are the sum total of 
actions by a great number of people, can 
undermine and steal land, time, resources, money, 
and much more. Mundane administrative tasks 
and decisions might have devastating effects on 

unknown people far away. The distribution 
and dilution of responsibility across a wide 
network of employees protects everyone 
involved by reducing the culpability of 
individuals. When Monsanto sues farmers for 
“stealing” seeds that include their patented 
genetic modification, who should we hold 
accountable for the mess?  The CEO?  The 
researcher who spliced the gene into the 
soybean seed?  The secretary who 
photocopied the legal filings?  Every knowing 
participant? 

http://www.npr.org/blogs/thesalt/2012/10/15/162949288/farmer-tackling-monsantos-seed-policy-gets-a-day-in-supreme-court


The System Stinks: Stolen Land, Stolen Culture, Stolen Time  5 

Buddhist Peace Fellowship/Turning Wheel Media 

In cases like this, individual responsibility and accountability is much harder to 
recognize, though the overall effects of an organization’s activities might be judged as 
harmful or not. When we live within a system of institutionalized greed (as described 
by Buddhist thinkers like Sulak Sivaraksa and David Loy), companies and even 
governments are forced to compete within a keep-up-or-die system. The secretary may 
refuse to make copies, or the CEO may even lead the charge to change policy, but what 
happens in the long term? The secretary and the CEO are replaced with people willing 
to do the work and make decisions that prioritize profit. 

Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh’s translation and commentary on the Five Precepts 
expands our understanding of stealing to consider the larger social ramifications of the 
Second Precept: 

Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing and oppression, I 
vow to cultivate loving kindness and learn ways to work for the well being of people, 
animals, plants and minerals. I vow to practice generosity by sharing my time, energy 
and material resources with those who are in real need. I am determined not to steal and 
not to possess anything that should belong to others. I will respect the property of others, 
but I will prevent others from profiting from human suffering or the suffering of other 
species on Earth. 

This interpretation reframes the Second Precept as a social and social justice practice in 
addition to being an individual or interpersonal practice. Yet, as with any living practice 
of inquiry, questions arise. While Hanh acknowledges that stealing can occur on a mass 
scale, the range of possible responses he explicitly imagines are individual-level 
remedies—for example respecting the property of others or cultivating generosity. 

But how should we respect the property of others that was gained through theft? What 
about historical cases of theft where the original thieves no longer live, but their 
descendants still benefit from the theft? If these are not somehow addressed and 
remedied, are we not enabling or participating in continued injustice? Yet, if we take 
back something that was stolen, does that not also cause some harm? Are some kinds of 
stealing better than others? Are the ends justified? 

When a city fences off public land, supported 
by taxpayer dollars, in an effort to silence 
public dissent (as happened after the eviction 
of the Occupy Oakland encampment), is it 
theft to reclaim the land for the people?  

What if, in tearing down the fence, it is turned 
into a sculpture? Is there such a thing as 
transcendent theft? 
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Beyond theft of property, institutionalized theft 
shows up as stolen culture: like China banning 
Tibetan language and cultural instruction, or 
forced assimilation to English in Native American 
boarding schools and in the Philippines under 
U.S. colonization. An entire generation of 
Aboriginal children in Australia was stolen from 
their families (with these Australian children 
commemorating “National Sorry Day” as part of a 
formal apology by the Australian government for 
systemic theft). Community wisdom is stolen 
when herbal remedies are synthesized and re-
packaged by pharmaceutical companies as the latest wonder drug, available for the 
low, low price of $149 plus tax. 

To understand theft of time, we dig in to critiques of capitalism that define any “surplus 
value” that is paid to the CEO or shareholders as stolen wages that should actually 
belong to the worker whose labor produced the widget that was sold. In the push for 
ever greater profits, the theft of surplus value steals not only wages, but the very lives 
of workers. As Vijay Prashad accounts, in an article about the recent Bangladesh factory 
collapse:  

“The list of “accidents” is long and painful. In April 2005, a garment factory in Savar 
collapsed, killing seventy-five workers. In February 2006, another factory collapsed in 
Dhaka, killing eighteen. In June 2010, a building collapsed in Dhaka, killing twenty-five. 
These are the “factories” of twenty-first century globalization – poorly built shelters for a 
production process geared toward long working days, third rate machines, and workers 
whose own lives are submitted to the imperatives of just-in-time production. Writing 
about the factory regime in England during the nineteenth century, Karl Marx noted, 
“But in its blind unrestrainable passion, its wear-wolf hunger for surplus labour, capital 
oversteps not only the moral, but even the merely physical maximum bounds of the 
working-day. It usurps the time for growth, development and healthy maintenance of the 
body. It steals the time required for the consumption of fresh air and sunlight…. All that 
concerns it is simply and solely the maximum of labour-power that can be rendered fluent 
in a working-day. It attains this end by shortening the extent of the labourer’s life, as a 
greedy farmer snatches increased produce from the soil by reducing it of its fertility” 
(Capital, Chapter 10)." 

At BPF, we believe that theft is endemic to this stinking system of ours.  As we ponder 
compassionate confrontation and resistance, we also need to better understand the 
mechanisms of socialized, institutionalized theft. It is pretty easy to say that taking 
someone’s wallet without permission is theft. But what are the more subtle yet 
pervasive ways stealing happens, that we might not even notice? And, how might 
dhamma practice help us notice? Also lives the question: what shall we do about all this 

http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/classes-01102013145912.html
http://www.rfa.org/english/news/tibet/classes-01102013145912.html
http://www.counterpunch.org/2013/04/26/the-terror-of-capitalism/
http://www.counterpunch.org/2013/04/26/the-terror-of-capitalism/
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stealing?  Oftentimes, our ideal conception of a 
peaceful resolution to these complex situations 
depends on a hope that everyone affected will 
work together to find an appropriate way forward 
that works for all. It is a hope that everyone will 
listen deeply, speak truthfully, and somehow be 
convinced by rational arguments or the tug of 
heart strings. But what if this is not possible? 
What then? 

These are some of the basic complications we 
need to work with as we consider the theme of 
Stolen Land, Stolen Culture, Stolen Time through 
a dhamma lens. In considering institutionalized 
theft, we are interested in looking at these three 
kinds of theft in parallel, curious about the 
relationships that exist between theft of land, 
culture, and time. Our ability to see the connections between issues is a quality we can 
bring as Buddhists to our political work. As we study together this precept on not 
taking what is not freely given, we invite you to notice the connections between 
different forms of institutionalized theft and your own political work, be it halting 
climate change, abolishing prisons, interrupting interpersonal violence, or shoring up 
our crumbling education systems.  

As Kenji asks in one of his pieces on Turning Wheel Media, “Everything is Stolen, What 
Now?” We’re excited to explore that with you, as we compassionately confront injustice 
and build up alternative models that prefigure a world beyond theft. 

  

 

Kenji Liu, Guest Editor 

 

Katie Loncke, Co-Director 

 

Dawn Haney, Co-Director 

Of Buddhist Peace Fellowship & Turning Wheel Media 
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Studying Systemic Theft Together 
 

 
We encourage you to explore these ideas with other political Buddhists, whether in 
your local area or online. For more tips and conversations about how to start study 
groups, see the Study Group Support Guide: 
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Study-
Group-Starter-Guide-v2.pdf 
 
Depending on how often your group meets and what you are interested in, you can 
choose one or more of the following sessions to dig in to! Feel free to start with 
whichever session draws you in most. 
 

  

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Study-Group-Starter-Guide-v2.pdf
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Study-Group-Starter-Guide-v2.pdf
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Study-Group-Starter-Guide-v2.pdf
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Session A:  

Waking Up to the Web of Theft 
 

Systemic stealing may seem abstract, but the impact can be even more personal than a 
pickpocket nabbing our wallet. In fact, the daily grind of having our land, culture, and 
time stolen wears us down with its persistent and chronic theft. And when we ourselves 
(or our ancestors or cultural groups) are the thieves, we may waste enormous energy 
denying that we’ve ever benefitted from stealing. In this section, we investigate the 
webs of theft that have been woven around us. 
 
Session Goals: 

 Reflect on different forms of institutionalized theft represented in these articles, 
and discuss how they contribute to suffering on personal and societal levels 

 Share our stories about how systemic theft is intertwined with our lives 

Discussion Questions: 

How have you, your family, and your people, migrated over time? Has theft of land 
and/or people related to that process?  Has racism and pressure to assimilate “stolen” 
culture from your people or impacted your sense of self in any way?  Does your 
Buddhist practice speak to this experience? 

 
Kenji Liu’s Activista Juggernautva, as a piece of April Fools satire, points to an 
uncomfortable truth or contradiction around commodified culture. Though his 
examples are exaggerated, do we recognize familiar ways that Eastern culture and 
religious practice is stolen and used to sell people enlightenment? 
 
In your paid work, have you ever experienced the tension Jennifer Ng describes 
between meeting deadlines or quotas and taking the time to be compassionate and 
mindful?  In addition to the personal responsibilities we must take for our own 
mindfulness, are there also structures of workplaces that encourage or discourage 
compassion and awareness?  
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Mi Corazón no es ilegal!  

As we begin our month of learning together 

about systemic stealing, I’m delighted to 

share a poem that not only speaks elegantly 

to themes of institutionalized theft — 

economic displacement and the lonely 

estrangement it brings; hyper-exploitation 

and invisibilizing of immigrant workers; 

and, in a US context, a historical backdrop 

of land stolen from México — but speaks 

to them in a language that some regular 

TWM readers (myself included) cannot 

easily read. 

This language diversity is beautiful and precious, and it also signals the beginning of a shift here 

at Turning Wheel.  We’ll reveal more about that later (and we’re pretty darn excited about it). 

For now, if you do not read Spanish, I invite you to first just look at the words.  Appreciate 

them.  Reflect for a moment on the staggering supremacy of English all over the planet.  And 

then, ask a Spanish-fluent friend to help you out — or copy-paste on over to your favorite online 

translating site. Google Translator worked okay for me. (Other online-translator tips in 

comments would be a blessing — please feel free to share!) 

So much gratitude to Olivia for sharing her spiritually tender, politically fierce poetry with 

us.  As someone whose family has lost languages to American assimilation (to this day, my Oma 

still puts herself down for her English), I am deeply appreciative of the generosity of speaking in 

non-dominant tongues. May we realize, fundamentally, that no heart is illegal, and no language 

is inferior. 

Metta and solidarity, 

Katie 

TWM Editor 

P.S. Did you see? The Associated Press just changed its style to no longer use the term “illegal 

immigrant.” 

Mi Corazón no es ilegal! una poema de Olivia Donaji-DePablo 

Me desperté con la barriga llena…pero el corazón vacío 

Extraño a mi gente, mi pueblo mi casa y mis amigos 

Mi madre, mi viejo, mi plaza, mis cariños 

http://translate.google.com/#es/en/
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/mediawire/209045/ap-changes-style-on-illegal-immigrant/
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/mediawire/209045/ap-changes-style-on-illegal-immigrant/
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El ladrido nocturno del perro callejero 

El aroma del campo con sus tardes lluviosas, con el ruido del rayo 

y mañanas brillantes con el canto del gallo 

El “tin tin” de campanas el “ton ton” de la iglesia 

Y la gente sin prisa, en la plaza del pueblo. 

Ese pueblo que es mío, 

ese pueblo que añoro, 

ese pueblo que sueña con mi largo retorno. 

En mi pueblo mi gente es muy pobre y muy rica, 

Es muy rica en el alma y muy pobre en la panza, 

Gente libre y muy buena que camina sin prisa, 

que te abraza sin miedo y comparte su risa. 

Desperté en mi cama con un frío en el alma, 

Yo no entiendo el idioma , casi nadie me habla, 

Y me siento muy solo, mucho extraño mi casa. 

Pero vine pa’l “norte” 

A buscarme una “chamba” 

Y trabajo en el campo, 

Y lavando tus trastos, 

Y cuidando a tus niños 

Y limpiado tus cuartos. 

Y eres tu hombre blanco 

¿El mas rico y mas sabio? 

¿ Que me llama ilegal? 

Y me ves hacia abajo 

Y aunque a veces te sirva 

La comida en la mesa 

Nunca piensas en eso 

Mientras comes tu cena 

Que preparo con gusto 

Y te limpio tu casa 

¿Y me ves y te asusto? 

Tal vez cuando conozcas mi historia me comprendas más. 

Quisiera que me vieras como un igual, 

Tengo manos fuertes que trabajan bien y 

me mantengo firme gracias a mis pies, 

Mi Corazón es rojo grande, verdadero… 

Lleno de sangre, de indio guerrero… 

Aunque dicen los sabios “que es porquería” 

“indio bonito” “Eso era tuyo…¿no lo sabías? ¡Esta es tu tierra y tambien mía! 
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¿Y tu me llamas ilegal? 

¿Acaso te falta Corazón? 

¿Dime mi hermano? 

¿Qué hace un ser humano cuando no tiene un cantón? 

Se busca un pedazo de pan para comer y a veces en el intento la vida hay que ofrecer! 

Caminas y caminas millares de kilómetros, 

El sol te da bien fuerte y te sientes fallecer… 

Recuerdas a tu hijo y a la mujer que amas, tus padres tus hermanos … y el noble atardecer… 

Tu última esperanza no es la gran ciudad, es tu familia bella, que ya has dejado atrás, 

Y cuando llego aquí… ¡ay! …¡que duro es comenzar! 

La gente que fue mía … ya no será jamás, 

No tengo amigos muchos… algunos hay de fiar… y otros que me envidian si empiezo a 

prosperar… 

Me da miedo tu gente… ¡pero es mejor actuar! 

Por si acaso algun día la migra ha de llegar… 

En fin, mi sueño es: un día regresar,sentir el fuerte abrazo de mi bella verdad… 

Esa es la historia mía… ¡historia de opresión! 

Yo no vengo a quitarte nadita de tu honor, 

Ni trabajos ni nada…¡tan solo quiero un pan, un pan para comer! ¡Un pan sagrado hermano que 

aqui puedo obtener! 

Así que yo te digo…¿me llamas ilegal?  Pero con honra innata ¡yo tengo dignidad! 

¡Esta es mi tierra santa que no vengo a quitar! 

Yo no te envidio hermano, mas bien quiero admirar a este país extraño ¡que vida no me da! 

Te doy de todo un poco, identidad y fe, comparto mi comida, mi baile 

y mi “caché” 

Yo no te envidio hermano mas bien es dignidad…porque quisiera un día poder yo regresar. 

Oler el campo verde, mi pueblo, mis cariños… la iglesia de mi calle … y todo lo demás… 

Te lo digo sincero, te lo digo de verdad… 

Es mas corrupto hermano saber que allá, a lo lejos un pueblo entero no tiene que comer, ni casa 

ni regalos y suele perecer… 

Es esa hambre hermano que me miró partir… 

Hoy tengo la barriga rellena de harto pan 

¡Pero mi Corazón jamás será ilegal! 

Olivia Donaji-De Pablo, Born in Mexico, migrated to USA in 1993, 

Olivia has been working for the last 12 years with non-profits raising 

awareness in the issue of sexual violence and immigrant’s rights. She 

is currently living in Austin Texas. She is the co-founder of the 

Durango’s Ballet Folkloric, has done intensive community 

organizing and enjoys to promote social change through art. She 

loves traveling and meditating. She is a strong supporter of 

curanderismo and believes in any approach to life that would involve 

love and compassion. 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/mi-corazon-no-es-ilegal-un-

poema-de-olivia-donaji-de-pablo/ 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/mi-corazon-no-es-ilegal-un-poema-de-olivia-donaji-de-pablo/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/mi-corazon-no-es-ilegal-un-poema-de-olivia-donaji-de-pablo/
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Multi-Dimensional Activista Juggernautva™: 

Claim Yours! 

Posted by: Kenji Liu Posted date: April 01, 2013 

 

Multi-Dimensional Activista Juggernautva™ 

***** (121 customer reviews) 

Price: Email for amazing savings & FREE shipping 

In Stock. 

Product Description 

Multi-dimensional Activista Juggernautva. Enhance your protest, home, garden, car, or body 

with the most awesome Socially Engaged Buddhist product ever, symbolizing peace, harmony, 

love, balance, simplicity, healing, beauty, ease, and all other positive qualities without end. 

 Multiple Buddha incarnations—starter kit includes stackable heads of Shakyamuni, 

Avalokiteshvara, and Kwan Yin, all with LED auras 

 Comes dressed in a simple organic hemp black robe, reversible to orange robe. Burgundy 

robe can be ordered separately. Non-toxic dyes 

 Matching pins for any mood that arises—Yin-yang symbol, om symbol, Chinese 

character for “heart,” Che Guevara, or hip owl 

 Battery-powered (solar rechargeable) white noise maker—choose from several sounds: 

Fountain of Life, Zen Chimes, 4 AM Gong, or People’s Mic 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/author/kenji/
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 Pull-string activates the Activista Juggernautva’s voice—internal microchip chooses from 

random selection of unattributed spiritual quotes, Tibetan prayers, street protest slogans, a 

famous Buddhist celebrity, or record your own 

 Activista Juggernautva’s thousand hands holds numerous objects—incense, candles, 

bamboo canes, feathers, lightning bolts, elephants, and more, including: 

 Optional activist attachment—protest sign with Zen painting board. Use included brush 

to paint protest messages onto the board with water. As water evaporates, live in the 

moment as your protest disappears 

 Vegan/vegetarian, gluten-free, fragrance-free, third-party certified organic, sustainably 

made 

Customer Reviews 

“I love my Activista Juggernautva, the best ever at a protest! I take it wherever I fight 

capitalism.” J.G. 

“There are so many things you can do with it. I would definitely recommend this to anyone.” 

B.L. 

