
  
 

 

 
Buddhist Ethics as Upāya 

 
by 
 

Handrio Nurhan, B.A. 
 

A Thesis 
 

In 
 

Philosophy 
 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 
 

MASTER OF ARTS 
 

Approved 
 

Dr. Mark O. Webb 
Chair of Committee 

 
Dr. Howard J. Curzer 

 
Dr. Mark Sheridan 

Dean of the Graduate School 
 

August, 2018 
 

  



  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright © 2018, Handrio Nurhan 
  



Texas Tech University, Handrio Nurhan, August 2018 
 

ii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

 My debt of gratitude to Dr. Mark Webb as my thesis supervisor is immense—for 

without him the present work would not take shape. The penetrating critiques from Dr. 

Howard Curzer are indispensable in further bettering this work to what it is. I would also 

like to thank people around me who tolerated me in my seclusion during the completion of 

this work, especially Annie M. Yang who mustered a great deal of care and patience. My 

gratitude also to Dr. Robert Allinson who often reminded me the importance of bringing 

multicultural philosophies in engagement with each other. Finally, to Dr. Daisaku Ikeda 

whose works have propelled me into the trajectory I have been traversing to this day.      

  



Texas Tech University, Handrio Nurhan, August 2018 
 

iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................................. ii 

 

ABSTRACT ...................................................................................................................... iv 
 

I: INTRODUCTION ..........................................................................................................1 

The Absence of an Ethical System in Buddhism ........................................................1 

Interlude: A Brief Excursion to Buddhist Ideas ..........................................................5 
 

II: APPROACHING BUDDHIST ETHICS ....................................................................9 

Consequentialist Buddhist Ethics .............................................................................13 

Aristotelian Buddhist Ethics .....................................................................................16 

Non-Theoretical Approach .......................................................................................20  

Moral Particularism ..................................................................................................21 

 

III: THE SKILLFUL MEANS—UPĀYAKAUŚALYA ..................................................28 
Arittha the Monk, the Water-Snake, and the Raft  ...................................................29 

Metaphysics as Upāya ..............................................................................................36 

Ethics as Upāya.........................................................................................................42 

 

IV: CONCLUSION ..........................................................................................................47 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................49 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Handrio Nurhan, August 2018 
 

iv 
 

Buddhist Ethics as Upāya  

Abstract: While there have been attempts at construing Buddhist ethics in terms of the 

familiar Western ethical theories, notably Utilitarianism and Virtue Ethics, none of them 

fully captures the complexity of Buddhist ethical landscape. I suggest that Buddhist Ethics 

can be best described by non-theoretical approach such as moral particularism. That is, the 

nature of Buddhist Ethics can be best described as particularist in their rejection of 

generalizable universal moral principles which partly explains the observed ethical 

plurality in Buddhism. I consider some reasons as to why Buddhist ethics takes a 

particularist form, for instance, such as one provided by the notion of emptiness or śūnyatā: 

that general principles are empty of any ultimate, and consequently only provisional, 

existence. But there is a deeper underlying reason: Buddhist teachings, including ethics, 

should be interpreted from the lens of Upāyakauśalya (Upāya) or the skillful means—the 

framework motivated by the emphasis on the solution to sufferings which requires many 

creative interventions. I defend this broader interpretation of Upāya primarily through 

interpreting the similes of the Water-Snake and the Raft that the Buddha is said to have 

expounded. These two similes suggest that the teachings of the Buddha should not be taken 

as ultimately metaphysical in any sense of relating to the way the world is, but instead as 

Upāya, as rafts to transport people to the cessation of suffering. As such I suggest that 

Buddhism—and by extension its ethics—itself is an Upāya through which everything is 

understood as conventionally true, that is, in its proper—phenomenological—relation to 

the soteriological aim of ending suffering.     
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Absence of an Ethical System in Buddhism 

 Buddhist Ethics—if there is in fact such a thing—is considerably different from the 

normative ethical theories in the West. Firstly, as many scholars have noted, Buddhism 

does not seem to have a systematic study of ethics such as the ones found in Western 

philosophy. Equivalent forms of deontology, consequentialism, virtue theory, are not found. 

This is not to say that there are no moral statements, parables, stories, and injunctions in 

Buddhism—there are in fact many such examples. What is lacking in comparison to the 

Western moral philosophy is the sustained systematic account regarding moral principles 

and general ethical systems. This should not be taken as Buddhism’s inability to think with 

the same sophistication as their Western counterpart. Instead, we can think of several 

reasons as to why it is the case that systematic ethics does not figure prominently in 

Buddhism.  

One possible explanation may appeal to the doctrinal feature and focus of 

Buddhism. The Buddhist project started out by confronting the existential problem par 

excellence: dukkha. The word dukkha can be described by several English words such as 

suffering, uneasiness, dissatisfaction, pain, anxiety, etc, but following Jay Garfield’s 

caution of the danger of losing the diverse meaning the word can have in translating it into 

one English word, I shall keep the term as it is.1 After gaining enlightenment the historical 

Buddha Gautama expounded what many Buddhists believe to be his first sermon at Benares, 

                                                 
1 . Jay L. Garfield, Engaging Buddhism: Why It Matters to Philosophy (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 6.  



Texas Tech University, Handrio Nurhan, August 2018 
 

2 
 

recorded in Dharmacakrapravartana Sūtra (The Setting in Motion of the Wheel of the 

Dharma). This sermon gave us the famous Four Noble Truths: the reality of dukkha, the 

cause of dukkha, the cessation of dukkha, and the path to the cessation itself. As we can 

see, the first three Noble Truths concern themselves with dukkha, and the last Noble Truth 

still is connected to dukkha as the prescribed antidote. Thus, Buddhism’s raison d’être can 

be described as motivated by the fact of dukkha—existential predicament—and provides 

the path of liberation from the whole cycle of rebirth (which entails the cycle of dukkha or 

samsara). The path in question is the so-called Eightfold Noble Path: right view, right 

resolve, right speech, right conduct, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and 

right Samadhi (meditation). The path is mainly understood as soteriological in nature: the 

practices simply lead to the liberation from the attachments giving rise to dukkha and 

Samsara (the cycle of birth and death) altogether, i.e., nirvana. In this sense, because the 

final goal of a Buddhist practice is the cessation of dukkha altogether, and because dukkha 

is the very nature of existence itself as well as its cyclical character, the cessation of dukkha 

or nirvana equals not just the cessation of existence but the entire cycle altogether.  

As such, the concern of Buddhism does not lie in worldly affairs where normally 

an ethical system would be of the utmost societal importance. Thus, it is not unexpected 

that we find no clearly articulated system of ethics: because the concerns of Buddhism do 

not seem to be oriented toward maintaining a worldly existence. However, even this 

explanation does not explain the lack of ethics completely, for the Christian doctrine 

similarly emphasizes the transient nature of earthly life to be replaced with the eternal life 

with God. At this stage, it suffices to point to the well-received fact of the absence of 
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identifiable ethical system in Buddhism. It is then our point of departure in investigating 

the reason for this absence.     

One last remark is in order here. It is true that an ethical system as we are 

accustomed to is not found in Buddhism. This can partly be attributed to the fact that we 

tend to look for identifiable moral system per known (Western) categories such as 

consequentialism, virtue theory, and deontology—indeed there have been some such 

attempts.2 These rational constructive attempts are well-intentioned, but it seems to me that 

the first thing one must try is to elucidate a coherent moral theory from within Buddhism, 

without the transplantation move to any of the three big moral theories. Such—let us call 

it—generative project3 still involves a rational construction albeit one that is not bound to 

the premises and assumptions of the known moral theories.  

