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Abstract: In this article, [ use Emile Durkheim s theory
of “social facts” to examine Buddhist charity move-
ments in Vietnam. Durkheim defines social facts as the
beliefs and customs required to belong in a community. 1
use Durkheim s theory to analyze how volunteer groups
develop Buddhist cosmologies with distinct social facts
about human subjectivity, ethics, and karma. My study
traces how social facts cause different programming out-
comes like decisions to serve meat-based or vegetarian
meals among food charities. My findings are significant
among studies of religious humanitarianism for suggest-
ing that grassroots movements spread through hetero-
geneous values and cosmologies, even within a shared
tradition.
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Introduction and Thesis

Pluralistic Approaches to Buddhist Charity in
Vietnam

Religious humanitarianism is on the rise across

Asia (Weller et al. 2018, 40, 48; Fountain and Mc-
Laughlin 2016, 10-12). Major studies have exam-
ined how religious volunteerism correlates with
regional trends toward economic privatization and
modernization (Bornstein 2012, 15; Huang 2009,
211; Weller et al. 2018, 10). Through volunteering,
middle-class citizens can display their growing afflu-
ence and upward mobility while also demonstrating
a moral investment in society (Nguyen 2018, 635;
Jones 2009, 313). By sponsoring social services,
religious groups can attract support from govern-
ment policymakers as well as secular, inter-religious,
national, and international donors (Samuels 2016,
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Figure 1: Bags and boxes of dried goods are stacked
outside a village municipal center, awaiting a dona-
tion event organized by lay Buddhists from Ho Chi
Minh City. Photo credit: Sara A. Swenson

61)." Altogether, these studies show that volunteers
and religious leaders increasingly use charity both
(1) to address rising humanitarian needs and (2) to
gain social status and moral authority in changing
societies.

Trends toward religious humanitarianism are espe-
cially prominent in Vietnam, where Buddhism-based
charities have become the second-most common
providers of social services after the state (Hoang

et al. 2019, 1076). Since the 1986 policy reforms
known as Poi Moi, the communist government has
advanced legislation promoting private development

1 Fountain and McLaughlin note that religious communities that
develop disaster relief and humanitarian aid programs often undergo “con-
siderable doctrinal innovation” as they “rework authority and administrative
structures” to accommodate “legislative and bureaucratic regulations” (2016,
14).
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and downscaling public services.? In 2013, the gov-
ernment began offering “tax and fee reductions” for
“faith-based organizations which provide services
for underserved populations” (Hoang et al. 2019,
1078). Buddhist institutions in the Mahayana-ma-
jority country readily responded to these incentives.?
Today, Buddhism-based organizations provide a
wide range of services, such as care for orphans

and the elderly, low-cost traditional medicine, free
meals, and mental health support (Hoang et al. 2019,
1076; Nguyen 2016). These charities ultimately
respond to emerging calls from policymakers for
socialist citizens to use private wealth to support one
another (Nguyen 2018, 634).

In recent years, the booming popularity of “doing
charity” (lam tw thién) has attracted considerable at-
tention in local news and scholarship (Nguyen 2018,
635; Le 202, 6). However, anthropologist Le Hoang
Anh Thu notes that:

Studies exploring charitable practice in contempo-
rary Vietnam... tend to focus on organization-based
charity and have thus paid insufficient attention to
grassroots charitable giving. Studies on faith-based
charity in Vietnam have highlighted the activities of
religious institutions, such as the Vietnamese Bud-
dhist Sangha or significant temples in the country,
rather than spontaneous charitable events organized
by lay practitioners (2020b, 6).

Informal, ad hoc, and grassroots charities have simi-
larly gained widespread popularity, yet the economic
and social impacts of these movements are virtually
unmeasured. Furthermore, few studies consider the

2 Johnathon London notes that the initial downscaling of state
services has been followed by some efforts to “reassert” the state in regulating
Vietnam’s changing market (2008, 127). In addition to the dismantling of many
state-run services, public institutions also increasingly feature more private
components. For example, Nguyen notes that “public hospitals allow private
companies to install medical equipment on their premises and charge patients
at higher rates for services that are not covered by health insurance” (2018,
633).

3 Statistics on religion in Vietnam range widely, suggesting Buddhism
accounts for everything from approximately 15 percent of the population to

80 percent when blended with folk religions, Confucianism, and Daoism (U.S.
Embassy and Consulate in Vietnam 2018; Soboslai 2012, 1350). Functionally,
concepts of karma, reincarnation, and Buddhist ethics are common among
everyday conversations. Hoang et al. go so far to state that “Buddhism is
acknowledged as the most influential religion in the country” (2019, 1078).
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reasons that compel everyday people to give their
time, energy, and financial resources to these infor-
mal and often spontaneous humanitarian efforts.
Qualitative research on grassroots charities can help
scholars answer the questions: who is doing all of
this volunteering, and why?*

Ad hoc food charity appeals to volunteers across so-
cial classes and income levels (Le 2020b, 7; Swen-
son 2020a, 7). Analyzing food charity therefore pro-
vides an organic entry into comparative studies of
volunteerism. Comparative studies of class, gender,
sexuality, ethnicity, race, ability, education levels,
political connections, and other demographic factors
are necessary to consider how people from diverse
social contexts (1) become involved in volunteering
and (2) collaborate in actualizing charity projects.
Among studies of religious humanitarianism, com-
parative research can also highlight how nuanced
differences in spiritual practices and interpretations
of religious cosmologies shape local forms of chari-

ty.

