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Preface to the Smashwords Edition

This is the
ebook edition of Buddhism and Bioethics. The print edition
was first published by Macmillan in 1996, reissued by Palgrave in
2001, and remains available through most online retailers. This
ebook edition is identical to the original apart from a few minor
typographical corrections.

Since the first publication in 1996 my views on
the topics discussed have remained largely unchanged with the
exception of the issue of brain death discussed in chapter three. I
now believe that Buddhism would not accept brain death as identical
with human death. My reasons are set out in an article entitled
'Buddhism, Brain Death and Organ Transplantation' published in the
Journal of Buddhist Ethics volume 17, 2010 and available
free online (Google Journal of Buddhist Ethics for website
address).


Introduction

This book is an attempt to apply Buddhist
principles to some major contemporary problems is biomedical
ethics. It is the first contribution of its kind and is written for
a broad general readership ranging from specialists in Buddhism,
who may know little about medical ethics, to ethicists with an
interest in medical issues who know little or nothing of Buddhism.
It will also be of interest to the growing number of Buddhists in
the West and elsewhere who would like to see these issues receive a
higher priority than they have been given so far either by the
tradition or the academic community.

My intention has been to make the book
accessible to the widest possible audience by expressing Buddhist
ideas and concepts in a form intelligible to the general reader. It
assumes no prior knowledge of either Buddhism or ethics. Technical
terms and foreign words have been kept to a minimum, and English
equivalents used wherever possible. Diacritical marks have been
omitted with the exception of the tilde (~) which functions as an
aid to pronunciation. A brief sketch of Buddhism is given below and
a glossary of Buddhist terms is provided at the end.

Despite the contemporary importance of issues
such as abortion and euthanasia, there has been comparatively
little discussion of them from a Buddhist perspective. Other
problems in medical ethics such as embryo research and the
definition of 'death' have scarcely been raised. My intention is to
explore this archipelago of little-known moral islands and in so
doing to construct an intellectual bridge of some kind between
them. In more prosaic terms the aim is to formulate a set of
principles which can be applied with consistency across a range of
biomedical problems. In terms of the academic discipline involved
we understand the present study as a contribution to the field of
applied normative ethics.1 As the twenty-first
century fills the horizon, one of the greatest challenges facing
Buddhism is to evolve a perspective on bioethical issues which is
both comprehensive and systematic. It is beyond the scope of any
single study to achieve both of these goals, and the present volume
may be thought of as a prologue to the work which lies ahead. Each
of the substantive issues dealt with here deserves at least a
volume to itself, and it is to be hoped that the opportunity will
arise in due course to provide a more selective treatment of the
myriad issues here left unresolved.

Buddhism: a thumbnail sketch

What is known to the West as 'Buddhism' is a
body of religious teachings attributed to an historical individual
who lived in North East India in the fifth century BC. Following a
profound spiritual transformation achieved at the age of
thirty-five he became known by the honorific title of 'Buddha'
('enlightened one'). The Buddha claimed no divine provenance for
his teachings and understood them as being grounded in the nature
of things. For this reason the word for the teachings (Dharma) also
refers to the immutable laws of both the natural and moral orders
of which they are the expression. Personal realisation in Buddhism,
therefore, consists in living in accordance with Dharma, and anyone
who follows Buddhist teachings can replicate the spiritual
transformation achieved by the founder. The teachings are expounded
in the form of four basic propositions known as the Four Noble
Truths. These maintain that life as we now know it is imperfect and
unsatisfactory; that the causes of this unsatisfactoriness are
craving and ignorance; that there exists a state of perfection free
from all deficiencies (nirvana); and that the way to perfection is
the Eightfold Path. The Eightfold Path is a programme for right
living which emphasises three things: moral cultivation,
meditation, and knowledge of the true nature of the human
condition. As far as moral conduct is concerned the Buddha laid
down certain basic precepts. There are many formulations of
precepts in Buddhism but the most well known are the Five Precepts
for laymen. The Five Precepts forbid:

1.Taking life

2.Stealing

3.Sexual misconduct

4.Lying

5.Taking intoxicants

The Buddha appointed no successor, and many
different schools arose after his death. Buddhism spread widely and
influenced every Asian civilization, but it has no head and there
is no central authority which is the custodian of orthodoxy. The
Buddhism of southern Asia is predominantly that of the more
conservative Theravada school, while that of northern Asia belongs
to the more doctrinally innovative movement known as Mahayana. The
views expressed in this book are based on the canonical and
commentarial literature of the Theravada school. These sources,
recorded in the Pali language, are the closest we are likely to get
to the ethical teachings of the Buddha, and I will use them as a
touchstone for validating views, opinions, and arguments. Whether
or not these sources reliably record the Buddha's teachings they
are among the most ancient and are at least as authoritative as any
other.

The canonical scripture of the Theravada school
is contained in a collection known as the the Pali Canon. This
consists of three separate collections of texts: the Discourses
(sutta), which for the most part are teachings and sermons given by
the Buddha; the Monastic Rule (vinaya), which contains the
ethico-legal rules which regulate the conduct of the Order (samgha)
and its members; and the Scholastic Treatises (abhidhamma), which
are slightly later texts devoted to the analysis and classification
of the teachings. According to tradition the canon was fixed at the
First Council, which took place shortly after the Buddha's death.
The texts themselves were not committed to writing until the first
century BC. The commentarial literature on the canon is extensive,
but the most influential commentaries are those attributed to a
monk named Buddhaghosa, who flourished in the fifth century AD in
Sri Lanka. In terms of status he may be thought of as the Buddhist
Aquinas. For our present purposes the sources which are of most
relevance are the Monastic Rule and Buddhaghosa's commentary upon
it. The textual sources used are the various editions of the Pali
Text Society, and abbreviations follow the style of The Pali Text
Society's Pali-English Dictionary. Translations are my own
unless stated otherwise.

Aristotle and natural law

We do not begin our enquiry entirely without
direction, and the approach adopted here is based on the
conclusions concerning the theoretical basis of Buddhist ethics
reached in The Nature of Buddhist Ethics. It was suggested
there that Buddhism is best understood as a teleological virtue
ethic. This means that Buddhism postulates a certain goal or end
(telos) as the fulfilment of human potential, and maintains that
this goal is to be realised through the cultivation of particular
practices. In Buddhist terms, the goal of human perfection is
nirvana, and this is attained through the process of moral and
intellectual self-transformation which comes about through
following the Eightfold Path.

The
present work takes this conclusion as its starting point and asks
how these theoretical principles would be applied in practice to
specific biomedical problems. The intellectual framework within
which the issues are addressed may therefore be described as
Aristotelian. The ethical principles of Aristotle form the
cornerstone of a tradition of moral reflection which has developed
under the name of 'natural law'. Although Aristotle looms large in
this tradition it may be thought of as a rope made up of many
strands, with contributions from Greek, Roman and Christian
thought. Natural law reflection begins with the question: 'What is
it for a human being to flourish?' The transcultural phenomenon we
refer to as 'Buddhism' is concerned essentially with the same
question, and the natural law tradition provides an illuminating
Western parallel which can be helpful in understanding Buddhism.
The leading contemporary exponents of natural law, philosophers
such as Germain Grisez and John Finnis, have shown how its
principles can be applied to moral issues in many areas, including
those in the field of medicine. Their approach provides, in certain
respects, an interesting analogue to Buddhism, and suggests
fruitful points of contact. Despite the similarities, however,
there remain many aspects of Buddhist ethics which are problematic.
The Buddhist moral perspective differs from the Western in many
respects, not least in its belief in reincarnation or
rebirth,2 and its less pronounced
distinction between human and non-human species. These differences
create significant complications and give theoretical reflection on
Buddhist ethics something of the flavour of three-dimensional
chess.

East and West

There are many contrasts inherent in the
application of Buddhist principles to biomedical ethics. Three in
particular may be singled out. The first can be described as
chronological, in that we are seeking to apply some of the world's
earliest beliefs to the latest ethical problems. The second is
cultural, in that we are interrogating an Eastern culture for
answers to problems that have arisen in the West, due not least to
technological developments. The third, which is not unrelated to
the second, may be described as ideological, in that we are
endeavouring to apply religious beliefs and values in contexts
where the relevant vocabulary is predominantly that of materialist
science. There is no accepted methodology for dealing with such a
complex set of contrasts. Indeed, the study of Buddhist ethics
itself has hardly begun and there are fundamental issues in the
field of comparative ethics yet to be resolved. Add to this the
inherent complexities in the subject matter of medical ethics and
the difficulty in finding consensus at any level, and one could be
forgiven for feeling that there is little hope that a credible
'Buddhist' position can be articulated at this stage.

In one respect such pessimism may be
exaggerated. Buddhism itself would not wish to make a radical
distinction between 'ancient' and 'modern' problems. It believes
that all dilemmas - old and new - can be successfully analysed and
resolved by reference to the eternal moral law (Dharma). Moreover,
in contrast to the endemic relativism of much modern thought,
Buddhism would not accept that the principles of Dharma vary from
one culture to another. It would also question the necessity for
any ideological clash between religion and science, arguing that
both are intellectual structures which aim at the discovery of
truth about the nature of man and the universe he inhabits. On this
view there is every reason to expect them to converge rather than
remain separate. For these reasons Buddhism may feel itself free
and qualified without further preliminaries to confront the ethical
challenges which arise from its encounter with the West. If one
sets out simply to act as an interpreter of Buddhism and the
principles which inform it, then, perhaps there are no insuperable
methodological obstacles in the way of applying Buddhist principles
directly to modern dilemmas.

What is 'Buddhism'?

Looking at the tradition from the outside,
however, certain problems remain. Not the least of these is the
question: what is 'Buddhism'? When we seek to apply the ethical
principles of Buddhism, precisely which form of Buddhism do we have
in mind? Is it the Buddhism of India, or Tibet, or China, or Japan,
or South East Asia? Furthermore, within any one of these cultural
traditions there may be a variety of sects and schools, so which
one of these is to be chosen as representing the 'Buddhist' view?
If there is to be a discipline of Buddhist ethics it seems
imperative there be some ground rules for determining what can
count as a 'Buddhist' position. A further complication is that many
Westerners who have adopted Buddhism have begun to formulate and
express their own views as to how Buddhism should respond to the
challenges of contemporary life. What is the status of these views?
Are they 'Buddhist' or some new hybrid which lacks an authentic
pedigree? As we approach the twenty-first century an increasingly
urgent question will be: 'Whose is the authentic voice of
Buddhism?'