There are two potential merits to such the generative approach. Firstly, by engaging 

Buddhism as much as one can in its own terms, resisting the urge to subsume it to known 

moral theories, one can avoid intellectual appropriation. Appropriative approach is 

susceptible to focus only on salvageable similarities while explaining away different 

features. Hence, understandably what one is left with in the end is a form of ethics quite 

recognizably familiar. The second merit, which follows the first, is the possibility of 

delivering a unique moral theory or outlook based on Buddhist ideas which would broaden 

our ethical theory landscape. I say possibility with caution, because it is not an obvious 

logical necessity that such a unique theory may be born. It may equally be plausible that at 

the end of the generative project we have a theory remarkably similar to one of the known 

                                                 
2. Goodman (2008; 2009) for Consequentialism, Keown (1992) for Virtue Theory; I have not 

encountered a work dealing with Buddhist deontology thus far.  
3. Michael G. Barnhart (2012) uses the term ‘indigenous theory’ which is similar to the idea I’m 

exploring here.  
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theories, although arrived at from different theoretical considerations. But it won’t be for 

nothing: this may tell us about something of interest of that theory of morality which figures 

in quite independently of geography and time—or it may not. However, considering the 

features of Buddhist metaphysics, ontology, personal identity, and the foundational 

motivation of Buddhism itself, it is unlikely that what we end up with is anything quite like 

the known moral theories. There will be some familiar overlaps, but the overall shape of 

the moral theory might well be quite unusual and queer. But this is no reason to dismiss it. 

What I hope to show minimally is an account of Buddhist ethics that takes into 

considerations some of the most salient Buddhist teachings. This translates to interpreting 

metaphysically problematic concepts such as emptiness and no-self instead of dismissing 

them completely out of the picture—for the Buddha himself says that these are essential to 

Buddhism. I should like to contrast my approach with the ‘naturalized’ and stripped 

‘Buddhism’ into utilitarian and fashionable mindfulness practice. Not that I’m against 

naturalism, but the naturalized version tends to dismiss too hastily some uncomfortable 

metaphysical elements in Buddhism in favor of the familiar naturalism. Perhaps the better 

approach is to attempt at charitable interpretation of the seemingly bizarre metaphysics into 

one that is defensible.    

In attempting to understand Buddhist Ethics, my strategy will involve, first, laying 

down the common strategy of talking about Buddhist ethics either as a form 

consequentialism or virtue ethics. I demonstrate how they do not describe Buddhist ethics 

satisfactorily. I then offer a possible solution by taking the apparent lack of overarching 

ethical principles in Buddhism seriously by exploring a non-theoretical approach to ethics, 

represented by ethical particularism: that morality does not need moral principles to 
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function. I then proceeded to argue why moral particularism is fitting to describe Buddhist 

ethics by providing reasons derived from some Buddhist doctrines such as emptiness and 

dependent origination.   

In the second part of the thesis, I articulate and defend my interpretation of the 

broad view of Upāyakauśalya through the Water-Snake and the Raft similes. The broad 

view of Upāya This interpretation has a broad implication: it suggests that the whole of 

Buddhist teachings, including Buddhist ethics, should only be understood as a form of 

Upāya.     

Interlude: A Brief Excursion to Buddhist Ideas 

Before we proceed further, I shall now discuss several important Buddhist concepts, 

which from time to time will be referred to in the thesis. There is no controversial item 

listed here, most Buddhists would agree that these three are essential—there are most 

certainly more than three, but for my present purpose these three would be sufficient.   

Pratītyasamutpāda/Dependent Origination 

Pratītyasamutpāda can be understood as a causal dependence. Although there are 

two other senses of dependent origination—mereological and conceptual imputation—the 

most fundamental sense of dependence that concerns us would be the causal one.4 This is 

how the Buddha describes dependent origination: “That being, this comes to be; from the 

arising of that, this arises. That being absent, this is not; from the cessation of that, this 

ceases.”5 That is, the arising of things is to be understood within the conditions that give 

rise to the things. In turn, the very conditions that give rise to things are also conditioned 

by other conditions, which in turn are conditioned by other conditions, and so on. But 

                                                 
4. Garfield, Engaging Buddhism, 25-36.  
5. Samyutta-nikaya, II, 28. 



Texas Tech University, Handrio Nurhan, August 2018 
 

6 
 

conditions are distinct from causes. Jay Garfield describes it in terms of Humean regularity: 

“If we ask why we attribute causation of barley sprouts to barley seeds, the answer is simply 

that when we plant barley seeds we get barley sprouts. We might in turn ask why that is…in 

each case, … Buddhist theorist responds by citing a deeper, more explanatory, perhaps 

broader regularity to which we can appeal in further explanation, and we promise in turn 

that these regularities will be embedded in still deeper regularities.”6 But there are, for 

Abhidharmikas, an end to such analysis, that is, ultimately existent dharmas—a kind of 

fundamentally irreducible cosmic constituents of reality. Hence, only dharmas can be said 

to exist, subsist, in the ultimate sense. All other phenomena are then mereological 

composition of dharmas. If only dharmas have independent and substantial existence, then 

objects in the world do not have such existence in virtue of them being merely an 

arrangement of dharmas. In other words, all composite phenomena lack intrinsic existence. 

Hence, all phenomena are empty in this sense of having no intrinsic existence. From this 

understanding of dependent origination, we can now elaborate on śūnyatā or emptiness.  

Emptiness/Śūnyatā 

The emptiness of all phenomena does not denote nonexistence, but rather a lack of 

certain property in a phenomenon. The dangerous tendency of understanding emptiness is 

that of the nonexistence or nihilist interpretation of emptiness which results in the view that 

nothing exists whatsoever in any meaningful sense—even for a Madhyamika this seems 

quite strange. The more reasonable interpretation of śūnyatā goes like the following: Let 

us return to dharmas as the fundamental constituent of all phenomena explained earlier in 

Dependent Origination. Only dharmas have any notion of ultimate existence and 

                                                 
6. Garfield, Engaging Buddhism, 29.  
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substantial existence. But Nagarjuna seems to take the notion of the emptiness of all 

phenomena even more seriously by extending the emptiness claim to even dharmas—they 

too must be empty of svabhāva. So, the relevant question is then: what is the character of 

the svabhāva-less dharmas that do not degenerate into nihilism? Perhaps we can think of 

dharmas as evanescent, momentary events, in a similar way that Alfred N. Whitehead’s 

notion of fundamentally primitive events or occasions as constituting reality in his process 

philosophy. Hence, instead of temporally subsisting substances, the notion of śūnyatā 

negates the essential property of being substances, that is, that things must continuously 

subsist and persist in space and time. Emptiness is then a negation of such conception of 

existence. This understanding of emptiness is crucial in the development of another 

Buddhist concept: anatta or no-self.  

Anatta/No-Self 

Following the emptiness doctrine, that there can be no intrinsic existence 

whatsoever, it follows that our conventional notion and understanding of a subsisting and 

continuous self must be reconsidered. For if there is a self, there is something that subsists, 

e.g., dharmas, and hence has svabhāva. But there cannot be such a thing as a self-subsistent 

thing. Buddhism is replete with the assertion that our notion and experience of having a 

self is one of the most persistent illusions we have. This persistent experience of self is the 

cause of many of our sufferings. When we think in the framework of an ‘I’, everything is 

related to us: my things, my feelings, my pains. But upon a close look, the Buddha 

expounded that there is no self in the first place. What I just presented however is a 

logical/rational derivation connecting śūnyatā to anatta. It is worth noting that the Buddha 

himself employed self-reflection/contemplation into the nature of self to arrive at the no-
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self conclusion independent of śūnyatā. In Western philosophy, the same result can be 

derived at by considering the concepts of numerical identity and indiscernibility as Hume 

and Leibniz did, as well as in multiple gedankenexperiments of self-fusion, fission, and 

molecular teleportation that Parfit employed to the same conclusion that there is no 

essential diachronic self as we conceive it conventionally.7 Nonetheless, both the no-self 

and emptiness concepts can work in tandem logically in that the former is an instantiation 

of the more general claim of the latter.   

 

  

                                                 
7. Ibid., 92-94.  
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CHAPTER II 

APPROACHING BUDDHIST ETHICS 

An account of Buddhist ethics, I claim, must retain the emphasis of dukkha, that is, 

as a solution to it. After all, the Four Noble Truths are centered around dukkha and how to 

finally be liberated from it (the Eightfold Noble Path). Nirvana or the cessation of dukkha 

is then the ultimate goal of the Buddhist path. At this point, one can ask if the path refers 

to a necessary and sufficient means to the goal of Nirvana, or merely one way toward 

Nirvana. If we consider the latter possibility, the path and the goal or destination are clearly 

distinct. That is, if Nirvana is a destination like Rome, there are many paths in which we 

can reach our destination. Some paths are longer, some are more arduous, but nonetheless 

there are these paths leading to the same destination. Notice that in this scenario, the paths 

themselves have no ultimate and necessary significance in relation to the destination. What 

is primary is the destination that we want to arrive at. If arriving demands a traverse via a 

path, then be it. But if offered a kind of teleportation device that enables us to reach our 

destination in an instant, we do not see any reason to reject it because this realizes our 

objective of ‘arriving at destination’ more effectively than any other paths available. 

