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Chapter 4 
 

How does Buddhism Explain Our Lives? 
 
How do people explain phenomena occurring in their lives? For 
example, why are some people wealthy, but others poor? Why 
have civilizations waxed and waned everywhere in the world? 
In other words, is everything doomed to change? 
 
From the Buddhist perspective, one has to consider two factors 
when examining the evolution of things: 1. The unavoidable 
connections of cause and effect; 2. The theory of causal 
condition (Skt. pratyaya) upon which everything occurs. 
 
 
‘Causes’ and ‘Effects’ 
 
Chapter 2 has mentioned that the inevitable law of cause and 
effect is a key concept in Buddhism. Activities in one’s previous 
life or in this life lead to blessings and sufferings in the present 
life. Sometimes this condition is called fate or destiny. 
 
 
‘Causes’ and ‘Conditions’ of Things 
 
Besides the aforementioned law of cause and effect, Buddhists 
believe that there has to be a main cause to make a thing 
happen. While the main cause directly incurs a result, there 
needs to be an indirect cause to help in producing the result. 
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Another point I shall mention is: the first factor, namely, causes 
and effects, relates to ethics and virtues; the second factor, 
however, does not necessarily relate to ethics and virtues. The 
law of dependent arising that is relevant to the second factor 
will be elucidated in Chapter 10. 
 
 
How to introduce “law of cause and effect” and “theory of 
dependent arising1” into everyday affairs? 
 
People are always eager to know what will happen in the future, 
regardless of prearrangements in life or the (un)fairness of fate. 
If we are not able to change our fate, then our efforts in life 
would appear meaningless. Some might ask, when Buddhism 
teaches that “all phenomena are delusion and deception”, isn’t 
this pessimistic? If we knew that we are destined to be poor, 
wouldn’t that knowledge decrease our passion for hard work? 
 
Actually, Buddhist theories are not pessimistic at all. According 
to the law of cause and effect in Buddhism, we have plenty of 
chances to change our fate as long as we positively offer up 
good deeds. 
 
Generally, for one “cause” to produce a certain result, some 
additional factors are required to determine the result 
absolutely. Thus, even if you were doomed to live a tough life, 
no one would be able to precisely predict the level of difficulty 
or the details of your misfortune. If you understand how to 
bring about good karma, you will be able to delay the result or 

                                                        
1 緣起論. 
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even to avoid undesirable fate altogether. 
 
A historical anecdote in China describes a change of fate in the 
case of an official Yuan Liaofan, who lived in the Wangli era of 
the Ming dynasty (1533-1606). Yuan’s story strongly attests to 
the aforementioned principle. As the story goes, when Mr. Yuan 
was young, a fortune teller predicted that he would only live to 
the age of fifty-three and would have an ordinary life with no 
career establishment. Many of aspects of what was forecast 
came true. At the time, imperial examinations were the only 
approach to climb up the social ladder. Later, Yuan Liaofan 
became acquainted with Chan Master Yungu, who pointed out 
to him that “Each person creates their own fate; one’s 
advantageous rewards are sought by oneself”. Following this 
principle, Yuan Liaofan began to repent of the negative actions 
he had done in the past, and made the resolution to commit 
three thousand deeds. After a while, Mr. Yuan gradually 
changed his fate of “short life”, “no offspring” and “no 
achievement in officialdom”. His story has been widely 
circulated, passed down from generation to generation, and 
dramatized for television. 
 
 
Is the system of cause and effect fair? 
 
First let us discuss the fairness of having a prearranged fate with 
respect to a person who is completely unaware of his activities 
in the past life. The answer is rather simple. If you believe that 
your present life is part of the experience of a “life entity”, 
whether or not you know about your past will not be so 
important. 
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Buddhism considers that the existence of human beings is the 
result of cyclic existence. Consequently, you ought to shoulder 
your responsibility for what you have done in the past. This 
statement is both correct and appropriate. 
 
When we learn that different people’s destinies are so polarized: 
while some are living a blissfully carefree life with distinguished 
talent and outstanding beauty, and enjoying glory and wealth; 
at the same time, others are suffering from poverty, intellectual 
impairment, and hardship. These great differentiations urge us 
to ask: is the world a fair place? 
 
The Buddhist theory of cause and consequence provides an apt 
analysis on the topic: this theory is not only about fairness but 
also helping people to clearly understand the fairness of the 
world. 
 