Methodological issues

Although Buddhism may feel adequate to the
challenge of contemporary medical ethics, the procedures that
should govern the academic study of Buddhism itself are another
matter. A range of problems arise here: for example, on what
evidence should conclusions about Buddhist ethics be based? Is
scripture the only source of valid knowledge, or must attention be
paid to anthropological evidence concerning beliefs and practices
in Buddhist societies? An even larger question is whether either of
these forms of evidence requires decoding or 'deconstructing'
against the cultural background in which they arise. For example,
it may be thought that certain 'doctrines' (e.g. the belief in
rebirth) found their way into Buddhism only because it was part of
a particular cultural milieu. Since a belief in rebirth is not part
of traditional Western culture, can it now be reinterpreted or
perhaps jettisoned altogether? Textual sources, finally, are by
nature always historically and culturally conditioned, yet
throughout this book I will appeal to them as authoritative
evidence for the 'Buddhist view' on ethical issues and seek to
apply them in a modern context. Is this legitimate, or are these
sources too 'culture-bound' to be of any normative value today?

Buddhist fundamentalism

This reliance on the authority of ancient texts
gives the book a fundamentalist flavour, an impression which will
be reinforced by the conservative nature of the conclusions
reached. By 'fundamentalism' here is not meant emotional,
anti-intellectual fanaticism, but the requirement that views and
opinions be grounded in textual sources.3 If the
essence of fundamentalism is deference to scripture, then such a
characterisation may not be inappropriate with certain
qualifications. The first is that fundamentalism, in a Buddhist
context, does not entail the beliefs that every line of scripture
is incontrovertible truth; that all truth is contained in
scripture, or that scripture is the only source of truth. Buddhist
fundamentalism asserts only that moral truth can be found in
scripture. A further qualification is that fundamentalism does not
preclude the adoption of a text-critical methodology. To recover
the meaning of a text is not always an easy task, and the sense can
be corrupted in many ways through scribal error, the interpolation
of later material, and the arbitrary shuffling of passages. Nor can
commentaries always be relied on since they are sometimes given to
fanciful interpretations when the original meaning has clearly been
lost. What we understand as 'Buddhist fundamentalism', then, if
this label has any use as a methodological designation, is an
approach to the study of Buddhism which holds that if the problems
of scriptural interpretation or 'hermeneutics' can be overcome, and
the meaning of scripture established beyond reasonable doubt, then
what has been recovered are moral truths which are as valid today
as they were in the fourth century BC. Other philosophical
teachings found in Buddhist sources, such as those concerning
personal identity and causation, are universally regarded in this
way, and we see no reason why its moral teachings should not be
also.

Six questions


Thirty years ago in a book well ahead of its time, Winston King
raised six important questions for Buddhist ethics.4 Few answers have been
forthcoming.5 In connection with our
present subject six alternative questions arise, most of which have
been raised but not answered in the discussion so far. Is a special
methodology required for cross-cultural ethics, and if so, what
might it be? Is there a 'Buddhist view' on ethical issues, or only
the views of individual texts, schools, teachers, and
practitioners? What role should scripture play in establishing
moral norms? Does Buddhism have fundamental moral principles (moral
absolutes) or does it hold that what is right varies according to
'the situation'? What is the moral status of animals and other
forms of non-human life? What is the proper role of compassion in
the moral life? Questions of this kind will provide the agenda for
Buddhist ethics in the years ahead. No pretence is made that they
will receive a thorough or systematic airing here, although we will
respond in a preliminary way to some of them in chapter one. The
reflections there will guide our thinking in relation to the
substantive ethical issues discussed in the remainder of the book.
Chapter two is devoted to moral issues which cluster around the
beginning of life, and chapter three deals with moral issues
surrounding death and dying.


Chapter One: Buddhism, Medicine and
Ethics

Since
the subject of this book is ethics in the context of medicine, it
will be appropriate to begin with a few reflections on the links
between Buddhism and medical practice. We will then turn in section
two to the role of ethics in Buddhism as an historical tradition.
This will lead on in section three to a consideration of how the
subject of Buddhist ethics is to be approached in the present work.
Section four examines issues concerning moral subjects and section
five contains a discussion of the relation between ethics and human
good in Buddhism. Section six concludes the chapter by applying the
theoretical conclusions reached to a case-history from the Monastic
Rule.

1. Buddhism and
Medicine

R.L.Soni
has written, 'It is indeed a matter of supreme interest that the
noble profession of medicine and the corpus of thought known as
Buddhism are both concerned in their own way in the alleviation,
control and ultimately the removal of human sufferings.'1 In a similar vein,
under its entry on 'Buddhism' the Dictionary of Medical
Ethics points out that 'The principles governing Buddhism and
the practice of medicine have much in common.'2 If we seek a doctrinal basis for
the link between medical practice and Buddhist doctrine we will
find it in the Four Noble Truths. It is under the First Noble Truth
that the Buddha sets out the basic problem faced by mankind.

The First Noble Truth

The First Noble Truth points out that all forms
of embodied existence are unsatisfactory by virtue of the physical
and mental suffering which is inherent in them. It states: 'Birth
is suffering, sickness is suffering, old age is suffering, death is
suffering; pain, grief, sorrow, despair and lamentation are
suffering.' The four physical aspects of suffering mentioned,
namely birth, sickness, old age and death, may involve physical
pain to a greater or lesser degree. When Buddhism characterises
these experiences as 'suffering,' however, it means more than that
they are 'painful.' The word translated as 'suffering' (dukkha)
includes physical pain but denotes more broadly the profound
unsatisfactoriness of the very mode of being within which birth and
death occur. This unsatisfactoriness stems from the fact that
existence as we know it is constantly exposed to the possibility or
risk of pain in the situations described. Seen against the
background of the doctrines of karma and rebirth, it is the
unavoidability of repeated birth and death with its attendant
physical discomfort to which the First Noble Truth draws attention.
In the long cycle of lifetimes which, according to Buddhism, all
experience, no-one can expect that their lives will remain free of
pain and disease. Whatever advances are made by medical science it
is unlikely that there will be a cure for every complaint. No-one
is immune from illness, and even the Buddha received medical
treatment during his lifetime. Apart from disease there is always
the risk of accidents. In the final analysis it is unlikely that
medical science will ever conquer sickness or death, though it may
succeed in extending the average lifespan far beyond its present
limits. The psychological problems mentioned under the First Noble
Truth are perhaps even more intractable, and conditions involving
anxiety and depression can be more debilitating and difficult to
treat than physical infirmities. The point need not be laboured,
and the extensive catalogue of human mental and physical
afflictions is well known to physicians and laymen alike.

Buddhism draws attention to the shortcomings of
human existence not out of a morbid fascination with suffering but
in order to encourage a realistic appraisal of the human condition.
It is not until the condition has been accurately diagnosed that
the search for a remedy can begin. Suffering is not something to be
relished in a perverse or masochistic sort of way - quite the
contrary. Good health and freedom from pain are important aspects
of human well-being and are highly valued by Buddhism. Its ultimate
goal, however, is a permanent cure for life's afflictions,
something which cannot be achieved through medicine alone.

Medicine in India

The
Buddhist monastic Order (sangha) has a claim to be the world's
oldest and most widespread continuous social institution. For over
two thousand years it has, amongst its other activities, maintained
a close involvement with the treatment of the sick. Several
centuries before Christ, Buddhist monks were developing treatments
for many kinds of medical conditions, and, according to the latest
research, Buddhism can claim much of the credit for the development
of traditional Indian medicine (Ayurveda).3

Kenneth
Zysk has recently described the paradigm shift which occurred in
Indian medicine in the period between 800 to 100 BC involving a
change from the older magico-religious healing techniques to a 'an
entirely new empirico-rational approach to disease and its
cure'.4 The Buddha raised a dissenting
voice to the contemporary religious orthodoxy which went by the
name of 'Brahmanism', and his followers were not hindered by the
restrictions on medical research which arose from orthodox beliefs
concerning the impurity of death and disease. To the orthodox
Brahmin, bodily fluids such as blood represented a potent source of
ritual pollution, and the status of the physician was accordingly
low. Indeed, the first dissection by an Indian medical student was
not performed until 1836, when the government fired a salute of
guns from Fort William in Calcutta to honour the occasion. In
ancient times those who sought empirical knowledge of the body and
its functions were socially marginalised, and found themselves in
the company of other unorthodox groups such as Buddhist monks.

Medicine and monasticism

According to Zysk, the early Buddhist
monasteries of India were the places where the most significant
developments in Indian medicine took place.

Like
the Christian monasteries and nunneries of the European Middle
Ages, communities of Buddhist monks and nuns played a significant
role in the institutionalization of medicine ... The codification
of medical practices within the monastic rules accomplished perhaps
the first systematization of Indian medical knowledge and probably
provided the model for later handbooks of medical practice; the
monk-healers' extension of medical care to the populace and the
appearance of specialized monastic structures serving as hospices
and infirmaries ... ensured ongoing support of the monasteries by
the laity; and the integration of medicine into the curricula of
major monastic universities made it a scholastic discipline. In
India and elsewhere in Asia, Buddhism throughout its history
maintained a close relationship with the healing arts, held healers
in high esteem, and perhaps best exemplified the efficacious
blending of medicine and religion.5

 In spite of this close
relationship there were, particularly in the early period,
restrictions designed to deter monks from taking a professional
interest in medicine.6 Specific medical practices are
singled out in the early sources as inappropriate ways for monks to
earn a livelihood. Those mentioned include the administering of
purgatives and emetics, treatment of the ears, eyes and nose, and
surgery and paediatrics.7 Birnbaum correctly interprets
these restrictions as 'a warning against habitual treatment of
laymen (especially for the sake of alms), a warning against
becoming a doctor rather than devoting time to the spiritual
exercises of early Buddhist practices.'8 Medicine was
considered a secular art, and monks had a prior commitment to a
vocation with other priorities. At the same time, medical expertise
was required as a means to securing the healthy physical
constitution necessary to withstand the rigours of the monastic
life. Without good health, as Birnbaum points out, the practice of
the religious life would have been impossible.