“Amazing! Great customer service, fast shipping, thumbs up.” M.P. 

Add your customer review below! 

  Mushim Ikeda April 1, 2013 at 10:53 am 

I am very excited by the product description, yet note the lack of a stated price, so that makes me 

a tad bit wary.  

I think I will wait to order one until you put a 5 star rating system on this page and allow people 

who have ordered it to post reviews and rate this product, the same way that Old Navy or Gap 

does. I ordered some yoga pants from Old Navy last week on an awesome sale, and the reviews 

helped me to determine the right size and whether they’d be worth it. I am completely satisfied 

with the Old Navy product, and want to wait until I see if the Activista (TM) gets three to five 

stars, on the average, from at least ten satisfied customers, before proceeding further. 

  Kenji April 1, 2013 at 11:07 am 

Dear Valued Customer, 

Thank you for your email. We greatly value your input and apologize for overlooking the 5 star 

rating system in our haste to get this incredible product out on the market. As you can see, the 

rating system is now up and running, with an average of five stars from a total of 121 customer 

reviews. 

http://www.mushim.wordpress.com/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/#comment-19923
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/#comment-19928
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We hope this oversight will not negatively impact your impression of the Activista Juggernautva 

™, as the mistake is entirely our own, and not a reflection of the awesome, multi-dimensional 

powers of the Juggernautva. 

Sincerely, 

Activista Juggernautva ™, Inc. 

  Max Airborne April 1, 2013 at 1:07 pm 

Please, in the juggernaut whatchamahoosit’s next incarnation, I’d like a precept-o-meter, so I can 

know how I’m doing at any given moment when it comes to wise speech and action. Thanks for 

an innovative product. 

  Kenji April 1, 2013 at 4:14 pm 

Dear Max, 

Thank you for your excellent suggestion. We here at Activista Juggernautva™, Inc. are very 

excited by the idea of a Precept-o-Meter™ and will certainly ask our engineers to look into its 

implementation. The key question will be how to test its accuracy, since each precept can be 

highly context-dependent. If you are interested, we can certainly include you in the beta-testing 

phase for the meter. This will involve using the Juggernautva in various situations, such as office 

parties, stuck elevators, and long meetings at non-profit organizations. 

Sincerely, 

Activista Juggernautva™, Inc. 

  Philip Kienholz April 1, 2013 at 4:47 pm 

Congratulations Kenji! You have created a universal product that is only rivalled by military 

munitions that once used, are, well, gone and need to be replaced. 

The market is unlimited, most profitable to the manufacturing industry, and the product, unlike 

munitions, does not deplete the market demographic. 

But my question is, if I place one on a shrine, will it liberate me from my need to meditate? 

  Max Airborne April 4, 2013 at 12:33 pm 

Kenji, it is precisely the context-dependence of the precepts that confuses me so, and for this 

reason the precept-o-meter will be vital to my enlightenment. Please include me in your beta 

testing. 

  Kenji April 4, 2013 at 3:08 pm 

Dear Philip, 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/#comment-19966
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/#comment-20031
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/#comment-20037
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/#comment-21080
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/#comment-21105
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Thank you for your support and admiration. We are thrilled to be able to facilitate a wellspring of 

mudita in your heart. Yes, we quite agree that not harming the target demographic (or any 

demographic at all) is a wonderful innovation, and we hope others will mimic this. 

Regarding your question, we regret to inform you that, while the Activista Juggernautva™ is a 

multi-faceted, well-rounded, and all-inclusive product, it does not walk the path of liberation for 

you. However, in future models we anticipate adding a feature similar to the Precept-o-Meter™, 

which will gently inform you (via a simple chime or text to your cell phone) if you are being a 

good or bad Buddhist. Since our tendency is to cling to one self-image or be averse to the other, 

this will be a very helpful tool to help us all walk the Middle Path. 

Sincerely, 

Activista Juggernautva™, Inc. 

Kenji Liu has practiced Theravadan Buddhism in Burmese and Thai 

traditions since 1998. An educator, cultural worker, and writer, he has 

been on the faculty of public and private colleges, teaching ethnic 

studies, Asian American studies, and social change theory. He has also 

led community workshops nationally teaching anti-oppression analysis 

and organizational development. A Pushcart Prize nominee and first 

runner-up finalist for the Poets & Writers 2013 California Writers 

Exchange Award, his poetry and essays have appeared in numerous 

literary journals. 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-

juggernautva-claim-yours/ 

 

Caring: A Labor of Stolen Time 

Pages from a CNA’s Notebook [1]  

by Jennifer Ng (pseudonym) 

The Machine endangers all we have made. 

We allow it to rule instead of obey. 

To build a house, cut the stone sharp and fast: 

the carver’s hand takes too long to feel its way. 

The Machine never hesitates, or we might escape 

and its factories subside into silence. 

It thinks it’s alive and does everything better. 

With equal resolve it creates and destroys. 

But life holds mystery for us yet. In a hundred places 

we can still sense the source: a play of pure powers 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multi-dimensional-activista-juggernautva-claim-yours/
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that — when you feel it — brings you to your knees. 

There are yet words that come near the unsayable, 

and, from crumbling stones, a new music 

to make a sacred dwelling in a place we cannot own. 

Rilke (Translated by Joanna Macy) 

This piece is dedicated to all nursing home workers, residents and their family members. Be 

patient with me, as I share our silenced stories. 

All names have been changed to protect the identities of my coworkers and residents. 

I work in a place of death. People come here to die, and my coworkers and I care for them as 

they make their journeys. Sometimes these transitions take years or months. Other times they 

take weeks or some short days. I count the time in shifts, in scheduled state visits, in the sham 

monthly meetings I never attend, in the announcements of the “Employee of the Month” (code 

word for best ass-kisser of the month), in the yearly pay increment of 20 cents, and in the number 

of times I get called into the Human Resources office, counting down to the last one that would 

get me fired 

The nursing home residents also have their own rhythms. Their time is tracked by scheduled 

hospital visits; by the times when loved ones drop by to share a meal, to announce the arrival of a 

new grandchild, or to anxiously wait at their bedsides for heart-wrenching moments to pass. 

Their time is measured by transitions from mechanical food to pureed food, textures that match 

their increasing susceptibility to dysphagia, their appetite changing with the decreasing 

sensitivity of their taste buds. Their transitions are also measured by the changes from underwear 

to pull ups and then to diapers. Even more than the loss of mobility, the use of diapers is often 

the most fearsome adaptation. For many people, lack of control over urinary functions and 

timing is the definitive, undoubted mark of the loss of independence to dementia. 

Many of the elderly I have worked with are, at least initially, aware of the transitions they 

undergo, and respond with a myriad of emotions such as shame, anger, depression, anxiety and 

fear. Theirs was the generation that survived the great depression, armed with fervent missions of 

world war. Aging, that mundane human process, was an anti-climatic twist to the purported 

grandeur and tumultuousness of their early 20th century youth. 

“I am afraid to die. I don’t know where I will go, Jennifer,” a resident named Lara once said to 

me, fear dilating her eyes. 

“Lara, you will go to heaven. You will be happy.” I reply, holding the spoonful of pureed 

spinach to her lips. “Tell me about your son, Tobias.” 

And so Lara begins, the same story of Tobias, his obedience and intelligence, which I have heard 

over and over again for the past year. The son whom she loves, whose teenage portrait stands by 

her bedside. The son who has never visited. The son whom I have never met, but whose name 

and memory calms Lara down. 
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Lara is a German immigrant to the US, haunted by memories of Nazi Germany. “Do you like 

Hitler?” she would ask frequently in her distinct staccato accent, amid the clutter in the dining 

room at lunch time. Her eyes staring intently at us, she would declare, “Hitler is no good. I don’t 

like Hitler.” 

Lara was always on the look out. She cared especially for Alba and Mary, the two women with 

severe dementia who sat at both sides of her in the dining room. To find out if Alba was enjoying 

her meal, she would look to my coworker, Saskia, to ask,” Is she eating? If she doesn’t want to, 

don’t force her to eat. She will eat when she is hungry.” Alba, always cheerful, would smile as 

she chewed her food. Did she understand? Or was she in her usual upbeat mood? “Lara, Alba’s 

fine. With you watching out for her, of course she’s OK!” We would giggle. These are small 

moments to be cherished. 

In the nursing home, small warm moments are precious because they are accidental moments. 

We run on stolen time in the nursing home. Alind, another CNA, once said to me, “Some of 

these residents are already dead before they come here.” 

By “dead,” he was not referring to the degenerative effects of dementia and Alzheimer’s disease 

that caused Lara, for instance, to occasionally spit her food out at us in anger and spite, or hit us 

when we are assisting her. He was not referring to the universal reality of human beings’ 

temporary abilities and our susceptibility to pain and disease. By “dead,” Alind was referring to 

the sense of hopelessness and loneliness that many of the residents feel, not just because of 

physical pain, not just because of old age, but as a result of the isolation they face, the sorrow of 

abandonment by loved ones, the anger of being caged within the walls of this institution where 

their escape attempts are restricted by alarms and wiry smiles. This banishment is hardly the 

ending they had toiled for during their industrious youth. 

By death, Alind was also referring to the many times “I’m sorry,” is uttered in embarrassment, 

and the tearful shrieks of shame that sometimes follow when they soil their clothes. Those 

outbursts are merely expressions of society’s beliefs, as if old age and dependence are 

aberrations to life, as if theirs is an undeserved living on borrowed time. The remorse so deep; it 

kills faster than the body’s aging cells. 

This is the dying that we, nursing home workers, bear witness to everyday; the death that we are 

expected to, through our tired hearts and underpaid souls, reverse. 

So they try, through bowling, through bingo and checkers, through Frank Sinatra sing-a-longs, to 

resurrect what has been lost to time, migration, and the whimsical trends of capitalism and the 

capriciousness of life. They substitute hot tea and cookies with strangers for the warmth of 

genuine relationship bonding with family and friends. Loved ones made distant, occupied by the 

same patterns of migration, work, ambition, ease their worries and guilt by the pictures captured 

of their relatives in these settings. We, the CNAs, shuffle in and out of these staged moments, to 

carry the residents off for toileting. The music playing in the building’s only bright and airy 

room is not for us, the immigrants, the lower hands, to plan for or share with the residents. Ours 

is a labor confined to the bathroom, to the involuntary, lower functions of the body. Instead of 
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people of color in uniformed scrubs, nice white ladies with pretty clothes are paid more to care 

for the leisurely activities of the old white people. The monotony and stress of our tasks are ours 

to bear alone. 

Yet despite this alienation, residents and workers alike struggle to interact as human beings. Not 

perfect, not always correctly, not easily. In the absence of emotional and mental support for both 

residents and caregivers, under the conditions of institutionalized ableism that render the lives of 

people with disabilities as worthless, under the abject conditions of overwork, racism, and 

underpayment, “caregiver stress” sometimes overrides morality and ethics and becomes a tragic 

reason, or lousy excuse, for mistreatment. These imperfect moments are swept under the rug, the 

guilty institutions absolved of them through paltry fines and slaps on the wrists. Meanwhile, 

these trespasses become yet another form of “evidence” for why poor immigrant women who 

clean bedpans and change diapers cannot be trusted and need heavy managerial control. 

The nursing home bosses freeze the occasional, carefully selected, glorified, picture perfect 

moments in time, when they blow these up on the front pages of their brochures, exclaiming that 

their facility is, indeed, a place where ”life is appreciated,” where “we care for the dignity of the 

human person.” In reality, they have not tried to make that possible. Under poor conditions, we 

have improvised for genuine human connection 

to exist. How we do that, is something the bosses 

have no idea about. They sit, calculating in their 

cold shiny hall ways, far from the cacophony of 

human interaction that they know only to 

distantly publicize and profit from. 

We CNAs also run on stolen time. It is the only 

way that the work gets done. When I first started 

my job, fresh out of the training institute, I was 

intimidated by the amount of work I had to do. 

The biggest challenge was the level of detail and 

thoroughness that each task required. I held on to 

my care plans tightly. My residents’ specific 

transfers, their diets, their habits, whether or not 

they wore hearing aids or glasses, their shower 

schedules, whether they needed alarm 

mechanisms when they were in their 

wheelchairs, whether or not they needed footrests, hand splints, blue boots, catheters, portable 

oxygen tanks set to level 2, or was it 3? All this was a barrage of information for me to absorb. 

Harder still, was trying to figure out how to cram the schedules of eight residents with different 

transfer methods, including the use of machine lifts, toileting needs every two hours or less, 

unpredictable bodily functions, and one shower per shift, into an eight hour day. Out of the eight-

hour day, two hours were already designated for meal times. Squeezing in all the work within six 

hours, was to say the least, highly intimidating. Being a café barista for years at various coffee 

joints had trained me well for highly stressful jobs that consist of multitasking and planning, but 

apparently not enough. 
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I received a lot of help and support from the other new hire, Saskia, and the two other CNAs who 

were in the same unit. Jess and Maimuna were very supportive. “Don’t rush. It’s OK. If you 

rush, it gets harder and you forget things,” Maimuna used to remind me. Never mind that we 

were still always running down the hallway trying to get the work done. As long as in our minds 

we kept a grip on our stress levels, as long as we took deep breaths, we would be less anxious 

and more careful with the residents. 

The worst was when there were episodes of Clostridium difficile (C. diff), a bacterial infection 

that spreads easily among residents on antibiotics. The clearest symptom of C. diff infection is 

loose bowel movement, or diarrhea. My second week of work, five of the residents I was 

assigned to had bouts of C. diff. No matter how much mental stamina and mindfulness I tried to 

keep, for a week, I was a running around like a chicken without a head. Cleaning, scrubbing, 

changing soiled diapers, bed pans, machine transfers, dressing the resident, undressing the 

resident, changing the bed sheets. Repeat, repeat, repeat. Doing such undesirable work so fast 

was exhausting. 

Nonetheless, the work made me appreciate my coworkers whom I was just getting to know. 

Saskia and I bonded over many episodes of diarrhea “accidents,” cracking jokes and giggling 

with each other and the residents as we cleaned, as we aired out the rooms after the work was 

done. We shared stories of our new experiences with the bosses and coworkers: who were the 

nice ones, and who were the ones known to harass CNAs unreasonably? We all knew to be 

careful of Marilyn, the Filipino treatment nurse who switched between being a darling with her 

bosses and being a monster to us. Even -toned speech was out of her voice range. She only knew 

how to scream accusations at us. “You are lazy!” was always the last word out of her mouth to 

any of us, regardless of circumstance, regardless of identity. In her eyes, all the contradictions of 

the institution and of the residents could be boiled down to one problem: the poor individual 

work ethic of the CNA. It was not surprising that many CNAs had gotten fired under her watch. 

My friendship with Saskia gave me access to a wealth of knowledge about workplace dynamics. 

The trust we built and solidarity we offered one another during the hectic times on the job 

immersed me in relationships with other Ethiopian coworkers who similarly offered advice about 

the the ins and outs of the work. Saskia, the college graduate from Ethiopia, newly arrived in 

America, was full of excitement to embark on this dream. This nursing home job was meant only 

to be her first stop and I was one of her first non-Ethiopian friends. There was a lot of excitement 

in our new friendship. As Saskia translated the hard learned lessons shared over break times in 

Amharic, I learned to appreciate the importance of “having eyes on my back,” to avoid being 

targeted unfairly by disgruntled, prejudiced nurses. It was only later that I would learn the 

practical application of Saskia’s advice. 

Over time, I would also learn that reporting the health hazards, safety violations, and broken 

equipment to the overworked staff nurses, or the arrogant charge nurses, would be rendered 

useless. When someone got injured, only then would there be a flurry of activity. The rest of the 

time, unless the state inspectors were conducting their annual visit, precautionary actions were 

thrown to the wind. No one updated the care plans, no one gave us crucial information about new 

residents, no one saw the importance in updating us on the necessary precautions we needed to 

take as CNAs, or bothered to fix faulty wheelchairs in a timely manner. 
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We had to push hard, nag, ask relentlessly, and document, document, document our attempts. 

Not for the purpose of having someone read them, but just so that when some avoidable accident 

did happen, we would not be so conveniently blamed. Too many times, we literally had to 

depend on our own eyes, and our own ears, to assess the residents’ well beings, or strain our 

backs and arms to compensate for what a few tools and expertise could fix. At times, we had to 

fight and argue to get protective gear even when our residents had bouts of C. diff. “You just 

have to be careful it [the diarrhea] doesn’t splash on you. You don’t need a protective gown 

now,” or, “Are you sure it’s C. diff and not just diarrhea? You know you only get the protective 

gowns when it’s C. diff.” For a cheap, paper-made protective gown, and an even cheaper mask, 

one had to be ready to have a stand off with the charge nurse. The mythical “chain of command” 

was a train wreck to nowhere. 

To read the rest of this piece, go to Turning Wheel Media: 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/caring-a-labor-of-stolen-time/ 

The pseudonymous author, Jennifer Ng, has since quit their job and will be starting nursing 

school shortly. They can be reached at hojin.detroit@gmail.com 

1. CNA: Certified Nursing Assistant is a person who assists patients or clients with healthcare 

needs under the supervision of a Registered Nurse (RN) or a Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN). 

Nursing homes, hospitals, and assisted living facilities all require nursing assistants to act as a 

helpful liaison between the RN or LPN and the patient. In many cases, the nursing assistant 

serves as the RN’s or LPN’s eyes and ears. Excerpt from http://nursingassistantguides.com/what-

is-a-certified-nursing-assistant-cna/ 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/caring-a-labor-of-stolen-time/ 

  

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/caring-a-labor-of-stolen-time/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/caring-a-labor-of-stolen-time/
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Session B:  

Anatomies of Systemic Theft 
 

How do theft of land, culture, and time work, and how do they relate to and support 
each other? Where do our ideas about systemic theft converge and diverge, particularly 
around critiques of capitalism? 
 
