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Buddhist ethics is based squarely upon the doctrines of annica and annata. Annica, the belief that all 

things are interdependent and therefore have no independent existence implies annata, the view that 

there is no independent, permanent self or ego. Everything is part of an ever-changing flux. The names 

we give to things are mere conveniences. The chair one sits on, for example, is never the same from 

moment to moment. But of course it is impossible to have a different name for how things are at every 

instant. So names are convenient designations of sets of similar states. 

 The situation is the same with the self.  For Buddhists, there is no separate permanent self. There 

is only the flow of mental and bodily experiences. This point was illustrated in the Milindapanha when 

King  Milinda (Menander), a Greek king ruling in India, confronted the Buddhist monk Nagasena. He 

accused Nagasena of duplicity, for both denying the self, and, at the same time, for denying he was 

equivalent to any of his bodily parts (fingernails, etc.), and for asserting that monks could acquire merit 

and demerit. Milinda said, "If a man were to kill you, there would be no murder.” and insisted further, 

that if there is no self, no one achieves merit or demerit. Nagasena replied, "How then did you come, on 

foot, or in a chariot?." The king said, "I came in a carriage.”. Nagasena asked “Are the wheels the 

carriage? The spokes? etc.?" To each question Milinda replied it was not. So Nagasena said "Sir, you are 

king over all India? Why do you lie? You did not come in a chariot." Milinda answered that he did, but 

the word chariot was a convenient designation for all the parts taken together. Nagasena replied that his 

name "Nagasena" similarly was a convenient designation for all his skandhas, (bodily parts, volitions, 
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ideas, etc.) taken together. 

 So words are just conventions, practical designations which impose an unreal permanence on 

things. The pie of reality can be cut different ways. We as human beings, because of our practical needs 

cut it up into objects and persons. 

 This is not wrong, - in fact it is necessary. But we must realize that these names do not stand for 

what is ultimately real. Ultimate reality has been characterized in many different ways by Buddhist 

philosophers throughout history. Some see it as a flow of atoms, - others as a flow of ideas, still others, 

as totally beyond conception. 

 If the self has no substantiality, then we are all in the same flow as everyone else. Surely we are 

more similar to our peers than we are to the zygotes we once were. As Santideva says, in the Guide to 

the Budhisattva's Way of Life, "If I can identify with the drops of sperm and blood which I originated, 

why can't I identify with the people around me?" 

 If one views one's own interest as equal to those of others then in realizing  that no one wishes to 

suffer, one should wish to free all people from suffering. Compassion arises along with a sense of 

equality and identity with others. 

 The goal of Buddhist ethics is the cessation of suffering. There are two types of morality 

designed for two types of people, ordinary morality and path morality. Understanding that most people 

are mainly concerned about what they consider their self-interest to be, ordinary morality sets out to 

convince people that they will have better lives if they live decently. For example, Santideva argues that 

if you control your anger, people will be less likely to become angry with you. So they will be nice to 

you and it will be easier for you to be happy. 
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Those tormented by  the pain of anger 

Will never know tranquility of mind- 

Strangers they will be to every pleasure; 

Sleep departs them, they can never rest. 

From family and friends estranged,  

And shunned by those attracted by their bounty, 

Men of anger have no joy, 

Forsaken by all happiness and peace. 

The Way of the Bodhisattva, Patience: 4 and 5. 

  For people on the path of dharma, moral behavior is exactly that way of acting which will lead 

them and all beings to enlightenment. Path morality makes possible the transformation of all experiences 

into something positive. Santideva delineates this beautifully.  An enemy, for example, comes to be seen 

as a friend because when someone harms us, he or she affords us an opportunity for practicing patience.  

 Within the context of modern philosophical concerns, one may ask whether following rules 

(deontological ethics), considering consequences (teleological ethics), or a theory of virtue, is a correct 

ground of moral judgment from the point of view of Buddhist dharma. Since Buddhist ethics is a 

practical path aiming at enlightenment, it might seem one would opt for consequentialism. On the other 

hand, Buddhists have always believed in the usefulness of following rules. The five vows, not to kill, 

steal, lie, misuse sex or become intoxicated seem to endorse rule following. Could one then characterize 

Buddhist ethics as a form of rule utilitarianism? One should follow the rules chosen in relation to the 

goal of helping all sentient beings to achieve enlightenment, and thereby the cessation of suffering. This 

is not far from the truth, but Buddhism holds that rules can be broken out of compassion to avoid very 

bad consequences. So, for example, a Buddhist could lie to save a life. There is even a story of a 

 3



Bodhisattva who killed a pirate to save five hundred people from shipwreck. 

