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Abstract 

This paper is trying to examine Buddha’s ethical teachings in Indian Philosophical system. The Buddha’s ethical teaching is 
mainly dealt with human conduct as well as practical life of human beings. His ethical teaching is more emphasised on morality and 
through this how-to people can overcome from obstacles and sufferings of life. Buddha’s ethical teaching gives us some ways to practice 
in practical life that people can reach the ultimate goal or ‘Nirvana.’ He also mentions Five Precept for lay people through which one 
can develop his conduct. Buddha believed that these Five Precepts help us to live a harmonious and peaceful life in the society. The 
proposed study is trying to focus on ethical teaching of Buddhism as well as implication of practical life. This paper is mainly based on 
primary and secondary sources. To explain the data, we have gone through the descriptive and analytical method. 
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1.1 Introduction 
 Buddhism is one of the heterodox systems of Indian Philosophy based on a series of original teachings attributed to Gautama 
Buddha; who is regarded as the founder of Buddhism. It is one of the world’s largest religions and originated in the late 6th century 
B.C.E in India. Buddhist believes that everything is impermanent; there is no permanent self. There is no God as the creator of the world. 
They also believe that human life is full of sufferings due to ignorance. So, Buddha’s teachings aim at the total extinction of suffering 
and attainment of Nirvana here on earth. Nirvana is the cooling of passions, perfect peace and perfect enlightenment and the way to 
Nirvana is the Eightfold Path. According to them, human life is a cycle of rebirth and if one achieves a state of enlightenment or Nirvana, 
it is possible to escape this cycle of rebirth and sufferings forever. 
 
 Buddha was primarily an ethical teacher and a social reformer than a theoretical philosopher. Because according to him, human 
existence is full of misery and pain. So, our immediate duty is to get rid of this misery and pain. If instead we bother about barren 
metaphysical speculations, we behave like that foolish man whose heart is pierced by a poisonous arrow and who, instead of taking it 
out whiles away his time on idle speculation about the origin, the size, the metal, the maker and the shooter of the arrow. So, he gives 
emphasis on the practical moral aspect of human life by focusing on the main problem of human life, i.e., suffering and the cessation of 
suffering. 
 
1.2 Objectives: The main objectives of this study are – 

1. To analyse the ethical teaching of Buddha Philosophy. 
2. To explain about ethical aspect of Buddha Philosophy. 
3. To analysis Buddha’s Noble Eight-fold Path. 
4. To analysis an importance of Buddha’s ethical implication in practical life.  

 
1.3 Methodology 

The proposed study is based on primary and secondary sources. The primary data deals with Buddha’s religious text book and 
theoretical concept. The secondary data are collected from the different sources, viz. books, articles, e-journals, internet, newspaper and 
library work etc. To sort out the data we have gone through descriptive as well as analytical method. 
 
1.4 Ethical Concept of Buddha 

Buddhism is a non-theistic philosophical and moral system of Indian Philosophy, which gives a unique path to enlightenment. 
Siddhartha or Gautama was overwhelmed with grief at the sight of disease, old age and death. So, he renounced the world to find out 
the remedy for suffering and eventually he discovered its causes and the way to stop it; which is called as the Four Noble Truths. Then 
he became enlightened or Buddha and he found the way to peace on earth and preached it to the world. The whole of the Buddha’s 
teaching is summed in this Four Noble Truths. These are – 

i. There is suffering (Dukha): According to Buddha, everything in the world is full of suffering. It teaches that all forms of 
existence are uncertain, transient and contingent and therefore, by their very nature subject to suffering. For him, birth is attended 
with pain, decay, disease and death, even the so-called pleasures are really fraught with pain. 

ii. There is a cause of suffering (Dukha-Samudaya): Buddha explained the origin of life’s evil or suffering is in the light of his 
special conception of the causal law of Dependent Origination or Pratityasamutpada. According to it, 
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nothing is unconditional, everything in this world has a cause or condition. As the existence of every event depend upon its 
conditions; suffering being a fact must have a cause and Ignorance is the root cause of suffering. 

iii. There is a cessation of suffering (Dukha-Nirodha): Because misery depends on some conditions; if these conditions are 
removed, misery would cease to exist. This state is called Nibbana or Nirbana in Buddhism. It is total extinction of suffering, 
decay and death. 

iv. There is a way leading to this cessation of suffering (Dukha-Nirodha Marga): Buddha gives an ethical and spiritual path by 
following which misery may be removed and Liberation attained. This path consists of eight steps or rules and is, therefore, 
called the Noble Eight-fold Path. This gives in a nutshell the essentials of Buddha ethics. This path is open to all, monks as well 
as layman. The Eight-fold Path consists of moral conduct, concentration and insight. It leads every aspirant to the complete 
extinction of suffering. 