Session Goals: 

 Explore concepts of institutionalized theft, using classic texts, new analysis, and 
our own experiences 

 Learn about the different ways our group members understand theft of land, 
culture, & time 

 Discuss the possibilities and limitations of Marx’s critiques of capitalism  

Discussion Questions: 

Fredrick Douglas Kakinami Cloyd asks us to question what has been stolen in the 
evolution of Buddhism, when the first translators in Asia and the West were socially 
privileged. Do you share his suspicions that we have inherited a “phantom dharma,” 
focused on ease, comfort, and security in the absence of cultural history and memory? 
 
Does Dawn Haney’s description of reproductive labor make sense to you?  Where does 
unpaid reproductive labor show up in your life, either in the work you do, or indirectly 
in the work others do?  Do you agree / disagree / differ with this framework?   
 
Kenji Liu gives several examples of how capitalism works to make money for 
shareholders by extracting surplus value from workers. He ultimately argues, “the 
extraction of surplus value is not an economic method that facilitates the end of 
suffering for all.” Do you agree with his assessment? Where are you the one making 
someone else richer? Where are you benefiting from the exploitation of others? 
 
Kenji Liu also cautions against using a watered-down dharma to facilitate exploitation. 
Do you see ‘corporate Buddhism’ or dharma for performance enhancement coming up 
in your own life? Does this differ with your own understanding of Buddhism?   
 
Do you find critiques of capitalism from Marxist traditions useful in your organizing 
work as a political Buddhist? What other analyses have you found helpful? 
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What is Stolen in Mappō Empire Buddhism? 

A Black-Pacific Meditation 

 

by Fredrick Douglas Kakinami Cloyd 

You should study the green mountains, using numerous worlds as your standard. You 

should clearly examine the green mountains’ walking and your own walking. 

—Zen Master Dōgen, Mountains and Waters Sutra (Sansuikyō) 

As we practice embodying the time of Kaliyuga, Mo-Fa, Mappō, how are we to take up this great 

practice and the self/no-self? And in investigating such common Buddhist terms as compassion 

and wisdom and emptiness and kindness, how stinted do these become in a Mahayana 

Bodhisattva ideal stolen by the culture/times in which we live? How are we, then, to examine our 

own walking? 

Mindfulness has sometimes been translated as a practice of ‘remembering.’ In practice, what is 

often being practiced is a phantom dharma. Remembering is very stunted without cultural history 

and memory. Life is just about ideology and emotions. No Time is present. Only the present is 

present, without past or future. If we recognize this, then perhaps there would not be so much 

complacency, ignorance and resulting violence. The spirit of investigation that Shakyamuni 

Buddha and other masters have suggested we do, is severely restricted by unexamined 

nationalism in practices. In so doing, the other forms of oppression come into play and even 

made superior. Buddhists often use terms like ‘simplicity’ or ‘child-like enlightened mind’ or 

‘straightforwardness’ and other such ways to avoid the real fact of power struggle and history in 
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everyday action and our sense of self and other in our quest to see through that duality. From the 

beginning this is delusion. 

Iolani, Sapapali’i, Guåhån, Olongapo, Angeles City, Koza, Tokyo, Kure, Yokohama, Inchon. 

Kichij’on. Jedju-do, Seoul, Dien Bien Phu, Saigon, Arnhem Land, Seattle, San Francisco. Places 

of a so-named Pacific have had traditions stolen by, taken by, and forgotten and used by the 

dominant global cultures. In so doing, the people of places have changed in alignment. Or there 

is risk of bodily life, limb, and health when resisting dominant moves to annihilate memories of 

place and culture. Everywhere this is so. How do we respond to pratītyasamutpāda (co-

dependent arising), as we embody it in Buddha Dharma Sangha? 

In each of those Asian nations, as well as in the West (including Europe), the first translators of 

Buddhism were mainly the elites of each place, who were socially privileged (race, ethnicity, 

gender, caste, etc.). What forms of violence within the structure of dharma-language priorities, 

create-construct what is ignored or considered ‘Not-Buddhist,’ laying ground for the maintaining 

of the status quo and called this a magnanimous spiritual practice? Shakyamuni resisted 

orthodoxy. What ways do we create practice while we destroy? I venture to say that these are 

forms of stealing that we must face in the great hall of mirrors. 

In the United States and Japan, co-linked in multiple and contested Pacific military security 

pacts, especially, we practice as embodied aspects of the mirror-hall of global north empire-

lands. For myself, having been born and experienced life in occupied Japan into the present, as 

both Black-American and Japanese, have seen the differences and changes between cultures that 

collapse together cohesively in Japan and the United States, to create societies unable to think, 

unable to recognize, and centered around ease and comfort while practicing violence. The ease 

and comfort that we seek and maintain, matches the bourgeois security and comforts that empire 

seeks to internalize into us. It is planets away from Master Dōgen’s Ease and Comfort put forth 

to us in his teachings. Far from the Peace that Shakyamuni Buddha spoke of. The trappings of 

Nirvana and the inability to face up to conflict and diversity and internalized notions of self and 

societies match up perfectly in ‘Empire Buddhism.’ In assimilation, stealing happens. How do 

we practice then? 

Equanimity as a goal, can become a further practice of ignorance precisely because of its vision 

of balance being stolen by Empire (western metaphysical): balancing of the scales. It becomes a 

form of backing off, of repression, retreating to an inward-looking space. Actions become 

watered down. As alienated modern people, it is a familiar place to go. The mountains and the 

waters cannot be seen except when we are sitting in it or feeling it in a certain place. In this 

instance, the green mountain stands still, they do not walk. It is not only ‘human’ but social-

historical. It has been taught to people in social engineering. But if we feel that everything is 

impermanent, what is the use of a ‘social-historical?’ 

When impermanence is made transcendental, then impermanence colludes with progress. 

Progress is a western idea used to colonize the brown bodies of the world. If these are not 

thought in Buddha Dharma, how is change and impermanence understood and practiced without 

examination? And without examination, does an idea not collude with an empire that assimilates 

people to itself, allowing for oppressions in the name of evolving, in the name of the unified 
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nation with a single high identity. That single identity is usually aligned with the socially 

privileged, not those who have been systematically excluded, demoted, or killed with the 

shrugging of the shoulders in quick succession with the expression “oh well, they weren’t strong 

enough, smart enough, progressed enough, modern enough, buddhist enough.” 

I feel that mindful action is stunted and fragmented in our efforts to follow some of the other 

admonishments of Buddhist teachers to simply do this, simply do that. However even more so, I 

think that Empire Buddhism limits its actions to person-to-person affairs and effects, as well as a 

heavy reliance on certain insights and awarenesses that are not socially relevant to fight 

oppression. Individualism has stolen our relationships with each other. If Buddhism thinks to 

become a missionary activity where the world comes on board, it still must face up to its own 

historical violences and wars as well as inaction and escape in the midst of conflicts. Since these 

are eternal questions of any part of living in the world, what then must we do in samsara and 

dukkha? I would say that skillful means needs to become more seriously considered. 

For skillful means to be cultivated, the repertoire must widen to include our unexamined notions 

of life, of histories that have been stolen and hidden. Buddhism often hides from itself because of 

its adoption of certain tenets and perspectives at the expense of others that may be forgotten and 

refused. Often, Buddhism maintains its own internalized oppression and carries on quite ossified 

views of its own premises, forgetting the Buddha’s admonishments—not clearly investigating 

the mountains and the waters as skillfully as one may be able. 

Are our investigations limited by our cultures and times, or do we limit our cultures and times 

ourselves? We and they, are the forgotten, the refused ideas, people, voices, communities that 

fall into the silence. At what point are dharma practitioners responsible for that silent space that 

meditative practices and our everyday cares and time alone cannot fathom at this moment? When 

are these silent spaces, not just that which makes itself clearly recognizable, a result of 

conditionings that we must see? 

When is our need for security and comfort seen not as progress on the dharma but investigated as 

middle-class values that have been what we were truly hoping for, disguised as spiritual desire 

for enlightenment? In giving up desire and enlightenment, what place is history besides the 

morass of dukkha and the wheel that practitioners often easily relegate to ‘the same ol’ story’ and 

to be ignored? 

Certain post-structural and decolonizing movements, as well as some artists and thinkers 

working from that wave of disturbing dominations in the present, have quite a bit to teach 

Buddhist practitioners in the empire-lands. Language, in religions and transnational migrations 

of ideas, steal and use to suit the purpose of dominance and how creative and powerful modes 

can counter it. What we must remember is that our practice is guided by our teachers, yet are our 

own. 

When we examine green mountains walking, not making our own walking separate, what comes 

forth? I think to examine the blind spots of our own lineages and practices is quite useful in 

bringing vibrant energy to a very shrunken and stunted array of Buddhist practices now 

proliferating. Why can’t practice include the investigation of language-assumptions, to see the 
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tendency of psychologizing or making Buddhist terms into colonial metaphysical ideas, and to 

see the tendency to either make ourselves middle-class or special and outside-of something. 

In order to do this, we must begin to understand self as something more than a dharma 

practitioner and to realize ourselves as dharma practitioners within and without histories. Not 

taking and taking are conditions of living in Empire. How shall we live as embodiments of this 

delusion? In walking, walk. Green mountains laugh. The waters see. When? 

Fredrick Douglas Kakinami Cloyd has been a dharma 

practitioner since 1983. His first teacher was Philip Kapleau 

Roshi at the Rochester Zen Center, as well as being one of the 

first persons in Colorado to be at the forefront of the original 

Buddhist Peace Fellowship. He received a Masters degree in 

postcolonial cultural anthropology in San Francisco. He is 

currently working on publishing his auto-ethnographic project 

entitled: Dream of the Water Children: A Black Pacific 

Memory Journal. He has been published in Kartika Review, Oakland Word, The Pacific Reader, 

and Nikkei Heritage (National Japanese American Historical Society Journal) and has been the 

subject of numerous interviews for numerous cable television, radio programs, newspapers and 

journals since 1975. 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/what-is-stolen-in-mappo-

empire-buddhism-a-black-pacific-meditation/ 

 

Wages for Self Care: What Falls Apart When 

We Demand Compensation for Unpaid 

Reproductive Labor? 

By Dawn Haney 

I spent $5,000 a year on therapy while I worked at a 

rape crisis center. My therapist got well over 10% of 

my income each year; a tithe to her painstaking work 

re-teaching me that it was safe to be mindful of my 

body, even in the face of devastating trauma. 

While my therapy work addressed my own past 

trauma, this trauma was violently yanked forward to 

the front of my consciousness from facing day after 

day the trauma of sexual violence. Sometimes called 

vicarious trauma, secondary trauma, or compassion 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/what-is-stolen-in-mappo-empire-buddhism-a-black-pacific-meditation/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/what-is-stolen-in-mappo-empire-buddhism-a-black-pacific-meditation/
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fatigue, it was a common ailment in the industry. Everyone knew it was part of the job when you 

worked with sexual violence – you had to be vigilant about self care or you’d burn out. Eat well. 

Get enough sleep. Meditate. Practice yoga. Do things that bring you joy. When it gets too hard 

or too close to your own trauma, go to therapy. 

As a supervisor, I felt dissonance when encouraging other staff members to take care of 

themselves when they were falling apart. I wondered: If self care is so essential to the job, 

shouldn’t it be *part* of the job? When therapy is needed to cope with vicarious trauma, 

shouldn’t it be paid for by the organization AND be on the clock? 

Unpaid reproductive labor, according to Silvia Federici 

and other Marxist feminists, is the unpaid care work 

that capitalism depends on to ensure workers keep 

showing up day after day. As part of the “Wages for 

Housework” campaign in the 1970s, feminists made 

visible the labor that women were doing in homes – 

“cooking, smiling, fucking” – to ensure workers would 

show up the next day, with energy for the job. In the 

anti-violence field, self care felt like this – unpaid care 

work that my organization depended on me doing on my own dime so I could show up to work 

functional, and face again and again the dysfunction of trauma. 

In demanding wages for housework, these activists were less interested in the actual wages than 

in the revolutionary potential for recognizing unpaid reproductive labor: 

We struggle to break capital’s plan for women, which is an essential moment of that 

division of labor and social power within the working class through which capital has 

been able to maintain its hegemony. Wages for housework, then, is a revolutionary 

demand not because by itself it destroys capital, but because it forces capital to 

restructure social relations in terms more favorable to us and consequently more 

favorable to the unity of the class” – Silvia Federici, from Wages Against Housework, 

1975; reprinted in Revolution at Point Zero 

In naming self care work in the anti-violence industry as unpaid reproductive labor, I’m not so 

much interested in having my therapy paid for and required by my employer. I can only shudder 

at the ways that would turn into a new Orwelian technology for surveilling my mental health and 

judging me unfit for duty if I rabble roused too much. 

However, studying these pockets of “stolen time” provides insight into how capitalism works to 

separate us into individuals responsible for ourselves, rather than a collective force responsible 

for each other, together powerful enough to challenge the 1%. 

What falls apart if we stop reading compassion fatigue as a sign that an individual needs to take 

better care of herself? What if we instead read it as feedback that we need to restructure our 

relationship to the work, and looked for structural and collective solutions to overwhelm? 

https://secure.pmpress.org/index.php?l=product_detail&p=420
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Now when I’m faced with burnout, I look to see how the work itself is a 

set up, designed to be unsustainable with a too urgent pace and not 

enough resources. I’m inspired by engaged Buddhist, Dr. A.T. 

Ariyaratne, and the 500 Year Peace Plan developed by Sri Lanka’s 

Sarvodaya movement: 

“Peace is not something that happens at a peace conference, or 

with the signing of documents ….  The seeds of the present 

conflict in Sri Lanka were planted 500 years ago; it will take at 

least that long to correct the damage.” – Sarvodaya’s 500 Year 

Peace Plan 

This requires an expansion of vision toward building a movement to end 

violence, in the face of state funding that would prefer to keep us focused on the exhausting work 

of helping victim after victim that walk through our doors. Like the feminists who first started 

anti-violence organizations, when our work to end sexual violence is part of building a 

movement, our primary work includes: 

 building a base of people who contribute time, talents, and money to the cause 

 developing new leaders who can help these committed people work together 

 collectively envisioning a new world without sexual violence 

 devising our 500 (or 5000?) year plan of the step-by-step work that will be required to get 

us there 

Even if anti-violence work isn’t your particular offering to the world, I’m curious to know more 

about where you find unpaid reproductive labor in your work life and activist life, and the ways 

that leads to burnout and overwhelm. What happens if you drop the insinuation that this is your 

personal problem to resolve through therapy or stepping up your meditation practice? Under 

investigation, does it instead indicate a pervasive problem that requires an entire restructuring of 

social relations, toward unity? I’d love to hear about your own investigations in the comments. 

  Rachel  April 16, 2013 at 2:19 pm 

Thank you, Dawn, for raising these important issues! I am guessing I am not the only one who 

has been reluctant to call out the non-profit sector – and yet, as your article so eloquently points 

out, they are helping maintain the system that stinks of violence. Instead of dismantling 

patriarchy, individual victims are helped. While that is, of course, crucial (I am convinced I 

wouldn’t be here to type this if it weren’t for such help!), it cannot be the end point if we are 

truly interested in ending violence.  

Your article also reminds me of a comment I made after spending an hour or so giving empathy 

(for free) to a friend: Instead of giving her empathy for her anxiety about surviving, it would be 

so much more helpful if we had a Basic Income Guarantee! In other words: These one-on-one 

solutions miss the systemic issues. And as long as we only focus on self-care as an individual 

thing, we perpetuate the system that stinks! 

http://www.commonway.org/node/59
http://www.commonway.org/node/59
http://www.commonway.org/node/59
http://www.rabe.org/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-25894
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  Mushim  April 16, 2013 at 3:06 pm 

Great essay, Dawn. Thank you. I am 59 and was in undergraduate college at what was 

considered a fairly “radical” institution of higher learning (Oberlin College) during the “wages 

for housework” movement. There has never been any question in my mind about the need for all 

forms of human labor to be recognized.  

I for one do not need any convincing that we in the U.S. are part of many systems that stink, and 

that we are oppressed by many systems that stink. Therefore, what I am primarily interested in 

right now, speaking only for myself, is seeing in-depth descriptions of systems that do not stink. 

They don’t need to be perfect — I don’t think that’s possible — but at least viable and proven 

somewhat to have worked in real life. My own experience is very limited. It’s obvious to me that 

we have a health care crisis in the U.S. I wonder how it would be to live in a nation that has 

socialized medicine, for instance — how well do these systems work, and how are they paid for? 

(I’m wondering about Canada, specifically.) 

Medical and dental care are, in my p.o.v., the supreme koans to crack. Some years ago I was on 

the phone with a staff member of Interfaith Worker Justice. He said he and his partner had been 

part of a collective who rented several townhouses in the Washington, D.C. area, and pooled all 

their income. Everyone received an equal small stipend for personal expenses, and they of course 

bought and cooked food, cleaned, and shared other chores equally. He said they were poor but 

things worked pretty well, until they encountered a problem they couldn’t solve and the 

community disbanded. I immediately said, “Probably medical insurance and care.” He was 

startled, then said, “How did you know? You’re exactly right. We couldn’t afford medical 

insurance for everyone, and during the time we were together people were aging and requiring 

medications, some of which were very expensive. So then they needed to ask for more personal 

stipend. We couldn’t afford for people not to have medical insurance because then one accident 

or illness could have ended up bankrupting the entire community.”  

So, in terms of creating alternative systems that smell better, medical and dental care are bottom 

lines that have driven people back into the mainstream system, or that keep them there. 