The
four requisites for life, stated repeatedly in the various texts of
the Pali Canon, are robes, food, lodging, and medicine. It is not
surprising that medicine bears such significance, for surely great
strains were placed upon the physical well-being of monks due to
their austere life and strenuous meditative practices. Since
illness and its indisposition tend to weaken the mind, often
causing it to lose its focus on its function as a liberating
faculty, the prevention and proper treatment of illness held (and
continues to hold) a great importance for the Buddhist
monk.9

The first beneficiaries of Buddhist medical
expertise were therefore monks themselves. The Buddha pointed out
that since monks had severed all other social ties it was incumbent
on them to care for one another:

You, O monks, have neither a father nor a
mother who could nurse you. If, O monks, you do not nurse one
another, who, then, will nurse you? Whoever, O monks, would nurse
me, he should nurse the sick.10

With the passage of time restrictions on
treating the laity were eased. The great Buddhist monarch Asoka
claims, in an edict around 258 BC, to have instituted an early form
of state health-care provision:

Everywhere in the dominions of King Priyadarsi
(i.e. Asoka) ... provision has been made for two kinds of medical
treatment, treatment for men and for animals. Medicinal herbs,
suitable for men and animals, have been imported and planted
wherever they were not previously available. Also, where roots and
fruits were lacking, they have been imported and
planted.11

The
inscriptions, unfortunately, do not record who delivered the
medical care in question. Asoka's interest in medicine may have
been stimulated by his conversion to Buddhism, and Buddhist monks
may well have had some role to play in his 'national health
service' if, indeed, it involved anything more than the planting of
herbs and the like. What is certain, however, is that his royal
endorsement of medical provision would have provided a further
stimulus to medicine in the monasteries. As Buddhism spread,
moreover, the goodwill generated by the provision of medical care
would doubtless have encouraged monks to develop their skills in
this area. Birnbaum sums up neatly the three reasons why Buddhist
monks might take an interest in medicine: 'Thus a monk might learn
healing techniques to aid his fellow monks, to be of compassionate
service to laymen, and as an expedient means for obtaining trust
for the purpose of spreading the Buddhist teachings.'12 These reasons still apply,
and it is not uncommon in the present day to find monks qualified
in traditional medicine, Western medicine, or both.

Given the close connection between medicine
and monasticism, it will come as no surprise to find that the
Buddhist attitude to the treatment and care of patients is deeply
influenced by its religious beliefs. What is to be done and not to
be done by the physician will be determined by the same moral
principles which determine what is to be done and not to be done by
a monk, since the physician is a monk first and a physician second.
Thus, as we might expect, medical ethics in Buddhism involves
essentially the application of the wider principles of religious
ethics to problems in a more specialised field.

The
ancient monastic texts reveal that the Buddha resolved problematic
matters of monastic discipline on a case-by-case basis as new
situations arose. As such he was often asked to rule on the
legitimacy of certain forms of treatment where these seemed to
involve the infringement of a monastic rule. For example, there is
a rule that monks should not eat after midday; but what if a monk
became sick and could take no food in the morning? Rules of this
kind were seen to stand in need of modification in the light of
circumstances, and many exceptions were allowed where treatment of
the sick was concerned. The record of these case-histories
represents the earliest codification of medical knowledge in
India,13 and we will have cause to
make reference to some of them in detail at various points in our
discussion. As may be expected, the treatments described are not
those of modern medicine, nor are the problems they raise identical
in all respects. Given the primitive technology, for example,
certain questions which have arisen today could scarcely be
imagined. Nevertheless, we are not entirely bereft of guidance in
the ancient sources; although the circumstances today may be new,
the moral issues which arise turn out on analysis to be
fundamentally the same. Our task, therefore, is to make explicit
the principles which underlie the judgements in the ancient texts
and apply them faithfully in a modern context. The problems
involved in doing this will occupy our attention for the rest of
the chapter.

2. Buddhism and
Ethics



Buddhism is widely-respected for its benevolent
and humane moral values. What is lacking in the primary and
commentarial sources, however, is a systematic exposition of the
theoretical framework in terms of which Buddhist ethics is to be
understood. This means that we are at something of a loss when we
seek solutions to new problems for which there is no scriptural
paradigm, or when two or more values seem to be in conflict. This
problem will come increasingly to the fore as the encounter between
Buddhism and the modern West gathers pace.

Buddhism and the West

Many Westerners who turn to Buddhism find that
their experience falls into two stages. In the first stage they
find that Buddhism speaks to their spiritual needs in a direct,
refreshing and practical way, in contrast to what many regard as
the excessively rigid and authoritarian attitude of religion in the
West. The second stage begins later when they attempt to apply the
teachings they have learned to practical problems they encounter in
their lives. Here they find Buddhism less helpful, and unable to
respond readily to the searching ethical questions they direct to
it. In part, this is because many of the problems encountered today
arise in a context which is unfamiliar to traditional Buddhism. It
should be remembered that one of the major centres of Buddhist
learning, Tibet, was to all intents and purposes a medieval feudal
state as recently as half a century ago. Elsewhere in Buddhist Asia
there was nothing to compare with the revolutionary developments
such the Enlightenment and the rise of science which swept away
medievalism in Europe. To put it bluntly, Buddhism is a third-world
phenomenon and several hundred years out of date. Even in those
Asian countries which have seen rapid modernisation, such as Japan,
it remains to be seen whether the arranged marriage between East
and West will be a fruitful union. There must be some doubt, then,
as to how successfully Buddhism can respond to the urgent demands
of Westerners for guidance on issues about which it has little
practical experience.

Perhaps this explains why the voice of Buddhism
is so little heard in contemporary moral debate. Churchmen of all
denominations contribute to discussions on every issue from Aids to
Zygotes, and it is only natural that Western Buddhists should
enquire as to the Buddhist position on these issues. To take a few
examples from the field of bioethics: at what point does life begin
and end? Is Buddhism in favour of experimentation on embryos and up
to what stage? Does Buddhism permit abortion, and under what
circumstances? Is euthanasia ever justified? Should a life-support
machine ever be switched off, and if so, when? A still broader
group of questions relate to the kind of world Buddhism would like
to see, and its attitudes to society and the environment. Some of
these issues have begun to be addressed in recent years from within
a loose movement which describes itself as 'socially engaged
Buddhism.' This movement consists mainly, but not exclusively, of
Westerners who have sought to apply Buddhist principles to the
problems of life in the modern world. Some progress is therefore
being made, but it is difficult to disagree with Kosho Mizutani
when he writes: 'I submit that a study of Buddhism that emphasises
its ethical aspects will be the most important task facing
Buddhists in the twenty-first century.'14

The silence of the tradition

Very
few of the issues listed above have received attention from
Buddhist teachers or scholars. Why is this? One of the main reasons
would seem to be the lack of precedent set by the tradition. It
must be remembered that Buddhism originated as a movement whose
purpose was to renounce social life, not to become enmeshed in its
problems. The household life is depicted in the early sources as
full of cares and burdens and contrasted with the freedom of the
monk who has renounced worldly things.15 The early
members of the Buddhist Order were what Dumont has termed
'outworldly' individuals whose concern was with spiritual
development rather than social reform. He writes:

What is essential for us is the yawning gap
between the renouncer on the one hand and the social world and the
individual-in-the-world on the other. To begin with, the path of
liberation is open only to those who leave the world. Distance from
the social world is the condition for individual spiritual
development. Relativisation of life in the world results
immediately from world renunciation. Only Westerners could
mistakenly suppose that some sects of renouncers would have tried
to change the social order.16

Yet in spite of this initial impetus towards
world-renunciation, Buddhism quickly came to envisage the
relationship between monks and laymen as symbiotic: in return for
material sustenance, monks should provide religious teachings.
Surely, it might be thought, within the context of religious
teachings should come moral guidance? Apart from the transmission
of the precepts, however, little effort was invested in exploring
the presuppositions of Buddhist ethics. By and large, the Buddha
counselled laymen to follow the precepts he laid down, and he
avoided discussion of theoretical problems. With few exceptions,
this has remained the pattern.

Ethics in India

A second reason why Buddhism has had
comparatively little to say on ethics may be that Indian culture as
a whole has shown little interest in the subject as an independent
philosophical discipline. Hindu ethics is concerned primarily with
defining the duties of the different castes and their mutual
relations. The concept of ethics as concerned with individual
responsibility and personal choice is lost sight of against the
background of the hierarchical structure of the caste system. An
important principle of ethics in the West has been that the same
moral rules should apply to one and all. In terms of the caste
system such an idea is nonsense, for it is caste which determines
the rightness of actions: thus the same act may be right for a
Brahmin but wrong for an outcaste. Where Western ethics is founded
on universalisation Hindu ethics is founded on
particularisation.

The Buddha rejected the whole notion of caste
with its segregation by birth and occupation, and its obsession
with the classification of persons, things, and acts as pure or
impure according to the demands of ritual law. In the light of
this, his reluctance to become involved in stipulating detailed
rules of social conduct is understandable. His purpose in rejecting
the caste system was not to erect an alternative social structure
in its place, but to leave himself and his followers free to pursue
spiritual goals. Accordingly, there never developed in Buddhism a
science of religious law of the kind found in Hinduism, Judaism,
Islam, and Christianity. In each of these traditions jurists and
commentators have established codes and digests of laws in a
systematic attempt to resolve conflicts between daily life and the
demands of sacred law. Since Buddhism was not concerned with the
detailed regulation of lay society, however, there was no stimulus
to the type of ethico-legal reflection from which moral philosophy
is born.

As the Order flourished as an institution,
however, questions concerning the regulation of communal life and
its relations with society at large came increasingly to the fore.
In the part of the Buddhist canon known as the Monastic Rule
(vinaya) we find recorded some of the moral dilemmas thrown up by
these developments. The Monastic Rule is a vitally important source
of information since it is the only part of the canon where the
Buddha is shown giving systematic judgements on specific cases as
opposed to general moral teachings at the preceptual level. We
shall have cause to make reference to it on several occasions.