In this paper, I argue that diverse understandings

of karma correlate to different programming styles
among volunteer groups.’ My study is based on
twenty months of fieldwork conducted between
2015 and 2019 in Vietnam’s fastest-growing urban
area, Ho Chi Minh City —often colloquially known
as Saigon. This article features a juxtaposition of
ethnographic data from three Buddhism-based food
charities to show how subtle distinctions in religious
cosmologies of karma have broader material effects
on community projects and events.® I use Emile
Durkheim’s theory of “social facts” as a method to
analyze how charity groups cultivate distinct

4 This question deliberately echoes the sentiments of Liisa Malkki’s
study on volunteers with the international humanitarian organization, Red
Cross. Malkki asks: “Who are these people? Who wants to work in humanitar-
ian aid and emergency relief, and why? What are their motivations and aims?
Who wants to help?” (2015, 2).

5 I consistently refer to volunteer communities as “groups” or “net-
works” rather than “organizations” to emphasize that all three movements are
highly informal and not registered with the government.

6 All names of people, groups, and places have been converted to
pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of research participants. The only
exceptions are major locations such as Ho Chi Minh City and the Ho Chi Minh
City Oncology Hospital.
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understandings of Buddhist ethics, human subjectiv-
ity, and karma that subtly influence their programs.

Through the following pages, I first describe com-
mon approaches to karma and the ethics of food
charity among Buddhist communities in Vietnam.

I then define Durkheim’s theory of social facts and
argue that this method of analysis can illuminate
how seemingly homogenous grassroots movements
are highly pluralistic. Next, I describe examples
from three food charities in Ho Chi Minh City,
highlighting how members of each group create
distinct sets of social facts about karma, ethics, and
subjectivity. I trace how these social facts influence
material forms of charity, particularly decisions to
serve vegetarian or meat-based meals to recipients.
The conclusion section compares these findings with
other major studies of religious humanitarianism to
emphasize the importance of ethnographic research
for understanding the pluralistic qualities of charity
movements in Asia.

Understanding Karma

The lay and monastic volunteers I interviewed all
framed charity as valuable for making merit and
affecting karma. “Karma” (nghiép chwong; nghiép
bdo) is a Sanskrit word that means “action” and
derives from all activities of the “body, speech, and
mind” (thdn, khau, y) (Lopez 2009, 259). Karma
results from the cumulative effect of actions across
one or more “incarnations” within cycles of samsara
(kiép ludn hoi). Samsara is the system of birth,
death, and rebirth through which all “sentient be-
ings” (chiing sanh, chiing sinh) move, unless “liber-
ated” (gidi thodt) through “awakening” (gidc ngo),
often called “enlightenment” in English. Throughout
the history of Buddhism, diverse schools have de-
bated the nature of awakening as well as the rela-
tionship between karma and enlightenment. Doing
good deeds, such as practicing charity, are generally
understood to make “merit” (cong dirc) or “bless-
ings” (phwoc diec) that create positive effects on
karma (Ohnuma 2007).
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In the context of contemporary Vietnam, the vol-
unteers I met used these common terms of karma,
merit, and collective being, but disagreed on the
scope to which karma physically shapes daily life
and experiences of reality. Many followers of pop-
ular, non-orthodox or “contra-modern” Buddhism
asserted that karma has concrete, material effects

on one’s current and future life conditions (Swen-
son 2022). Good karma produces benefits such as
health, wealth, beauty, and high social status. Bad or
“heavy karma” (nghiép ndng) produces consequenc-
es such as poverty, illness, unattractiveness, or low
social status. From this perspective, making merit
can concretely improve one’s karma and the karma
of others.” Subsequently, doing charity can lead to
miraculous changes in one’s life, relationships, and
health. These changes may be so comprehensive,
sudden, or improbable that they are inexplicable
through the laws of natural science.

By contrast, among increasing movements toward
modern Buddhism, which began to develop in Viet-
nam around the 1920s, practitioners interpreted kar-
ma as more individualistic and metaphorical (DeV-
ido 2009; Soucy 2020, 65). Karma is rationalized

as the social or physical consequences of an action,
bound by the laws of natural science. This scientific
approach frames karma as a figurative teaching tool,
rather than a force that shapes reality. Similarly,
modern approaches to karma tend to reduce the role
of samsaric temporality, focusing more on ethical
actions in “this life” (kiép nay) rather than theorizing
about the effects of actions in past or future incarna-
tions. From this perspective, doing charity benefits
donors and recipients by supporting civil society and
immediately mitigating humanitarian needs —out-
comes validated by secular, scientific assessments
rather than an appreciation of inexplicable miracles.