Consider Nozick’s experience machine.8 Should one wish to experience nirvana through 

the machine?     

The proper Buddhist response however is to reject this analogy. The analogy 

assumes that only the destination matters. But what if there is no clear distinguishing line 

between the path and the destination itself? Consider another example: what if you are 

                                                 
8. Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), 42–45.  
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offered an instant winning in a badminton game? You do not have to run across the court, 

hit the shuttlecock, and best of all there will be no sweating involved. Of course, most of 

us (badminton lovers that is) would not take such an offer for the obvious reason that the 

offer mistakenly takes winning as the primary objective of the game. Winning is 

undeniably one objective in the game, but the enjoyment of the game comes from the whole 

game itself: the running, hitting, and sweating that the instant winning choice precisely 

excludes. Winning itself can only be understood meaningfully as something achieved 

through the running, hitting and sweating, while following all the rules of the game. Hence, 

winning in badminton can only be properly understood in its relation to these other aspects. 

In an analogous manner, perhaps we can think of the Eightfold Path as being intimately 

relationally intertwined with what attaining nirvana is in a way that resists reductive 

attempts to a ‘destination’ type thinking.  

In addition, consider the following comparison. Imagine that there is a pill that does 

extinguish cravings, attachments, and general moral ills, while also endows the person with 

desirable moral characters. Let us also assumes that being enlightened in the Buddhist 

sense entails these things. Would not taking this pill equals to being enlightened? I think 

not and here is why. Let us imagine the second case wherein a person attains enlightenment 

through years of meditating, practicing moral habits, etc, such that this person is now a 

morally admirable agent who understands the values of going through stages of realization, 

battling one’s own desires and urges, such that if given the choice of taking the 

enlightenment pill, he would refuse it. Thus, it seems there is a moral aspect or character 

that does not seem to be captured in the first case while the second case does capture. 

Perhaps then, attaining enlightenment involves a certain notion of self-cultivation through 
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one’s own internal efforts that the enlightenment pill cannot provide (as it is by definition 

involving external reliance).      

For instance, the Four Noble Truths claims that the cause of dukkha is a primal 

confusion of the nature of reality. That is, one exists through a certain mode of being, of 

seeing the world falsely. This is not simply a failure to see the world as it is, but “[i]nstead 

it is the diametrical opposite of that, maintaining the antithetical mode of apprehension.”9 

Hence it is the seeing of the world in a complete reversal of its true nature. Whereas 

everything in reality is impermanent and lacking intrinsic nature, we inevitably—by 

default—seeing things as permanent and substantive. Moreover, we believe and function 

with the idea of a self, and seeing the world as revolving around this notion of self: my 

world, my things, my feelings, my pains, my joy, etc. This yields to grasping and 

attachments which further exacerbates dukkha.  

 I suggest that to better understand Buddhist Ethics, we should not opt to formulate 

it in terms of the usual normative ethics such consequentialism and virtue ethics. There are 

various reasons against this move. One is that the variety of Buddhist doctrines and 

interpretations in the course of thousands of years since its inception ineluctably provides 

the difficulty of ever subsuming Buddhism into one theoretical umbrella. There is no such 

thing as monolithic theoretical entity wrapped in a label of Buddhism: there are only family 

resemblances of Buddhist schools. Understandably, one can find suitable instances 

supporting a consequentialist reading of Buddhist ethics, and similarly, one can readily 

find examples suitable under Virtue Ethics framework. There are even Buddhist duties akin 

to deontological ethics which suggests a theoretical possibility to construct a deontological 

                                                 
9. Tsongkhapa as quoted in Garfield, Engaging Buddhism, 9.  
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Buddhist ethics. But these three possibilities only demonstrate that in fact Buddhism 

contains all these parts from different ethical frameworks. To defend one position against 

another inevitably risks undermining the importance of a certain aspect in Buddhist ethical 

constitution itself. The better approach it seems to me must take into account the reality of 

the plurality of ethical aspects in Buddhism. That is, an account of Buddhist ethics which 

does not prioritize a certain aspect of Buddhist ethical consideration, where there is no clear 

indication by Buddhist writers themselves. But I understand that philosophers are not 

historians, and this is not a historiography, so what most philosophers should do is rational 

construction. Thus, a philosophical-rational account is needed to explain the reality of the 

ethical plurality in Buddhism.  

Some scholars have attempted to explain this reality away by collapsing them into 

one overarching ethical principle or the other. I argue however that such approach is 

mistaken. A candidate approach that comes closest to fulfill this task is the non-theoretical 

approach. The approach can be described best by contrasting it to the theoretical approach. 

Theoretical approach is defined by a unifying tendency in which ethical consideration is 

reduced to a single ethical principle. In the words of Bernard Williams, it is “the desire to 

reduce all ethical considerations to one pattern,…in ethics the reductive enterprise has no 

justification and should disappear.”10 Similarly when applied to Buddhist ethics, I advise 

against theoretically reductive approaches exemplified by consequentialism, deontology, 

and virtue theory. In the spirit of elucidating Buddhist ethics with its internal resources as 

much as possible, non-theoretic approach can achieve the preservation of the variety of 

Buddhist ethical considerations. Peter Harvey encapsulates this sentiment: “overall, the 

                                                 
10. Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

1985), 16-17. 
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rich field of Buddhist ethics would be narrowed by wholly collapsing it into any single one 

of the Kantian, Aristotelian or Utilitarian models.”11 But before delving into the non-

theoretic approach further, I would like to address attempts at elucidating Buddhist ethics 

in greater details and to show why we need to think beyond these approaches. Due to the 

limited materials and theoretic distance between deontology and Buddhist ethics, I shall 

only briefly discuss the possibility of deontological Buddhist ethics, while more focus 

would be devoted on consequentialist and virtue theory-inspired Buddhist ethics.  

Consequentialist Buddhist Ethics 

 What I mean by consequentialism here is the paradigmatic classical utilitarianism 

of Bentham and Mill. According to them the good is defined by pleasure, and the opposite 

end of pleasure—pain—is to be the antithesis of good. In a general formula, one is to pursue 

pleasure and avoid pain. Bentham is largely credited as the father of Utilitarianism, while 

Mill is regarded as his successor who further honed the theory. Mill complicates the notion 

of pleasure inherited from Bentham, arguing that not all pleasures are equal; there are lower 

and higher ones. The pleasure of reading Kant’s first Critique is supposedly different in 

kind and arguably higher than the pleasure from eating a cup of gelato (perhaps a 

contestable and controversial example for many people). Pleasures and pain can then be 

described by certain psychological states. Transplanted into Buddhism, utilitarianism 

seems a compatible framework in that Buddhists seem to be concerned with psychological 

states as well. In fact, Buddhism seems to offer a practical way, i.e., meditation, as a tool 

to temper the mind to a certain direction, i.e., to avoid pains and sufferings toward more 

                                                 
11. Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values, and Issues (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000), 51.  
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blissful and happy states of mind. As such, Buddhism seems utilitarian in its emphasis on 

psychological states identifiable with such similar states that utilitarianism endorses.  

 Plausible at first, but as soon as one focuses on the nature of pleasure in 

utilitarianism and Buddhism, the apparent compatibility breaks down. For instance, even 

though Mill distinguishes between lower and higher pleasures, they are pleasures 

nonetheless. That is, both can be justifiably pursued in utilitarian framework. Sexual 

pleasure is perhaps a lower form of pleasure than the intellectual one, but there is a sense 

in which they still belong as subset members of the general set of pleasures. The 

enlightenment that Buddhism pursues does not seem to be locatable within the general set 

of pleasure at all. In fact, it is more characteristically Buddhist to argue that pleasures—

even the higher intellectual ones—are a source of attachment and therefore suffering. Even 

though Buddhist enlightenment is supposed to be non-conceptual ineffability and 

accessible only experientially, one can say by way of negation what it is not. What Buddhist 

enlightenment is not it seems to me is pleasure-based description. No matter how intense 

and higher the pleasure is claimed to be, it is a category mistake to attribute it to 

enlightenment.  