Buddhism outside India

 As
Buddhism moved beyond India it found little incentive to develop a
social philosophy of its own. When Buddhism reached China in the
first century of the Christian era, it encountered a strong social
order already in place. Confucianism was authoritative in matters
of social conduct and Buddhism could not compete as a rival in this
field. Instead it found a niche for itself as the third of the
'three religions' and offered its expertise in those areas where
Confucianism and Taoism were weakest. In Tibet, on the other hand,
where Buddhism encountered an unsophisticated feudal society, it
quickly established itself as the dominant ideology and had no need
to expand its traditional philosophical base. While recognising
that we are speaking in the most general terms here, it might be
said that because of a series of historical accidents Buddhism has
never needed to address the kinds of issues which we define in the
West as 'ethical' and 'political'. It is true that Buddhism has
often been closely identified with political authority in many
Asian countries, but as modern commentators have pointed out, it
has shown little interest in developing a body of social and
political theory of its own. It appears to lack a 'social gospel'
and to be much less concerned with the struggle for social justice
than either Christianity or Islam.17 As Charles
Wei-hsun Fu notes: 'In contrast to Christian tradition, the
Buddhist tradition continues to lag behind in regard to the modern
development of social ethics ... This, our first and foremost task,
can no longer be evaded by the Buddhist community.'18

Religion and reproduction


Besides lacking a social gospel it may be thought that Buddhism is
not well equipped to contribute to one specific area of bioethics,
namely reproductive medicine. William LaFleur has recently drawn
attention to the lack of interest shown by early Buddhism in
fecundity and reproduction. He points out that its early literature
has no place for the water-based myths of origin so common in other
religions, and that it associates water with purity rather than
fertility.19 If anything, it was fire
rather than water which became the emblem of early Buddhism.
LaFleur comments: 'Fire sermons, a distaste for myths about fecund
waters, a dissociation of right religion from anything
having to do with sexuality and reproductivity - these were all
constitutive of the Buddhism that is often thought to have been
original or, at least, constitutive of the early
stage.'20 Another factor is that most
Buddhist monks are celibate, and will therefore lack personal
experience of the problems which arise in connection with
reproduction and family life. Monks from traditional Buddhist
countries may also have a different cultural perspective from that
of the West on sexual relations, marriage and family life in
general.21

There is little doubt that Buddhism has a lot of
ground to make up if it wishes to address contemporary issues in a
constructive way. If it is to flourish in the West (and all the
signs are that it will) Buddhism must confront the issues which are
on the agenda in the modern world. There is certain to be
increasing pressure from Western Buddhists for clarification on
many issues as scientific advances continue to be made, and the
tradition will be forced to respond by adding a new discipline to
its ancient curriculum. Buddhism has begun to make a contribution
to Western civilisation through its profound philosophical and
religious teachings. It is to be hoped that the West will in return
make a contribution to Buddhism by lending its expertise in
philosophical ethics.

3. Doing
Buddhist Ethics

If we are to discuss Buddhist ethics at all, the
first question which presents itself is how we are to determine
what counts as a 'Buddhist view'. Buddhism is an ancient tradition
with many branches, and one which has influenced and been
influenced by the numerous cultures with which it has come into
contact. The three most important forms of Buddhism encountered
today are Theravada (the oldest surviving school of Buddhism),
Tibetan Buddhism, and far-Eastern Buddhism (including Pure Land,
Zen and other sects). The historical spheres of influence of these
have been as follows. Theravada Buddhism has been and remains
prominent in South East Asia, notably in Sri Lanka, Thailand, and
Burma. Tibetan Buddhism influenced much of medieval central Asia
but in modern times has largely been displaced from its homeland by
the Chinese who have done their utmost to destroy Tibetan culture.
Buddhism has a history of almost two thousand years in China,
during which time its fortunes have ebbed and flowed. The situation
of Buddhism in China today is difficult to determine, but there is
no doubt that it has suffered greatly under communism.

Is there a 'Buddhist view'?

 In
view of this variety and the absence of any central authority, it
is difficult to make authoritative statements of the kind 'The
Buddhist view on issue x is ...' without qualification. It would,
of course, be equally misleading to make general statements about
Christian views without making clear whether the reference was to
Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant or other denominations. Despite the
differences amongst schools, however, it does make sense to speak
of a 'Buddhist view' at least as far as our present purposes are
concerned. There is a great deal of consistency amongst the major
schools in the field of ethics, both in terms of the dominant
pattern of reasoning employed and in the conclusions reached on
specific issues. Indeed, there are good reasons for regarding
ethics (particularly monastic ethics) as a more cohesive force in
Buddhism than doctrine. Paul Williams has suggested that 'What
unifying element there is in Buddhism, Mahayana and non-Mahayana,
is provided by the monks and their adherence to the monastic
rule.'22 'Thus', he concludes, 'in
spite of the considerable diversity in Buddhism there is a relative
unity and stability in the moral code.'23

Theravada Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism and the
majority of far-Eastern schools show themselves in agreement as
regards basic rules of conduct. Alternative perspectives are also
found, but these minority views are insufficiently representative
to threaten the overall consensus. In the light of this we can
generalise with much greater confidence about Buddhist ethics than
we could about Buddhist doctrine. If it is legitimate to speak of a
'Buddhist view' on ethics, then, what is meant by this phrase in
the present context? What we shall refer to as the 'Buddhist view'
is our own understanding of how the mainstream tradition would,
consistent with its underlying principles, begin to formulate its
reply to the challenges of modern life.

'The mainstream tradition' is used here to refer
to the common moral core which can be extracted from the different
movements, schools and sects. This core is composed of common
precepts, values, beliefs and practices. We would expect the
'Buddhist view' to represent the consensus among the majority of
major Buddhist schools and also to have a scriptural basis. To
formulate this more systematically, for a view to be described as
the 'Buddhist view' with the implication that it is orthodox or
widely held, we would expect to find : i) authority for it in
canonical sources; ii) confirmation of it in non-canonical or
commentarial literature; iii) the absence of contradictory evidence
or counterexamples in these first two groups of sources; iv)
evidence that the view is pan-Buddhist (held by a majority of
Mahayana and non-Mahayana schools); v) evidence that the view is
held across a broad cultural base; and vi) evidence that the view
has been held consistently over a long period of time. The more of
the above points there are in favour of a view the greater the case
for regarding it as an authentic expression of Buddhist
principles.

The role of scripture

Reference was made above to the role of
scripture in the validation of opinions which are proposed as
candidates for the 'Buddhist view'. What are the grounds for this
requirement? In the ancient debates a person who introduced a new
opinion would be challenged by his opponent to 'bring the sutta' -
in other words produce a text which supported his opinion. This
approach to testing an opinion was commended by the Buddha himself,
and we are told that in his last days he laid down conformity with
scripture as the acid test for determining the validity of any
opinion on religious matters. He counsels that if a monk volunteers
an opinion it should be treated in the following manner:

Monks, what is stated by that monk should
neither be praised nor scorned. Without praise and without scorn
every word and syllable should be carefully noted and compared with
the Discourses and the Monastic Rule. If, when so compared, they do
not conform to the Discourses and the Monastic Rule you may
conclude with confidence: 'Undoubtedly, this is not the word of the
Lord, and has been wrongly grasped by this monk.' Therefore you
should reject it. But if they conform to the Discourses and the
Monastic Rule you may conclude with confidence: 'Undoubtedly, this
is the word of the Lord, and has been rightly grasped by this
monk.'24

 It
should not be thought from this that testing an opinion is simply a
matter of establishing conformity with the letter of a text. A
basic principle of Buddhist hermeneutics is that the letter must
always give way to the spirit. Later sources often make a point of
including a third test for validation in addition to the two
mentioned by the Buddha. This third test clearly shows that it is
not the text itself that is of importance but the truth it
contains. The requirement is that whatever is stated in the text
'does not contradict the nature of things'.25 This can be understood as
meaning that the view expressed must not run counter to Dharma or
natural law. The tradition also recognises that texts are of
different kinds: in some the meaning is explicit while in others it
is implicit and in need of interpretation.26

The four authorities

The above strategy for testing an opinion may
work successfully in cases where there is a scriptural precedent
for the matter at hand. But where does one turn for guidance if the
question is not addressed directly in any canonical source? This
problem was felt most keenly in connection with monastic
discipline, and in his commentary on the Monastic Rule, Buddhaghosa
formulates a more comprehensive hermeneutical strategy which builds
on the above principle but also makes allowance for those cases
where scripture is silent. He sets out this strategy in a formula
of four authorities which are to be appealed to in order of
priority until the point is resolved. These are:

1. scripture (sutta) itself

2. that which is 'in conformity with scripture'
(suttanuloma)

3. the commentarial tradition (acariyavada)

4. personal opinion (attanomati)

 By
the first, Buddhaghosa understands the Monastic Rule: 27 this is the final court of
appeal in disciplinary matters. The second is a reference to a
principle laid down in the Monastic Rule for dealing with matters
which are not specifically prohibited.28 The principle
is that any conduct not explicitly ruled illicit should be regarded
as prohibited if it is 'in conformity with what is improper
(akappiyam anulometi) and opposed to what is proper (kappiyam
patibahati).'29 The third is the
commentarial tradition itself, which was thought to date back to
the time of the First Council. As mentioned in the Introduction,
this was a gathering at which the canon was traditionally thought
to have been established and which is reputed to have taken place
shortly after the Buddha's death around 404 BC.30 Fourth and finally comes
one's own opinion, which means much more than simple preference or
unexamined sentiment. Personal opinion is defined as 'the
resolution of the question through logic (naya), intuition
(anubuddhi), and inference (anumana) independently of scripture,
what is in conformity with scripture, or the commentarial
tradition.'31 Despite the requirement for
careful reasoning, Buddhaghosa specifically warns that too much
reliance should not be placed on conclusions reached even after
such analysis. He further stipulates that the reasoning (karana)
itself must be carefully examined and its import (attha) checked
against the scriptures. The conclusion must also be checked against
the two remaining superior authorities (items 2 and 3) and rejected
if not in conformity with them, for as he points out, 'one's own
opinion is the weakest authority of all
(sabbadubbala).'32 Buddhaghosa makes explicit
the hierarchical order of the four authorities:

The commentarial tradition is weightier
(balavatara) than personal opinion ... what is in conformity with
scripture is weightier than the commentarial tradition. Scripture
itself is weightier than what is in conformity with it, for
scripture is incontrovertible. It is equal to the First Council in
authority and is just as if the Buddha himself were alive
today.33

It will be seen from the above that scripture is
thought to play a crucial validating role in questions of doctrine
and ethics. It would not seem unreasonable, then, to suggest that
the credentials of a view which is claimed as 'Buddhist' must be
validated through the application of the tradition's own standards.
It follows that there are reasonable grounds for scepticism towards
opinions which describe themselves as 'Buddhist' but do not make
careful reference to the relevant textual sources which the
mainstream tradition holds authoritative. This is not to say that
all problems can be solved by reference to scripture - far from it.
It is simply to make the point that scripture must be the
touchstone for the assessment of opinion which describes itself as
'Buddhist'.