 
1.5 The Noble Eight-fold Path 

i. Right View or Belief (Samyag Drsti): Right view is defined as the correct knowledge about the four noble truths. Right belief 
in the four noble truths leads to dispassion, self control and peace. According to Buddha, the knowledge of these truths helps 
moral reformation and leads us towards the goal – Nirvana. 

ii. Right Resolve (Samyak sankalpa): Right resolve is the determination to do what is right and desist from doing what is wrong 
and to uproot attachment to sensual pleasure, ill will towards others, and desire for doing harm to them. It is aspiration for 
renunciation, benevolence and compassion. Therefore, moral aspirant is asked to resolve to reform life in the light of right 
knowledge. 

iii. Right Speech (Samyag-vak): Right speech consists in abstention from lying, slander, abuse, harsh words etc. and emphasis on 
the truthfulness. One should speak what is right, true and pleasing and what does not hurt others. 

iv. Right Conduct (Samyak-karmanta): Right conduct consists in desisting from the destruction of life, from stealing, sex-
indulgence, lying, drinking intoxicating liquor etc. Again, Buddha said that liberality, courtesy, kindness and selflessness should 
be cultivated by all. 

v. Right Livelihood (Samyag-ajiva): Right livelihood means one should earn his livelihood by honest means. Bribery, robbery, 
crookedness, trades in arms, animals, liquor, poison etc. all are forbidden and even for the sake of maintaining one’s life, one 
should not take to forbidden means. 

vi. Right Effort (Samyag-vyayama): One cannot progress steadily unless he maintains a constant effort to root out the old evil 
thoughts and prevent evil thoughts from arising a new. Again, he should constantly endeavour also to fill the mind with good 
ideas and try to retain such ideas in the mind. This four-fold constant endeavour is known as right effort. It consists in suppressing 
evil states and stimulating good states. It helps in self-control and sense-restraint. 

vii. Right Mindfulness (Samyak-smrti): Right mindfulness is an indispensable pre-requisite of right concentration. The aspirant 
should constantly remember that the body, mind and everything in the world are not permanent and this helps us to remain free 
from attachment and grief. It consists in recollection of the impurity of the body, of the nature of mind endowed with greed, 
hatred and delusion, of the nature of four noble truths. 

viii. Right Concentration (Samyak-samadhi): By following above mentioned margas who is able to free himself from all passions 
and evil thoughts is fit to enter the stages of Samadhi. It consists of four meditations. The first concentration is a state of joy, 
where the aspirant concentrates his mind on reasoning (vitarka) and investigation (vicara) regarding the truths and enjoys in this 
state joy and ease born of detachment and pure thought. The second concentration is a state of joy, peace and internal tranquillity 
born of intense, unruffled contemplation. In this stage aspirant’s belief in the four-fold truth arises dispelling all doubts and 
making reasoning and investigation unnecessary. The third stage is of neutral consciousness in which all passions are destroyed. 
In this state one can experience perfect equanimity, coupled with an experience of bodily ease. Though he developed an attitude 
of indifference, to be able to detach himself even from the joy of concentration, he is yet conscious of this ease and equanimity. 
Lastly, there is a state of complete tranquillity and self-possession in which joy and sorrow are destroyed. In this state the aspirant 
attains the desired goal, i.e., cessation of all sufferings or Nirvana. This is the state of perfect wisdom (prajna) and perfect 
righteousness (sila). 
 