Interestingly, I was just part of a Facebook conversation on the ever-lively and wisdom-laden 

page of Sage Raven Mahosadha, on the question of how people can lead humane, sustainable 

lives doing work that contributes to the healing of the world, and a common theme that emerged 

at the get-go was aging and the problem of medical insurance. It is completely possible to 

simplify one’s lifestyle radically (eat beans and rice; get clothes at thrift stores; use the library, 

etc.) in order to free up time to be used to create art, help people, play with children, relax and 

exercise, but not being medically insured is a constant stressor and a major one at that. I speak 

from personal experience, and I haven’t yet seen many systems-based answers. That’s what I’m 

looking for as a thread in this dialogue! 

http://www.mushim.wordpress.com/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-25910
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  Dawn Haney April 22, 2013 at 7:34 pm 

Thanks Rachel & Mushim! Interesting thoughts, all around! 

Rachel, I’m glad you made clear the point that the individual help is, in fact, essential to many of 

us. My understanding of the early days of rape crisis centers is that many of them formed out of 

the consciousness-raising women’s groups of the 1970s. People saw that violence was a common 

theme coming up for women, and providing services for individuals was theorized as a way to 

talk with more women and help them see their individual problem with violence as a collective 

problem with patriarchy. The shifts toward government funding in the 1980s (with the Victims 

of Crime Act, passed after Reagan was shot) and the 1990s (with the Violence Against Women 

Act) moved rape crisis centers away from addressing patriarchy, toward helping individual 

women interact with the woefully inadequate criminal justice system. (Some of this history is 

available in Incite Women of Color Against Violence, and in Confronting Rape: The Feminist 

Anti-Rape Movement and the State by Nancy Matthews). 

Mushim, it’s interesting you bring up health care – my doctor at that time was part of a 

movement to end dependence on the insurance game. Along with some other docs across the 

country, she stopping taking any private insurance (dropping the immense headache of 

interacting with those systems), and instead went to a yearly fee-based system. I don’t remember 

all the details, but she had a “plan” for if you were mostly healthy but wanted to do preventive 

care and be able to come in if you were sick, and another plan that included regular visits if you 

had some chronic health issues you wanted her help managing (diabetes, chronic pain, etc). It 

wasn’t a perfect system (she couldn’t help you if you cut your leg off and needed to go to an 

emergency room), but I appreciated so much how dropping the insurance racket improved her 

ability to care for patients, particularly with preventive care and chronic illness management, and 

her overhead costs dropped significantly as she no longer had to pay someone just to manage the 

insurance claims. 

I was also going to include a story (which now will get told in the comments) of an employee 

who requested that we drop her organization-paid health insurance and instead give her more pay 

so she could decide the best ways to take care of herself. It was an interesting challenge for me, 

as I think offering health care can be an important component of an organizations care of their 

employees (especially health care that at least pays a portion of mental health care for employees 

who are going to be dealing with vicarious trauma). But who am I to say that Western medicine 

is the best way to offer health care? I’m certainly not convinced that it is, so it was hard to argue 

that she had to keep her health care. Of course, the little bit of added salary STILL was barely 

enough to live on. As Rachel says, if there’s not a basic income guarantee, isn’t everything we’re 

doing just a stop gap measure to try to help people deal with the fact that they can’t make it 

under capitalism? 

  Jeff  April 22, 2013 at 8:31 pm 

There are a few islands of personal wellness out there in the vast ocean of shockingly poor public 

health, neglect, and medical bankruptcy. I think we agree that the former needs to be available to 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-28400
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-28430
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ALL of us. The best place to start is surgically excising profit-mongers from health care, with 

firm compassion of course. 

The best “medicine” (besides food, shelter, work, rest, etc) is yet to be determined, but I believe 

impartial science in the public interest can answer that question as we build a better System. 

Thanks. 

  Dawn Haney April 23, 2013 at 1:39 pm 

April 23, 2013 at 1:39 pm 

Jeff, I like this: “The best place to start is surgically excising profit-mongers from health care, 

with firm compassion of course.” 

This is at the heart of what my doctor was trying to do, and there was a way that just knowing 

my doctor could focus on what was best for my health (rather than what was best profit for 

insurance companies) made me feel better already. She sent to a massage therapist for my 

pinched nerve in my shoulders, and she didn’t have to fight anyone to do that instead of put me 

on drugs or recommend me to try surgery.  

And I loved being part of what felt like a radical shift in health care! 

  Jeff  April 23, 2013 at 5:48 pm 

Dawn, on the other end of the stethoscope, I feel so fulfilled when we succeed in a safe effective 

treatment without having to sneak past Medical Industry watchdogs! Sadly, this happens less and 

less. Staying healthy should be fun, or at least not awful, yes? 

At your leisure (when you get past the mountain of tasks) – http://pnhpcalifornia.org/bad-

medicine-should-we-escape-it-or-change-it/ 

  Dawn Haney  April 24, 2013 at 9:49 am 

Interesting review Jeff, thanks for sharing it here. 

These two sentences point to a potential health care policy shift that makes my skin crawl: 

“Employees are rewarded for passing or improving each test (such as losing weight) by a 

reduction in their insurance premiums. These changes are ‘primarily targeted at our 30,000 

nonunion workforce.’” 

I come from good Midwestern stock. I’ve completed badass road bike races, yet even at my 

fittest, I was still classified as obese by Western medicine. My blood work shows me in good 

health, yet most wellness programs have an obsession with the number on the scale and would 

classify me as a bad worker who is costing the company too much money. Without union 

protection, this sounds like another excuse to fire me for being fat (not that that doesn’t already 

happen with the extreme fat phobia that exists). 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-28702
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-28702
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-28803
http://pnhpcalifornia.org/bad-medicine-should-we-escape-it-or-change-it/
http://pnhpcalifornia.org/bad-medicine-should-we-escape-it-or-change-it/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-29114
http://www.ironhorsebicycleclassic.com/
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This is the creepy Orwellian surveillance that I worry we could move to in an effort to focus on 

prevention – daily weigh-ins when we show up to work to determine whether we are worthy or 

unworthy as humans. 

As you point to as well, who even has access to good food and safe movement options? I’m not 

even talking about local organic non-GMO produce, I’m talking about who doesn’t even have 

grocery stores in their neighborhoods? Who has safe streets to walk on? Who gets shot by cops 

for looking suspicious when running down the street? 

I long to see a move to prevention-oriented health care that doesn’t shame people for “not taking 

good care of themselves.” 

  Shodo  April 24, 2013 at 12:47 pm 

I love this thread. I remember Wages for Housework – was in Movement for a New Society 

when it came around. And I just refused Medicare Part B because it costs over $100 a month. 

That’s what I pay my homeopath I need that money to take care of myself, but I did think it 

would be really nice to be able to see a regular doctor too once I turn 65. 

Sometimes sanghas get the idea “We can’t pay you a salary but we can get you medical 

insurance.” When that idea comes around me, I try to keep the blowup moderate. I could use 

those hundreds of dollars for good food.  

This line is just above: ‘I long to see a move to prevention-oriented health care that doesn’t 

shame people for “not taking good care of themselves.”’ Will never happen as long as health 

care is in the dominant paradigm. I’m guilty of it too: forgetting that too many people have poor 

health because of their neighborhood or job or violence or lack of access to decent food. (And if 

you want non-GMO food, that’s almost everyone. My checkbook tells me that. My health too is 

class privilege.) 

The original post, on compassion fatigue: I remember when we started rape crisis shelters, then 

shelters for battered women. They were radical, and the workers went broke. Then they became 

social service. It’s funny how many social workers are radical inside and work in a pacification 

system to make a living. I found that out when I became a social worker. I particularly related to 

the story of paying a tenth of income for therapy. Been there, done that – it was more like 20%, 

if memory serves me. When a therapist, I worked in the clinics where you could go for free 

(guess what they paid) but there aren’t any now. Emergency room, I guess, and medication. The 

secret: a lot of successful therapists are seeing a few people for free or for very little. They can’t 

afford to advertise it. 

  Maia Duerr / The Jizo Chronicles  April 24, 2013 at 5:20 pm 

What a great article and conversation following it… I wish I had some answers, I don’t, but I am 

so much appreciating what’s being shared here. I am reminded of the Mutual Aid and Pleasure 

Societies of Black New Orleans… another way to create a parallel system where people take 

care of each other and pool resources to provide for some essential services. See 

http://www.realitysandwich.com/mutual_aid_revisited 

http://www.compassionateearthwalk.org/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-29180
http://jizochronicles.com/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/#comment-29279
http://www.realitysandwich.com/mutual_aid_revisited
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Dawn Haney brings her passions for social justice, good non-profit 

management, and the dharma to her role as Director of Training & 

Development for BPF. During her tenure as Executive Director of 

Sexual Assault Services Organization, a rape crisis center in 

Colorado, her proudest achievements included reaching ambitious 

fundraising goals to expand services to survivors, developing a new 

community organizing program focused on building power in 

immigrant communities to fight sexual violence, and co-organizing a 

conference expanding LGBTQ visibility in rural communities of the 

Southwest. After several years of studying the dharma as relational 

practice, Dawn’s social justice work brought her to the meditation 

cushion with a desire to be stronger and more resilient in her work.  

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/ 

 

Capitalists Want You To Be Happy: Self-

Improvement and Exploitation 

 
By Kenji Liu 

Since we’re looking at Stolen Lands, Stolen Culture, Stolen Time this month at Turning Wheel, 

it’s worthwhile to examine capitalism. What is the fundamental mechanism that allows 

capitalists to accumulate wealth? 

It seems like every week we hear another outrageous story of skyrocketing corporate profits 

while many of the rest of us struggle or worry about basic needs. While some of these 

newsworthy profits are due to outright deception and consequent lack of prosecution, how is it 

that many of us are working harder than ever to achieve the same quality of life or less? 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wages-for-self-care/
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How does profit get extracted from our work? The best illustration of this problem is of a worker 

who gets paid based on how many hours she works, yet the full value of what she produces in 

those hours is greater. For example, she may be hired for an hour’s work and be paid $10. The 

capitalist has her use a machine to make meditation cushions, and she is able to make a $50 

cushion every 15 minutes. At the end of an hour, the capitalist gains $200 of work for paying the 

worker only $10, capturing $190 in gross revenue. After deducting operating costs for the 

cushion’s raw materials and depreciation of the machine, the capitalist is left with, say, $140. 

Since the worker doesn’t own the machine or the products she makes with it, the capitalist has 

been able to extract a significant surplus value (profit) from her one hour’s work. From a 

Marxian point of view, as long as the worker is not being compensated for the actual amount of 

work done, she is being exploited. 

For those of us who might work for a salary, the principle is similar. Take a full-time, exempt 

staff person working at a community non-profit organization for a salary of $25,000 a year, 

which comes out to about $12 an hour. Those of us who have been part of such hard-working 

organizations are probably familiar with the culture of working endless hours beyond the usual 

40 hours a week, in the name of a good cause. If this staff person works more than 40 hours a 

week in order to accomplish what is necessary, they are not being compensated for the overtime. 

The organization is able to extract surplus from this person’s work, which is in many ways less 

visible than the previous example—the non-profit professional often does not produce a 

measurable product that can be said to have X dollar value. While it may pain non-profit 

professionals to say so, this is still exploitation. 

Another important example of exploitation, pointed out by feminists, is the unpaid labor of 

women at home. Care of others, whether physically or emotionally, is traditionally allocated to 

women. Domestic chores are performed without compensation and on top of any paid work 

women might do outside of the home. Women also often perform unpaid emotional labor within 

nuclear families, caring for the suffering of family members. Such labor helps the family 

reproduce and nurture new laborers, and has enormous economic value that the larger system of 

capitalism benefits from without having to pay for it. 

In the United States, mindfulness and yoga practices have become part of the culture of many 

major corporations—using the rhetoric of care and self-care to improve the health of its 

employees—which would seem to be a good thing. The call for self-improvement through these 

practices is often in the name of a more productive, innovative workforce—which facilitates 

better surplus extraction. Happier, calmer, loyal, and more focused employees working 

harmoniously together is a good thing for corporations because they believe it will benefit their 

bottom line. 

This brings up questions of “right livelihood,” since working for, say, the oil industry is certainly 

different from working for a community non-profit in terms of whether your work causes or 

reduces harm in the world. Being happier, calmer, and more productive in the name of peace and 

justice is not such a bad thing, though your organization may still be extracting surplus value 

from your work. We live in an economy that is based on such extraction, and not participating in 

it is almost impossible. We still have to purchase products made under such conditions. 
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We need to remember that Buddhism is in many ways not about happiness. It is about ending 

suffering. If we focus only on achieving happiness, then we can actually accept all kinds of 

injustices. We might be happy while our bosses extract hundreds of dollars from our one hour of 

work, or happy working for a harmful corporation because it encourages our self-improvement, 

or happy constantly performing unpaid emotional labor at home for miserable men, or happy 

while purchasing products made in sweatshop conditions or by slave labor. If we remember to 

focus on ending suffering for everyone, then none of these situations will make us happy. 

Sometimes we might have no choice but to be in these situations, in which case we can work on 

developing our equanimity or compassion. But ultimately, the extraction of surplus value is not 

an economic method that facilitates the end of suffering for all. 

  Richard Modiano April 8, 2013 at 2:16 pm 

Strictly speaking, the theory of surplus value is more properly a socialist view although most 

fully developed and articulated by Marx. A small point. 

Concerning non-profits, since going to work for one three years ago I’ve gone to seminars on 

non-profit management, fund raising, etc. and learned the expression “sweat equity.” It refers to 

all those uncompensated work hours that employees are forced to work if they want to keep the 

institution running. Where I work, we have a degree of workers’ control and are only answerable 

to the board of trustees through our elected representative. 

Because we all believe in our non-profit’s mission we work even harder then for a typical 

capitalist enterprise, and this is also true of worker-owned businesses as well. as long as we’re 

forced to work in the larger capitalist economy this is going to remain an unanswerable dilemma. 

  Per April 8, 2013 at 2:43 pm 

This is such an important topic, thank you. I’ve often thought about making an inner harmony is 

not the same as being happy and complacent. Please continue this conversation! 

  Lauren Brown April 8, 2013 at 6:50 pm 

I have long felt alone when people involved in personal growth work, even meditation centers, 

don’t acknowledge these systemic issues, so seeing them addressed here brings a sense of 

companionship and relief. Krishnamurti is often quoted as having said, “It is no measure of 

health to be well adjusted to a profoundly sick society.” This article elaborates the structural 

issues involved; having long sensed them, I appreciate their being articulated by someone more 

informed. Would also like to learn more – including what to do about them! All that said, I’d still 

like to think a degree of contentment can be cultivated through mindfulness and finding ways to 

share our gifts with the world. 

  Kenji April 9, 2013 at 2:17 pm 

Richard: I think a worker-owned business or co-op is a wonderful way to subvert some aspects 

of exploitation. Since one of the key problems in capitalist production is that workers do not own 

http://www.iww.org/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-22714
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-22722
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-22820
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-23192
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the means of production (machines, equipment, materials, etc), a worker-owned business 

changes that dynamic. I would be curious to see how the numbers work out, as in, does a co-op 

model of business significantly change the amount or nature of surplus value extraction? 

  Kenji April 9, 2013 at 2:25 pm 

Lauren: That Krishnamurti quote is one of my favorites, and I think that being “well-adjusted” to 

our society is certainly not an aspiration I have. On one hand, it is probably important to be able 

to function somewhat in our society, otherwise our marginalization will be extreme. On the other 

hand, complete assimilation into dominant economic values is not such a great situation either if 

we care about ending suffering. 

I agree that a certain degree of contentment is possible despite all of these issues. While 

injustices are many and great, I don’t think it helps to be miserable about it all the time—this is 

where our practices of equanimity and compassion can come in to ease the way. The great gift of 

dhamma practice is that we can be aware of many contradictions and try to navigate them more 

or less skillfully, feeling out when it’s necessary to act, and in what way. 

  Kenji April 9, 2013 at 2:30 pm 

Per: I think you are very right, that inner harmony is not the same as being happy and 

complacent. If a person is happy and complacent, I would say that person is lacking a bit in 

compassion, since feelings of compassion naturally draw us closer to the world and help us 

empathize with suffering. In the US, extreme alienation and isolation are commonplace due to 

many reasons, so I would imagine that this is an issue that arises fairly often. 

  Richard Modiano April 10, 2013 at 11:57 am 

Perhaps some people may have heard of Mondragon Co-operatives based in the Basque region in 

Spain. There are financial, industrial, retail and educational co-ops that are federated and 

employee around 80,000 workers. There are wage differentials among the workers with the 

executive layer receiving the highest wage. Last year the United Steel Workers signed an 

agreement with Mondragon to form worker owned co-ops in the US. It remains to be seen if the 

co-ops are worker controlled as well as worker owned. 

Still, as long as co-ops have to operate in a capitalist economy there will be some degree of 

exploitation involved. In response to a question about Mondragon Noam Chomsky observed, “If 

you’re in a system where you must make profit in order to survive, you’re compelled to ignore 

negative externalities fixed on others.” 

  Jeff April 12, 2013 at 8:53 pm 

Much truth and goodwill in this dialog! I am inspired by attempts to establish worker-owned 

businesses here and internationally (e.g., Venezuela). However, it’s a very uphill battle in a 

capitalist economy. Not that we shouldn’t keep trying. Definitely need to change the System, as 

you say. 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-23194
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-23197
http://www.iww.org/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-23592
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As we do these thought experiments, I’m particularly interested in active, feet-on-the-ground 

movements that are challenging exploitation. It’s great to read about active struggles in these 

pages! (my thing is universal health care). 