The volunteers featured in this article primarily de-
scribed karma in popular, contra-modern terms, yet
with awareness to the more modern, orthodox teach-
ings promoted by elite monastic leadership. Even as

7 Women, particularly, worked to gain merit in order to improve the
karma of their family members (Swenson 2022; c.f. Le 2020a, 320; Meeker
2019, 314).
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volunteers maintained non-orthodox approaches to
karma, their understandings of how to best improve
or influence karma still differed by group. Altogeth-
er, these findings suggest that understandings of
karma among volunteers did not follow one sys-
tematic ideology or universal Buddhist doctrine but
were shaped through discursive and affective group
interactions, nuanced by the demographic makeups
of each charity community.

Defining “Social Facts”

Durkheim’s theory of “social facts” provides a
useful method of analysis to consider how volunteer
groups cultivate these distinct approaches to karma
and Buddhist ethics. Durkheim defines social facts
as the obligatory norms, customs, behaviors, and
emotional orientations that individuals assume in
order to be members of a society (1950, 1). Social
facts exist at both macro and micro scales—they de-
rive from and perpetuate nationalities, legal systems,
languages, currencies, religions, social classes, and
every day “moral maxims” (Ibid., 2). At each scale,
social facts are “endowed with coercive power”

that encourages belonging and enforces cooperation
within any given community (Ibid., 2).

My use of Durkheim’s theory places less empha-

sis on the “coercive power” or obligatory pressure
of social facts. Durkheim himself suggests that
social facts can be so totalizing that they are like

the atmosphere pressing down on Earth—constant
and familiar enough that “we no longer feel [the]
weight” (1982, 53). Yet, this weight still has an ef-
fective force. An individual influenced by the social
fact of, say, a “common emotion” may be subsumed
by this “social influence” to the extent that they “no
longer recognize themselves” and act out of char-
acter (Ibid.). Under these circumstances, morality
becomes difficult to distinguish from social facts
and cannot be negotiated. As James Laidlaw asserts,
“Durkheim’s conception of the social so completely
identifies the collective with the good that an inde-
pendent understanding of ethics appears neither nec-
essary nor possible” (2002, 313). Scholars of moral
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anthropology such as Laidlaw (Ibid.), Joel Robbins
(2007), and Jarrett Zigon (2007), refer to this confla-
tion between morality and society as “the Durkheim-
ian collapse” (Cassaniti and Hickman 2014, 256).

Cassaniti and Hickman trace how anthropologists
of morality have sought to resist this “Durkheimian
collapse” by theorizing morality and ethics through
agency. They propose that morality changes and
develops amid moments of “deliberate free choice”
apart from “social reproduction” (Ibid., 258). While
this approach seeks to distinguish morality from
totalizing social norms, it does so by privileging
individual agency and choice over conformity.
Scholars like Saba Mahmood have, in turn, critiqued
such definitions of agency as free choice for subtly
promoting liberal values of individualism (2009).
Mahmood advocates for studies of agency that,
instead, examine practices or behaviors that create
change beyond cognitive choice, and that include
self-disciplining practices toward shared identities
rather than toward individualism.

My study proposes a balance among these approach-
es to both social facts and agency. Rather than con-
sidering social facts at the macro-scale of nations,
languages, or global religions, I instead consider the
shifting politics of social facts among micro-scale
urban communities. Approaching social facts at this
scale also allows me to examine how community
members practice moral agency by creating affective
bonds with one another and by comparing their own
social facts against the social facts of other commu-
nities.

I find Durkheim’s theory helpful for illuminating
how community members—even within a shared
cultural context or religious tradition—may refer

to the same cosmological concepts, yet understand
and experience these concepts in different ways.
Durkheim explains these discrepancies by observing
that social facts may share root causes yet function
to “serve different ends” (Ibid., 91). “Thus,” he
states, “the same words may serve to express new
ideas” (Ibid). While Durkheim’s work has been cri-
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tiqued for its totalizing treatment of social facts, my
reading also highlights ways that his original theory
may allow for more discrepancies, differences, and
change than anthropologists of morality have previ-
ously acknowledged.

I adapt Durkheim’s theory to demonstrate how char-
ity groups generate “collective tendencies” toward
different styles of giving by cultivating distinct
“social facts” of Buddhist cosmology (2005, 274).
These collective tendencies accumulate through
shared experiences and relationships (Ibid., 274),
which—over time —coalesce into what Durkheim
calls “a system of realities” (Ibid., 275). I argue
that diverse social facts of Buddhism thus produce
concrete, material outcomes, such as distinct forms
of charity practices.