In fact, it stands to reason that the more intense and absorbing a pleasure is, the 

more potentially addicting it is, and the more attachment would form. Attachment by itself 

is not yet sufficient account of why it contributes to suffering. But once one grants the 

impermanent metaphysical characteristic of all phenomena, attachment gives birth to 

sufferings because one thinks of the desired pleasure as something that they can grasp and 

maintain permanently, contra the impermanent nature of pleasure and by extension of all 

phenomena. Inevitably, the thing that one is attached to would be gone in time, and its 



Texas Tech University, Handrio Nurhan, August 2018 
 

15 
 

disappearance at least causes a twofold suffering: (1) the suffering directly resulting from 

the unfulfilled craving of pleasure due to the disappearance, (2) the psychological suffering 

from the realization of loss. The first suffering is directly resulting from the disappearance 

of the pleasurable thing, which then gives rise to craving. The second sense of suffering is 

psychological in that one is cognizant of the contrast between the before and after the 

disappearance, coupled with the realization that the thing one is so passionately attached 

to is no longer there. For instance, a billionaire who suddenly loses all his money and must 

now live poorly with debts suffers in the first way directly from losing the money as the 

means by which he purchases pleasurable things and so he craves the pleasures he was 

attached to. But he suffers further from the contrast that his mind lays before itself between 

his former rich life and the current poor life he leads, and the realization that his previous 

life would never come to him again. Every moment of his poor life now reminds him of 

his previously rich life, creating numerous reiterations of memory and the contrast between 

the two situations. Thus, one sees that the sufferings of the billionaire seems to grow from 

one thing that gives rise to further suffering, and so on and so forth—an instance of 

dependent origination on sufferings. 

Thus, even though we find numerous discussions of happiness and Buddhism in 

the same sentence and topic, there are good reasons to believe that happiness in Buddhism 

cannot be identified with the kind of pleasures that hedonistic classical utilitarianism is 

concerned with. One may object here by saying that I neglect to address many other 

formulations of utilitarianism after Mill which arguably exhibit subtler and more complex 

treatment of pleasures. To this I say that the problem I pointed out does not go away by 

positing some new formulations of pleasure. The problem is that Buddhism militates 
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against all pleasures ultimately because they lead to attachment. But it is not just pleasure, 

Buddhism treats everything that can cause attachment the same way. So, the rejection of 

pleasure in Buddhism derives from its more general rejection of a set of things that cause 

attachment and thus sufferings. The Buddhist soteriological answer to the problem of 

suffering is after all the state of nirvana or the cessation of samsara. One obvious 

interpretation of samsara would be the complete halt of the cycle of birth and death, that is, 

the cessation of the sort of existence which we human beings are instantiating. Such 

existence and its relevant reality are conditioned by impermanence, interdependence, and 

emptiness, which, if translated to human subjective experience becomes the experience of 

sufferings. It is the kind of existence conditioned by a default predisposition to suffering, 

dukkha. In light of this, such existence itself is to be negated. It follows that, everything 

that such existence enables—pleasures, pains, emotions, etc—is to be negated as well. 

Hence, utilitarianism cannot be descriptive of Buddhist ethics.  

Aristotelian Buddhist Ethics 

 There are tempting similarities between Aristotelian Virtue Ethics in its emphasis 

on cultivating virtuous character and regarding one’s entirety of life and an arahant who 

are characterized as morally virtuous being. Furthermore, the Aristotelian virtues seem to 

parallel that of the eightfold path and the six Paramitas, at least in their emphasis in 

character and value cultivation. Another similarity is in the idea of eudaimonia and 

Buddhist Nirvana as the highest ideal state that human beings can manifest and pursue. I 

argue that these similarities are however only on the surface, prima facie ones. Upon closer 

examination, the similarities disintegrate.   
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The Aristotelian highest virtue of mankind seems to be the rational activity of the 

mind which is characterized as the closest to divine character a man can ever hope to be. 

Aristotle therefore argues that philosophizing as an activity is the highest virtue one can 

exercise. After all, Aristotle is one of the three ancient philosophers credited with starting 

out the tradition of Western philosophy. His intellectual output was undeniably impressive 

in its breadth and depth to say the least. The Buddhist idea of enlightenment however is 

not synonymous with Aristotelian philosophizing activity. There is arguably less emphasis 

in thick intellectualism that Aristotle exhibits.  

For the emphasis in virtues, there is also a difficulty related to the Buddhist notion 

of no-self. This doctrine entails that there are no selves, no egos, no agents that can be 

meaningfully translated into our conventional way of understanding them as an enduring 

substance or existence of the kind in which moral properties can be anchored. In 

Aristotelian virtue ethics, the difficulty would be to imagine the virtues unattached to 

anything substantial such as a human self. After all, a good person in the Aristotelian sense 

is the center around which good virtues revolve around, the person at the center of it is 

identified as morally good person. But Buddhism denies that there is anything in that center. 

Hence, there cannot be good persons, virtuous persons, any persons. If one insists in 

knowing what is in that center in lieu of a self, one misses the point. The point of the no-

self is the negation of thinking and talking in that way, that is, in thinking about a 

substantive self. But at the same time it is also the negation of the thinking that there has 

to be a center around which emotions and dispositions revolve. What we have instead are 

emotions and dispositions manifesting in time and space continuum without fundamental 

distinction as to who is the rightful self who possesses them. This reasoning is then used 
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notably by Shantideva as the basis to promulgate the mission to alleviate sufferings qua 

sufferings simpliciter whenever and wherever they occur with no regard to the possessors 

of sufferings.12   

Furthermore, since Aristotle did not think in terms of how human life is 

fundamentally characterized with suffering in the Buddhist sense, Aristotle’s theory of the 

good life maintains a certain normalcy of life as part of that good life. Buddhism however 

views the normal mode of life we all have as shaped in the form of suffering. This is one 

major difference between Buddhism and Aristotelian Virtue Ethics. To the extent that 

virtue ethics talks about the good life, it does not have the soteriological tone that Buddhism 

has. Aristotle talks about how to live a good life, but there is not the kind of urgency that 

Buddhism seems to muster in presenting life’s default nature as problematically mired in 

suffering and in need of a resolution.  

Aristotle also conceives his ethics within a framework of teleology which speaks 

of function and, in human beings’ case, human nature. Hence, a part of the idea of a good 

life is the realization of the excellence of your function grounded in human nature, or your 

telos. Buddhism however can be said to reject the question ‘how to live the good life’ by 

denying the assumption that life can be good in the first place—life is dukkha. So long as 

one’s concern is on life itself, one can never overcome life—the character of which is 

suffering—itself.  

In Theravada Buddhist tradition, salvation is described in the form of entering the 

state of Nirvana and hence the cessation of this life and the cycle of life and birth itself. In 

                                                 
12. See Shantideva, The Way of the Bodhisattva (Boston: Shambhala, 1997), 123-4. This concerns 

the chapter 8, ‘Meditation,’ verses 90-103, in which it is argued that the alleviation of sufferings should not 
regard their possessors in the consideration for its alleviation based on the non-distinction between one’s self 
and others.   
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Mahayana tradition, the same notion of salvation still applies, but the Bodhisattva ideal 

becomes a salient feature of moral aim. The Bodhisattva ideal as a moral aspiration is 

directed not only for one’s own self perfection and character cultivation for the sake of 

one’s own salvation, but it is directed outward to save all suffering sentient beings. Thus, 

although Bodhisattvas exhibit virtuous characters, they are most distinguished and defined 

by their total commitment to save suffering beings even to the extent that they postpone 

their own entering the state of Nirvana—postponing their own salvation. This point—of 

saving others as a definitive ethical motive—does not figure in the Aristotelian good life 

theory.   