Again, this Eight-fold Path can be divided into three different sections or triple path consisting of Prajna, which means right 
knowledge or wisdom. It includes Right view and Right resolve; Samadhi, which means right concentration or meditation. It includes 
Right effort, Right mindfulness and Right concentration; and Shila or ethics, which means Right conduct. It emphasises the importance 
of having good morals and behaviour and living in an ethical way. Right speech, Right action and Right livelihood are included in it.  
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The Buddha admits that the cultivation of an ethically ideal life, based on the Noble Eight-fold Path is not an easy task. For his 
lay followers, he prescribes the Five Precepts or Pancha-Sila as the minimum moral obligations for living a harmonious life in the 
society. These are the most important system of morality for Buddhist lay people. These are – 

i. To refrain from taking life or killing any living creature. 
ii. To refrain from taking what is not freely given, i.e., theft. 

iii. To refrain from sexual misconduct. 
iv. To refrain from wrong speech, i.e., lying or gossiping. 
v. To refrain from intoxicating drinks that cloud the mind, i.e., drugs or alcohol. 

 
In addition to these there are another three precepts that makes the list of Eight precepts or Astanga-sila undertaken by pious 

lay people on holy days. These are – 
vi. To abstain from eating any solid food after noon. 

vii. To abstain from dancing, singing, music and unseemly shows; from the use of garlands, perfumes and unguents; and from the 
things that tend to beautify and adorn 

viii. To abstain from high and luxurious beds and seats. 
 

There is also a set of Tenth precepts or Dasa-sila. Here, the seventh precept is divided into two and a tenth precept is added not 
to accept gold or silver. Only very pious lay persons undertake to observe these ten precepts. 

 
Non-injury or Ahimsa is the key note of Buddhist ethics. According to Buddha, non-injury in thought, word and deed, love, 

good will, patience, forgiveness, tolerance, compassion, self-purification etc. virtues ought to be cultivated by all. The Buddhist ethics 
cannot be said to be ascetic. It is the midway between hedonism and asceticism. It inculcates calm and selfless life of activity for the 
good of humanity. So, it is not inactivism. It inculcates altruistic humanism. According to Buddha, universal good will and love can 
generate compassion, joy and indifference and it also helps for the attainment of Nirvana. Love can overcome anger; evil should be 
conquered by good. Hatred does not cease by hatred at any time; it ceases by love. We should be tolerant with the intolerant. The vices 
of others should be overcome by our virtues and patience is the highest virtue. Love is the cementing factor among mankind. Love 
unites, but hatred disunites; love brings peace but hatred brings on war. So, the roots of hatred should be burn by all – consuming love. 
Liberality, courtesy, benevolence, kindness, brotherhood etc. are abundantly necessary for the smooth running of the human society. 

 
One of the most important systems of moral discipline in Buddhism is the vows of individual liberation which are stricter, 

ruling out all forms of sexual activity and laying down detailed regulations for monastic etiquette and deportment. It helps the monastic 
community function in a way that serves the spiritual development of the monks and nuns. 
 
Buddhist ethics teaches to meditate on – 

i. The perfect virtue of Sympathy, love and friendship or benevolence; that gives happiness to all living beings. It is known as 
Maitri in Sanskrit and Metta in Pali. 

ii. The perfect virtue of Compassion or Karuna; which removes pain from living beings. It is a part of the spiritual path of both 
Buddhism and Jainism. It is important in all schools of Buddhism. For Theravada Buddhist, Karuna is one of the four Divine 
Abodes (Brahmavihara) and dwelling in Karuna is a means for attaining a happy present life and heavenly rebirth. The aim of a 
Theravada Buddhist is to become  
an Arhat by following the Eight-fold Path. For Mahayana Buddhists, Karuna is a co-requisite for becoming a Bodhisattva. It is 
the desire to remove harm and suffering from others. The aim of a Mahayana  
Buddhist is to become a Bodhisattva by developing six spiritual qualities. These are generosity, morality, patience, energy, 
meditation and wisdom. 

iii. Perfect virtue of Joy, the enjoyment of the sight of others who have attained happiness. It is called Mudita, which means 
sympathetic or unselfish joy, i.e., joy in the good fortune of others. It produces a calm, free and fearless mental state; which is 
open to deep insight. It is an important preparation for enlightenment. 

iv. Perfect virtue of Equanimity, being free from attachment to everything and being indifferent to living beings. It is called Upeksha 
in Sanskrit; which means non-attachment, a balanced mind and tolerance. 