Next, I offer a series of ethnographic vignettes from
three different food charities. These vignettes show
how volunteer groups curate their own social facts
about human subjectivity, karma, and the effects of
generosity.

Ethics and Effects of Giving: Three Examples

Vegetarianism and the Spirit of Generosity at
Dharma Flower Pagoda

On a sunny afternoon in July 2018, I hailed a motor-
bike taxi to visit Dharma Flower Pagoda on the out-
skirts of Ho Chi Minh City. The pagoda® was a small
house that had been converted into an unofficial
monastery by the abbess, Master Clarity, in 2005.°
The temple was still waiting approval and recogni-
tion by Vietnam’s state-managed National Buddhist
Sangha (Gido hoi Phdt gido Viét Nam), but already
thrived as a center of religious activity for the

8 I translate the diverse Vietnamese terms for Buddhist temples Tinh
Xd, Tinh That, Chiia, and Thién Vién as “pagoda” or “monastery” interchange-
ably, though these terms do indicate a distinct history and status for each type
of institution. Anthropologist Alexander Soucy speculates that the common
practice of translating chua to “pagoda” likely dates to French colonial scholar-
ship (Soucy 2012, 205).

9 In Vietnam, Buddhist monastics are customarily given new names
by their masters when they ordain. These names often reflect (1) a common
middle name designating their lineage or “root” pagoda and (2) a virtue, image,

or characteristic to support their spiritual development. I have chosen monastic
pseudonyms in English to approximate this effect.

5
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neighborhood. Every day, four to six resident nuns,
ages 20 to 55, led chanting rituals for local devotees.
The nuns also sponsored annual holiday festivals
and regular food charity drives. Each month, Master
Clarity called for donations of rice, oil, and instant
noodles to redistribute to poor families in the neigh-
borhood. A younger nun, Sister Radiance, frequently
collaborated with a group of college students to cook
and deliver meals for homeless people in the near-
by Go Vap district.'° These modest programs were
intended to support the pagoda’s immediate commu-
nity. Yet, despite the limited scope of their charity
work, the monastics of Dharma Flower had a city-
wide reputation for their sincere generosity. A nun at
a more prominent pagoda in Saigon’s central Binh
Thanh district recommended Dharma Flower as a
community of people who performed charity “with
heart” (co tdm) in keeping with Buddhist teachings.

When I arrived at the temple to meet Sister Radi-
ance, she invited me into a small common room
where a table was set with a pot of tea and a plate of
cashews. “So, would you like to interview me?” she
asked, laughing, then added, “It will be very easy
for me. My answers are very simple.” She explained
that she does charity and then “forgets it.” She
doesn’t think about it anymore.

She poured our cups of tea and we sat down. I
followed her opening quip by asking what it meant
to do charity “with heart.” Sister Radiance respond-
ed that the scale of charity was not as important as
the “spirit” (tinh thdn). Her own work feeding the
homeless was meant to both share food and “share
happiness” (chia sé hanh phiic) with vulnerable
people. She proposed that spiritual generosity “helps
(recipients) feel and see that someone out there is
paying attention.” Sister Radiance emphasized that
this attitude was the source of giving “with heart.”
By comparison, she postulated that some volunteers
got caught up in assessing prospective recipients or
judging their needs (by, for example, refusing to give

10 I translate the monastic terms Ni sw, Sw c6 and Ni ¢6 as “Sister” in
keeping with common conventions for Buddhist studies scholarship. In south-
ern Vietnam, titles for nuns are often shortened to Cé, which also translates as
aunt, Ms., or teacher. I render the gender-neutral term for an Abbot or Abbess,
Sw phu, as “Master.”
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meals to people who appeared drunk or physically
capable of working to sustain themselves). This im-
plied that, on some level, volunteers viewed them-
selves as better or more moral than recipients, and
therefore able to determine who deserved free food.
Instead, giving with heart required deferring one’s
own status and feelings in order to “pay attention”
(quan tam) with all one’s strength or “capacity” (hét
sirc) to the recipient. True charity could involve
giving material goods, but always required the emo-
tional and spiritual components of smiling, sharing
happiness, and “encouraging” others to be “fear-
less.”!! Fearlessness might range from inspiring hope
despite extreme poverty, or encouraging recipients to
be courageous in making beneficial life changes, like
overcoming alcohol dependency.

Sister Radiance’s dual references to alcoholism repo-
sitioned her hypothetical charity recipient from one
who was judged and rejected for drunkenness, to one
who was seen and supported for long-term recovery
from addiction. This repositioning occurred wholly
on the part of the donor. Volunteers who gave in the
spirit of generosity understood that charity was com-
prehensive —attuned to the holistic emotional and
physical wellbeing of recipients —rather than focus-
ing on the superficial equation of an exchange.