 As I have attempted to demonstrate, both consequentialism and virtue ethics failed 

to be descriptive of ethical concerns in Buddhism. Some of the reasons are simply internal 

theoretical differences: Buddhism contains some aspects of both theories but at the same 

time it is not one or the other. The fact that there are various ethical elements in Buddhism 

belonging to different normative theories is confounding. From one aspect, Buddhism is 

consequentialist in terms of the emphasis on the Buddhist path offering desirable 

consequences if practiced. From another aspect, Buddhism emphasizes certain character 

perfection such as the paramitas. It is confounding however only to the extent that it makes 

it difficult for subsumptive project to fully succeed. It seems that Buddhist ethical pieces 

are just too disparate and messy for a single theoretical subsumption. Notice that the feature 

of subsumptive project focuses on picking out one fundamental principle which trumps 

other available considerations. For instance, a universalist consequentialist reading would 

champion the principle of best possible outcome as the overarching and overriding moral 

axiom in the hierarchy of moral importance. It is this feature that encounters difficulties in 
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justifying the prioritizing of one principle over others in Buddhist ethics. Hence, we need 

to move away from the tendency to subsume Buddhist ethics into an overarching ethical 

principle.  

Non-Theoretical Approach                            

 Christopher M. Gowans distinguishes some non-theoretical approaches to Buddhist 

ethics: pluralist and particularist among others. 13  Gowans maintains that the pluralist 

approach takes the reality of ethical variety in Buddhism seriously by positing that 

“[p]erhaps they thought that all these values were important and were related to one another 

in a variety of ways, but did not think that they were systematically ordered in terms of one 

foundational or primary value.”14 This is certainly a plausible scenario that explains the 

reality of Buddhist ethical variety. But we need an account of what did these Buddhist 

thinkers do when they generated such ethical variety. Pluralism provides such an account 

by asserting that there are irreducible moral values, none of which can be derived from the 

other. In this sense, they are incommensurable values. In this way, pluralism can account 

for Buddhist ethical diversity by regarding at face value the main ethical aspects as they 

are observed. But this suggestion seems incompatible with Buddhist metaphysics. To begin 

with, endorsing moral pluralism’s feature of fundamental irreducibility seems to entail the 

existence of some fundamentally and ultimately self-sustaining things which are part of the 

world, namely, irreducible and incommensurable values. This however seems to contradict 

the metaphysical doctrine of pratītyasamutpāda or dependent origination. In a world where 

everything is dependently originated, there cannot be such things as irreducible 

                                                 
13. Christopher M. Gowans, Buddhist Moral Philosophy: An Introduction (New York: Routledge, 

2015), 147-165.  
14. Ibid., 149.  
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fundamental values in our ontology. Since these values are irreducible and fundamental, 

they must have independent and self-subsisting existence. But that is exactly the kind of 

existence that Buddhist metaphysics rejected. Hence, based on such metaphysical 

consideration, I do not think that pluralism can properly describe Buddhist ethics either. 

But perhaps I was being too strict with my ontology and presumed a certain moral 

metaphysics in mind, e.g., moral realism and its proposed moral properties in the world, 

which I rejected. Granted, there can be a formulation of moral pluralism that is less 

objectionable in its ontological commitment. But there is also another reason—less fancy 

than the ontological objection—as to why I am hesitant to endorse pluralism completely: 

it seems like in Mahayana tradition a single value trumps all others—karuna (care, 

compassion). Karuna is especially prominent in the ideal of a Bodhisattva, a being that 

possesses the bodhicitta—the strong desire to alleviate sufferings in other beings. Viewed 

from the prominence of karuna then, it seems like there is one single value under which all 

others are subsumed. Assuming this is true, it is difficult to defend moral pluralism’s claim 

at face value.           

Moral Particularism 

The last consideration is to understand Buddhist ethics as particularist. First let us 

sketch what moral particularism is in contemporary moral philosophy. There are various 

ways to lay out moral particularism. In Ethics Without Principles, Jonathan Dancy asserts, 

“Particularists think that moral judgement can get along perfectly well without any appeal 

to principles, indeed that there is no essential link between being a full moral agent and 

having principles.”15 Moreover, particularism is “the claim that there are no defensible 

                                                 
15. Jonathan Dancy, Ethics Without Principles (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), 1.  
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moral principles, that moral thought does not consist in the application of moral principles 

to cases, and that the morally perfect person should not be conceived as the person of 

principle.”16 Dancy contrasts the particularist position with that of the generalist: “Ethical 

generalism is the view that the rationality of moral thought and judgment depends on 

suitable provision of moral principles.” 17  In opposition to the generalist, a moral 

particularist thus maintains that the rationality of moral thought and judgment does not 

depend on moral principles. For generalism, moral judgment is about “the application of 

principles to cases.”18 Inherent in the exercise of applying principles to cases, rationality is 

a virtue. Hence, as rational agents, we are bound to the virtue of consistency in applying 

our principles to cases. Furthermore, since these principles are taken to be general, they 

must apply to all cases. Thus, when one principle is identified, rationality dictates that one 

must consistently apply it to cases. This tenet describes a large part of moral philosophy. 

From general moral principles we derive right and wrong actions. In specific cases, we are 

expected to apply the general principles to specific cases with consistency.   

Generalism is also how we have many ethical puzzles which seem to be one of the 

hallmarks of much of twentieth century moral philosophy, and perhaps to this day. It is 

quite typical in some introductory classes to Ethics, undergraduates are presented with the 

Trolley Problem gedankenexperiment. The problem supposedly functions as a test for our 

moral intuition, that is, what sort of moral principle do we intuitively subscribe to? One 

typical answer involves a utilitarian calculus, and when a student commits him/herself to 

the answer, the instructor would then set up a new scenario—either the modified Trolley 

                                                 
16. Jonathan Dancy, “Moral Particularism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2017: 1. 
17. Ibid.  
18. Ibid., 3.  
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situation with an added bridge over the rail, or the ER doctor scenario—designed to 

confront the student with seemingly obvious choice if the student were to be consistent in 

applying his or her principle identified in the first case. However, the said choice would 

seem to be morally objectionable, even though it seems that principally it is the consistent 

one. Over the years a variety of the Trolley Problems were devised to supposedly test the 

consistency of moral principles applied to it. We have many other similarly constructed 

ethical problems, the non-identity problem by Derek Parfit for instance. 19 The clever 

problem again demonstrates to us that there are cases in which the consistent application 

of a moral principle leads to unacceptable conclusions or actions. Papers upon papers were 

produced to solve the problem by analyzing and rejecting certain premise, offering varied 

solutions to the said problem. But as almost always is the case in moral philosophy, the 

proposed solution soon to be met with an unacceptable implication. Parfit’s own solution 

to the non-identity problem soon confronts him with a new problem, the so-called 

Repugnant Conclusion. Sure enough, papers have been produced addressing this problem 

as before. This is all interesting and intellectually stimulating to be sure. But perhaps we 

need to take a step back and scrutinize the initial assumption of generalism and consistency 

which propelled the proliferation of such problems in the first place. 

This is where particularism enters: if moral judgment and action do not need 

principles, the need to solve ethical problems resulting from an attempt at consistent 

application of principles is exhausted. In ethics, another way to phrase it is the assertion 

that there are no general ethical principles that can apply to all relevant cases. But this can 

still mean that there are principles applicable to limited cases. Indeed, only in this limited 

                                                 
19. Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984).  
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fashion can principle ever play a role, that is, in contributing to moral deliberation in 

specific cases. However, one must not think that the utilization of principle in such cases 

as a necessary element to moral deliberation, and neither should principles be thought of 

in the generalist sense of being generalizable to all cases. For instance, in the classic Trolley 

problem where one must essentially choose between lesser or more loss of lives, and 

utilitarian principle seems to yield a defensible answer. But then when one is forced to be 

consistent in a different case of the ER doctor, a particularist would reject the demand of 

consistency in this regard because the case involves an entirely different arrangement of 

details that needs to be considered in moral deliberation. The utilitarian principle used in 

such a case can only be regarded as a kind of limited heuristic, but nothing more than that. 