  Juliana Essen April 30, 2013 at 3:45 pm 

Like Jeff, I’m always excited to hear about real efforts to challenge the hegemony of global 

capitalism. The good news is that there is actually an enormous amount of economic activity that 

goes on outside the capitalist system. Feminist geographers JK Gibson-Graham 

(communityeconomies.org) say that what we think of as the capitalist economy (i.e., wage labor 

in a capitalist firm) is really just the tip of the iceberg–all of our other economic activities that we 

engage in throughout the day (like bartering, volunteering, co-ops, gifting, reciprocity, etc), are 

the part of the iceberg we cannot see below the surface of the water. So perhaps we can sharpen 

our powers of observation…and the more we see, the more we can support these activities. All 

the better for strenthening our communities. 

Kenji Liu has practiced Theravadan Buddhism in Burmese and Thai 

traditions since 1998. An educator, cultural worker, and writer, he has 

been on the faculty of public and private colleges, teaching ethnic 

studies, Asian American studies, and social change theory. He has also 

led community workshops nationally teaching anti-oppression analysis 

and organizational development. A Pushcart Prize nominee and first 

runner-up finalist for the Poets & Writers 2013 California Writers 

Exchange Award, his poetry and essays have appeared in numerous 

literary journals. 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-

happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/ 

 

Intro to Marx, an Annotated Bibliography 
 

As someone who grew up in the United States, educated in schools by people who lived through 

the McCarthy era witch hunts against communists, I was grossly uneducated about critiques of 

capitalism as an economic system.  

As the housing market collapsed in the U.S., as economies faltered in Greece and Spain, as banks 

were deemed “too big to fail,” my limited understanding of economic systems left me feeling 

scared about what was happening and confusion about how to fix it. As the Occupy 

movement brought forward critiques not just of consumer culture, but of the economic system of 

capitalism itself, I found myself curious to learn more about these critiques so I could be part of 

discussions, analysis, and smart action. 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/#comment-32378
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/
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Again and again, critiques of capitalism come back to the writings of Karl Marx, who was 

entirely erased from my public education about economics. While there are plenty of critiques 

about Marx (particularly how Marxist theory has been implemented in the real world), I’m 

finding it useful to dig in to Marxist analysis as a way to understand the workings of capitalism.  

Whether you’d like to throw capitalism on the bonfire or think it’s possible we could redeem 

capitalism with modifications to how it operates, you might find some of these resources helpful 

to understand the principles of waged labor and capital that Marx wrote about, and that many 

critiques of capitalism are built on. These were some resources that were recommended to us by 

folks who think a lot about Marxist critique. I’ve just scratched the surface of these myself, so 

am curious to find out more about what gems are in here, and what problems exist in this way of 

framing the world. ~Dawn Haney 

For purposes of this study guide, two important concepts in Marx’s critique of “bourgeois” 

political economy relate to stolen land and stolen time.  Stolen land (and people) is part and 

parcel of capitalism through the process known as “primitive accumulation.”  Marx describes it 

as a process beginning with the enclosure of commons in Europe, and then expanding to include 

slavery and land conquest throughout the world.  

"The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and 

entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that continent, the beginnings of the 

conquest and plunder of India, and the conversion of Africa into a preserve for the 

commercial hunting of black-skins, 

are all things which characterize 

the dawn of the era of capitalist 

production. These idyllic 

proceedings are the chief moments 

of primitive accumulation."   

Primitive accumulation continues today 

through war and colonialism, enclosures 

and treaty violations.  As BPFer Stephen 

Crooms has discussed in his review of 

Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow, 

one could also argue that the massive 

profits generated by the rise of the Prison 

Industrial Complex, fueled by the War On 

Drugs, also represents a kind of social 

theft of primary resources (prisoners and 

taxpayer money) to create new cycles of 

productive capital.  

As for stolen time, a basic principle of 

Marx’s critique concerns unpaid labor or 

“surplus labor.”  This cartoon illustrates 

the basic idea: that in order to realize 



The System Stinks: Stolen Land, Stolen Culture, Stolen Time  39 

Buddhist Peace Fellowship/Turning Wheel Media 

profits, workers have to produce more value than what they are paid in wages.  If someone other 

than workers themselves is appropriating that surplus value (i.e. a company owner), Marx argues 

that this is a basic form of exploitation at the root of capitalist social relations.  If workers 

themselves reaped the surplus value of their labor (the production that goes above and beyond 

what they need to survive), it would no longer be exploitative.  But even in a worker-owned co-

operative, the rate of production and scale of wages has to compete with other companies in the 

industry, who might pay extremely low wages, use extra profit to buy faster machines, or use it 

to generate enormous economies of scale. 

We are by no means experts in Marxist theories, but we hope that these resources might be 

helpful to those other BPFers who, like us, are trying to study and learn. ~Katie Loncke 

 “He is paying you $75 to tell him to work faster!”  

Cartoon by Fred Wright 
http://i.imgur.com/bp0Nq.jpg 

Political cartoons provide sharp analysis, getting to the heart of a matter with a mix of images 

and words. Only got a minute to understand a Marxist critique of waged labor? Read this. 

 

Crises of Capitalism video 

By David Harvey with RSA Animate 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOP2V_np2c0 

While BPFers don’t necessarily agree about whether capitalism can be redeemed or not, I 

haven’t yet met a BPFer who doesn’t think capitalism as currently practiced is a serious problem. 

This 11-minute video moves quickly, but packs in a lot of information. Much explanation of our 

current economic crisis is based on “outside” forces (human fraility, institutional failures, 

obsessed with a false theory, cultural origins, or failure of policy). While all of them have a 

partial truth, from a Marxist perspective, this kind of crisis is also built in to the system of 

capitalism (what Harvey calls “the internal contradictions of capital accumulation”). He names 

excessive power of finance capital as the root of the problem, and explains how financiers got so 

much power since the 1970s. As he says, “I don’t have the solutions, but I think I understand the 

nature of the problem.” He encourages debate and discussion (and joining anti-capitalist 

organizing groups) to come up with solutions together.~ Dawn Haney 

 

The Law of Value series 

By Kapitalism101 
http://kapitalism101.wordpress.com/law-of-value-the-series/ 

This video series (with text transcripts!) breaks down important Marxist terminology like: 

 The difference between use-value, exchange value and value 

 The relation of supply, demand and price to value 

 Abstract labor 

 Socially necessary labor time 

 

The introduction explains that capitalism is a different organization of society - instead of 

making things for our own use, we sell our own labor and then buy things for our own use in the 

market. “Economically, people can only relate to each other through money prices, through 

http://i.imgur.com/bp0Nq.jpg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOP2V_np2c0
http://kapitalism101.wordpress.com/law-of-value-the-series/
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value. This world of commodity relations takes an independent form, outside of the control of 

individuals, that acts back upon and directs the flow of human affairs.” ~ Dawn Haney 

 

Historical Capitalism with Capitalist Civilisation 

by Immanuel Maurice Wallenstein 

http://books.google.com/books/about/Capistalist_Civilisation.html?id=50xny_8ML9kC 

From Google Books: “In this short, highly readable book, Immanuel Wallerstein provides a 

condensation of the central ideas of The Modern World-System, his monumental study of 

capitalism as an integrated, historical entity. In developing an anatomy of capitalism over the 

past five centuries, Wallerstein provides one of the most coherent and succinct introductions to 

the genesis of a global system of exploitation. 

 

Particular attention is focused on the emergence and development of a unified world market, and 

the concomitant international division of labor. Wallerstein argues forcefully, against the grain of 

much current opinion, that capitalism has brought about an actual, not merely relative, 

immiseration in the countries of the Third World. The economic and social problems of 

underdeveloped countries will remain unresolved as long as they remain located within a 

framework of world capitalism.” 

 

Night-Vision: Illuminating War and Class on the Neo-Colonial Terrain 

by Butch Lee, Red Rover 
https://secure.leftwingbooks.net/index.php?l=product_detail&p=86  

An in-depth, yet accessible look at neo-colonialism as the latest stage of capitalism. What does a 

critique of capitalism look like in our world reorganized into a “borderless world economy”? 

From the introduction: “The dispossessed and semi-slave proletariat of early european industry 

have never disappeared at all, but have merely been displaced out of sight into the Third World 

and the migrant Fourth World, multiplying a thousand times and becoming the fastest growing 

class. Capitalism’s economic dependence on genocide and slavery, which determined the content 

of its character during the colonial era, still continues as the unseen foundation of the neo-

imperial economy.” 

Socialist-Feminist Strategy Today 

by Johanna Brenner and Nancy Holmstrom  

Socialist Register 2013: The Question of Strategy, Leo Panitch, Greg Albo, Vivek Chibber eds., 

Available for $25: http://socialistregister.com/index.php/srv/article/view/18821#.UYFLnsqfx05  

Abstract: Women have entered the global political stage in an astonishing array of movements. 

Sparked by the current capitalist war on the working class as well as the ongoing struggle around 

patriarchal relations, these movements provide an important arena for socialist-feminist politics. 

Today, unlike the past, feminist ideas are part of many anti-capitalist movements, although 

bringing those ideas to the centre of anti-capitalist politics is still an uphill struggle. In this essay 

we discuss how socialist feminist activists are shaping demands and campaigns, how they 

organize on the ground, how they build the leadership of working-class, indigenous and rural 

women, how they work within mixed gender groups and movements. 

 

http://books.google.com/books/about/Capistalist_Civilisation.html?id=50xny_8ML9kC
https://secure.leftwingbooks.net/index.php?l=product_detail&p=86
http://socialistregister.com/index.php/srv/article/view/18821#.UYFLnsqfx05
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The Endless Crisis: How Monopoly-Finance Capital Produces Stagnation and Upheaval 

from the USA to China 

by John Bellamy Foster and Robert W. McChesney  

Introduction:  http://monthlyreview.org/2012/05/01/the-endless-crisis 

Full text for $24.95:  http://monthlyreview.org/press/books/cl3133/  

 

“'The normal state of the monopoly capitalist economy,’ [Baran and Sweezy] declared [in their 

1966 classic Monopoly Capital], ‘is stagnation.' According to this argument, the rise of the giant 

monopolistic (or oligopolistic) corporations...led to a tendency for the actual and potential 

investment-seeking surplus in society to rise. The very conditions of exploitation (or high price 

markups on unit labor costs) meant both that inequality in society increased and that more and 

more surplus capital tended to accumulate actually and potentially within the giant firms and in 

the hands of wealthy investors, who were unable to find profitable investment outlets sufficient 

to absorb all of the investment-seeking surplus. Hence, the economy became increasingly 

dependent on external stimuli such as higher government spending (particularly on the military), 

a rising sales effort, and financial expansion to maintain growth." [From the Introduction] 

 

Foster and McChesney show that monopoly ownership, financial concentration, and increased 

exploitation worldwide have led to and sustain our economy's current "stagnation-

financialization trap." People are thrown on the scrap-heap (long term unemployment, prison, 

addictions of various kinds), while those who are working generate more and more output while 

real wages hardly rise at all. The increasing irrationality, especially in the safety valve of 

financial speculation, is bound to erupt in further crises -- ultimately challenging the earth's 

ability to sustain life. It's a devastating and compelling critique rooted in current real-world 

conditions. ~ Chip Smith 

 

Beyond Capital: Marx's Political Economy of the Working Class 

by Michael A. Lebowitz 

especially Chapter 8, "The One-Sidedness of Wage-Labour"  

http://us.macmillan.com/beyondcapitalsecondedition/MichaelLebowitz 

 

What's striking about this chapter is the way it takes up workers' lives outside the workplace, 

including relations in the home, and shows how the multiple relations of exploitation work to 

capital's advantage. Beyond Capital emphasizes the full complexity of human beings, as 

contrasted to the system's stripping people down to bearers of labor power (of various skill 

levels) in the workplace. It also describes how a path of solidarity and struggle can move us 

beyond today's stunted conditions to a future where people shape fully both themselves and their 

world. ~Chip Smith 

 

Have your own favorite readings that are critical of capitalism, particularly how theft of land and 

time are built into the economy? Have something to say about the readings we’ve highlighted 

here? Love ‘em or hate ‘em, we’d love to hear what you are thinking.  

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/intro-to-marx/ (password: 

stealinginreverse)  

http://monthlyreview.org/2012/05/01/the-endless-crisis
http://monthlyreview.org/press/books/cl3133/
http://us.macmillan.com/beyondcapitalsecondedition/MichaelLebowitz
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/intro-to-marx/
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Session C: 

Compassionate Confrontation; Taking Action 
 

Is inner transformation enough? For Buddhists who want to adopt more active forms of 
resistance, how do our practices of inner and outer transformation relate to each other? 
How do we envision ourselves and other Buddhists engaging in direct action in ways 
that support frontline communities who are most affected? 
 
Session Goals: 

 Strengthen political organizing skills by analyzing strategy & tactics for actions 
 Learn about group members’ experiences with different kinds of action 

Discussion Questions: 

In a comment on Turning Wheel Media, Jay Garces asks, “can buddhists have a perfect 
job by being peaceful or do they have to go on strike?” In what ways can we use 
Buddhism as a “balm” for exploitation and oppression? How does it inspire us to take 
action to change the situation? 

Shodo Spring believes that the Compassionate Earth Walk is more than symbolic: that 
by mindfully walking on the earth, surrendering to the land that gives us so much, we 
are actively restoring something to the earth that has been stolen.  What do you think of 
this proposed Buddhist action?   
 
As discussed by Diana Pei Wu and Jack Downey and illustrated by Gene Sharp, there is 
a wide diversity of direct action and a multitude of roles within any given action. How 
do you understand the definition of direct action?  Have you ever participated in 
one?  Would you be interested in participating in actions against the Keystone XL 
Pipeline this summer - in a support role and/or putting your body on the line? What 
would help you engage with this struggle? 

In Derek Rasmussen’s primer on Qallunology (the study of white people), he discusses 
the Qallunaat obsession with “rescuing” people. What are you experiences with being 
rescued and/or being the rescuer? Do you agree that homelessness/uprootedness and 
possessive individualism are qualities of whiteness that drive an impulse to rescue in 
actions instead of finding ways to first “do no harm”? 

Can we imagine solidarity actions for striking Hong Kong dock workers from a “not-
rescuing” position? How do you imagine the dock workers have been transformed in 
their strike?   
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Strike: The Best Kind Of Stealing? 

 

In one scene of Disney’s shockingly progressive movie musical Newsies (now adapted for the 

Broadway stage), which sets the New York City newsboys strike of 1899 to infectious song-and-

dance numbers, two newsies have an illuminating exchange on the ethics of theft. 

David [with disdain]: Our dad taught us not to steal. 

Jack [dryly]: Yeah, well mine taught me not to starve, so I guess we both got an education. 

The story of the newsies progresses beyond individual, 

petty theft to dramatize the arc of a collectivized form of 

lawbreaking vis-à-vis property, one of my favorite forms 

of what could be called “stealing”: the strike. 

Strikes are not always illegal, but when they are 

effective, especially when they involve the actual 

blocking of production and commerce, they usually cost 

the company money.  A lot of money.  The current, 

ongoing strike at the docks of Hong Kong, pictured 

above (the world’s third busiest port), is reportedly 

costing the Hong Kong International Terminals (HIT) something like $640,000 per day.  This is 

its third week. 

http://ntdtv.org/en/news/china/2013-04-17/hong-kong-dock-workers-take-strike-to-hong-kong-s-richest-man.html
http://ntdtv.org/en/news/china/2013-04-17/hong-kong-dock-workers-take-strike-to-hong-kong-s-richest-man.html
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As we continue to take a systemic-level look at the second precept, a training to refrain from 

“taking what is not freely offered,” I’m eager to think about the ways this operates in the context 

of labor organizing and strikes, past and present.  As engaged Buddhists, do we abstain from 

participating in or supporting “hard” picket lines, which prevent people from crossing, by force if 

necessary?  (My sweet-as-honey 88-year-old neighbor, Mr. Posey, tells stories about his 

longshoreman days, when the picket line would overturn the cars of strikebreakers.)  Or, on the 

other hand, is it our moral obligation to engage in such struggles around economic exploitation 

— what many engaged Buddhists have called institutionalized greed?  How do we relate to the 

complexities of not-to-steal and not-to-starve, in resisting oppression from a stance of ahimsa, 

nonharming? 

Clearly, the workers at the Hong Kong docks feel that greed and exploitation are at play, that 

something has been unfairly taken 

from them.  They are fighting for 

justice to restore some of that 

loss.  Specifically, the 

institutionalized theft to which they 

object relates not only to wages 

(they say they haven’t had a raise in 

a decade), but also to atrocious 

working conditions, and the dignity 

and time this company has taken 

from them — especially time with 

their families.  In this video, a 

worker gives a moving speech about 

this theft of time. 

We take more care of the docks than we do our own families! Actually that phrase cuts 

deep into the heart. Do the docks need you to take care of them? Is Li Ka Shing really 

hurting? …Going on strike is telling Li Ka Shing, Hey, we’re finished taking care of you. 

We have to take care of our own families now. 

As the struggle continues and escalates, the workers are bringing the fight to the company 

doorstep of one of HIT’s main investors, Hong Kong’s richest person, Li Ka-Shing. 

More than 400 workers are now on strike in the city, protesting against labor conditions 

and demanding a 20% pay rise. On Wednesday night, they pitched tents outside of the 

headquarters of Mr. Li’s company Cheung Kong (Holdings) Ltd., which owns the largest 

stake in Hutchison Whampoa Ltd. Hutchison, through its unit Hongkong International 

Terminals, runs many of the city’s shipping berths. 

Li himself seems to be a Buddhist: he has contributed significant sums to institutes designed to 

“promote the understanding of Buddhism, especially for Hong Kong’s younger generation.” 