Sister Radiance continued by explaining that the
spirit of giving came more naturally as follow-

ers “learn about the Buddha’s teachings.” In her
own case, she had never done charity before being
ordained as a nun. Once ordained, however, she
became vegetarian. Becoming vegetarian “changed
her way of thinking.” She began to regard not only
other animals and insects as possible family mem-
bers from a past life, but soon also saw other people
as her relatives. This change in mentality affected
her orientation to the world in a way that compelled
her to constant, small acts of generosity and care.
“So,” she concluded, “It’s not that I do a lot of char-
ity, but I do charity in many different ways.” Sister
Radiance’s approach to charity was subtly echoed

11 Here, Sister Radiance used a term for “fearlessness” (vd iy thi)
explicitly drawn from the Mahayana doctrine of the “six paramitas” (luc dj
ba-la-mdt).

6
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by the abbess, younger nuns, and student volunteers
at Dharma Flower Pagoda throughout the following
year as | attended food donations, ordinations, and
charity tours with their community.

Throughout this conversation, Sister Radiance took
a range of ethical stances toward the relationship
between donors and recipients. First, charity should
be given without assessment of the recipient, then
forgotten by the donor. Second, charity should be
given with a singular focus on the perceived needs
of the recipient. Finally, charity should be performed
through a sense of trans-temporal kinship with recip-
ients. The continuities among these ethical positions
were a selfless orientation to giving and a sense that
this selfless orientation was made possible through
one’s spiritual state. Changes to one’s spiritual state
included heightened attentiveness to intersubjective
connections among sentient beings. These connec-
tions transcended a limited focus on the present life,
broadening the donor’s scope of awareness to multi-
ple incarnations. This broader temporal scope ideally
allowed the donor to perceive connections with
sentient beings, uninhibited by biases around human
social classes or hierarchies between species.

Volunteers at Dharma Flower Pagoda encouraged
this ethical orientation by advocating both for
charity and vegetarianism in everyday life. The way
the nuns of Dharma Flower advocated for vegetar-
ianism distinguished them from other monastics

in Saigon and surrounding rural provinces of the
Mekong Delta. By comparison, I spoke with nuns

at other pagodas who joked and bemoaned that
vegetarianism was the hardest part of being a mo-
nastic, or who proposed that vegetarianism was an
inappropriate practice for lay people, as it suggested
an air of moral superiority equal to those who had
taken monastic vows. The nuns of Dharma Flower
not only maintained strict vegetarianism themselves,
but also advocated for vegetarianism among their
lay followers. This advocacy extended to the food
charities they organized and hosted at the pagoda.
The college students who met at Dharma Flower
also prepared only vegetarian dishes to distribute to
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Figure 2: The nuns of Dharma Flower Pagoda organize a

ties in Vietham'’s central highlands.

the homeless, on the grounds that these dishes were
healthier, more nutritious, and guaranteed to have
safe, “clean” (sach) ingredients. While, as Sister
Radiance proposed, donors should not try to assert
moral authority over charity exchanges by judging
or screening recipients, the college students main-
tained that donors were morally responsible for their
consumer decisions in purchasing ingredients for
charity. Serving vegetarian meals was intended to
both limit harm to animals and subtly encourage less
meat consumption as an ethical practice with posi-
tive spiritual implications for donors and recipients
alike.

Volunteers at Dharma Flower Pagoda emphasized
generosity as a form of care and merit-making that
exceeded the boundaries of “this lifetime.” Karma
functioned as a social fact that oriented volunteers
toward trans-temporal and trans-species kinship.
This broader orientation also emphasized ethics of
selflessness by reminding donors that the perceived

7
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holiday food drive for ethnic minority communi-

goals, needs, and relationships that dominate “this
life” are limited. Cultivating a higher spiritual status
by learning about Buddhism and adopting ethical
practices like charity and vegetarianism creates a
mutually reinforcing feedback loop. As volunteers
become increasingly dedicated to altruism, selfless-
ness comes more naturally, further enabling one to
sustain these ethical practices and cosmological ori-
entations from moment to moment. Giving vegetar-
ian meals for recipients thus becomes the most logi-
cal and moral programming decision possible within
the “system of reality” created by these social facts
of human subjectivity and samsaric temporality.

The Merit of Meat: Cooking as Care in the Sun-
shine Volunteer Corps

Throughout my research, I also connected with food
charities that did not share Dharma Flower’s con-
viction that vegetarianism was an essential ethical
practice. One of these groups was a community of
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lay people called the Sunshine Volunteer Corps.
Sunshine charity events attracted approximately 30
volunteers per event, usually evenly divided by gen-
der and ranging between 20 to 40 in average ages. In
the early years of the organization, volunteers came
from a blend of middle-class, upwardly mobile, and
working-class backgrounds, with careers as business
managers, shop owners, mechanics, house cleaners,
and day laborers. In more recent years, from 2015

to 2023, the demographics of the program shifted to
more middle-class and wealthy volunteers, particu-
larly attracting young business managers and college
students.