Particularists acknowledge that the reality of moral life is too subtle and complex “that no 

panoply of principles could ever manage to capture.”20  

I shall now turn to scholars who have addressed Buddhist Ethics in terms of 

particularism. The earliest one is probably Charles Hallisey’s article in the Journal of 

Buddhist Ethics.21 Written before Jonathan Dancy’s Ethics Without Principles,22 Hallisey 

asks if “What is the family of ethical theory to which Buddhism belongs?”23 is the proper 

question to begin with. But of course, the question assumes that there is an ethical theory 

to be found in Buddhism which we need to simply point out and categorize into a familiar 

ethical theory. If our assumption turns out to be wrong, he argues that one must question if 

“Buddhist always employed some ethical theory or other to justify their moral principles 

                                                 
20. Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, 2. 
21. Charles Hallisey, “Ethical Particularism in Theravada Buddhism,” Journal of Buddhist Ethics 3 

(1996): 32-43.  
22. Dancy, Ethics Without Principles.  
23. Hallisey, “Ethical Particularism,” 35.  
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and to guide their moral decisions.”24 Hallisey suggests that the answer is plausibly a 

negative. That is, Buddhism is a kind of particularist position. Hallisey contrasts 

particularism with what Chisholm calls methodism in epistemology, the assertion that to 

know an instance of knowledge we must first know the criterion for knowledge. Applied 

to ethics, Methodism contends that a method or criterion needs to be established prior to 

the identification of an instance of moral action or good.25 Consistency is highly regarded 

in Methodism just as within generalism. But I think Gowans rightly points out that 

Hallisey’s usage of Chisholm’s sense of particularism “is not the view that general 

principles (criteria) are non-existent or unimportant. Rather, it is the view that general 

principles must be established on the basis of an assumed prior knowledge of particular 

instances.”26 Thus, if we accept Hallisey’s sense of particularism, we seem to be saying 

that principles of ethics must be established from instances.  

Michael Barnhart similarly attempted to describe Buddhist ethics in terms of 

particularism, but unlike Hallisey, he explicitly employed Dancy’s notion of ethical 

particularism.27 The main argument involves Dancy’s reason holism, the claim that “a 

feature that is a reason in one case may be no reason at all, or an opposite reason, in 

another,”28 dictates that each unique situation would render various features of the situation 

to be different reasons that there is no one single way to determine what they are in a 

particular situation. The key then lies in the moral deliberation in each case, considering 

each feature and competing reasons. Rationality and wisdom are called forth prominently 

                                                 
24. Ibid., 37. 
25. Ibid., 38.  
26. Gowans, Buddhist Moral Philosophy, 157.  
27. Michael Barnhart, “Theory and Comparison in the Discussion of Buddhist Ethics,” Philosophy 

East & West 62, no. 1 (2012): 29-33.  
28. Dancy, Ethics Without Principles, 7.   
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here and given vital roles in deliberating decisions. The technicalities in constructing 

ethical particularism have been addressed by Dancy in great details, but our 

characterization of Buddhist particularist ethics need not rely completely on Dancy’s exact 

theory. After all, the main point I would like to drive home is the real possibility to resort 

to non-theoretical approach to Buddhist ethics. Thus, it may well be the case that even 

though Dancy’s formulation and Buddhist ethics are united in their particularist conclusion, 

they can have different reasons and details.  

There are at least two such reasons for a particularist Buddhist ethics. One may be 

found in the notion of dependent origination. Phenomena in Buddhism are conceived in a 

complex network of interdependent relations (via Dependent Origination). As such, it 

stands to reason that any general principle that picks out only intention, action, or virtue, 

necessarily simplifies the situation. Thus, reality is granted a level of complexity that 

renders any subsumptive ethics at the end of analysis limited and falls short of the general 

applicability that the principle in ethical principle claims to be. We can think of this as a 

defeater from the nature of phenomenal reality.  

The second reason or defeater pertains to the notion of emptiness or śūnyatā. A Buddhist 

may say that general moral principles are empty of the generality that are claimed, they 

could not contain anything ultimate, and therefore can only be conventionally true. 

Epistemically this may mean that general principles can never apply generally because they 

do not and cannot capture the complexity of reality in toto—citing our first defeater earlier.  

There is the worry here that when we consider these two defeaters together, this 

should also mean that particularism cannot really capture the complexity of reality because 

in the end even particularism contains a kind of principle dictating what should happen in 
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specific situations. But one must remember that the sort of principle in particularism is not 

ethical principle per se, but a principle of rational/logical operation pertaining to 

particularism itself. Thus, there is nothing particularly ethical about the recommendation 

to consider and reconsider various reasons in each situation. Moreover, the ethical 

judgment in particularism comes not from its particularist structure, but from a different 

source that is opened to discussion. In relation to Buddhist ethics, one obvious candidate 

to me is the cultivation of bodhicitta and karuna (compassion) through the Buddhist 

practice, to the effect that in Buddhist ethical particularism, moral judgment is a form of 

Buddhist skillful means, or Upāya. In the following chapter, I shall argue for the claim that 

the whole of Buddhist ethics is an Upāya. To understand this, I shall now devote the next 

chapter on Upāya. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE SKILLFUL MEANS—UPĀYAKAUŚALYA 

 The skillful means, or expedient means, or Upāyakauśalya, is a Buddhist concept 

prominent in the Mahayana Buddhist tradition. But there does not seem to be many studies 

devoted to the concept in comparison to other important ones in Buddhism such as 

emptiness, dependent origination, and impermanence. The only book-length study 

available in English on the matter was by Michael Pye.29 But even Pye himself noted that 

studies on Upāya are scarce—though less so than in the West—in East Asia where 

Mahayana Buddhism predominates.30 Aside from its prevalent importance in Mahayana 

tradition, the phrase itself is used widely in Japanese modern language as Hōben (方便), 

which was the original Chinese translation of Upāyakauśalya,31 albeit losing some of the 

more deeper philosophical meaning in its usage. Returning to the Buddhist use case, it is 

first extensively used in the Lotus Sutra (Saddharma Puṇḍarīka Sūtra) as the kind of 

devices that the Buddha employs to bring unenlightened beings to Nirvana.32 In Chapter 2 

of the Lotus Sutra, which the great translator Kumarajiva revealingly titled ‘The 

Upāyakauśalya,’ the Buddha is said to have awaken from his profound meditative state 

(which he entered in the first chapter). The Buddha then expounded the doctrine of the 

skillful means, Upāyakauśalya, by which he disseminates teachings according to the 

capacities of the listeners. In the next chapter, the Sutra talks about a parable of a father 

who lures his children out of a burning house by promising them various toy carts, once 

                                                 
29. Michael Pye, Skillful Means: A Concept in Mahayana Buddhism (London: Routledge, 2003).  
30. Ibid., 1.  
31. Ibid., 137-154, where Michael Pye devoted an extensive chapter on the usage of the term in 

modern Japanese language.  
32. Ibid., 2.  
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the children were lured to safety, the father revealed that there was only one big cart after 

all.    

 On a less charitable interpretation, this may signify that the story simply argues for 

the superiority of Mahayana teaching (represented by the one true cart the father eventually 

revealed) as compared to the teachings that came before it. The story seems to insinuate 

that the other teachings were like the falsely promised carts, in that they did not represent 

anything substantive and merely devices to the true teachings (presumably Mahayana). 

Thus, Upāya is merely a rhetorical device to discredit pre-Mahayana teachings. Perhaps 

there is a certain truth to the meaning of Upāya in this respect. But a more charitable 

interpretation is perhaps apt seeing how Mahayana teachings and thinkers have captured 

the imagination of many people in Asia, including the philosophically profound thinkers 

such as Nagarjuna, Chandrakirti, etc. Doctrinally and textually as well, there are good 

reasons to interpret Upāya in a more sophisticated manner. Thus, I think there are two 

meanings of Upāya. The first is the narrow view of Upāya, by which enlightened beings, 

e.g., the historical Buddha, teach according to the needs and abilities of the student—a kind 

of pedagogical judgment. Nothing controversial here. The second understanding of Upāya 

is philosophically more complex, let us call it the broad Upāya.         

