
Key concepts

• Dana (giving) is the first of the ten paramitas (perfections) and in Theravada is regarded 
as fundamental to meritorious actions (punnakiriyavatthu) and to benefitting others 
(sanghavatthu). Dana in particular can help prevent development of one of the Three 
Poisons – greed.

• Dana is important because it sanghavatthu encourages detachment and helps to 
overcome tanha (clinging). It is the sappurisa (good/superior person) who is able to offer 
dana especially when dana is given with caga (generosity). How a person gives dana is 
always important – is it done with a good intention, with wisdom and with generosity?

• Dana always involves the giver gaining kamma for their wholesome act but this should 
not be the intention behind giving. The purity of the recipient of dana is very important 
here and can be seen in five categories: (1) the best dana is to an arhat or the monastic 
Sangha; (2) a monk or nun who is on the arhat path; (3) a Buddhist who has taken the 
five precepts; (4) people who are not spiritually advanced; (5) the least effective dana is to 
immoral people.

Key quotes

‘He who gives alms, bestows a fourfold blessing: he helps to long life, good appearance, 
happiness and strength.’ (Anguttara Nikaya)

‘The practice of giving is universally recognised as one of the most basic human virtues, a 
quality that testifies to the depth of one’s humanity and one’s capacity for self-transcendence.’ 
(Bhikkhu Bodhi)

‘To paraphrase a modern Buddhist psychologist, one cannot wisely let go of one’s sense of 
self until one has developed a wise sense of self. The pursuit of merit is the Buddhist way to 
develop a wise sense of self.’ (Bhikkhu Bodhi)

 Issues for analysis and evaluation

Key arguments/debates

The general focus is on whether dana in Buddhism is ultimately selfish since it is designed to 
benefit the giver as much as the recipient.

Whether transfer of merit is coherent given that Buddhism emphasises the importance of 
following one’s own path and bearing responsibility for that path.

Key questions

Is the best form of dana done in an entirely anonymous fashion?

To what extent is the Buddhist approach correct when it states that wholesome acts reap 
positive rewards in this life or in the rebirth when people’s experience might suggest otherwise?
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• The most common image of dana within the Buddhist community is food offerings to 
bhikkus/bhikkunis during their morning alms round. The lay sangha can contribute to the 
monastic sangha in a variety of other ways such as robes, assistance with the upkeep of 
the vihara, medicines, time in assisting bhikkus/bhikkunis in their tasks and donations of 
money (however money cannot be given directly to bhikkus/bhikkunis). Dana should also 
be given to the wider community and charities. The monastic sangha offers dana through 
supervising rituals and maintaining transmission of the dhamma through study and 
teaching.
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• Punya (merit) is the concept of the merit gained and accumulated as a result of good/
wholesome deeds, acts, or thoughts. In a sense, it is part of the law of karma in that 
wholesome acts plant wholesome seeds and unwholesome acts plant unwholesome 
seeds. In both cases, the seeds will grow into a positive or negative outcome in the 
person’s current or future lifetime.

• Punya can be gained through punnadhara (streams of merit), which were described by 
the Buddha. A ‘measureless stream of merit’ is gained by assisting the monastic sangha 
with robes, alms food, lodging and medicines for the sick. The amount of punya gained 
depends on the quality of the donor’s motive, the purity of the recipient and the kind/size 
of the gift.

• The way that merit can be transferred varies in Buddhist schools. A standard practice in 
Theravada funeral ceremonies is to perform meritorious acts with the sole intention of 
transferring any punya gained to the deceased. The symbol of water being poured into a 
bowl and overflowing is used to show that punya can flow to the deceased ensuring them 
a good/better rebirth.

• The understanding of punya is more complex in Mahayana. One understanding is that the 
bodhisattva can transfer merit to the person who is invoking/praying to them and thus 
help them in this life and in gaining a good/better rebirth. The bodhisattva Avalokitesvara 
thus transfers merit to all who call on him/her. A similar concept can be found in Pure Land 
Buddhism with the focus on Amida Buddha providing believers with merit to progress.


