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Socia l ly  engaged Buddhism

The Sarvodaya Shramadana  

movement and its  

‘dual awakening’ concept

Anja Zalta

The Sarvodaya Shramadana movement is a self-governance movement 
that arose in Sri Lanka in 1958 as a manifestation of Buddhist revival that 
had begun in the late 19th century and continued into the 20th century 
and the post-colonial period.

 Sarvodaya began as “an educational experiment,” as its founder, Dr 
Ariayaratne, called it. Forty high-school students and twelve teachers 
from Nalanda College, a Buddhist secondary school in Sri Lanka’s capital 
Colombo, went to live and work for two weeks in Kanatoluwa, a low-caste 
village. The work camp that they formed was called a shramadana (gift 
of labour) camp; students experienced a different aspect of their culture, 
and the project broke down barriers between the upper and lower castes. 

After this first experience, Sarvodaya started to appeal to people to 
come forward and give whatever they could – their labour, their land, their 
skills, their wealth etc – to help alleviate the suffering of the poorest and 
the most powerless people living in rural as well as urban communities. In 
this way, they were not only able to construct wells for drinking water, set 
up irrigation tanks, and dig irrigation canals, but also to provide shelter 
for homeless people, construct access roads to villages, build community 
centres and schools as well as providing other community facilities in 
education and health care. 

The movement began as a lay Buddhist movement with firm belief in 
the human potential for spiritual achievement. However, Sarvodaya went 
further than other groups in their revival, arguing that Buddhist liberation 
should involve not only individuals but society as well. The movement 
can thus also be described as an attempt to practice Buddha’s teachings 
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in the fields of development, welfare and social transformation. George 
D Bond (2004) analyses Gordon Whites’ definition of civil society and 
compares it with Sarvodaya’s idea, which resembles the conception of civil 
society proposed by White in that “civil society represents an intermediate 
associational realm between the family and the state populated by orga-
nizations which are separate from the state, enjoy autonomy in relation 
to the state and are formed voluntarily by members of society to protect 
or extend their interests and values” (Manor et al 1999, in Bond 2004, 
p 104). But, as we have seen, Sarvodaya seeks to empower not just any 
civil society that will stand up against the state and the market; it seeks to 
create a citizenry that will embody Gandhian and Buddhist “interests and 
values” in generating alternatives to the state and the market (Bond 2004). 

From the beginning, Sarvodaya constructed its distinctive form of 
socially engaged Buddhism from three strands: Gandhian ideals (Ariya-
ratne studied Gandhi’s ideas and worked with Gandhi’s successor, Vinoba 
Bhave, in India), Buddhist philosophy, and ecumenical spirituality.

“The awakening of all” 

The goal of the Sarvodaya path is seen in its name: “the awakening (or 
uplifting) of all.” It aims at a dual liberation, of the individual as well 
as the society. These two forms of liberation are integrally related as a 
dual process, in which the liberation of the individual depends upon 
the liberation of society, and vice versa. In order to be able to see the 
supramundane meaning of the traditional Four Noble Truths (dukkha, 
samudaya, irodha and marga), Ariyaratne believes that people must see the 
mundane meaning of these truths. Sarvodaya has thus given the truths 
a social interpretation:

The first truth, dukkha, suffering or unsatisfactoriness, is ‘socially’ 
translated into “There is a decadent village.” This concrete form of suffer-
ing becomes the focus of mundane awakening. Villagers should recognise 
the problems of their social environment, such as egoism, possession, 
competition, harsh speech, destructive activity, inequality. 

The second truth, samudaya, the cause of suffering, signifies that the 
decadent condition of the village has one or more causes. Sarvodaya teaches 
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that the causes lie in factors such as poverty, destructive engagement, 
disease, oppression, disunity, stagnation, ignorance.

The third truth, nirodha, cessation, understood in traditional Budd-
hism as an indicator of Nibbana, here becomes hope that the villagers’ 
suffering can cease on the basis of kind speech, constructive engagement, 
equal altruistic sharing, co-operation, love.

The means to problem solution lies in the fourth truth, marga, the 
way. Educational, cultural, spiritual, and health development, goal-
oriented action, organisational development, Sarvodaya thought etc are 
marga factors. 