Authentic moral conduct, it might be objected,
lies not in slavish obedience to the dictates of dusty manuscripts
but in the exercise of personal conscience. While the role of
conscience in Buddhism cannot be denied, the tradition holds that
the proper exercise of conscience yields conclusions which are
consistent rather than inconsistent with scriptural teachings. For
Buddhism, scripture is the embodiment of the Buddha's moral
insight. The requirement for conformity with scripture should
therefore not be seen as the idolisation of texts but as a check
that one's own moral conscience is calibrated correctly. As we saw
above, it is not the text itself that is important, but the fact
that the text is 'in conformity with the nature of things'. One
text illustrates this rather well when explaining what it is the
texts themselves are to be checked against:

With which Discourse (sutta) should the texts
be collated? With the Four Noble Truths. With which Monastic Rule
should they be compared? With the Monastic Rule (which combats)
craving, hatred, and delusion. Against which doctrine should they
be measured? Against the doctrine of Dependent
Origination.34

The texts are thus a window through which the
principles of natural law are discerned. It must be admitted,
however, that the window sometimes needs a good deal of polishing
before much can be seen through it.

Scripture in dialogue

The
status of scripture within any religious tradition is a complex
matter, and the two most common stances adopted with respect to it
- on the one hand denying it any authority at all and on the other
regarding it as a closed and exhaustive source of truth - are
simplistic and misleading. Harold Coward has recently suggested
that the relationship between a religious community and its
scripture is best seen as reciprocal - a kind of dialogue within
which the community defines itself over the course of
time.35 Buddhist literature
certainly reflects changing attitudes and developments in the
interpretation of doctrine. It has thus tended to function more as
an 'open' than a 'closed' system. There are discourses in the Pali
canon which post-date the Buddha's death, and the sutras of the
Mahayana are the product of a literary tradition spanning many
centuries.

Scripture is also 'open' in another sense, and
postmodernism has drawn attention to the active role of the
interpreter in the construction of meaning. Coward rightly reminds
us that 'There is no escaping the fact that as scholars of Hindu
and Buddhist texts we operate from within a hermeneutical
circle.'36 Rather than adopt the more
radical conclusions of postmodernism, however, Buddhism would see
scripture as both closed and open at the same time. It is open in
that it remains a fertile source of new readings, but it is closed
in the sense that not all readings are equally legitimate.
Legitimate new readings will be those which progressively
articulate what is implicit in the canonical sources. Opinions as
to what is 'implicit' in the texts will be validated to the extent
that these readings conform to the hermeneutical requirements set
out by the tradition. In this way new interpretations will
constitute a progressive unfolding of Dharma. Perhaps we could
liken the creation of new meaning to a field which is generated
between two poles, one of which is the text itself and the other
the developing tradition in its encounter with new situations in
the course of its historical evolution.

The above line of thought is of importance in
two ways as far as our present interests are concerned. First, it
means that in basing our arguments on scripture we are not moral
archaeologists digging for fossils. Instead, we are raising
questions which may never have been formulated before and demanding
a response from the sources which is appropriate to the needs of
today. The second point is that in emphasising the importance of
scripture we do not see ourselves as engaged merely in the passive
transmission of information. This is because our purposes, needs
and aims themselves influence the selection and interpretation of
the texts we employ. To reject scripture as irrelevant because it
is 'out of date' is to fall into a naive objectivisation of the
sources and miss the opportunity to generate creative new readings.
The issues raised by Harold Coward will no doubt stimulate further
reflection, but for now we turn from the problem of validating
views as 'Buddhist' to the broader question of how Buddhism as an
alien cultural tradition is to be studied in the West.

Cross-cultural ethics


Reaching sound ethical conclusions can be a difficult matter at the
best of times, and engaging in cross-cultural ethics may be thought
to be a methodological minefield. Some contend there are
fundamental epistemological problems in understanding alien
cultures at all, while others would allow the enquiry in principle
but insist on a moratorium until basic rules of procedure can be
established. Awareness of the problems in deciphering the moral
languages of other cultures has been heightened by recognition of
the increasing diversity and pluralism in the moral discourse of
the West itself. Alasdair MacIntyre has likened the situation of
the West to a civilisation in the aftermath of a nuclear
catastrophe; the consensus which preceded the disaster has
evaporated leaving groups of survivors clutching different
fragments of the debris. More recently, Jeffrey Stout has explored
the problem of the diversity of morals using the metaphor of the
tower of Babel. His quest is for a middle way between the Scylla of
relativism and the Charybdis of a transcendent Moral Law. He sets
out the basis for one possible path between the two whereby 'we are
not left with any compelling threat to the possibility of moral
judgement per se in cross-cultural settings'.37 Stout's conclusion to this
effect is positive in principle for our enquiry, and gives grounds
for thinking that moral propositions can be universally true. He
offers the statement 'slavery is evil' as an example. By this he
means that slavery is wrong in any and all historical circumstances
in which it might be found, regardless of local cultural
circumstances. A corollary of this conclusion about the objectivity
of morals judgements is the rejection of nihilism, scepticism and
relativism. Although Buddhism agrees with Stout in rejecting these
positions it does so, we suggest, for a different reason, namely
that they are incompatible with natural law.38

Natural law

 Stout
does not accept that natural law can provide the 'universal,
transcultural standard of morality' which he postulates as the
alternative to relativism.39 Stout's understanding
of natural law as 'some transcendent, thing in itself',40 however, is quite different
from that adopted here. His somewhat impoverished account of
natural law (which conspicuously fails to mention the most
important modern contribution to natural law theory) 41 presents it as a
transcendent moral code against which earthly laws are to be
measured. Quite rightly, he then rejects any such notion on the
grounds that:

You can't somehow leap out of culture and
history altogether and gaze directly into the Moral Law, using it
as a standard for judging the justification or truth of moral
propositions, any more than you can gaze into the mind of
God.42

Nothing quite so athletic (or egotistical),
however, is envisaged by natural law theorists. Stout assumes that
for moral truth to be objective there would have to be a back door
out of culture giving direct access to the eternal 'Moral Law'. The
precepts of a given culture could then be tested by popping out and
comparing them against the Moral Law by simple visual inspection.
Natural law ethics, however, has never claimed that moral truth can
be established in this way. Contrary to common misperceptions,
natural law reflection does not proceed by postulating transcendent
realities, contemplating nature in the hope of deciphering the will
of the Almighty, deducing moral laws from natural ones, analysing
human nature in terms of its instincts, appetites and drives, or
studying human societies in the anticipation of uncovering
universal patterns of behaviour. Natural law does not maintain that
objectivity in ethics has anything to do with a transcendent Moral
Law in the sense this is understood by Stout. What it does claim is
that objectivity in ethics is possible even though ethical
reflection is always carried out by someone-or-other in some
particular time and place. Natural law should not be thought of as
a 'transcendent thing in itself' but a set of principles which
guide reflection as to human good and the legitimate ways in which
it should be pursued. In rather bald terms, natural law can be
understood as asserting that there is:

(i) a set of basic practical principles which
indicate the basic forms of human flourishing as goods to be
pursued and realised and which in one way or another are used by
everyone who considers what to do ... (ii) a set of basic
methodological requirements of practical reasonableness ... which
distinguish sound from unsound practical thinking ... thus enabling
one to formulate (iii) a set of general moral
standards.43

Natural law is concerned with the rational
foundation of moral judgements. It begins with reflection on the
basic forms of human good and ends with an account of which sorts
of acts are reasonable all-things-considered in attaining these
ends and which sorts are not. The principles of natural law are
neither historical nor the monopoly of any one culture, and anyone
reflecting rightly about human good will apprehend them in the same
way. The objectivity of these principles is established by nothing
other than the reasoning through which they are reached.

The
historical evolution of theories about natural law in different
cultures, on the other hand, is a proper subject for empirical
enquiry. A history of natural law theories could be written in the
same way that a history of scientific theories could. In the
Introduction, we described the natural law tradition as 'a rope
with many strands', and it is one to which contributions continue
to be made. In the evolution of this tradition progress is made in
fits and starts, often with long fallow periods. The contribution
of Aquinas, for example, was a great advance on Aristotle in
sketching out the particular ends which constitute human
flourishing. At the same time there is much that is obscure, not to
say mistaken, in Aquinas. In the period since Aquinas there has
been much confusion and many dead-ends, but progress has been made
in supplying the 'intermediate principles' (item (ii) above) which
'guide the transition from judgements about human goods to
judgements about the right thing to do here and now.'44 Clarifying and refining the
principles of natural law takes place within a particular
historical and cultural context, but the validity of the principles
is not a function of their context. Buddhism, similarly, speaks of
its own religious and ethical principles as eternally true
regardless of the degree to which they are recognised in any time
and place, or whether they are recognised at all. The Dharma is on
occasion compared to a city in the jungle which exists despite all
knowledge of it having been lost.

Since
this is not a treatise on natural law we cannot pursue the
theoretical aspects of the matter further at this point. The above
rather compressed account should become clearer when we discuss the
relationship between ethics and human good in Buddhism in section
five. For now, however, enough has been said to show that our
understanding of the principles of natural law is quite different
from Stout's. For this reason we believe it escapes his charge that
natural law is deficient as a basis for cross-cultural ethics. On
the contrary, we have found it to be an excellent analogue as far
as Buddhism is concerned, and translation between the two systems
is relatively unproblematic.45

Intercultural dialogue

Pellegrino rightfully points out that ethics is
not grounded by culture:

The ethical system of any culture is morally
defensible because it is grounded in truths that transcend that
culture; it is not morally defensible simply because it is a
product of a particular culture. Respect for culture and ethics
other than our own is the beginning of any intercultural dialogue,
not its ending.46

 There
are sufficient common denominators between Buddhist and Western
thought to permit a fruitful intercultural dialogue, and to
provide, in Robin Horton's terms, 'the cross-cultural voyager with
his cross-cultural bridgehead.'47 One important
bridgehead is the ethics of medicine, and the fact that disease is
a cultural universal48 means that the ethics of
medicine has a vital contribution to make to the dialogue. As
Pellegrino puts it:

As
the biosphere expands to embrace the whole globe, every nation has
a stake in every other nation's health. For these reasons, the
practical and conceptual questions of transcultural biomedical
ethics are more sharply defined than in some other domains of
knowledge.49

Throughout this book ethical statements in
Buddhist sources are treated as culturally transparent. We believe
there are justifiable grounds for the inclusion of ethics in the
enterprise which Paul Griffiths has described as 'cross-cultural
philosophizing': this is an activity which presupposes the truth of
the thesis that 'philosophy is a trans-cultural human activity,
which in all essentials operates within the same conventions and by
the same norms in all cultures.'50 Buddhism
presents itself to us as a set of doctrines and practices which are
universal in scope, that is to say which are neither
culture-specific nor historically determined. This is not to deny
that Buddhism is itself an historical phenomenon which is always
found in some specific cultural context or other, but only to point
out that it sees its moral teachings as the expression of universal
principles (Dharma). Rather than pursue a piecemeal enquiry into
how Buddhists of school X in culture Y behaved at time Z, we
propose to take Buddhist statements on ethics as philosophical
statements which assert universal truths. While we are greatly
interested in the reasons which lead Buddhism to its moral
conclusions, it will be assumed, as the sources do, that valid
moral conclusions can be universalised.