Wonder what kind of Buddhist understanding Li will promote in his response (or nonresponse) 

to the workers’ fight?  And wonder whether any of the Buddhist workers (Hong Kong has a large 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=fx-lCMZNZq0
http://blogs.wsj.com/chinarealtime/2013/04/18/hong-kong-strikers-pitch-tents-outside-li-ka-shings-headquarters/
http://online.wsj.com/public/quotes/main.html?type=djn&symbol=0001.HK
http://online.wsj.com/public/quotes/main.html?type=djn&symbol=0013.HK
http://www.lksf.org/en/media/press/20050222
http://www.lksf.org/en/media/press/20050222
http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=fx-lCMZNZq0
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Buddhist population, so I’m just making an assumption, but I could be wrong — anybody 

know?) consider their struggle in explicitly spiritual or religious terms? 

In any case, this will be a case to keep an eye on.  I’ve been looking for opportunities to support 

the dock workers by adding to their strike fund, but so far haven’t been able to find anything 

online.  If you see something, please share it with us here! 

Katie Loncke, born in Sacramento, California, and now living 

in Oakland, is the curly granddaughter of Negros and Jewish 

refugees.  She started organizing in high school with a Lesbian 

Gay Straight Alliance, and currently organizes with workers, 

tenants, and homeowners in a solidarity network.  Following 

her graduation from Harvard, the Cambridge Insight Meditation 

Center offered Katie a warm, life-altering introduction to 

Buddhism. Her writing on Buddhism and politics has appeared 

in The Jizo Chronicles, The Buddhist Channel, make/shift 

magazine, Flip Flopping Joy, and Feministe, as well as her personal blog, Kloncke. 

Comment on The Fraud of Jobs 

Jay Garces April 23, 2013 at 1:27 am 

Hey, I’m new. I am doing an report for sociology on “the perfect job – compare and contrast 

disconnected fantasy with utopian but real action plans”, meaning what is fake or honest even if 

its still a dream. Buddhist Peace forum has this article by Judge Fortunato on fraud jobs with a 

cartoon guy, reminds me of working at In’n'out, except we all made $8.25 ’cause its Cali, lol. 

There was another story about your work going beyond your actual job. Katie Loncke wrote the 

article with people in Hong kong striking to make their job better. 

My question is can buddhists have a perfect job because they get a peaceful mind or would you 

have to go on strike?  

Additional Resource: http://hkstrikes.wordpress.com/ 

ALL ON THE SAME OCEAN: Solidarity with Strikers on the Hong Kong Docks 

About: We share the same ocean waters, and the same battles for a better world. We are 

concerned individuals in Seattle and beyond who want to express solidarity with the courageous 

strike that dock workers in Hong Kong have been waging. Through this site, we will fundraise 

for the HK port workers, translate articles updating the struggle as it develops, and organize 

solidarity events and actions in the future. 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/strike-the-best-kind-of-

stealing/  

http://www.cimc.info/index.html
http://www.cimc.info/index.html
http://www.kloncke.com/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/job-creationism/#comment-28522
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/job-creationism/#comment-28522
http://hkstrikes.wordpress.com/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/strike-the-best-kind-of-stealing/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/strike-the-best-kind-of-stealing/
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How Can We Stop the Keystone XL Pipeline? 

Envisioning Buddhist Direct Action 

As we started dreaming up possibilities for talking about stolen land on the monthly member 

call, we noticed a certain connection between indigenous people's resistance and the direct action 

organizing around the Keystone XL Pipeline.  The following, from the website Indigenous 

People's Issues and Resources, spells out that connection in more detail. 

"The KXL Pipeline’s planned route crosses much of the Lakota treaty territory. 

On March 26, 2013 the Oglala Sioux Tribal Council passed Resolution 13-60 

“reaffirming the Yellow Bird Steele-Poor Bear administration opposition to the Keystone 

XL Pipeline from crossing the Mni Wiconi Water Line, any part of the Pine Ridge Indian 

Reservation and any and all 1851 and 1868 treaty lands.” 

Debra White Plume of Owe Aku, a Lakota grandmother, spoke in favor of the Resolution. 

"We just completed a Moccasins of the Ground Training here on the Pine Ridge 

Homeland in collective action with Great Plains Tarsands Resistance and Tarsands 

Blockade. More than 300 people participated in the three-day training experience. We 

had a Water Ceremony conducted by our elders and an Icicuse Ceremony (Making of the 

Vow) with our Whip Bearer of the Tokala Warrior Society. It was very powerful. We are 

ready to move on in our Tour, every door to opposing the KXL is closing one by one. 

Soon the only door left open will be direct action. We intend to focus our limited 

resources on making NVDA (nonviolent direct action) training available to the 

grassroots people on the land in the KXL proposed route.”   (Again, these are the words 

of Debra White Plume.)" 

As Buddhists, we are eager to learn how to be in solidarity with the efforts being led by 

indigenous people defending the land that supports us all. Between Idle No More, the Native 

Resistance Network, Indigenous Environmental Network, Great Plains Tar Sands Resistance, 

and many other groups, there is plenty of direct action being prepared in case Obama chooses to 

continue jeopardizing the well being of the earth 

and its creatures by green-lighting the KXL. 

What will be the role of Buddhists in this 

struggle?  What can we do to take direct action 

in defense of the earth, and in deep solidarity 

with those most impacted by the threat of the 

pipeline?  As Diné native organizer Firewolf 

Bizahaloni-Wong puts it, what’s needed are not 

only allies, but “accomplices.” 

http://indigenouspeoplesissues.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=17447:south-dakota-oglala-sioux-tribe-passes-resolution-to-oppose-transcanada-s-kxl-pipeline&catid=22:north-america-indigenous-peoples&Itemid=55
http://indigenouspeoplesissues.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=17447:south-dakota-oglala-sioux-tribe-passes-resolution-to-oppose-transcanada-s-kxl-pipeline&catid=22:north-america-indigenous-peoples&Itemid=55
http://idlenomore.ca/
http://www.nativeresistancenetwork.org/
http://www.nativeresistancenetwork.org/
http://www.ienearth.org/
http://gptarsandsresistance.org/
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To find out more about how we can become loving accomplices, we used April’s BPF monthly 

member call to explore possibilities for action with Shodo Spring of the Compassionate Earth 

Walk and Diana Pei Wu and Jack Downey of The Ruckus Society. 

 

From website: The Compassionate Earth Walk traces the Keystone XL route through the Great 

Plains, from Hardisty, Alberta to Steele City, Nebraska, July through September, 2013. The 

ancient practice of pilgrimage responds to present and future environmental catastrophe, 

focusing on its causes in our own culture. We walk as a blessing to the earth and to those we 

meet, and as a prayer for all earth’s children. 

 

From website: The Ruckus Society provides environmental, human rights, and social justice 

organizers with the tools, training, and support needed to achieve their goals through the strategic 

use of creative, nonviolent direct action …. The Ruckus Society recognizes the critical position 

of native people at the intersection of key struggles for social, political and environmental justice 

and is committed to providing tools, training and support to key organizations and campaigns. 

Listen to the conversation: 
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multimedia/KeystoneXLTheft.mp3 

 

http://www.compassionateearthwalk.org/
http://ruckus.org/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/multimedia/KeystoneXLTheft.mp3
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THE METHODS OF NONVIOLENT PROTEST AND 
PERSUASION 
Formal Statements 
1. Public Speeches 
2. Letters of opposition or support 
3. Declarations by organizations and institutions 
4. Signed public statements 
5. Declarations of indictment and intention 
6. Group or mass petitions 
Communications with a Wider Audience 
7. Slogans, caricatures, and symbols 
8. Banners, posters, displayed communications 
9. Leaflets, pamphlets, and books 
10. Newspapers and journals 
11. Records, radio, and television 
12. Skywriting and earthwriting 
Group Representations 
13. Deputations 
14. Mock awards 
15. Group lobbying 
16. Picketing 
17. Mock elections 
Symbolic Public Acts 
18. Displays of flags and symbolic colors 
19. Wearing of symbols 
20. Prayer and worship 
21. Delivering symbolic objects 
22. Protest disrobings 
23. Destruction of own property 
24. Symbolic lights 
25. Displays of portraits 
26. Paint as protest 
27. New signs and names 
28. Symbolic sounds 
29. Symbolic reclamations 
30. Rude gestures 
Pressures on Individuals 
31. “Haunting” officials 
32. Taunting officials 
33. Fraternization 
34. Vigils 
Drama and Music 
35. Humorous skits and pranks 
36. Performances of plays and music 
37. Singing 
Processions 
38. Marches 
39. Parades 
40. Religious processions 
41. Pilgrimages 
42. Motorcades 
Honoring the Dead 
43. Political mourning 
44. Mock funerals 
45. Demonstrative funerals 
46. Homage at burial places 
Public Assemblies 
47. Assemblies of protest or support 
48. Protest meetings 
49. Camouflaged meetings of protest 
50. Teach-ins 
Withdrawal and Renunciation 
51. Walk-outs 
52. Silence 
53. Renouncing honors 
54. Turning one’s back 

 
 
 
 
THE METHODS OF SOCIAL NONCOOPERATION 
Ostracism of Persons 
55. Social boycott 
56. Selective social boycott 
57. Lysistratic nonaction 
58. Excommunication 
59. Interdict 
Noncooperation with Social Events, Customs, and 
Institutions 
60. Suspension of social and sports activities 
61. Boycott of social affairs 
62. Student strike 
63. Social disobedience 
64. Withdrawal from social institutions 
Withdrawal from the Social System 
65. Stay-at-home 
66. Total personal noncooperation 
67. “Flight” of workers 
68. Sanctuary 
69. Collective disappearance 
70. Protest emigration (hijrat ) 
 
THE METHODS OF ECONOMIC 
NONCOOPERATION: ECONOMIC BOYCOTTS 
Actions by Consumers 
71. Consumers’ boycott 
72. Nonconsumption of boycotted goods 
73. Policy of austerity 
74. Rent withholding 
75. Refusal to rent 
76. National consumers’ boycott 
77. International consumers’ boycott 
Action by Workers and Producers 
78. Workmen’s boycott 
79. Producers’ boycott 
Action by Middlemen 
80. Suppliers’ and handlers’ boycott 
Action by Owners and Management 
81. Traders’ boycott 
82. Refusal to let or sell property 
83. Lockout 
84. Refusal of industrial assistance 
85. Merchants’ “general strike” 
Action by Holders of Financial Resources 
86. Withdrawal of bank deposits 
87. Refusal to pay fees, dues, and assessments 
88. Refusal to pay debts or interest 
89. Severance of funds and credit 
90. Revenue refusal 
91. Refusal of a government’s money 
Action by Governments 
92. Domestic embargo 
93. Blacklisting of traders 
94. International sellers’ embargo 
95. International buyers’ embargo 
96. International trade embargo 

198 Methods of Nonviolent Action 
By Gene Sharp 
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THE METHODS OF ECONOMIC 
NONCOOPERATION: THE STRIKE 
Symbolic Strikes 
97. Protest strike 
98. Quickie walkout (lightning strike) 
Agricultural Strikes 
99. Peasant strike 
100. Farm Workers’ strike 

Strikes by Special Groups 

101. Refusal of impressed labor 
102. Prisoners’ strike 
103. Craft strike 
104. Professional strike 
Ordinary Industrial Strikes 
105. Establishment strike 
106. Industry strike 
107. Sympathetic strike 
Restricted Strikes 
108. Detailed strike 
109. Bumper strike 
110. Slowdown strike 
111. Working-to-rule strike 
112. Reporting “sick” (sick-in) 
113. Strike by resignation 
114. Limited strike 
115. Selective strike 
Multi-Industry Strikes 
116. Generalized strike 
117. General strike 
Combination of Strikes and Economic Closures 
118. Hartal 
119. Economic shutdown 
 
THE METHODS OF POLITICAL 
NONCOOPERATION 
Rejection of Authority 
120. Withholding or withdrawal of allegiance 
121. Refusal of public support 
122. Literature and speeches advocating resistance 
Citizens’ Noncooperation with Government 
123. Boycott of legislative bodies 
124. Boycott of elections 
125. Boycott of government employment and positions 
126. Boycott of government depts., agencies, and other 
bodies 
127. Withdrawal from government educational institutions 
128. Boycott of government-supported organizations 
129. Refusal of assistance to enforcement agents 
130. Removal of own signs and placemarks 
131. Refusal to accept appointed officials 
132. Refusal to dissolve existing institutions 
Citizens’ Alternatives to Obedience 
133. Reluctant and slow compliance 
134. Nonobedience in absence of direct supervision 
135. Popular nonobedience 
136. Disguised disobedience 
137. Refusal of an assemblage or meeting to disperse 
138. Sitdown 
139. Noncooperation with conscription and deportation 
140. Hiding, escape, and false identities 
141. Civil disobedience of “illegitimate” laws 
Action by Government Personnel 
142. Selective refusal of assistance by government aides 
143. Blocking of lines of command and information 
144. Stalling and obstruction 
145. General administrative noncooperation 
146. Judicial noncooperation 
147. Deliberate inefficiency and selective noncooperation by 
enforcement agents 
148. Mutiny 

Domestic Governmental Action 
149. Quasi-legal evasions and delays 
150. Noncooperation by constituent governmental units 
International Governmental Action 
151. Changes in diplomatic and other representations 
152. Delay and cancellation of diplomatic events 
153. Withholding of diplomatic recognition 
154. Severance of diplomatic relations 
155. Withdrawal from international organizations 
156. Refusal of membership in international bodies 
157. Expulsion from international organizations 
 
THE METHODS OF NONVIOLENT INTERVENTION 
Psychological Intervention 
158. Self-exposure to the elements 
159. The fast 
a) Fast of moral pressure 
b) Hunger strike 
c) Satyagrahic fast 
160. Reverse trial 
161. Nonviolent harassment 
Physical Intervention 
162. Sit-in 
163. Stand-in 
164. Ride-in 
165. Wade-in 
166. Mill-in 
167. Pray-in 
168. Nonviolent raids 
169. Nonviolent air raids 
170. Nonviolent invasion 
171. Nonviolent interjection 
172. Nonviolent obstruction 
173. Nonviolent occupation 
Social Intervention 
174. Establishing new social patterns 
175. Overloading of facilities 
176. Stall-in 
177. Speak-in 
178. Guerrilla theater 
179. Alternative social institutions 
180. Alternative communication system 
Economic Intervention 
181. Reverse strike 
182. Stay-in strike 
183. Nonviolent land seizure 
184. Defiance of blockades 
185. Politically motivated counterfeiting 
186. Preclusive purchasing 
187. Seizure of assets 
188. Dumping 
189. Selective patronage 
190. Alternative markets 
191. Alternative transportation systems 
192. Alternative economic institutions 
Political Intervention 
193. Overloading of administrative systems 
194. Disclosing identities of secret agents 
195. Seeking imprisonment 
196. Civil disobedience of “neutral” laws 
197. Work-on without collaboration 
198. Dual sovereignty and parallel government 

Gene Sharp researched and catalogued these 198 

methods and provided a rich selection of historical 

examples in his seminal work, The Politics of Nonviolent 

Action (3 Vols.) Boston: Porter Sargent, 1973. Via the 

Albert Einstein Institution.

http://www.aeinstein.org/organizations103a.html
http://www.aeinstein.org/organizations103a.html
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Qallunology 101: A Lesson Plan for the Non-

Indigenous 

 

Cease to do evil, then learn to do good 

By Derek Rasmussen (thanks to Dru Oja Jay for editing help) 

Indigenous people are at the front lines of some of the largest environmental battles of the 

current era, from tar sands in Alberta to rainforests in the Amazon. Naturally, some non-

Indigenous people want to help out. The well-intentioned and progressive point of view seems 

often to be, “we need to understand Indigenous cultures better, and help them in their struggle.” 

But before we set out to help Indigenous people, maybe we should stop hurting them in the first 

place? “First, cease to do evil,” said the Buddha, “then learn to do good, and then purify the 

mind.” The order is important. Hippocrates reiterated it 100 years later with his oath: “First, do 

no harm.” 

The first step—”ceasing to do evil”—is understanding what one is currently doing. This is our 

‘Pedagogy for the Oppressor.’ Before the non-Indigenous can act in a way that values 

Indigenous peoples and cultures, we need to better understand how Euro-Americans became 

non-Indigenous, and how we seem hell-bent on making everyone else do likewise. I lived for 

more than a decade in Nunavut, the Inuit territory that makes up one-fifth of the land claimed by 

Canada. Nunavut is a good place to learn about white folks—my people. 
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The Inuit word for Euro-Americans is Qallunaat. Over the last century, Inuit have observed the 

strange and peculiar behaviour of these visitors, and it was only a matter of time before someone 

like Nunavik CBC commentator Zebedee Nungak coined the term “Qallunology,” shorthand for 

“the study of white folks.” 

That said, Inuit see behaviour rather than skin colour as the main indicator of Qallunaat status. 

That’s why Inuit might refer to a Chinese-Canadian businessman in Iqaluit as a Qallunaaq—he 

might get upset and say “I’m not white—look at my skin!”—but they are talking about his 

attitude and behaviour, not his facial features. The opposite also carries: non-Inuit who strongly 

embody Inuit culture, values and language are also occasionally described as Inuit (this doesn’t 

happen very often). 

One thing Inuit have noticed is that Qallunaat are obsessed with “rescuing” people. This rescuing 

almost always consists of making those being rescued more like the Qallunaat. The “rescued” 

usually do not concur with this definition. As a First Nations’ Elder once put it, “Every time the 

white man comes and offers us something, the Aboriginal people lose something…. Now when I 

see a white man doing something for our good, I worry 

about what we will lose.” 