From 2012 to 2020 (when regular programming was
disrupted by the Covid-19 pandemic), members of
the Corps met once a month to prepare up to 1,500
meals for cancer patients at the public Ho Chi Minh
City Oncology Hospital (Bénh vién Ung Bwou).
These volunteers prided themselves on offering a
delicious signature dish of roast pork. The group’s
main organizer, a lay man in his 30s named Bao,
proposed that this signature dish was both nutrition-
ally valuable and showed sincere care for cancer
patients. Rather than buying cheaper ingredients or
ready-made meals, Sunshine volunteers were metic-
ulous in purchasing pork from clean, trusted sources.
Corps members then stayed awake overnight before
distribution events home cooking and preparing
meals by hand."

Frequent participants, like a 33-year-old internet
technician named Vi, stated that such acts of char-
ity created karmic benefits for both volunteers and
recipients. Vii conceptualized karma as mutually
compounded between human interactions. Heavy
karma became “self-perpetuating” by causing
misfortune and compelling people to behaviors that
further harmed others, such as deception, theft, or
violence. Conversely, meritorious actions simulta-
neously benefitted donors and recipients. Volunteers
gained the blessings of merit by striving to alleviate
suffering, while recipients benefitted by responding

12 I analyze the Sunshine Volunteer Corps’ activities further in “The
Affective Politics of Karma Among Buddhist Cancer Charities in Vietnam
(2020b).

8
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to generosity with positive feelings of “happiness”
(hanh phiic) or “joy” (niém vui). These positive
feelings also helped to counteract negative feelings
of “worrying” (lo ldng) or “anger” (tikc gidn) that
caused or exacerbated illness.

Volunteers with other Buddhist charities that op-
erated in and around the Oncology Hospital were
sometimes critical of the Corps’ decision to serve
meat. These critiques featured concerns that food
charity was simply an attention-seeking act that
drew praise for donors without actually benefitting
cancer patients. The Corps’ signature pork dish
might make their charity popular among recipients
who were culturally accustomed to eating meat. but
meat consumption was inherently unhealthy, es-
pecially for those already battling terminal illness.
Furthermore, lay Buddhists with other organiza-
tions purported that serving meat produced negative
karmic repercussions for both donors and recipients
by promoting the killing of animals. When I relayed
these critiques to Béo and asked for his opinion, he
casually rebuffed them. He explained that the Corps
chose its ingredients with careful scrutiny to avoid
food tampering, growth hormones, and other health
risks associated with unknown sources (see Falt-
mann 2019). Each dish was then cooked with loving
care and served with compassionate intentions. Bao
argued that meat provided nutrients necessary for
energy, strength, and healing. Therefore, the karmic
implications for serving meat were far more com-
plex than a simple formula of right versus wrong.

Like volunteers at Dharma Flower Pagoda, members
of the Sunshine Volunteer Corps also understood
karma and merit as highly intersubjective. However,
the scope of these intersubjective relationships did
not extend immediately to animals or non-human
entities. Sunshine volunteers kept their ethical focus
on supporting human health, which they argued
required the nutrients provided by meat consump-
tion. These perspectives reflected a more modernist,
rationalist approach to human-animal relations, even
as they promoted an unorthodox, popular under-
standing of karma as collective.
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Corps’ members cultivated and circulated social
facts of karma as having concrete effects on the ma-
terial world, similar to the nuns of Dharma Flower
Pagoda. Both communities held that doing good
could produce physical effects of positive change
and healing, from ending alcoholism to curing can-
cer. Similarly, in both groups, an important measure
of sincere generosity was the emotional orientation
toward selfless care for others. However, these
findings show that the subtle differences in how
volunteers prioritized relationships with humans or
animals within systems of karma fundamentally in-
fluenced the types of food they provided. While both
groups promoted food charity movements across
the city, they held antagonistic attitudes toward one
another’s programming decisions. These tensions
demand a more pluralistic approach to analyzing
religious food charity movements across the region.

Feeding the Homeless through Hong’s Facebook
Page

In addition to attending the Sunshine Volunteer
Corps’ monthly events, I accompanied ad hoc meal
distributions organized by a single mother in her
40s named H6ng. Unlike Sister Radiance and Bao,
HOng felt more ambivalent toward organized reli-
gion and institutional Buddhism. She was generally
skeptical of Buddhist leadership in Vietnam. She
suspected many monastics were drawn to ordination
to gain social status and political connections, not to
follow Buddhist teachings. However, Hong’s still
upheld and advocated for ideals, values, and sensi-
bilities informed by popular Buddhist cosmology.
She speculated that karmic bonds created “predes-
tined affinities” (nhdn duyén) between people and
felt that positive changes to society might come by
improving karma for all “sentient beings.” Rather
than visiting pagodas, chanting, or studying Bud-
dhist scriptures—common practices performed by
many lay followers —H0ng instead sought to im-
prove karma and transform society by doing charity
on her own terms.