 
These four noble practices of mental development through which men can attain subsequent rebirth in the Brahman heaven is 

called Brahmavihara in Buddhism; that means living in the Brahman heaven. 
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Along with the purity of external conduct, Buddhism also emphasizes purity of the inner life. The impurities of mind such as 
greed, hatred, delusion, anger, jealousy and other evil thoughts should be purged. 

 
Buddha follows the ‘middle path’ like the ‘golden mean’ of Aristole. He teaches neither self-indulgence nor self-mortification, 

but his morality is the mean between the two. He condemned both the unrestrained pursuit of pleasures and self-mortification. Moral 
life is not quietism or inactivism and indolence is the root of all moral diseases for him. Earnestness, diligence etc. are pre-requisite for 
morality. Craving for pleasure springs from egoism. Therefore, we should try to attain self-perfection by self-abnegation. 

 
Buddhist also believes in the Law of Karma, i.e., their actions today will impact their happiness in the future. Therefore, it 

encourages them to be generous, kind and compassionate towards others and develop the feeling of brotherhood. Hence, it is central to 
Buddhist ethics. 

 
1.6. Implication of Buddhist Ethics in Practical Life 

Buddhist ethical teachings have a great implication especially in context to our day-to-day life. Buddha teaches to meditate on 
love and friendship for all creatures. Hence, at a time when bloody sacrifices were not yet out of fashion, the teaching of mercy to all 
creation had a tremendous effect. According to Buddha, hatred ceases by love, anger by kindness, evil by good. Therefore, though one 
may conquer a thousand men in a battle, but he who conquers himself is the greatest victor. In Buddhism, the first duty of a man is to 
cleanse him of the mental defilements of greed, hatred and ignorance. Because, man’s cruelty towards other creatures is also an 
expression of his uncontrolled greed and for this our own existence on this earth may not be guaranteed. We are becoming an endangered 
species because we have become intolerant and short tempered and do not even think twice before hurting or killing our fellow beings. 
Thus, before we become an endangered species, it is imperative that we follow the ideals or margas offered by Buddha. 

 
 For Buddha, if a person’s mind is at peace, then he can deal with all problems easily. Kindness and humanity are the factors 
that will have a great impression on everyone rather than money, fame and degree. So, he taught that all human being should be treated 
equally and we should respect everyone. 
 
 Therefore, we can feel the relevance of Buddha’s ethical teaching even today. Mahatma Gandhi, Swami Vivekananda, 
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan etc. even Jesus Christ was influenced by his teachings. Everyone should try to follow his Noble Eight-fold 
Path to live a better and peaceful life in the society. We have faced many problems in our day-today life; in present time, the world is 
burning with communal violence, hatred, corruption, murder etc. due to the lack of such noble qualities like tolerance, generosity, 
kindness, benevolence, brotherhood etc. in our mind. So, by following Buddha’s ethical teaching of non-violence, universal love, 
sympathy etc. we can develop these qualities and can stop the act of violence. 
 
Conclusion 
 From the above discussion we can find that Buddha was primarily an ethical teacher as well as a social reformer. Buddha gives 
emphasis on the practical problem of human life, i.e., suffering. He has given some ways or Noble Eight-fold Path that help us to attain 
the cessation of suffering or Nirvana. It has a highest ethical value in Buddhism. 
 

Buddhist believes that the principles of moral life are Dana (charity), Virya (fortitude), Sila (morality), Patience, Dhyana 
(meditation), Prajna etc. Buddhist insists on the purity of motive and humanity in life. Sila is the observance of rules like that of non-
violence in thought, word and deed; which is the corner-stone of moral life. Dana implies active self-sacrifice and helping those in need 
of help. 

 
 Buddha enunciated neither the extremes of self-indulgence nor extreme self-mortification. According to Buddha, control of 
anger leads to growth of gentleness, control of covetousness leads to the spread of charity, control of lust to purity in love etc. Therefore, 
to live a peaceful and happy life and to attain the ultimate goal Nirvana Buddhist ethics plays an important role in Indian Philosophy. 
Even Buddha will always have a place among the Gods of India. Except, Buddha no other independent ethics gives us a more thrilling 
message of universal benevolence. Buddha’s life and teaching will compel the reverence of mankind and give ease to many troubled 
minds. 
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