4. Humans, Animals and
Persons

Central to many bioethical
issues is the question of the nature and status of the moral
subject. Some philosophers hold that a distinction can be made
between moral subjects who are 'persons' and others who are not,
and maintain that only 'persons' are entitled to full moral
respect. Others reject this claim insisting that all human beings
are worthy of full moral respect. Others again would extend the
ambit of moral concern to animal and perhaps even plant life. While
most of the problems to be resolved in bioethics concern human
beings, some attention must be paid to the fact that Buddhism
adopts a wider moral horizon than is common in the West. Due to its
belief in cross-species rebirth, respect for animal life is a
prominent feature of Buddhist ethics. Respect for plant life is
also in evidence, but there is considerable variation from school
to school concerning the moral status of vegetation. Sources also
vary in their views as to whether all forms of life are equally
valuable, or whether the 'chain of being' is hierarchical. We
cannot provide a comprehensive treatment of these matters here but
will make some observations regarding the traditional Buddhist view
of human and other forms of life, and sketch the outlines of a
general approach to the question of the status of moral subjects
which seems consistent with mainstream Buddhist opinion.

Human nature

We begin with a consideration of the Buddhist
view of human nature, and it may be helpful if we compare this with
the more familiar Christian model. Like Christianity, Buddhism sees
man as a being with both a spiritual and a material side to his
nature. Again, like Christianity, it regards human life as existing
from the time these two elements are conjoined until the time they
are put asunder at death. In the interim, man is faced with the
challenge of realising the potential which his nature allows. Both
traditions offer a role model as an example of the completed task:
in Christianity the model for human perfection is Christ, in
Buddhism it is the Buddha. For Buddhists the state of Buddhahood is
the epitome of human perfection. The distance which separates us
from this state is the ground we must traverse in our pilgrimage
towards perfection, and Buddhism provides a structured path by
means of which we can bring about the self-transformation needed if
our spiritual profile is to match that of the paradigm. Whereas
Christians may seek to emulate Christ but never in their earthly
life achieve the perfection of his nature, Buddhists believe that
every person has the potential to transform themselves fully in
accordance with the example of the Buddha and to experience a state
of perfection identical to that of the founder.

 To
bring the Buddhist concept of a moral subject into sharper focus,
some understanding of the Buddhist view of human nature is
required. As already noted, this consists of two parts; one
spiritual, the other material. It is preferable to speak of these
as two 'facets' or 'dimensions' rather than 'parts,' for the latter
term implies a dualistic view of human anthropology.51 Although there is a clear
sense in which the spiritual is separable from the material insofar
as a material form is assumed at conception and abandonded at
death, it would be more accurate to say that Buddhism sees man as a
unitary being in a manner closer to the Aristotelian than the
Platonic model.52 As human beings we always
exist simultaneously in the spiritual and material dimensions; even
though our physical form may be different in another life, we will
never exist as human beings without one. The spiritual aspect of
human nature is therefore best thought of not as something separate
and temporarily yoked to the body but as an aspect of the unitary
being of the human individual.

The five categories

In
recognising that man has both a spiritual (nama) and material
(rupa) side to his nature the Buddha was not saying anything new in
the context of Indian philosophy. He went on, however, to press the
analysis further and to develop a new line of thought by listing
five categories or dimensions in terms of which human nature can be
analysed. This further analysis relates mainly to the spiritual
(nama) side of the composite human reality. The canonical and
commentarial explanations of the five categories are technical and
complex, and what is provided in most summaries of this doctrine is
a list of technical terms which do not greatly enhance
understanding. This is perhaps due to the fact that the sources
embark on their analysis with a specific purpose in mind: they do
not make reference to the five categories as part of a neutral
enquiry into human anthropology, but to illustrate their importance
for soteriology. What follows is therefore an interpretative
account rather than a restatement of the standard canonical
definitions.53

The first and simplest of the five is form.
Although not exactly equivalent to 'matter' this may be thought of
as denoting the physical substance of the body. This physical
dimension is, perhaps, the most basic and constant aspect of human
experience. Buddhists understand the body to be created by one's
parents and as having developed into its present form in accordance
with the genetic programme established at conception. However, this
process cannot be explained in material terms alone, and the
presence of a spiritual element is required if matter is to evolve
in a human form. Buddhism believes that this spiritual nature
pre-exists each life and is not, like the body, created by our
parents. In terms of the categories of Western theology Buddhism
therefore rejects the thesis of traducianism which claims that both
body and soul are supplied by the parents.

The second of the five categories is feeling,
and this denotes the capacity to respond affectively to a stimulus.
Feelings are classified as pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, and
the most basic kind of feelings are simple sensations of the
stimulus-response kind. An example of an unpleasant sensation might
be to be pricked by a pin; a pleasant one would be a drink of cold
water on a hot day. In addition to the capacity for feeling, human
beings also have the power of thought, and this constitutes the
third category. This includes the capacity to discern, discriminate
and conceptualise, for example to name and distinguish different
colours. The picture of man we have sketched so far is abstract and
two-dimensional, and lacks any reference to the features which
distinguish one person from another. These are the elements which
constitute the fourth category.

Granted the power to think and feel, individual
development will be shaped by personal experiences and reactions to
them. From these reactions are built up particular tendencies,
traits, and habits, and eventually the complex pattern of
dispositions which is referred to as character. It is the
particular configuration of these traits and characteristics which
defines people as the individuals they are. Commentators drew up
long lists of virtues, vices, and other mental factors in order to
provide an exhaustive account of this fourth category. Psychology
here takes on a moral dimension, insofar as it is on the basis of
their feelings and beliefs that individuals make choices, and these
choices reinforce the pattern of their subsequent moral
development. In essence, the fourth category denotes the patterns
or 'complexes' of thought and feeling which have become habitual
within a given subject.

Retrospectively, the fourth category is the
culmination of a person's moral history. It is the sum of the moral
choices made in the present and previous lives, and it will be
instrumental in shaping the course of future moral development in
this life and those to come. These long-term implications of
character are what Buddhism means when it talks about 'karma'. The
doctrine of karma might be summarised succinctly as the belief that
a person's character is his destiny. From the point of view of
ethics, the fourth category is of great importance. It explains how
individuals shape themselves through the moral choices they make,
and also confirms that they bear the final responsibility for the
consequences of what they do.

The
fifth category, viññana, is far from easy to describe and is not
easily characterised. Discussion of its meaning is hampered by the
need to resort to Western vocabulary which is saturated with
potentially misleading associations. The usual translation of
viññana is 'consciousness', but this is a term which itself abounds
with difficulties. Nor is our predicament helped by the fact that
the precise meaning of viññana is often coloured by the context in
which it appears in the original sources. 'Consciousness' can be
misleading as a translation since it is easily confused with the
mental 'stream of consciousness.' The experience of viññana in this
form, however, is merely one of its many modes. It is better
understood as functioning at a deeper level and underlying all the
powers of an organism. It is by virtue of viññana that we have
bodily sensations, that we see, hear, taste, touch and think.
Viññana resembles certain Aristotelian-derived notions of the soul
in Christianity, namely as 'the spiritual principle in man which
organises, sustains and activates his physical
components.'54 The term 'sentiency' is
preferable to 'consciousness' since it is not restricted to the
mental sphere in quite the same way. Sentiency can include bodily
as well as mental sensations, and captures rather better the
organismic sense of viññana. In the context of ethics, however,
there is a source of possible misunderstanding in that 'sentiency'
has itself been given a distinctive inflection by ethicists who
seek to ground moral status in the capacity for suffering. In order
to minimise confusion, therefore, the Pali term viññana will be
retained in its original form.

While on the subject of terminology there is one
further English term we should mention, although the context in
which it is used will not concern us until the next chapter. Most
writers on Buddhism avoid the word due to the particular
associations it has with Christian doctrines on the soul. There are
times, however, when the refusal to use the obvious English term
hinders rather than helps the process of understanding. The term in
question is 'spirit', and I do not think it would be misleading to
refer to viññana in certain contexts as the spirit of an
individual. Viññana is the spiritual DNA which defines a person as
the individual they are. Following death it fuses with a new
biological form giving rise to a being with a new physical body but
an inherited moral profile. We might say that viññana provides the
continuity of moral personality between a deceased person and the
new genetic product. Accordingly, when reference is made to viññana
as the carrier-wave of a person's moral identity, for example in
the state of transition between one life and the next, it may be
referred to as the 'spirit'. An alternative designation for viññana
in the state of transition between lives is the gandhabba, which
will be translated as the 'intermediate being.'

To sum up: In terms of the first three
analytical categories it might be said that human beings are
constituted by 1) a physical bodily organism which has the capacity
to 2) feel and 3) think. The individual use made of these
capacities leads to the formation of 4) particular habits and
dispositions which distinguish each person as the individuals they
are. Although feeling and thought define the architecture of
experience, it is (5) viññana which constitutes it. It would be
wrong to regard viññana as the subject of experience, as if it were
a spectator peering out through the windows of the senses. Buddhism
denies there is any such 'ghost in the machine' and maintains that
viññana is dynamically involved in all experience whether physical
or intellectual. Thus viññana arises in the form of vision,
hearing, touching, smelling and tasting, when the eyes, ears, body,
nose and tongue are in contact with their respective objects. The
structure of the neocortex allows viññana to function in varied and
complex intellectual modes such as reflexive self-awareness,
memory, and imagination. As is common in Indian philosophy,
Buddhism regards the mind (manas) as a sixth sense and not, as is
presupposed in so much of Western philosophy, the very essence of a
human being. In fact, Buddhism views the identification between the
self and the intellect as a great obstacle to understanding the
most important truth of all about human nature, namely that it has
no enduring self or essence.