 But rules may be broken only with great caution. It is too easy to fall into what Kant called "the 

natural dialectic," that is, to set up a smokescreen of apparently ethical reasons to cover up one's motive 

of self-interest. One can, for example wind up verbally abusing or even harming someone one dislikes 

on the pretext of protecting someone who really does not need protection at all or at least not that much. 

 So rules must be broken with great caution, and thus with both wisdom and compassion. One 

must not practice stupid compassion, such as shielding a vicious murderer from the authorities. One has 

to be trained in selflessness through the acquiring of virtuous habits. The development of a strong moral 

character is the best preparation for dealing with dilemmas in which one must decide whether or not to 

follow the rules. 

 The virtues that have been traditionally enjoined in Buddhism are generosity, patience, effort, 

good conduct, concentration and wisdom. . All of these virtues are rooted in the denial of a permanent 

unchanging self or soul that is capable of existing independently of an interconnected ever-changing 

universe. In the light of this view, selfishness is seen as absurd. 

 Each of the virtues is described by Santideva as having both a practical and a dharmic aspect. 

Patience, for example, is seen at the ordinary level as useful for achieving one's goals. At the path level, 

it is seen as a method of overcoming clinging. At the highest level, it is practiced as a result of the 

insight that all that exists is a manifestation of enlightenment. Generosity at the ordinary level is 

practiced to make one's own life and the lives of others more pleasant. One the path level, it is a 

reflection of the conviction that there is no sharp distinction between oneself and others. On the highest 

level, it is a reflection of the wisdom and compassion that is the basis of all that is. 

 These virtues, of course, are, at least in the beginning, not easy to live by: The four 

immeasurables are designed to make virtuous activity easier. They can be seen as forming a balanced 
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quatrad: 

 

 

                                                  compassion 

acts of loving kindness  joy           joy in the joy of others 

                                                  equanimity 

 

 Deeply felt compassion can be unbearably painful. Sometimes just reading the newspaper, 

reading about all the atrocities in the world, can make one want to scream. In Buddhism, compassion is 

balanced by equanimity. This equanimity is a result of the calm and insight achieved in meditation. This 

allows the practitioner to be completely compassionate without being overwhelmed with despair. 

 Selflessness leads Buddhists to want to work unceasingly for others, to fill all their days with 

acts of loving kindness. This can be exhausting. Practitioners are warned not to commit themselves to 

more then they can handle, so that they will not become bored and tired and give up. One method of 

avoiding this is to become accustomed to rejoicing in the joy of others. For example, a mother may slave 

over holiday preparations, shopping for gifts, and cooking. Yet she is well-rewarded by the joy in the 

faces of her children and relatives. This unselfish joy is invaluable in preserving motivation.  The nuns 

of Mother Teresa's order are seen to have this joy. They labor unceasingly for others and seem very 

happy. 

 The highest source of virtuous behavior, however, is bodhicitta itself. This is the enlightened 

mind which experiences spontaneously the overwhelming sweetness of the welling up of compassion 

mixed with wisdom. This produces what Kant calls a holy will. No effort is needed to do good. The 

enlightened person intuits the best thing to be done in every circumstance and does it as unconsciously 
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as breathing, without any motive whatever. How is this possible? 

 The answer comes from an examination of the deepest ethical questions in Buddhism. Already in 

the Dhammapda it is said that the enlightened being is beyond good and evil. The discerning "eye" of 

enlightenment goes beyond distinctions. Then why doesn't a Buddhist dispense with ethics? As long as 

one does no harm out of excessive attachment and bears no ill will out of ego-centeredness, why not just 

enjoy Nirvana and not lift a finger to help anyone? Why cannot one just feel helpful if this is useful to 

one's own salvation, but not do anything about it? Why cannot one just experience the oneness of all 

being and not act on this at all? 

 The key is in the experience itself. An analogy can be made between a mother and her only child. 