Sarvodaya’s distinctive method for cultivating these ideas and for the 
implementation of its this-worldly path is shramadana. Sarvodaya volunte-
ers assist villagers to organise shramadana camps to solve problems, such as 
digging a well or building a road. During the camp period, all participants 
follow the four Buddhist ethical principles for group behaviour, including 
generosity, kind speech, useful work, and equality. Ariyaratne sees these 
principles as the foundation of traditional village communal life, and the 
antithesis of modern, materialistic social life. Following them leads to a 
life governed by sharing and non-aggression, rather than individuality 
and competition. 

In his Collected Works, Ariyaratne presents the whole idea behind 
Sarvodaya activities (2007, pp 190-206): 

When a human being participates in any of Sarvodaya activities, his or 
her primary objective should be to practice four principles of Personality 
Awakening, which the Buddha has taught. The first principle is Loving 
Kindness (Metta) towards all beings. The Buddha in the Discourse on 
Loving Kindness (Karaniya Metta Sutra) has taught the importance of 
respecting and preserving all sentient beings. From one celled living beings 
to the most evolved of living beings, such as the humans, friendliness and 
respect have to be extended. Therefore, anybody joining the Sarvodaya 
Shramadana Movement should be a person who accepts the principle not 
to destroy sentient beings, but to protect all life. 

This idea of loving kindness, or metta, is translated into compassionate 
action (karuna) by undertaking physical or mental activities to alleviate 
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the suffering of humans and other sentient beings, whether it is by digging 
wells, or building schools, or helping the sick, or educating the children, 
or improving the economic life of all people, or teaching the Dhamma 
to improve their spiritual life. All such actions are expressions of compas-
sion. A human being invariably gets the maximum mental impact from 
meritorious deeds in the form of dispassionate or altruistic joy (muditha). 
If human actions, over time, are guided by the three principles of metta, 
karuna and muditha, a person can progressively develop a state of mind 
which does not get disturbed by loss or gain, name or blame, success or 
failure.

The Buddhist path constitutes the crucial link between the individual 
and society in Sarvodaya’s scheme of awakening and development, provi-
ding a means to awaken self and society together. At times Ariyaratne 
compares Sarvodaya’s conception of the path to that of the Bodhisattva, 
the being who postpones his own enlightenment in order to remain in the 
world to work for the enlightenment of all. But, according to Ariyaratne 
(2007, p 190), “mundane awakening and social reform never become 
the supreme goals for Sarvodaya; the supreme goal remains the spiritual 
enlightenment of Nirvana.” 

Transforming the consciousness of individuals and communities 
towards compassion and peace is the starting point of Sarvodaya’s plan 
to transform society, and an essential step towards building a just and 
peaceful world.1 

While cultivating this critical mass of spiritual consciousness, Sarvo-
daya seeks to develop the other two elements that it regards as essential 
for holistic social health: economy and power (Bond 2004). Sarvodaya 
has employed two terms in its recent plans and programmes to signify the 
creation of a new social order: gram swaraj – the liberation of the village 
through the creation of economic and social programmes at grassroots 
level; and deshodaya – the national and political outcome of the village 
liberation process.

Ultimately, Sarvodaya proposes to go beyond deshodaya, to vishvodaya, 
world awakening, as an essential antidote to the forces of globalisation 
and Westernisation.2
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Drawing on its Buddhist, Gandhian and ecumenical heritage, Sarvo-
daya has shown that a materialistic philosophy based on desire creates 
structures of violence that lead the world away from peace, and closer to 
social and environmental destruction.

The solution takes the form of a new paradigm which deals with the 
new challenges of the post-colonial and post-industrial age. As David 
Korten noted (1995, p 11), the approach to development in this new 
age “must be guided by a new paradigm based on alternative ideas, 
values, social technique, and technology” which emphasises humanistic 
and spiritual values. Perhaps the most important theme that Sarvodaya 
can contribute to the global dialogue is its emphasis on “a development 
based on spirituality and spiritual consciousness” (Bond 2004, p 118), or 
as we should say: development based on ethics and ethic consciousness.

Notes

1. Sarvodaya’s approach to generating a critical mass of spiritual consciousness has focused 
on community peace meditations. During the last two decades, Sarvodaya has conducted 
over 150 mass meditation programmes in different parts of the country with 3,000 to 
650,000 people participating. In all, nearly 2.7 million people have participated in these 
mass (ecumenical) meditations. 

2. Even now Sarvodaya is establishing an international presence. These include Sarvo-
daya USA, Sarvodaya Twente in the Netherlands, Sarvodaya Japan, and Sarvodaya UK, 
Sarvodaya Canada, Sarvodaya Nepal, Sarvodaya Germany, Sarvodaya Japan.
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