 
Why are some of us so wealthy? 
 
Why are some people extremely affluent but others so 
destitute? In fact, we are rich not because of our intelligence. 
We could probably earn some fortune if we are smart enough, 
but this does not guarantee that we could maintain our wealth 
for even a short period of time. Our lifelong wealth and glory 
are derived from the good deeds and merits we have 
accomplished in the past. Otherwise, even if a person has the 
means to earn money, some of that person’s family members 
might squander the fortune. 
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Some of us may have been born with the genes that incline us 
to have entrepreneurial talent or the acumen for acquiring 
wealth and fame. With such abilities, we may be able to amass 
an enormous fortune; however, we may also be excessively 
greedy and become slaves to money. In the end, we may fall 
into the abyss of greed. 
 
All things are interconnected; results derived from the past can 
act as causes in the present. Even when someone was born 
with entrepreneurial talent and an optimistic and hardworking 
spirit, this results from of that person’s previous deeds. Causes 
and effects are linked to one another infinitely. 
 
Simply put, some of us are affluent and honourable because of 
our good deeds in the past and in our present lives. It could be 
that we helped others with our personal wealth, and therefore 
we have received rewards for our compassion. On the contrary, 
if we are impoverished, it is perhaps due to evil deeds we have 
done in our past lives. We should not blame anyone else for our 
own suffering, but it does not mean that we have to live a 
pessimistic life. 
 
   

An excerpt from a Buddhist text: 
The Buddha taught us that wealth, wisdom, and long life are 
all karmic results. If we want to obtain the result, we must 
first nurture and establish the cause. Good causes result in 
good results, while bad causes result in bad results or 
retribution. Where there is a cause, there will be a result and 
where there is a result, there was a cause. The Buddha taught 
us that having wealth is the karmic result of a cause planted 
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in former lifetimes. What was this cause? The giving of 
wealth results in obtaining wealth, the giving of teaching 
results in obtaining wisdom, the giving of fearlessness results 
in obtaining health and long life. Therefore, if we wish to 
have wealth, wisdom, and long and healthy lives in our 
future, we need to nurture and establish these causes in this 
lifetime. If we practice the paramita of giving diligently, we 
will enjoy the benefits and good results in our present 
lifetime, without needing to wait for the next life. Effect is 
only created through planting the seed of the cause. This is 
the law of cause and effect. And this law never changes.  

 
The law of cause and effect is applicable not only to individual 
cases, but also to national and international affairs. We may use 
the history of modern China to illustrate this point. 
 
In many respects, incidents that occurred during the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-1976) led to situations that are unacceptable 
by any standard. These tragic incidents caused a fundamental 
change of attitude among members of the ruling Chinese 
Communist Party. This was realized in its party congress in 
December 1978 (The Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh 
Central Committee). 
 
This congress carried out the guideline of “seeking truth from 
facts”, which was expressed as “practice is the sole criterion of 
truth”. The guideline implemented a corresponding policy: no 
philosophy can provide an eternal and ideal model for good 
governance. Wrong political lines have to be put right. If our 
experience from practices tells us that the market economy is 
beneficial to the country, it shall replace a planned economy. 
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Although state-owned enterprise is characteristic of a 
Communist society, this new guideline has brought about 
policies that allow the running of private companies. 
 
All the preposterous incidents that occurred during the Cultural 
Revolution are the causes that led to the result, the Reform and 
Opening Up Policy. This reform, which itself is also a cause, has 
led to the result of economic prosperity. Looking ahead, we 
foresee new problems deriving from this type of prosperity. The 
future of China is dependent upon all kinds of decisions 
constantly made by the party leaders in response to large and 
small issues. To summarize, a country’s fate is similar to a 
person’s fate; thinking determines destiny. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Buddhism has a clear concept, which is the fairness of life. If we 
do not consider that we are the masters of our fate, perhaps we 
will believe that life has not been treating us fairly. Having a 
particular mindset often triggers serious consequences; that is, 
if individuals perceive the world as an unfair place, they tend to 
prompt retaliations towards others, which will unavoidably lead 
to calamity. The saddest truth is that such misfortunes are 
taking place everywhere in the world. Catastrophic massacres 
are derived from jealousy, discontent, confrontation, and 
conflict; all of these can be rightly treated by the recipe of 
Buddhism. 
 