What do they stand to lose? Scholars of Qallunology can 

point to the answer without looking at Inuit culture or 

history. One of the main characteristics of Qallunaat culture 

is homelessness. Most people of European descent living in 

North America are here because they left Europe. Why did 

they leave? 

The short answer—longer answers are available in the 

Qallunology department of your local university—is that 

Europe was an incredibly violent place. The “commons”—

the shared land of the people—was being swiped by 

Europe’s elites. Displaced millions were crowding into the 

continent’s massive cities: stinking and disease-ridden 

places of despair and some the most exploitative labour 

conditions ever known. 

England was one of the worst: in the early 19th century, England’s ruling class ‘enclosed’ ten 

million acres of the commons—almost half of England’s arable land—and converted it into their 

own, privately-held, land. 

50 million Indigenous Europeans left—not just their countries, but their continent. All in 111 

years. From 1821-1932, 34 million went to the USA, and a further 16 million to Canada, South 

America, and Australia. Hundreds of papers have been written on the supposed movement of 

First Peoples into the Americas across the Bering Straight, yet I am not aware of a single major 

treatise describing the impacts of the exodus of the 50 million—the largest concentrated 

movement of human beings in the earth’s history. 

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/file000393431470.jpg
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More dangerous than the viruses they carried, these migrants carried the economic plague known 

as possessive individualism (C.B. Macpherson’s apt term: in bulk you might call it ‘capitalism’). 

And before long they were turning around and reproducing the same anti-social arrangements in 

their new homelands as had existed in the Europe that had evicted them. Thus, the enclosure of 

Europe led to the enclosure of the Americas. 

French philosopher and activist Simone Weil once warned that what had undermined Europe 

was “the disease of uprootedness.” Once uprooted, one “uproots others,” but “whoever is rooted 

in himself doesn’t uproot others.” “The white man carries this disease with him wherever he 

goes,” everywhere this new Non-Indigenous civilization goes, it ostracizes folks from the land. 

A Qallunologist would note that her subjects like to take an abundance, make it scarce, and 

charge people money to get access to it. 

The 20 per cent of the world’s population which consume 80 per cent of the world’s resources 

are almost all Qallunaat. Having exhausted those resources in the areas they populate, Qallunaat 

have come to extract them from lands inhabited by people who live lightly and sustainably upon 

it. To this end, Qallunaat have been treating the Indigenous peoples of the world to the 

experience of their ancestors. “Indigenous people,” says Dutch writer Theo Kloppenburg, “have 

in effect been engaged in a massive program of foreign aid to the urban populations of the 

industrialized North” for the past four hundred years. 

How can Qallunaat shift their attention from bandaging the wounded to not wounding in the first 

place? First, we have to cease doing evil—that’s gonna take some doing—then we can try and do 

some good. 

Qallunologists would say that Qallunaat wouldn’t have to rescue folks if we didn’t uproot and 

trash their cultures and homelands as we did our own. And if we didn’t force them to adopt the 

same sad bureaucratic life-support systems (education-health-justice-social services) that we’ve 

invented to replace organic embedded community relations. 

I once represented the Baffin Region (Nunavut) Chamber of Commerce before a Parliamentary 

Committee studying chemicals in the environment. The Committee chair asked: Why are you the 

only Chamber demanding tighter restrictions? To summarize our answer: other Chambers have 

chemical producers as their membership; we have chemical products in our membership. Dioxin 

plumes rise with warm air and moisture and fall with cold temperatures, “grasshoppering” their 

way toward northern latitudes, where it is too cold for them to evaporate and instead they settle: 

absorbed into lichen, eaten by caribou, which in turn are consumed by Inuit. 

Groundbreaking ‘source-to-receptor’ research showing that for the eight hundred Inuit of Coral 

Harbour, in the middle of Hudson Bay, over half of the annual dioxin burden for 1997 came 

from just three smokestacks: Ash Grove’s cement kiln in Louisville, Nebraska, Lafarge’s cement 

kiln in Alpena, Michigan, and Chemetco’s copper smelter in Hartford Illinois. This is an 

example of what Qallunology can teach us: first we gotta cease to do evil. Stay home. Go on a 

field trip to Alpena, Michigan, or Hartford, Illinois. Figure out how to clean it up, slow it down, 

stop it. 
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There is nothing inherently wrong with acting to support Indigenous peoples fighting for their 

land, except this. Without a background in Qallunology, the pull toward “rescuing” instead of 

addressing our own role can be irresistible. A Qallunologist would say the first question before 

rescuing should always be: did we cause this problem in the first place? And if so, ‘ceasing to do 

evil’ always oughta come before anything else. And since a lot of the evil done is land and 

resource theft to fuel the uprooted Qallunaat economy, we are going to have to start turning our 

attention to the uprootedness of those we currently consider to be the richest and most successful 

people in the world. 

Acknowledgements: The ideas in this story were originally inspired by conversations with 

Zebedee Nungak, Tommy Akulukjuk, David Kunuk and Kowesa Etitiq. 

For citations and references see 

 Cease to Do Evil, Then Learn to Do 

 The Priced Versus the Priceless 

Derek Rasmussen is a social and eco-justice activist and an advisor 

to Inuit organizations in Canada. He is also a meditation teacher 

trained in the Burmese and Tibetan Buddhist traditions. He teaches 

regularly in Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, and at the Morin Heights 

Dharma House in Quebec, as part of the sangha network inspired by 

his root teacher, Namgyal Rinpoche (including communities 

like Clear Sky, Crystal Mountain, Ati Marga, and the Sunshine 

Coast Retreat House in BC; Awaken in Toronto, the Dharma Centre 

of Canada, and Crystal Staff in Ontario; and Dharma 

Japan, Wangapeka (NZ), and the Origins Centre-Australia, 

overseas). He can be reached at dharma_eh[at]yahoo.ca, and you 

can read his blog at http://dereksdharma.wordpress.com/. 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/qallunology-101-a-lesson-plan-

for-the-non-indigenous/ 

 

  

http://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/voices/derek-rasmussen/cease-do-evil-then-learn-do
http://www.yale.edu/agrarianstudies/colloqpapers/10rasmussen.pdf
http://www.clearskycenter.org/links.html
http://atimarga.org/
http://www.retreathouse.bc.ca/
http://www.retreathouse.bc.ca/
http://awakenintoronto.org/
http://www.dharmacentre.org/
http://www.dharmacentre.org/
http://www.dharma-japan.org/
http://www.dharma-japan.org/
http://www.wangapeka.org/
http://originswa.tripod.com/
http://dereksdharma.wordpress.com/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/qallunology-101-a-lesson-plan-for-the-non-indigenous/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/qallunology-101-a-lesson-plan-for-the-non-indigenous/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/DR_Burma_06_IMG_0107.jpg
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Session D:  

Investigating Theft; Finding Our Own Fingerprints 
 

 
We can point fingers to systems that steal, but we don’t have to investigate far to see 
that we too are implicated in systemic theft. Our study groups can replicate thefts of 
time (Who speaks? Who is silent?), of culture (Whose traditions are practiced? How are 
the lineages honored?), and of land (Whose land do we practice together on? Do we 
honor and fight for their dignity?) We offer a series of explorations, useful as 
individuals, but powerful as group practices to identify how systemic theft shows up in 
our groups. How do these practices allow your group to understand your different 
locations in our world? Whose voices and experiences are missing, and how might you 
intentionally seek to hear from them as part of your group’s education? 
 
 
Session Goals: 

 Investigate systemic theft that may manifest in your group 
 Develop strategies to resist systemic theft in your group and communities  

Discussion Questions: 

What are some histories of indigeneity, colonization, migration, and gentrification in 
your area? Can you draw your region’s map of institutionalized theft? Have a 
conversation with an elder in your community who knows a piece of this history. 

Do we, as Kenji Liu says, notice “effects of capitalist discipline” on our body?  And / or 
diaspora or displacement?  And / or assimilation? Practice this together in meditation 
and see what comes up! How do our different experiences of meditation practice 
influence how we choose to practice together as a group? 
 
Dr. Sheila Addison developed this bingo card as a series of examples of common 
arguments and derailing statements made to justify cultural appropriation. Have you 
heard any of these statements used to justify appropriation … including appropriation 
of Buddhist philosophy and culture?  
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Mapping Institutionalized Theft 

 

Theft of land — through colonization, migration, foreclosure, and neo-colonial development — 

can be well visualized in maps.  Here are a few examples, just to spark our thinking. 

 

 
 

US Indigenous Land, as a gif: http://sunisup.tumblr.com/post/3860958336/this-is-a-series-of-

maps-charting-the-shrinkage-of  

http://sunisup.tumblr.com/post/3860958336/this-is-a-series-of-maps-charting-the-shrinkage-of
http://sunisup.tumblr.com/post/3860958336/this-is-a-series-of-maps-charting-the-shrinkage-of
http://sunisup.tumblr.com/post/3860958336/this-is-a-series-of-maps-charting-the-shrinkage-of
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Clockwise from top:  

Palestine/Israel: http://www.thehypertexts.com/images/israel-palestine_map.jpg  

Foreclosures in Oakland’s Black neighborhoods: http://calogero.us/2012/04/05/foreclosures-

by-race-oakland/ 

Chinese investment in Africa: http://www.businessinsider.com/map-chinese-investments-in-

africa-2012-8 (Would be interesting to see this in relation to US/European investment in Africa!)  

http://www.thehypertexts.com/images/israel-palestine_map.jpg
http://calogero.us/2012/04/05/foreclosures-by-race-oakland/
http://calogero.us/2012/04/05/foreclosures-by-race-oakland/
http://www.businessinsider.com/map-chinese-investments-in-africa-2012-8
http://www.businessinsider.com/map-chinese-investments-in-africa-2012-8
http://www.thehypertexts.com/images/israel-palestine_map.jpg
http://www.businessinsider.com/map-chinese-investments-in-africa-2012-8
http://calogero.us/2012/04/05/foreclosures-by-race-oakland/
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Towards a Fifth Foundation of Mindfulness: 

Dhamma and Decolonization 

 
By Kenji Liu 

Both dhamma practice and structured intellectual activity serve as decolonization practices for 

me. Some years back, when I was questioning the assumptions I had developed about my own 

dhamma practice, I entered a graduate program strongly informed by anti-colonial and post-

colonial thinkers. To my surprise, the intellectual practices of these thinkers were extremely 

complementary to Theravadan Vipassana practice because of their deconstructive natures. Over 

time, I have come to regard this intellectual work almost as a fifth foundation of mindfulness 

(traditionally there are four). 

These thinkers were questioning and destabilizing myriad ideas transplanted from Europe, many 

of which had become internalized and institutionalized in colonial and post-colonial societies. In 

dhamma practice I was destabilizing ideas and assumptions about my self, a self that had been 

shaped by imperial relationships between the United States, Japan, and Taiwan, by having grown 

up in a settler colony in occupied Lenape territory. 

These scholar-activists—with names like Fanon, Kincaid, Césaire, Chatterjee, Mohanty, Said, 

Spivak—were trying to think into what colonization and imperialism had done to their various 

societies and peoples. Their intellectual practices were connected to real-life anti-colonial 

struggles going on around them at every level—social, cultural, economic, political, 

psychological. There were also many European and United Statian scholars whose work was 

crucial to me, such as Marx, Foucault, Derrida, Butler, and more. 

In my experience, a background in these thinkers’ critiques of capitalism, modernity, and post-

modernity can deepen dhamma practice. For example, in Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/nyanasatta/wheel019.html
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shows the effects of capitalism’s hitching of human bodies to the clock in the name of efficiency 

and productivity. The European laborer’s body had to be trained by a measured work day to be 

precise and efficient in its activities, in order to achieve a certain amount of production within a 

number of hours—extracting the maximum amount of profit (see my previous post for more on 

surplus value). This way of life spread around the world, often through colonization or 

imperialism. 

As I would sit for long periods of meditation during silent retreats, I could sense the effects of 

capitalist discipline on my body. I recalled how my body and mind had been reluctantly trained 

to accept the nine to five work day. I felt my relationship to capitalism through the aches and 

pains, illnesses, weariness, muscular problems, and disabilities that were present. I knew that the 

relatively decreased mobility in one shoulder was connected to repetitively moving a mouse 

forty hours a week, that the way my shoulders slumped forward echoed the demands of typing 

on a keyboard every day. I wondered if I had a very physically demanding job whether I would 

be able to sit cross-legged on the floor at all. Other bodies are negatively impacted by capitalist 

discipline much more intensely than mine. 

Inside the settling of mind that comes with being on a silent residential retreat, some of these 

knots loosened and evaporated, and others were more persistent. These are things that tend to 

happen naturally on an extended retreat. The mind and body gets a chance to step away from the 

habits of life, the physical actions and mental movements that must be repeated everyday in 

order to earn a living. They eventually mold and embed themselves in the body. Of course, this 

molding would happen in life regardless of capitalism. But with mindfulness we might begin to 

see that our economic system’s demand on time, muscle, energy, and creativity—for the sole 

purpose of profit—can impose lower quality of life as well as disabilities on us. 

I can imagine a long-term residential retreat where we practice mindfulness in a traditional 

manner, but with a wider awareness of how the sensations, thoughts, feelings, and states of mind 

that arise might be situated in these larger social forces. Not with the intent to investigate their 

content, which might divert us from mindfulness, but with full recognition that the internal and 

external phenomena we experience as human beings are intimately tied to how society relates to 

us, as racialized, gendered, economic beings. We can include these in our awareness and begin to 

undo their effects, while we attack the machinery of capitalism, racism, sexism, heterosexism, 

ableism, and more. 

Kenji Liu has practiced Theravadan Buddhism in Burmese and Thai 

traditions since 1998. An educator, cultural worker, and writer, he has been 

on the faculty of public and private colleges, teaching ethnic studies, Asian 

American studies, and social change theory. He has also led community 

workshops nationally teaching anti-oppression analysis and organizational 

development. A Pushcart Prize nominee and first runner-up finalist for the 

Poets & Writers 2013 California Writers Exchange Award, his poetry and 

essays have appeared in numerous literary journals. 

Join the conversation: http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/towards-a-fifth-foundation-of-

mindfulness-dhamma-and-decolonization/  

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/capitalists-want-you-to-be-happy-self-improvement-and-exploitation/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/towards-a-fifth-foundation-of-mindfulness-dhamma-and-decolonization/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/towards-a-fifth-foundation-of-mindfulness-dhamma-and-decolonization/
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Cultural Appropriation Bingo 
 

ap·pro·pri·ate: to take or make use of 

without authority or right 

 

Discussions of cultural appropriation quickly 

devolve into clichéd conversations, pointed to 

in this Bingo card by Dr. Sheila Addison. 

As Buddhists, we are used to practicing with 

the precepts, including the second precept on 

not taking what is not freely given, as 

guidelines for investigation.  

Can our skills at gentle investigation assist us in 

noticing examples of entitlement to 

marginalized peoples’ cultural practices? 

Maybe we notice Buddhist practices we grew 

up with being taken up by advertisers, tweaked, 

and sold. Maybe we become aware of where we 

are doing the taking, and encourage ourselves to work harder at researching the origins of 

Buddhist traditions. In our organizing work, as well, are we careful to name who has influenced 

our thinking, particularly when we borrow strategies, tactics, and theories from communities 

who are systematically stolen from?  Do we see people taking our cultural styles to dress up their 

own work? 

 

Resources on Cultural Appropriation Bingo: 

A Much-Needed Primer on Cultural Appropriation: http://jezebel.com/5959698/a-

much+needed-primer-on-cultural-appropriation  

Cultural Appropriation Bingo: proving your comments are unoriginal and ignorant: 

http://nativeappropriations.com/2010/04/cultural-appropriation-bingo-proving-your-comments-

are-unoriginal-and-ignorant.html 

  

  

http://www.drsheilaaddison.com/
http://jezebel.com/5959698/a-much+needed-primer-on-cultural-appropriation
http://jezebel.com/5959698/a-much+needed-primer-on-cultural-appropriation
http://nativeappropriations.com/2010/04/cultural-appropriation-bingo-proving-your-comments-are-unoriginal-and-ignorant.html
http://nativeappropriations.com/2010/04/cultural-appropriation-bingo-proving-your-comments-are-unoriginal-and-ignorant.html
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Practice Exercises 

 

“I vow not to take what is not given” 

Practicing with the 2
nd

 precept on a systemic level 

A practice offering by Rev. Keiryu Liên Shutt 

 

 

 

Watch the video: https://vimeo.com/64809935 (password: stealinginreverse) 

 

What causes and conditions foster the condition for the arising of stealing?  
 

While the move toward stealing can be many and layered, I like to discuss it in the context 

of DISPARITY. 

 

Currently, all over the world, the division between those who have and those who do not is 

growing wider and wider. Some examples: The richest man in the world since 2010 is Mexican 

businessman Carlos Slim Helu; and yet, Mexico ranks 2
nd

 in the world for poverty. And, in that 

same March 2013 Forbes list of billionaires in the world, fourteen of the top 20 are from the 

United States; and yet the US ranks 1
st
 in poverty! 

 

In looking at the condition and cause for how disparity in wealth and, therefore, power, has 

arisen, two possible resultants come to mind: deprivation and entitlement.  