The Monk Arittha, the Water-Snake, and the Raft 

To understand what broad Upāya means, I shall direct our attention to the 

Alagaddupama Sutta (Majjhima Nikaya 22) which contains two famous—and 

instructive—similes of the water-snake and the raft.33 The sutta begins with Arittha, a 

disciple monk of the Buddha, who seems to gain an understanding of certain teachings of 

                                                 
33. Bhikkhu Bodhi, ed., In the Buddha’s Words: An Anthology of Discourses from the Pāli Canon 

(Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications, 2005), 386.  
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the Buddha to the effect that certain obstructive (to the attainment of enlightenment) things 

that the Buddha taught seem to be non-obstructive. The other disciples could not convince 

him otherwise, and so the Buddha himself was informed. After admonishing Arittha of the 

error of his view, the Buddha preached the water-snake simile and the raft simile, in that 

order. In discerning the meaning of the two similes in tandem, I argue for an interpretive 

understanding of the broad Upāya. What follows below are the two similes.  

The water-snake simile begins with a man who is said to be in need and in searching 

of a water-snake. When he found it, he grasped the snake by the tail, which resulted in the 

snake biting him in several places, causing the man suffering and eventually death. The 

Buddha asked rhetorically why this happened, and gave an answer:  

Because of the wrong-graspedness of the water-snake. In the same way, 
there is the case where some worthless men study the Dhamma... Having 
studied the Dhamma, they don't ascertain the meaning of those Dhammas 
with their discernment. Not having ascertained the meaning of those 
Dhammas with their discernment, they don't come to an agreement through 
pondering. They study the Dhamma both for attacking others and for 
defending themselves in debate. They don't reach the goal for which 
[people] study the Dhamma. Their wrong grasp of those Dhammas will lead 
to their long-term harm & suffering. Why is that? Because of the wrong-
graspedness of the Dhammas.34 
 

This simile is often interpreted as the dangers of misinterpreting the teachings of the 

Buddha. After all, this simile was propounded right after the monk Arittha misapprehended 

the Buddha’s teachings. The Buddha is then thought to be giving a lesson to his disciples 

to not misinterpret or misapprehend his teachings. This is of course generally true, but there 

is more in the passage. The Buddha said in effect that some worthless (‘foolish’ is used in 

a different translation) men studied the Dhammas ‘both for attacking others and defending 

themselves in debate,’ followed by ‘they don’t reach the goal from which [people] study 

                                                 
34. Thanissaro Bhikkhu (trans), https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.than.html  

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.than.html
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the Dhamma.’ It seems that the Buddha observed that people tend to ruminate on the 

theoretic details of his teachings such as those occurred in doctrinal debates where 

participants can make use of his teachings as premises and draw inferences based on them. 

In fact, what the monk Arittha did was exactly that: making a valid inference (likely valid, 

since the other disciples couldn’t manage to point to anything expressly wrong with his 

conclusion) from the initial teachings of the Buddha as the premises. But nonetheless, 

despite the validity of the inference, the Buddha still admonished him. Why could it be?  

 The passage ‘they don’t reach the goal for which [people] study the Dhamma’ 

suggests to us that there is a certain specific purpose in which the Buddha expounded 

specific teachings. If we assume the validity of Arittha’s inference, then it stands to reason 

that the teaching is not stated and meant as a general principle of some sort with which one 

can perform the usual logical inference operation of laying out possible implications. To 

this point, the passage ‘they don’t reach the goal for which [people] study the Dhamma’ 

seems to be suggesting that there is a goal, a purpose in studying the Dhamma—it is not 

just to know in detail what the Dhamma is. If Dhamma is factually descriptive statements, 

then knowing what those statements are should be sufficient to know what Dhamma is 

about. Then at the very least, Dhamma is not meant to be only descriptive. Perhaps the 

descriptive element is secondary to another more salient or constitutive element. If one 

focuses only on the descriptive element, and makes inferences from it one would then 

commit ‘the wrong-graspedness of the Dhammas.’ Hence, the Water-Snake simile seems 

to suggest that there is a certain way that the Dhammas need to be understood, denoted by 

the opposite of ‘the wrong-graspedness of the Dhammas’. What exactly could this ‘right-

graspedness of the Dhammas’ mean? I argue that it consists in seeing the intendedness of 
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the teachings. To understand what I mean, let us now turn to the Raft simile which was set 

out immediately after the Water-Snake simile in Alagaddupama Sutta: 

"Monks, I will teach you the Dhamma compared to a raft, for the purpose 
of crossing over, not for the purpose of holding onto. Listen & pay close 
attention. I will speak."  
 
Blessed One said: "Suppose a man were traveling along a path. He would 
see a great expanse of water, with the near shore dubious & risky, the further 
shore secure & free from risk, but with neither a ferryboat nor a bridge going 
from this shore to the other. The thought would occur to him, 'Here is this 
great expanse of water, with the near shore dubious & risky, the further 
shore secure & free from risk, but with neither a ferryboat nor a bridge going 
from this shore to the other. What if I were to gather grass, twigs, branches, 
& leaves and, having bound them together to make a raft, were to cross over 
to safety on the other shore in dependence on the raft, making an effort with 
my hands & feet?' Then the man, having gathered grass, twigs, branches, & 
leaves, having bound them together to make a raft, would cross over to 
safety on the other shore in dependence on the raft, making an effort with 
his hands & feet. [7] Having crossed over to the further shore, he might 
think, 'How useful this raft has been to me! For it was in dependence on this 
raft that, making an effort with my hands & feet, I have crossed over to 
safety on the further shore. Why don't I, having hoisted it on my head or 
carrying it on my back, go wherever I like?' What do you think, monks: 
Would the man, in doing that, be doing what should be done with the raft?" 
 
"No, lord." 
 
"And what should the man do in order to be doing what should be done with 
the raft? There is the case where the man, having crossed over, would think, 
'How useful this raft has been to me! For it was in dependence on this raft 
that, making an effort with my hands & feet, I have crossed over to safety 
on the further shore. Why don't I, having dragged it on dry land or sinking 
it in the water, go wherever I like?' In doing this, he would be doing what 
should be done with the raft. In the same way, monks, I have taught the 
Dhamma compared to a raft, for the purpose of crossing over, not for the 
purpose of holding onto. Understanding the Dhamma as taught compared 
to a raft, you should let go even of Dhammas, to say nothing of non-
Dhammas."35 
 

                                                 
35. Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Majjhima Nikaya 22, Access to Insight: 

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.than.html   

https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.022.than.html
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This simile seems to be saying that the Buddha’s teachings are to be regarded as a raft for 

the purpose of crossing over the sea of suffering. This “suggests that all the Buddha’s 

teachings have provisional status and that it is mistaken to cling to them as anything more 

than expedient means.”36 If we interpret Upāya as something to this effect, a far more 

interesting interpretation develops. What does it mean to regard it only as expedient means? 

The simile is clear that once the purpose of the teaching is fulfilled, i.e., to cross over, the 

teaching is not needed anymore since one has crossed over. If one keeps the raft out of 

attachment, one is only unnecessarily burdened in one’s journey on land. This last point, 

that the raft should be discarded, indicates that the Buddha’s teachings do not possess 

ultimate meaning: they are conventionally true. They are simply expedient means for 

certain purposes only, i.e., liberation from suffering.  

If Buddhism consists in the teachings of the Buddha, then Buddhism itself is by 

extension also an expedient means, not ultimate in any sense. The assertion can be better 

understood within the framing of Buddhism as a system of praxis, not thought. What I 

mean is that Buddhism must be understood in its commitment and emphasis to liberate 

sentient beings from the sufferings that is dukkha. With this objective, everything else in 

Buddhism practically and doctrinally is understood only in relation to this main objective. 

I shall now articulate some implications of this view.  

First, it implies that all Buddhist teachings, even the metaphysical doctrines such 

as interdependence and no-self, must not be understood as metaphysical propositions as 

such. In this sense there is no metaphysical propositions in Buddhism. They must not be 

understood as ultimately describing what the nature of reality is descriptively. This 

                                                 
36. John Schroeder, “Truth, Deception, and Skillful Means in the Lotus Sutra,” Asian Philosophy 

21, no. 1 (2011): 37.  
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corroborates why the Buddha seems reluctant at times in answering metaphysical 

questions: In a famous story recorded in the Pāli text Majjhima Nikaya 63, the Buddha 

addressed his disciple monk Malunkyaputta who was very keen for answers to 

metaphysical questions that he threatened to leave the Order if the Buddha refuses to 

answer him.37 The Buddha answered by telling Malunkyaputta a story about a person 

mortally wounded by a poisoned arrow. Instead of allowing the surgeon to treat and save 

his life, the wounded man insisted on first knowing the various details of the arrow’s 

material, shooting angle, the shooter’s identity, origin, family, etc. The story can mean 

simply that the Buddha does not think that metaphysics is needed for the solution to human 

suffering. At the outset this interpretation seems to contradict his earlier teachings about 

the fundamental nature of reality that accounts for the reason for dukkha or human suffering. 