The mother will spontaneously help the child. Is this selfish or unselfish? The situation transcends the 

distinction between selfishness and altruism. Buddha said to treat all beings as one's only child. It seems 

that realization producing the awareness of the interconnectedness of all beings, simultaneously 

produces the impetus to help them, to see beings as our only child. 

 Let us return to a more detailed consideration of rules, virtues and consequences. Rational 

absolutism was introduced by Immanuel Kant in the eighteenth century. It was an attempt to make 

morality both objective and discoverable through the intellectual effort of each person. It could be 

compared to a mathematical system like Euclidean geometry. If you understand the system, you will 

arrive at the same answers to geometry problems as every other student who solves the problem. As in 

mathematics, the key notion in Kant's ethics was consistency. Kant believed that if a person wants to 

know what is moral, he or she need only ask what can be willed consistently for all rational beings. For 

example, if one wants to know if stealing is wrong, one needs to decide whether everyone should steal 

or not steal. One considers if it would be acceptable for someone to steal from oneself. Clearly it is more 

rational to will that no one steal. Kant formulated this principle of consistency in the following way: So 
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act, so that the principle or the maxim by which you act can be willed universally. 

 The major problems with this view are that (a) moral rules can conflict and, (b) carrying out the 

rules can sometimes have terrible consequences. For example, what if one must lie to save someone's 

life? Or, what if one must break a promise in order to avoid causing someone's death. Kant's theory does 

not seem to allow one to do this. The rules are always binding. Further, if the moral agent universalizing 

the rule is not a good person, the rule he or she decides should be followed may be different than the rule 

a good person will derive. 

 Act utilitarianism, introduced by Jeremy Bentham in the nineteenth century, insists that there is 

only one moral rule: So act, so that for the greatest number pleasure is maximized and pain is 

minimized. This view is supposed to be close to common sense, but there are difficulties. Suppose, for 

example, torturing one person to death gave great pleasure to 10,000 people. The happiness of the 

"audience" of 10,000 might outweigh the unhappiness of the tortured victim. Further, there is no room 

for justice on Bentham's view. Consequences in terms of pleasure and pain are the only factors to be 

considered. 

 Much contemporary ethics attempts to derive a moral theory that preserves the good elements of 

Kant's and Bentham's views without the difficulties these views imply. One of these compromises is rule 

utilitarianism. As stated before, this is the view that the point of having moral rules is to benefit human 

beings because following these rules generally results in increasing happiness or decreasing suffering. 

This still, however, does not tell us what to do in a particular case when we know that following a rule 

might cause great suffering. We seem to need a rule to tell us when we may break rules. 

Buddhist ethics represents a compromise between rule-following and concern with consequences 

in terms of human suffering and happiness, a compromise achieved by means of an ethics of virtue. The 

ultimate goal of Buddhist ethics is the overcoming of suffering. Yet human beings cannot always know 
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what will overcome suffering in the long run. We are limited by (a) ignorance of all the circumstances 

involved in a moral decision, and, (b) our own tendencies toward self-deception. For this reason, 

Buddhist ethics has always recognized the importance of moral rules, such as those forbidding killing, 

theft, lying, sexual misconduct, etc. These rules are meant to protect us from our own ignorance and 

protect others from our mistakes in judgment. Thus moral rules are to be respected. 

 There are, of course, cases where moral rules must be broken; - cases where considerations of 

compassion may require that they be broken. We must sometimes lie to prevent dire consequences. In 

such cases, however, the rules should be broken reluctantly because one cannot be absolutely sure that 

one has correctly judged the consequences. 

 Moral rules are to be understood in terms of compassion and not social convention. Social 

conventions ought to be respected only insofar as it would be uncompassionate to flaunt them. Some 

cultures, for example, would consider it a case of sexual misconduct for a male doctor to examine a 

woman. Yet a doctor should do so anyway to save her life, but discretely, in for example, a 

fundamentalist religious society in which men are not allowed to look at the bodies of women other than 

their wives. 

 Buddhist virtues are listed in various ways. A common way has been mentioned previously: 

generosity, patience, effort, concentration and wisdom. A virtuous person is less likely to be self 

deceptive when breaking rules. Such a person should have the generosity and wisdom not to act for 

selfish reasons or trivial reasons. 