9
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Around 2008, Hong began hand-preparing meals

to distribute to homeless people along her work
commute through Phii Nhudn district. Over the
next ten years of volunteering, Hong began to film
herself live over Facebook while preparing the meals
and invited social media contacts to help her with
food distribution. By 2019, Hong was giving away
thousands of meals each month—approximately
200 boxes at a time—through these spontaneous,
semi-weekly events. Many of the friends and ac-
quaintances who volunteered to distribute her meals
were similarly skeptical of institutional Buddhism.
Yet, like HOng, they maintained that karma pro-
duced concrete, material consequences in the world
and that the results of karma could be positively
influenced by benevolent actions.

Similar to the Sunshine Volunteer Corps members,
Hong served meat with her free meals. She prepared
roasted chicken and rice with the rationale that it
was more nutritious and delicious than vegetarian
food. Giving vegetarian food to the homeless, she
felt, was a self-centered form of moral posturing.
Homeless people might open a box of vegetarian
food and feel “disappointed” by the contents. In-
stead, Hong aspired to give “joy” (niém vui) and
“smiles” (nu cwori) to “destitute people,” by offer-
ing them a bit of “warmth” (d@m dp) on cold nights.
H6ng’s allusion to giving warmth carried the double
meaning of literally offering hot meals and meta-
phorically offering attentive care.

While Dharma Flower Pagoda and the Sunshine
Volunteer Corps were relatively tightknit communi-
ties that attracted regular volunteers, Hong’s char-
ity group was significantly more fluid. The ad hoc
nature of events meant that each food distribution
attracted different networks of volunteers for vir-
tually every gathering, depending on participants’
availability, interest, and chance scrolling through
Facebook. The social-media driven nature of Hong’s
program also invited more public commentary on
her events. This commentary led to direct question-
ing of Hong’s ingredient choices, whereas Corps
members experienced these critiques more obliquely
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through roundabout gossip. For example, in May
2019, when confronted for her choice to serve meat
through Facebook comments, Hong responded with
a public post rebuffing the criticism saying, “Don’t
criticize... I make free chicken and rice for ‘poor
people’ (ngwoi ngheo), but a number of friends are
saying ‘how come you don’t make ‘vegetarian food’
(com chay) for merit? If you want merit, then you do
it. If you’ve never yet ‘given charity’ (bo'thi), then
stop typing nonsense to lessen your karma.”

For Hong, sincere charity required an immediate
orientation toward “the little things that people

need right now.” This orientation affected her pro-
gramming style by reinforcing a preference for ad
hoc, spontaneous cooking and social-media driven
events. Cam, a house cleaner in her 30s who often
participated in Hong’s food distributions, suggested
that Hong’s giving was more sincerely selfless pre-
cisely because of its spontaneity. Hong rejected any
labels of herself as a “leader” or “organizer” —in-
stead, she modestly downplayed her role by calling
attention back to the perceived needs of her poor and
homeless meal recipients. By assuming this attitude,
HOng performed the selfless ethic of leadership that
she felt was lacking in formal Buddhism. The social
facts of karma that coalesced around Hong’s charity
thus favored spontaneous, heartfelt giving over pre-
meditated formal programming. Hong’s community
granted greater moral authority to non-elite lay peo-
ple, whom they felt were in a better position to fulfill
Buddhist ethics of generosity without any thought of
reciprocity —not even the soft reciprocity of spiritual
authority granted to monastic leaders.

Like Sunshine volunteers, Hong’s social facts of
karma and altruism blurred modern and popular
forms of Buddhism. Her emphasis on individual mo-
rality, intentions, and feelings resonated with mod-
ernistic concepts of autonomous personhood. Yet,
her highly inter-subjective, almost mystical, under-
standing of karma reflected popular beliefs that merit
can immediately improve material reality. Hong’s
subject position as a working-class lay woman and
single mother — skeptical of the mainstream social
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institutions and religious organizations that she felt
rejected her—1led her to hybridize available modern
and non-modern Buddhist worldviews in crafting a
set of social facts around food charity that appealed
to countless social media followers.