 

https://vimeo.com/64809935
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/howard-steven-friedman/5-oecd-countries-with-the_b_877368.html#s290780&title=5_Highest_Poverty
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/howard-steven-friedman/5-oecd-countries-with-the_b_877368.html#s290780&title=5_Highest_Poverty
http://www.forbes.com/billionaires/list/
http://www.forbes.com/billionaires/list/
https://vimeo.com/64809935
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There is deprivation. Some people do not have even basic needs such as food, shelter, clothing, 

safety, compassion, or kindness. I’ve seen recent news accounts of parents charged with making 

their children steal food. In hearing about such cases, do you wonder what you may do? If you 

witnessed such an event, would you call the police or look the other way? Would you steal or not 

if you were hungry? While many blog responses to such stories are full of negative judgments 

about the mothers whose children are stealing the food, if we take it beyond the individual (and 

often moral sphere), we can see that it is likely a result of a global trend similar to those 

mentioned above. If you come from a back-ground when you didn’t get basic needs met, a sense 

of deprivation can arise/be present:  One response can be stealing as a result of not having and/or 

the result of being at the short end of disparity. 

 

At the other end, is entitlement: The belief that one deserves to be at the have end of disparity 

is due to several factors. The most pervasive is capitalism. If one is deceived by the current 

quickly-growing world-wide model of capitalism -- that supply and demand is what turns the 

wheels of progress and growth; that markets will crash if we stop buying because our desire and 

consumption is what drives manufacturing and production -- then one steals as a result of 

thinking it is one’s right to have.   

 

A pervasive and common way is to manufacture a sense of “me/us” as better or more-deserving 

than an “other” to prove and justify stealing.  An example was the theory of “Manifest Destiny” 

as the reason why Europeans could outright take (“claim”) homesteads or the U.S. governments 

could decide to not honor trade deals with various Native American nations. Moyers & company 

conducted an amazing interview with Sherman Alexie – “Living Outside Tribal Lines.” He tells 

of how, when a 1862 treaty promising food and supplies in exchange for land was delivered to 

white settlers instead…and the Santee “Sioux” Indians responded by going to get the promised 

good, they were accused of stealing. President Abraham Lincoln gave the order to hang 38; one 

of the largest mass hangings in U.S. history. 

 

In U.S. Buddhist circles, manipulation and rewriting of history often erases whole groups of 

peoples. Most pervasive is the idea that the main way that Buddhism came to North America was 

due to white (male) teachers bringing it back from an Asian country in the mid-20
th

 century. This 

invisibilizes many Asian Buddhists who came to the United States as immigrants in the mid-

1900’s; roughly 100 years before. The current trend to secularize and “de-buddhist” the basis of 

the practice serves a similar purpose. By this I do not mean that people have to call themselves or 

claim to be “Buddhist” or “religious.” But in some contexts of teaching meditation, there is a 

purposeful aversion to or even a hatred of “Buddhism” and no reference to its roots in Asia even 

though the content of what is taught is directly or implicitly from Buddhist texts or Buddhist 

traditions.  

 

Two Kinds of Desire 

Ven. P. A. Payutto, in “Buddhist Economics: A Middle Way for the Market Place,” points out 

the distinction between two kinds of desire, or wanting: tanha and chanda: 

 

“Tanha means craving, ambition, restlessness, or thirst …. the craving for sense objects 

which provide pleasant feeling, or craving for sense pleasures. In brief, tanha could be 

called wanting to have or wanting to obtain. 

http://billmoyers.com/episode/full-show-living-outside-tribal-lines/
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.… When ignorance is replaced with wisdom, it is possible to distinguish between what is 

of true benefit and what is not. With wisdom, desires will naturally be for that which is 

truly beneficial. In Buddhism, this desire for true well-being is called dhammachanda 

(desire for that which is right), kusalachanda (desire for that which is skillful), or in short, 

chanda. 

 

The objective of chanda is dhamma or kusaladhamma, truth and goodness. Truth and 

goodness must be obtained through effort, and so chanda leads to action, as opposed to 

tanha, which leads to seeking. Chanda arises from intelligent reflection (yoniso-

manasikara), as opposed to tanha, which is part of the habitual stream of ignorant 

reactions. 

 

To summarize this: 

1. Tanha is directed toward feeling; it leads to seeking of objects which pander to self-

interests and is supported and nourished by ignorance. 

2. Chanda is directed toward benefit, it leads to effort and action, and is founded on 

intelligent reflection.  

 

As wisdom is developed, chanda becomes more dominant, while the blind craving of 

tanha loses its strength. By training and developing ourselves, we live less and less at the 

directives of ignorance and tanha and more and more under the guidance of wisdom and 

chanda This leads to a more skillful life, and a much better and more fruitful relationship 

with the things around us. 

 

With wisdom and chanda we no longer see life as a conflict of interests. Instead, we 

strive to harmonize our own interests with those of society and nature. The conflict of 

interests becomes a harmony of interests. This is because we understand that, in the end, 

a truly beneficial life is only possible when the individual, society and the environment 

serve each other. If there is conflict between any of these spheres, the result will be 

problems for all.” 

 

How can we practice with the precept of not taking what’s not given? 

 

Traditionally, the practice of repentance is Buddhism’s container for working with all the 

precepts, like in the periodic ceremonies of repentance and re-avowing the precepts practiced at 

most temples and monasteries. It is said that the Buddha believed that the mental qualities of 

shame (hiri; Pali) and dread (ottappa; Pali) are powerful tools for ethical conduct (see “The 

Guardians of the World” by Bhikkhu Bodhi). However, in Christian-based societies like the US, 

shame (especially when translated as “guilt”) brings up much resistance. While useful with all 

the precepts, shame and dread can be especially strong after one has stolen, and the 

understandable habitual response of hiding the act (from others and/or ourselves). 

 

bell hooks speaks to additional challenges of repentance practices: 
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….Many teachers speak of needing to have something in the first place before you can 

give it up. When interpreted literally to mean the giving up of material privileges, of 

narcissistic comforts, often individuals from underprivileged backgrounds assume these 

teachings are not for them. Black folks have come to my home, looked at Buddhist work, 

and wanted to know, “Give up what comforts?” Since much of the literature of Buddhism 

directed at Westerners presumes a white, materially privileged audience as the listener, it 

is not surprising that people of color in general and black people in particular may see 

this body of work as having no meaning to their lives. Only recently have individuals 

from marginalized groups dared to interrogate the assumption that the contemplative 

traditions, particularly those from Asia, speak only to privileged and/or white Westerners. 

– Contemplation and Transformation, a chapter out of Women on the Edge (1996, 

Dresser, p. 288) 

 

Coming from my activist and Western-influenced mind, my premise is that the most useful 

antidote to the impetuses of stealing (arising out of disparity) are practices which would foster 

the teachings of Pratītyasamutpāda (Sanskrit), translated as Dependent Origination, Dependent 

Arising, or Interdependent Co-Arising. The Dalai Lama says: 

 

The word pratitya has three different meanings–meeting, relying, and depending–but all 

three, in terms of their basic import, mean dependence. Samutpada means arising. Hence, 

the meaning of pratityasamutpada is that which arises in dependence upon conditions, in 

reliance upon conditions, through the force of conditions.     

The Meaning of Life, translated and edited by Jeffrey Hopkins,1992 

 

Unskillful acts and perceptions conditioned by disparity happen as a result of our sense of 

separateness. Therefore, I propose bowing practice as a means for those without the container of 

monastic or constant sangha practice settings. It will still be challenging for us Westerners, 

deluded by our national myth of individual equality but, hopefully, more doable. Bowing can 

help us cultivate and exemplify a sense of/feelings of both gratitude and interconnectedness. 

With gratitude, we are acknowledging what we have and notice our “satisfaction” (remember 

one of the translations of dukkha is “dis-satisfaction”). When we act on our gratitude, we interact 

with others in an act of thanksgiving. We acknowledge our interconnectedness, our 

collectiveness, our sharing nature, our giving nature. 

 

For individual practice: A full prostration 

 Bring palms together in front of you around chest or nose level (a “gassho”) 

 Bend forward  

 Come down onto your knees (using hands if needed; onto first one and then the other 

knee can be helpful) 

 Bring torso and head down as you move the palms to face upwardly, one to each side of 

your ears 

 With the forehead still in contact with ground, raise hands (with palms still facing up) off 

the ground until they’re above your ears. (Since the idea is to raise the Buddha, keep 

palms parallel to the ground ‘cause you don’t want to be throwing him backwards!) 

 Bring hands back to ground 

 Come back up to standing position, bringing palms back together when possible 
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 Do three reps 

 If going to the ground is hard or not possible, go as far as you are able; all other steps 

remain the same 

 

This is a classic Soto Zen full prostration. The 

explanation I was given for the hands raising is 

“you’re raising the Buddha’s feet.” My understanding 

of this is that we are paying homage to the Buddha as 

an example of one who is awakened, and, by 

implication, paying homage to our own awakened 

nature, our innate awakened capacity. 

 

Having worked with numerous groups around Soto 

Zen form practices, I’m aware that for many 

Westerners, bowing seems like a very religious act. For me, bowing is an action or gesture of 

gratitude. Gratitude for one who has awakened and gratitude to his teachings on how to awaken. 

Generally, my response is to invite people to do the act and then see what thoughts and feelings 

do arise as opposed to what they have conceptualized it as.  

 

Bowing of the head is a pretty universal movement. Probably anywhere in the world, if you 

wanted to acknowledge someone’s presence, a little head nod is probably used. A full prostration 

is just a further, deeper acknowledgment. 

 

For interpersonal & communal practice: A jundo 

In Soto Zen, a “jundo” is used to express gratitude to a group or to all in the sangha. Some 

traditional times this is used are:  

 At the end of sesshin (retreat) to the kitchen crew. They are not able to sit as much since 

they prepare our food, so we enact a ceremony to specifically thank them. 

 When a monk/practitioner enters or exits the temple or monastery 

 At the end of every practice week as part of a bigger ceremony called a “nenju” 

 

Jundo parameters: 

 Everyone faces each other in a circle (or the shape of a meditation room)  

 The “start” person (traditionally, the teacher is “end”/last person) begins by stepping into 

the circle, turns right (so you’re now perpendicular to people facing in) 

 With hands in gassho, come down into a half-prostration (bend down to the hip; your 

torso perpendicular to the ground) –or as low as you are able; perhaps just the bowing of 

the head --- and start to walk around the perimeter of the circle 

 As you pass each consecutive person to your right, that person also bends down in half-

prostration with a gassho as you reach them 

 Then, as you pass them, they then step into the circle and join you in walking around the 

circle --- kind of like joining a conga line. 

 Walk in this gassho, half-prostration all the way until you’re almost to the teacher 

 Just before the teacher, you straighten up (hands still in gassho) and 

 Bow to the teacher deeply; down to the half-prostration 
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 If there is more than one teacher, you would bow to each individually, side-stepping from 

one to the other 

 The original shape/circle should be kept. Everyone ends up at their original spot, having 

received bows (where you stand) and having joined in bowing to everyone (when you are 

walking around).  

 

If there is not a teacher, leader or facilitator, pick a person to start and perhaps end bowing to an 

altar or just come up. Or, rotate who takes the “teaching” role each time. 

 

For wider practice: Touching the Earth 

 

Touching the Earth practice is from Thich Nhat Hanh and Sister Chan Khong. I was introduced 

to this when he came to Spirit Rock in 1996. Over 2000 people came to practice on the hillside 

where the residential meditation hall was eventually built. I had gone off to the side a bit due to 

the crowd, mostly of white, convert Buddhists. When he got out of a white car and walked across 

the stage, with its tall, tall bamboo poles with fronds at the top ends gracefully flowing in the 

breeze, I started weeping uncontrollably. I was taken from my country of Viet Nam 23 years 

before. I had not yet been back (not until 2002). Without words, without knowing and not-

knowing, I was overcome by what I felt as home-coming, of recognition and familiarity -- even 

though he was about a hundred yards away, down the hill. The brown robes and the gentle, 

graceful mindfulness of that walk brought me to my knees. 

  

Later in the day, Sister Chan Khong led us through the steps of the full Touching the Earth 

Meditation. In doing those full prostrations and verbalized intentions/vows, I felt my grief and 

my awe for the journey I (and he, and she) had gone through that was without words being 

grounded, held, and blessed….And, knowing that mine was one/a journey or path in the many 

journeys and paths of us all. 

 

More on Touching the Earth from the Deer Park Monastery website:  

http://deerparkmonastery.org/mindfulness-practice/touching-the-earth  

 

May our practice be for the benefit of all beings.  

With deep bows, Rev. Keiryu Liên Shutt 

 

Rev. Keiryu Liên Shutt, was ordained in 2005 with Zenkei Blanche 

Hartman. Born into a Buddhist family in Vietnam, she began her 

meditation practice in the Insight tradition of Spirit Rock. She is a founding 

member of the Buddhists of Color in 1998. Her Zen training began at 

Tassajara monastery where she lived from 2002-2005; after which, she 

went to Asia for a year to practice monastically in Japan and Vietnam. 

While she has placed her trust and faith in Zen, she continues to enjoy the 

deep silence of Insight practices and has completed retreats in America and 

Thailand. Liên offers retreats, workshops and practice discussions at SFZC 

and East Bay Meditation Center; where she's also one of the teachers of the Alphabet Sangha.  

  

http://deerparkmonastery.org/mindfulness-practice/touching-the-earth
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About Buddhist Peace Fellowship  

and The System Stinks 
 

Aware of the interconnectedness of all things, the Buddhist Peace Fellowship cultivates the 

conditions for peace, social justice, and environmental sustainability within our selves, our 

communities, and the world. The mission of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship (BPF), founded in 

1978, is to serve as a catalyst for socially engaged Buddhism. Our purpose is to help beings 

liberate themselves from the suffering that manifests in individuals, relationships, institutions, 

and social systems. BPF’s programs, publications, and practice groups link Buddhist teachings of 

wisdom and compassion with progressive social change. 

 

The Buddhist Peace Fellowship works for peace from diverse Buddhist perspectives, embracing 

a triple treasure of compassionate action: learning, speaking, and doing. Co-Directors Dawn 

Haney and Katie Loncke have been at the helm together since Spring 2012, steering BPF in its 

newest incarnation as a mostly-online network of Buddhist activists. 

 

ABOUT "THE SYSTEM STINKS" 
"The System Stinks" (TSS) is a year-long curriculum and dialogue aiming for a return to the 

roots of BPF, posing a loving challenge to engaged Buddhism to deeply explore what it takes to 

build for true peace and social justice in today's world. When we began to imagine a curriculum 

for Buddhist activists, we wanted to swim in a new sea of analysis — a systemic perspective — 

on the Five Precepts traditionally found in the Buddha’s teachings on sila, or morality. We build 

on the work of socially engaged Buddhists like Ven. Thich Nhat Hanh, who have developed the 

Precepts beyond guidelines for individual ethical behavior toward collective responsibility. 

 

How can our political work - from halting climate change to abolishing racist prisons - benefit 

from ancient understandings of human suffering and its causes?  How can our spiritual 

understanding of suffering and liberation benefit from analysis of the social structures that shape 

and form us?  By creating a space to ask such questions, we hope to develop a wide network of 

leaders able to bring our dharma practice into conversation with theories of radical social change 

and on-the-ground collective action. 

   
Copyright © 2013 

 

By Buddhist Peace Fellowship 

PO Box 3470; Berkeley, CA 94703 

Email: membership@bpf.org  

Website: www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org 

Requests for permission to reproduce any materials in this curriculum should be directed to 

Buddhist Peace Fellowship  

http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/about-bpf/staff/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/about-bpf/staff/
http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/the-system-stinks/
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http://www.buddhistpeacefellowship.org/
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We would like to express our tremendous gratitude to people who have given time, skills, energy 

and resources to make this curriculum possible.  Its mistakes and flaws are our doing, and its 

strengths are due to the efforts of many people. 

 

So grateful to all who told us what you loved and hated, and where you gleaned an insight or 

two, from our first study guide, The Lies that Build Empire. Wise editing from Kimberly Alidio, 

Rachel Buddeberg, and Mushim Ikeda continues to help us improve our offerings. 

 

Guest Editor Kenji Liu has been holding it down at Turning Wheel Media, both with insightful 

commentary and artfully posting other contributors’ work. We’re grateful to feature a good 

selection of his thoughtful and inspiring writing with you in this study guide. 

 

Rev. Keiryu Liên Shutt fearlessly explored with us what we meant when we wanted a “practice 

offering” that drew on both Buddhist and activist sensibilities. And much gratitude to Virginia 

Brisley for editing together a jumble of video into the polished product you see. 

 

Bows to Andrew Cardoza for another cover that captures a complex theme in a single image. 

 

For all the original media contributions featured on Turning Wheel Media and here in the Study 

Guide, we thank the wonderful media makers. We’re grateful to Chip Smith, Joshua Stephens, 

Adam Welch, Greg Jacobs, Jesse Strauss and others for readings suggestions for Intro to Marx.  

For supporting our fundraising campaign by donating photography, video work, and teaching, 

we thank Virginia Brisley, Hozan Alan Senauke, Roshi Joan Halifax, Bhante Buddharakkhita, 

Joanna Macy, Aneeta Mitha, and Nopadon Wongpakdee. 

 

For amazing behind-the-scenes work and helpful thinking partnership, we thank Aneeta Mitha, 

Max Airborne, Funie Tsu, Mia Murrietta, Tyson Casey, Nave Fortin, Nathan Thompson, Erin 

Brandt, Stephen Crooms, Jenn Biehn, and David Nelson. 

 

For indispensable support and guidance from BPF's Board of Directors, we thank Chris Wilson, 

Anchalee Kurutach, Belinda Griswold, Scott Woodbury and Michaela O'Connor Bono. 

 

For the legacy inspiring this curriculum, we thank Diana Winston, Donald Rothberg, Tyson 

Casey, and others for their work on the Buddhist Alliance for Social Engagement (BASE). 

 

To YOU, all the BPF members whose contributions support our Right Livelihood, and make this 

work possible, we thank you so very much. 

 

We are all fortunate to have encountered the teachings of Buddha in this lifetime, and we aspire 

to work together to use this good fortune for the benefit of all beings. 