Do we then have a complete picture of Buddhist ethics? It seems to function as a system of 

checks and balances, similar to the United States government. There are rules, and these are like the 

legislature. But the rules should be broken to prevent very bad consequences. This is like the executive 

branch. And virtues are needed to guide one’s judgment of the consequences. This is like the judiciary.  
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There is yet another aspect of Buddhist ethics that needs exploring, - the reciprocity criterion 

outlined in the Sigalovada Suttanta. In a scant three pages, Buddha outlines an entire plan for society, 

indicating that the obligations of some are contingent on others fulfilling theirs. The most significant 

case involves the reciprocal obligations of husband and wife. The husband should respect her, show 

courtesy, be faithful, hand over authority to her, and provide her with adornment. When the wife is thus 

ministered to by her husband, she will love (show love) in the following way: by performing her duties 

well, by hospitality to the kin of both, by faithfulness, by watching over the goods he brings, and by skill 

and industry in discharging all her business. The role of the wife expressed here are very significant 

because people had been following the laws of Manu which stipulate that a woman is first subject to her 

father, then her husband, and, should he die, to her son. In the Buddhist view there is no mention of 

obedience. And even the role ascribed to the wife is contingent on the good offices of the husband. 

Similar reciprocal roles are outlined for parents and children, teachers and students, among friends, 

employers and employees, and priests and parishioners. Since Buddha was directing his teaching to a 

young man, his role is cast in the form of duties.  According to the interpretation of Bhiku Bodhi at 

Bodhi Monastery (New Jersey, USA), Buddha expresses the young man’s duties in the optic mood 

(should) and the others conduct in the indicative. Those to whom the young man has duties, will 

naturally respond in a useful and positive way to his actions. If Lord Buddha were speaking to the wife, 

for example, he would have spoken to her in terms of duties and described the good behavior of her 

husband as a natural development from her conduct. I interpret this as an implied reciprocity. How does 

this system of reciprocal duties fit into our system of checks and balances? There does seem to be a sort 

of rule utilitarianism implicit in this text, for the duties outlined are clearly intended to produce a 

harmonious society.  

So what is the criterion of who has conditional obligations and who has unconditional ones? It 
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seems to be based on whose behavior is most essential in setting the stage for a positive relationship. 

Perhaps Buddha from his viewpoint of seeing all as equal is applying a kind of veil of ignorance. What 

if you were the employer? Or the wife? Or good parents faced with an ungrateful child, or a teacher with 

an unruly student, a priest with a parishioner who gave nothing in return for good counseling when the 

priest had no other means of support, a person who was unsupported in his or her need by friends?  

Justice is conspicuously absent in the list of Buddhist virtues. Perhaps this is, as Hume suggests, 

because justice is needed precisely where virtues are lacking. From a utilitarian point of view justice per 

se is not an essential ingredient in human happiness. But as the Sigalovada Suttanta explains, 

reciprocity, which is a kind of justice, is important for a peaceful and happy family and society. In this 

sense reciprocity is part and parcel of a concept of justice that fits very nicely into a Buddhist system of 

ethics. And so the theory of checks and balances between rules, consequences and virtues is complete.  

 

Conclusion:  

This Buddhist synthesis of three types of ethical theories, deontology, rule utilitarianism and 

virtue ethics can support some aspects of multi-culturalism without supporting such cruel practices as 

selling children into slavery. It is also an alternative to colonial ethical systems, which try to impose a 

Christian ethic, for example on a non-Western population. Practices in any society must be judged by 

whether or not they are consistent with virtues such as generosity, and whether they can be practiced 

compassionately. They must be fair in the sense that they are in accordance with explicit or implicit 

agreements among the people affected. But the practices considered acceptable may nonetheless vary 

from society to society. In a European country, for example, women may insist on performing the same 

tasks as men. In other societies, women may not on the whole wish to do this. There is room for 

tolerance towards different cultural traditions while opposing those that violate the spirit of compassion. 
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Of highest importance for Buddhist ethics are compassion and loving kindness which are ultimately the 

wellspring from which any truly moral conduct must emerge. Without this there may be only heartless 

and rigid regulations. Surely kindness and compassion are the saving nectar for our turbulent age. 

 