Conclusion: The Social Facts of Food Charity

These three examples show how social facts of
karma affect understandings of human subjectivity,
temporality, and the ethics of food charity. Across
groups, volunteers used similar language of selfless-
ness and empathetic care to explain their distinct
programming styles. As Durkheim notes, these terms
may share a broader historical or cultural source
while still functioning differently in each communi-
ty. The heavy emphasis on selfless, empathic giving
does mirror broader nationalist discourse on moral-
ity. As Nguyen proposes in her analysis of shifting
calls for socialization in Vietnam: “The moral foun-
dation of citizenship communicated through social-
ization is an ability to care for one’s family through
private means and a heightened sense of compassion
for the disadvantaged other” (2018, 642)."* Similar-
ly, the National Sangha positions Buddhism as an
historic source for charity and social welfare, driven
by values of compassion. Calls for Buddhist charity
are often framed through language of “responsibili-
ty” (trdch nhiém) to spread peace and happiness.'* I
raise this point to note that the emotional language
of charity is not unique to the groups I accompanied.
These terms are widely available through national
news sources, social media, religious sites, holiday
festival announcements, and face-to-face conversa-
tions. Rather, this point highlights how volunteers
adopted and adapted widely available moral lan-
guage to support their own community identities and
programs. The commonalities among these terms
may suggest, at surface level, that charity move-
ments are advancing a universal sense of the moral
good. However, close qualitative studies can reveal

13 Italics maintained from original text.

14 For example, the National Buddhist Sangha’s recent celebration of
Vesak, or “the Buddha’s birthday” (Dai 1é Phdt ddn) included widespread fund-
raising for charitable campaigns with words “According to the teachings of the
Buddha, responsibility to society is the standard for all individual morality and
societal morality. Every individual and organization alike has the responsibility
and duty to act for the happiness and peace of humankind” (Ha 2022).
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how volunteer groups make subtle adaptations to
shared ethics and cosmological concepts that lead to
distinct programming styles.

Adapting Durkheim’s theory of social facts as a
method of analysis helps to highlight the pluralistic,
competitive, and antagonistic relationships present
among grassroots charities. These dynamic tensions
and internal differences have been largely over-
looked by scholarship on religious philanthropy. By
contrast, most major studies of global humanitarian-
ism suggest that trends toward giving spread uni-
versalistic concepts of morality. Scholars like Di-
dier Fassin (2011) and Mirium Ticktin (2011) have
analyzed ways that many large-scale international
humanitarian organizations spread European values
through mechanisms of aid. Ticktin proposes that,
in so doing, humanitarianism paradoxically ends up
“reproducing inequalities and racial, gendered, and
geopolitical hierarchies” that have produced popula-
tions in need of aid in the first place (Ibid., 5). Fassin
further argues that such inequalities are built into the
concept of humanitarianism itself. He traces a ge-
nealogy of humanitarianism to its roots in “a West-
ern sociodicy,” and concludes that “the ethos from
which [humanitarian reason] precedes has its source
in the Christian world” (2011, 248). He maintains
that altruistic compassion relies on a Christian-in-
fluenced “fascination with suffering” (Ibid., 250). In
shifting from a critique of institutional power struc-
tures to the affective, cosmological aspects of hu-
manitarianism as a Christian ethos, Fassin performs
a theoretical sleight of hand that turns his argument
from problematizing humanitarianism to problema-
tizing interpersonal dynamics of giving. Fassin
suggests such power dynamics make “compassion a
moral sentiment with no possible reciprocity” (2011,
3). Because Fassin’s critique of compassion appears
embedded in an analysis of international humanitar-
ianism, the argument is framed in a way that makes
it difficult to redeem or reframe any interpersonal
dynamics in giving.

I contend that, while scholars like Fassin and Ticktin
identify important concerns around the social struc-
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tures underpinning international humanitarianism,
they also obscure ways that volunteers cultivate
social facts of suffering, compassion, and altruism
beyond universalistic Christian and Euro-centric
values. When Buddhist volunteers in Saigon exhort-
ed “compassion” and pointed out the “suffering”
(dau kho) of recipients, the terms they used were
embedded in different social facts of subjectivity,
cosmology, temporality, and materiality. In contrast
with Christian worldviews, they did not view suffer-
ing as the source of its own solution. Rather, Bud-
dhist charity leaders like Sister Radiance explained
how suffering could inspire compassion by revealing
the intersubjective nature of existence among “all
sentient beings.” Fassin critiques compassion for
disempowering recipients by foreclosing any pos-
sibility of reciprocity, but volunteers like Hong and
Cam explained how nonreciprocity made Buddhist
gifts effective precisely because they precluded pow-
er dynamics of debt and exchange."

Altogether, researchers must acknowledge how
subtle differences in social facts may explain how
humanitarian movements spread successfully across
diverse contexts. As the examples from this arti-

cle show, even food charities that share common
cosmological concepts from Buddhism cultivate
distinct sets of social facts to explain how concepts
like karma, nature, and being operate. Approaches

to temporality, emotions, human subjectivity, inter-
species relationships, and health all coalesce through
affective and discursive group exchanges that shape
material outcomes in philanthropy. Understanding
how grassroots charity movements draw on different
sets of social facts can help scholars better analyze
the causes and directions of regional trends toward
religious humanitarianism in Vietnam and beyond.

15 For a complex survey of reciprocity, exchange, and gifting in Bud-
dhism, see Sihlé 2015. Studies by Eck (2013) and Bornstein (2012) similarly
highlight how non-reciprocity is essential to Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain practic-
es of giving, called “dan” or “dana.”
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