Humans and computers

The doctrine of the five categories is not
easily grasped, and an analogy of the relationship between a
computer and its components might help clarify their
interrelationship. We must be careful not to press the comparison
too far, however, for Buddhism does not think that human beings are
merely complex machines. With this caveat in mind, we might compare
the 'hardware' of the computer system to the human body. Thus the
casing, components and circuitry of the computer are comparable to
the physical substance of the human body. The 'software' or
particular program being run by the computer corresponds to the
fourth category in that a computer operates in accordance with a
programme just as individuals operate in accordance with their
characters. Of course, people have the freedom to change or
'reprogramme' themselves through the choices they make whereas
computers (at least hitherto) do not. The fifth category, viññana,
may be compared to the electricity which is needed to power the
system. An electrical current flows through the computer and is
invisibly present in every functional part. When the power is on,
many complex operations can take place; when the power is off the
computer is a sophisticated but useless pile of junk. Like
electricity, viññana empowers an organism to perform its function.
At the risk of pushing the analogy too far, the images which appear
on the monitor screen might be likened to the stream of
consciousness which flows through the mind. Death might be equated
with the loss of the electric circuit due to the failure of a key
component. Finally, the reinstatement of a person's moral character
in a new existence might be likened to the transfer of data from
one machine to another by means of a back-up copy.

Buddhism and 'persons'

We noted at the start of this section the view
of some philosophers that 'personhood' should be the criterion of
moral worth. On this view we must respect 'persons,' but not all
human beings or other forms of life. We may now enquire further
what is it to be a 'person', and what relevance, if any, this
concept has for Buddhism. Philosophers disagree as to the precise
criteria of personhood but most discussions of the subject take
their cue from Locke, who defined a 'person' as follows:

To
find wherein personal identity consists, we must consider what
person stands for; which, I think, is a thinking intelligent being
that has reason and reflection and can consider itself as itself,
the same thinking thing in different times and places; which it
does only by that consciousness which is inseparable from thinking
and, as it seems to me, essential to it; it being impossible for
anyone to perceive without perceiving that he does
perceive.55

A
more recent definition of a 'person' is someone who is 'rational,
is capable of free choices, and is a coherent, continuing and
autonomous centre of sensations, experiences, emotions, volitions,
and actions.'56 Both these definitions of
'personhood' take the rational human adult as their paradigm. It
follows that while all 'persons' are human beings, not all human
beings are 'persons.' For example, the further we move back in the
development of the individual human being the more difficult it is
to be sure that these features are present. It appears that before
birth many of the elements of personhood are lacking. It would be
very difficult, for instance, to argue for self-consciousness in
the early embryo before the development of the brain. Philosophers
who apply Locke's views on personal identity to ethics therefore
maintain that in the early stages of life there is only biological
material which is at best a 'potential person' but which is not yet
entitled to the moral respect reserved for 'actual persons'. They
would also hold that an adult with severe dementia, such as
advanced Alzheimer's disease, is no longer a 'person'.

Similarities and differences

Does
the concept of a 'person' have any relevance for Buddhist
ethics?57 At first sight it appears
that it might. The Buddhist view of human nature we have set out
readily encompasses the two definitions of a 'person' given above,
and Buddhist psychology distinguishes all of the attributes (such
as rationality and reflexive awareness) listed there. Furthermore,
there is an historical parallel of a kind in that just as the
Western notion of 'personhood' may be thought of as replacing the
soul as the criterion of moral worth, the Buddhist doctrine of
'no-self' (anatta) was intended as an alternative to the
Brahmanical 'self' (atman). Buddhism does not ground its ethics in
a metaphysical soul or self, and denies that any such thing exists.
According to Buddhism, the five categories are what remain when the
'soul' is deconstructed. The belief in a soul is a case of mistaken
identity whereby the five categories are mistaken for a self. In
view of this disinclination to seek a metaphysical basis for moral
respect, Buddhism may be thought of as favourably disposed towards
a more empirical one such as that provided by the concept of
'personhood'.

On
the other hand, the particular features of 'personhood' mentioned
above seem limited when placed alongside the Buddhist doctrine of
the five categories.58 Buddhism regards man as a
complex of mental and material elements with a history and destiny
which transcends a single lifetime. This nature is certainly not
exhausted by the attributes of 'personhood'. For Buddhism, these
represent the temporary flowering of certain capacities. The
various features of 'personhood' are seen as arising naturally at
the appropriate stage of biological development. These capacities,
moreover, are fulfilled in degrees: they arise and disappear in a
series and fluctuate even in a mature adult. The view that the
moral worth of a human being arises and disappears as these
capacities come and go is an idea which finds no support in
Buddhist sources. Buddhism would insist instead on the
psychophysical totality of man as the only legitimate basis for the
attribution of moral status.

'Persons' and rebirth

The
concept of 'personhood' appears increasingly irrelevant when viewed
in the context of the Buddhist belief in rebirth. Buddhism
understands individual existence as a continuum with a long
trajectory. Within this trajectory an individual life may manifest
itself in different forms at different times, and in any one life
there will be development through various stages. It may help to
represent these in the form of letters, where A stands for
conception and Z for death. In between, B could stand for life in
the womb, C for childhood, P for the points when the requisites of
'personhood' are fulfilled, and X for the time when they are lost
after having been present, for example by relapsing into an
irreversible coma. An individual life could thus be represented by
a series of letters, with a normal lifespan expressed in the form
ABCPZ. Our code can now be used to depict a series of four human
existences which we will attribute to 'William'. In his first life
William died in childhood (ABCZ), in his second he lived a normal
life (ABCPZ), in his third he became irreversibly comatose (ABCPXZ)
and in his fourth he died in the womb (AZ). The letter P features
in two of these lives, which means that William was only a 'person'
in half of his human existences. In the other two he was therefore
something else, presumably, a 'non-person.' Because of this, it
would have been legitimate to treat William in radically different
ways at different times. When a P was showing his rights would have
been respected, while at other times he would have been treated as
a non-person. This change in moral status would not be due to
anything William himself had done and would be totally beyond his
control: others would have determined under what circumstances he
was to be treated with moral respect. There is an obvious danger
here in that the indicators for 'personhood' could reflect the
interests of those defining them. In this connection Alan Donogon
has described the contemporary concept of the 'person' as 'a
do-it-yourself kit for constructing a "moral community" to your own
taste.'59

Buddhism would reject the notion that an
individual is a moral being at certain times but not at others. It
takes the view that all of the letters used above are episodes in
William's biography, and that his moral status throughout remains
unchanged. The extended biography of any individual can be
represented by a long string of such letters, and if we run them
together it becomes clear that what is fundamental is not the
individual letters but the continuity of the series. Thus the code
ABCZABCPZABCPXZAZ represents one-and-the-same subject over four
lifetimes. From a moral perspective the changes are superficial,
and have no bearing on the status of the subject. The sequence PX,
for example, does not mean that William ceased to be William and
became something else (a vegetable?); nor does the occurrence of
letters other than P mean that William was only 'potentially'
William on these occasions, while being 'fully' William on those
occasions when a P appears. What all of the letters mark are
individual stages in the constantly shifting pattern that is
individual existence. What determines respect for William as far as
Buddhism is concerned is not any one letter in the code but the
code itself. He is entitled to moral respect because he exists as a
living being with a continuous biography and a spiritual
destiny.

No-self

Buddhist doctrine places a further difficulty in
the way of selecting particular abilities as the ones to bear the
moral weight of 'personhood'. The conclusion of the Buddha's
analysis was that there was literally nothing which could be
thought of as the pith or essence of human nature. The Buddhist
denial of a self means that no one factor from the total physical
and psychological complex can be singled out as more or less
'essential.' If no one factor can be singled out in this way, the
clustering of any two or three has an arbitrary look aboutit.

 There
remains the possibility that although 'personhood' cannot be
expressed in terms of the five categories either individually or
together, it could be a phenomenon which arises from the
interaction between them. There was, in fact, an ancient heresy in
Buddhism which claimed precisely this. According to this view
something called a 'person' (puggala), a kind of pseudo-self, was
said to emerge in this way from the interaction of the five
categories as a group. The fact that this view was universally
condemned, however, seems to rule out any hope of legitimating
'personhood' understood along these lines by reference to orthodox
Buddhist doctrine.60 While the everyday word for
a person is common enough in both Pali (puggala) and Sanskrit
(pudgala), it is not used in the artificially narrow sense we are
discussing here. One early text defines the word 'person' (puggala)
as simply 'the continuous existence of any given living
being.'61 Collins suggests that the
Pali puggala denotes mainly 'character-types', and has to with
'differences in character, ethical disposition, spiritual aptitude
and achievement, and karmic destiny.'62

Our conclusion must be that the notion of an
individual as a human being but not a moral person is one which is
alien to Buddhist thought. It is important to realise that it is
alien not because Buddhist psychology lacked the conceptual
sophistication to make the distinction, but because it saw no
reason to. Such a distinction is simply incompatible with
Buddhism's holistic understanding of what it means to be human.
Buddhist psychology analysed mental phenomena in great detail, and
distinguished over fifty separate mental faculties. Various
permutations of these could easily have been aggregated into a
bundle and labelled 'personhood' if Buddhism had wished to do so.
All of the elements found in modern definitions of personhood are
readily at hand in its psychological taxonomy, but it evidently saw
no reason to identify certain features as exclusive markers for
moral worth. Nor is the concept of a 'person' alien because of the
distinctive emphasis on the role of the individual in the cultural
evolution of the West. Buddhism has always made the individual
central to its ethics, and would reject the criterion of
'personhood' for the very same reasons it is rejected by the
natural law tradition in the West, not because of cultural
differences but because of cultural similarities.

'Persons' and animals


Another reason why the criterion of 'personhood' would be rejected
by Buddhism is that it involves a narrowing of the moral universe
whereas the Buddhist inclination is to expand it. The move from
respect for human beings to respect for 'persons' results in the
exclusion of not just some human beings but the animal kingdom as
well. Some philosophers hold that certain animals, such as the
higher primates, can be 'persons', but even on this definition the
greater part of the animal kingdom would still be excluded. What
Buddhism would seem to require is that the movement be in the
opposite direction and that moral concern be bestowed more
liberally rather than more narrowly. An important implication of
the doctrine of karma is that forms of life are interchangeable. It
is held, for example, that over the course of time humans can be
reborn as animals and vice versa. This belief has a profound effect
on how Buddhists see the animal world and how they determine their
moral responsibilities towards it. A quick perusal of Asoka's
edicts on Dharma dating from around 250 BC reveals that around a
third of them contain references, sometimes lengthy, to animal
welfare.63 The fundamental division
between man and the rest of creation which has influenced Western
thinking since Genesis finds no foothold in Buddhist thought.
Unlike the Western tradition, Buddhist sources stress the community
between humans and animals rather than highlighting the
differences. To the Western mind being reborn at all is a difficult
concept to come to terms with, and rebirth as an animal seems a
possibility no less remote than it is bizarre. It may be that
Western Buddhists will seek to reinterpret the doctrine
metaphorically, perhaps by picturing animal existence as symbolic
of the 'beastly' quality of life of one who lives
wrongly.64 However, the ancient texts
are clear that the possibility of rebirth as an animal is to be
taken quite literally.65

Sentiency

We
can visualise the relative extent of the three moral domains we
have discussed above - persons, humans, and animals - in the form
of three concentric circles of increasing size. The smallest circle
includes only persons; the middle circle includes both persons and
human beings; the third circle embraces persons, human beings, and
animals. Philosophers such as Bentham have suggested that we should
focus on just one capacity - sentiency, or the capacity to feel
pain - and make this the sole criterion of moral concern. Whatever
can feel pain, it is suggested, has a claim upon us by virtue of
this fact alone, and this gives all sentient life an interest in
not being made to suffer.66 Since the capacity to feel
pain is clearly enjoyed by most members of the animal kingdom in
addition to human beings, we have a basis for extending moral
concern to all forms of sentient life. Our moral universe would
accordingly consist simply of one large circle with no separate
reference to either human beings, persons, or animals.

This argument has some plausibility in a
Buddhist context in three ways. First, it grounds the respect for
life for which Buddhism is renowned in a rational moral principle.
Second, it has the merit of providing a means of demarcation
whereby a line can be drawn to determine which parts of the natural
world belong within the moral sphere. Third, the reference to pain
strikes a chord with the concern which Buddhism shows for the
reduction of suffering. We could go so far as to say that the whole
institution we know as Buddhism is geared towards the elimination
of suffering, and owes its very existence to the compassionate
concern of the Buddha for the suffering of sentient beings.

Taken cumulatively, these factors create the
impression that the principle of sentiency has an important role to
play in Buddhist ethics. On closer examination, however, a number
of problems arise. Looking at the three factors in reverse order,
it has already been suggested that the reduction of suffering which
Buddhism aims at means much more than the elimination of physical
or psychological pain. Buddhism does not set out merely to offer an
anaesthetic for life, but to provide a solution to the inherent
unsatisfactoriness of any kind of embodied existence. This goes far
beyond considerations of temporary discomfort. While a life free
from pain may be good as far as it goes, it would not be seen by
Buddhism as counting for very much in the context of its major
aims. Such a benefit would most likely be explained as due to good
karma, and interpreted as a by-product of the moral life rather
than as central to it. When the capacity for pain is placed in this
broader context it becomes difficult to accord it such a
fundamental role.

 The
second point, concerning sentiency as a demarcation principle, may
be thought to have rather more potential in a Buddhist context.
Buddhist sources tend to be somewhat inconsistent in the way they
relate ethics to the evolutionary order, particularly at its lower
reaches. Buddhism allows moral status to animals, and often seems
to extend this to insects and microbes. We read in the early
sources, for example, that monks used water-strainers to avoid
harming the tiny organisms that live in water.67 They also took up settled
residence in the rainy season, in part to avoid treading upon the
tiny creatures which come to life after the rains.68 Do these factors show that
the Buddhist respect for life extends to the microscopic level?

There is reason to hesitate before drawing this
conclusion. One problem is that it is difficult to be sure whether
these practices were inspired by moral concern or driven by lay
expectations in a competitive religious environment. Buddhist monks
were dependent on the laity for alms and would not wish to appear
less rigorous in their eyes than rival religious groups. Many
monastic precepts came about directly as a result of complaints
from the laity, and these complaints often explicitly compare the
behaviour of Buddhist monks with that of rival mendicant groups. An
example can be seen in the account given by the Monastic Rule of
the circumstances in which the prohibition on travel during the
rains came about.

At
that time the Blessed One had not yet imposed on the monks the rule
regarding the Rainy Season Retreat; the monks travelled both during
the summer and during the rainy season. People were annoyed and
complained angrily: 'How is it that these ascetics, the sons of the
Sakyans (i.e. Buddhists), keep on travelling during the summer,
winter and also in the rainy season? They tread on young plants and
damage them, and destroy many small living creatures. Those who
belong to other schools may not be very well-disciplined, but at
least they withdraw somewhere to make a residence for the rainy
season.69

The
above raises some doubt about the moral content of monastic
prohibitions which arose in this way. Although it does not show
conclusively that they have none, allowance must be made for the
public-relations factor which is undoubtedly present. The laity
would certainly compare the behaviour of Buddhist monks with that
of their peers, notably the Jains, who are particularly scrupulous
in such matters. Rather than lecture the laity on the intricacies
of moral philosophy, the Buddha may have deemed it prudent to make
modest concessions to their expectations. In this way harmony would
be restored and the extra vigilance required of monks would be good
training in mindfulness. It will be seen that the passage above
makes reference not just to organic life but also vegetation, and
monks are elsewhere cautioned not to cause damage to seeds and
plants.70 Perhaps again this is best
seen as an issue which concerns monastic etiquette and deportment,
and has more to do with the public image of Buddhism than its
ethics. Although it would be unwise to draw final conclusions at
this stage, details of this kind should not be seen as providing
conclusive evidence that the Buddhist respect for life extends to
vegetation.

Given the absence of any clear guidance in
Buddhist sources as to where exactly to 'draw the line,' sentiency
would seem to have much to commend it. For example, it would
exclude both vegetation and biological organisms such as amoebas
and the like in which the capacity for pain is presumably absent.
While there may be some grey areas these could be argued over and
the facts of each case considered in turn. Overall, it gives us a
useful rule of thumb which corresponds to the common-sense
intuitions of most people who, for example, love their pets but do
not lose sleep over the fate of their pets' fleas.

Problems with sentiency

The main attraction of sentiency as a moral
criterion for Buddhism is that it is relatively unproblematic in
its application to the animal world. But is this a sufficient
reason why Buddhism should adopt it? While the capacity to feel
pain might be a useful indicator of where the boundaries of the
Buddhist moral universe lie, it does not follow that it is because
of this capacity that forms of life deserve moral respect.
Sentiency is one of the capacities of living organisms, but only
one of them. There are times when it may seem to be the most
important of all, as anyone who has suffered a painful toothache
will know, but on more sober consideration we may doubt that it has
such central importance.

The
claim that sentiency should function as a moral principle rather
than an indicator, gives rise to problems of the kind considered in
relation to 'personhood.' When applied to humans, the choice of
sentiency as the litmus test of moral worth would mean that the
second of the five categories of human nature had been singled out
for priority. It would be saying, in effect, that the Buddha should
not have produced a list of five categories in his analysis of man
since what is most essential in human life can be found in the
second one, namely sensation (vedana). This suggestion, however, is
specifically refuted by the Buddha,71 and there is
no evidence in Buddhist sources that any single one of the five
categories is or should be viewed in this way. When the five
categories are mentioned, they are usually talked about en
ensemble. The Buddha's exposition of the doctrine of the five
categories suggests that all five are co-ordinated aspects of one
entity. If this is correct it follows that no one of them can
capture the essence of a being, and since no one of them can,
neither can any two or three, or any permutation less than
five.

We might take this opportunity to point out that
although we are discussing this possibility here with respect to
sentiency, the same reasoning would apply to any of the other four
categories. It might be thought that those related to the
intellectual faculties (the third) or to intention and volition
(the fourth) were better candidates for this purpose than
sentiency. It might be also be thought, not unreasonably, that the
most fundamental is consciousness (viññana), the fifth. To specify
viññana as the criterion of moral status is, however, simply to say
that all living beings have moral status, since it is impossible to
isolate viññana from the psychosomatic totality of a living being.
It is impossible to point to viññana without in the same act
pointing to a living creature, just as it is impossible to point to
'shape' without referencing a physical object. Overall, since
neither viññana nor any other of the five categories by themselves
can adequately encompass the nature of a living being, there is
reason to be suspicious of any view which claims to locate in any
one of them what is essential in human nature.

Two further problems might be raised in
connection with the attempt to ground moral status in sentiency.
The first arises from the fact that it is possible to separate
conceptually the power of sentiency from all the other powers of a
being. It is possible, for example, to imagine a human being (or
animal) which has for one reason or another lost the ability to
feel pain. Such a being might, for example, be a genetic freak.
Would it lack moral status? Again, what if scientists eliminated
pain from the human species through genetic engineering? What would
then be the basis for moral relationships? In a pain-free world
there would be no logical foundation for ethics. The implausibility
of ethics dying out along with the capacity for pain leads us to
think that it would be a mistake to adopt this factor alone as the
determinant of moral status.

The second problem is that if the primary moral
injunction is not to cause pain, there could be no objection to
killing painlessly. Imagine a case where, with no advance notice, a
creature was killed painlessly during its sleep. Of what wrong
would the killer be guilty? Evidently none, unless considerations
of autonomy were brought in, but this would make the act wrong for
reasons which have nothing to do with pain. The reasons why
Buddhism values life do not seem to centre on sentiency, and
Buddhist sources show little interest in a hunt for features of
this kind which might be used to distinguish particular life-forms
as moral beings. On the contrary, it treats them as moral beings
simply by virtue of what they are, namely living creatures. The
evidence from Buddhist sources suggests that living beings are
worthy of respect simply by virtue of the inherent dignity which is
inalienably theirs as living beings. In other words, for Buddhism,
life has intrinsic worth. We will develop this point further in the
next section.

5. Ethics and Human
Good

We must now enquire as to the
principles by which Buddhism reaches its ethical decisions, for
without some knowledge of them it will be difficult to understand
the rationale which underlies scriptural precedents. Unfortunately,
this is easier said than done, since the principles underlying
Buddhist ethics are rarely made explicit in the sources. Although
different formulations of moral precepts are constantly
encountered, comparatively little effort is expended in providing a
justification for them. A satisfactory justification would provide
an account of the conceptual relationship between the precepts and
the Buddhist vision of human good. In other words, it would explain
the connection between ethics and enlightenment. To discover the
form such a justification might take we must first review the main
features of ethical choice and action.

The Buddhist moral landscape

We might begin by taking an overview of the
moral terrain and noting the topographical features of this
landscape which claim attention. One sees the high ground of
motivation, the peaks of intention, the rugged terrain of action,
and the rolling foothills of consequences disappearing in the
distance. Faced with this panorama, where should attention be
focused in order to isolate those factors which distinguish moral
from immoral action? We can hardly keep the whole panorama in focus
at once, and yet to single out any one aspect results in a loss of
perspective overall. Nevertheless, we must begin our fieldwork
somewhere, so let us explore the role of consequences first.
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