Since Dukkha is quite clearly related to a metaphysical explanation of how things are as 

they relate to human beings, it is characteristically metaphysical. To resolve this apparent 

inconsistency perhaps the better interpretation is that Buddha thinks that metaphysics has 

a role to play only to the extent that it contributes to solving the problem of human suffering. 

As such, there are metaphysical facts that contribute to the problem solving, and those that 

do not. Thus, the Buddha’s poisoned arrow story is, at minimum, suggesting that one 

should not dwell in metaphysical speculations that do not help in solving the problem of 

suffering. Metaphysical speculations and analyses can quickly turn into an inquiry for the 

sake of itself, down the rabbit hole so to speak, that the actual soteriological objective of 

the alleviation of suffering is eclipsed. This does not mean to say that metaphysical analysis 

does not lead anywhere descriptive of reality, nor does it say that it does. Hence, it remains 

                                                 
37. Bodhi, In the Buddha’s Words, 230-3.   
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an open possibility that the Buddha is not saying that metaphysics as a mode of 

epistemological inquiry is futile in terms of achieving its purported object of inquiry. The 

main reason of the Buddha’s avoidance of metaphysical questions may derive solely from 

his concerns that such intellectual pursuits distract Buddhists from attaining their 

enlightenment irrespective of whether metaphysics has epistemological merits at all.     

 Another possibility is to say that the Buddha avoids metaphysics. His avoidance 

can then be taken to indicate and delineate a set of metaphysical issues that do not and 

cannot contribute to the soteriological aim, irrespective of their status of epistemic 

accessibility. Such set has no imaginable or possibly perceivable connections whatsoever 

with the soteriological aim in the same way that, say, knowing the derivation of Hawking’s 

radiation equation has nothing to contribute to deciding what to cook for dinner tonight. 

But obviously, Buddhism is not devoid of metaphysical concepts. As such it implies that 

there is also a set of metaphysical issues that do contribute to the cause of soteriological 

aim, e.g., the concepts of dependent origination, no-self, and emptiness—though still 

irrespective of their status of epistemic accessibility. Irrespective in this case simply means 

that the contribution of metaphysical issues or concepts to the soteriological aim can be 

related to the truth of the statements, or not at all. In case where the former is true, true or 

correct metaphysical understanding contributes to liberation from suffering in such a way 

that the wrong metaphysical understanding is a contributive cause of sufferings. Such 

construal then allows for the correct understanding of metaphysics to be equivalent to the 

cessation of the cause of suffering. In case where metaphysical concepts’ contribution to 

the soteriological aim is not in virtue of their truth or correctness, then it can only be due 
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to the kind of function illustrated in some of the parables in the Lotus sutra. In other words, 

they are contributive as a form of Upāya.  

Metaphysics as Upāya  

In other words, there are generally two possible interpretations of the role and status 

of metaphysics in Buddhism. One is where selected metaphysical concepts and their correct 

understandings are contributing to the cessation of suffering because suffering is, partly 

and necessarily, due to the wrong understanding of reality. The other interpretation 

contends that selected metaphysical concepts contributes to the cessation of suffering not 

because somehow the correct understanding of metaphysics is vital to solving the problem 

of suffering, but only to the extent that thinking in a certain way about how the world is 

helps with achieving liberation. I maintain that only the second interpretation is consistent 

with the broad Upāya view.   

Many Western philosophers seem to take the first interpretation. This interpretation 

renders metaphysics a very important role not only because the search for truth is in itself 

valuable, but also because it directly contributes to the ultimately practical soteriological 

aim of liberation in virtue of its status. As such, there is a harmonious synthesis between 

the status and role of metaphysics: the (epistemic and ontological) status (that it 

corresponds to the way reality is) pertains to the role of such metaphysics in contributing 

to the ethics. In a way, this is a great defense for the necessity of metaphysics in general. 

But more than that, this interpretation does have a powerful attractive force in presenting 

Buddhism as a moral outlook which combines the search for metaphysical truth as 

fundamentally related to ethics.   
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Under this interpretation of the relation between metaphysics and ethics, Upāya can 

then be understood as a pedagogical rationing of some sort. That is, in disseminating the 

highest teaching which corresponds to the truest teachings about, among other things, the 

true nature of reality, the Buddha took the liberty in using his great wisdom to perceive the 

capacity and situation of his listeners. Perhaps the Buddha was akin to a genius observer 

and perceiver of human psychological states. According to these criteria the Buddha 

preached his teachings. The contents of these various teachings are then able to be 

hierarchized based on how close they are to the ultimate highest teaching. In this way, 

Upāyakauśalya leads to the categorization of teachings, such as the placing of a certain 

tradition to be the truest of all.  

The problem with this interpretation is that the conception of ethics is connected to 

the correct establishment of metaphysics. As such, this ethical construction inherits the set 

of epistemological problems in determining the truth of metaphysical statements. If the 

history of philosophy is of any pointer, the hope of arriving at epistemologically 

unproblematic metaphysics is not hopeful to put it mildly. Thus, the direct link between 

metaphysics and ethics we have earlier established as the merit of such interpretation has 

now become a double-edged sword: since ethics in this conception is only possible in virtue 

of a correct metaphysics, ethics is now vulnerable to threats on its very existence. Doubtless 

this puts further tension and urgency on metaphysics, but I am not so sure if our 

epistemology can deliver the kind of metaphysics with sufficient truth for ethics. As such 

we have a very high stake to play with here.  
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A notable example of metaphysics-ethics relation can be seen in Garfield’s 

formulation of Buddhist ethics as a moral phenomenology. 38  Garfield argues that 

“Buddhist moral theorists see ethics as concerned…with the nature of our experience. That 

is…with the transformation of our experience of the world and hence our overall 

comportment to it.” 39  The transformation is partly obtained by adhering to Buddhist 

metaphysical concepts, and in many ways are conclusions or implications derived from 

metaphysics. Hence, Garfield connects ethics as located within the network of 

interdependence and action theory with karma. 40  Garfield’s postulation assumes 

metaphysics qua metaphysics, that is, propositional and descriptive about the way reality 

is. Following in Garfield’s footsteps, an even clearer example can be seen in Daniel 

Aitken’s formulation of Buddhist ethics: “the Buddhist soteriological goal of liberation 

from suffering is achieved not through faith, but through reason. Liberation is not a reward 

for ethical conduct, but is…the state of the morally mature person who experiences the 

world mediated by an accurate metaphysical understanding.”41 In Aitken’s formulation we 

see how Buddhist ethics is predicated on the ‘accurate metaphysical understanding.’ But 

again as I have elaborated earlier, this puts an unnecessarily gargantuan strain and burden 

on Buddhist ethics inherited from justifying metaphysics and all of its related problems.  

Moreover, the poisoned-arrow story seems to be against metaphysics as 

counterproductive to attaining liberation. Perhaps Aitken can interject here by saying that 

the Buddha is simply pointing to the tendency and dangers of metaphysics when one is 

                                                 
38. Garfield, Engaging Buddhism, 278-317.  
39. Ibid., 279.  
40. Ibid., 280-285.  
41. Daniel T. Aitken, "Experience and Morality: Buddhist Ethics as Moral Phenomenology" (PhD 

diss., University of Tasmania, 2016), 2.  
 



Texas Tech University, Handrio Nurhan, August 2018 
 

39 
 

completely absorbed in it for the sake of metaphysics itself. Aitken may further claim that 

the Buddha as such is not against the role that metaphysics can play, especially 

metaphysical concepts that directly pertain to Buddhist ethical conceptions. Indeed, there 

does seem to be such prominent metaphysical concepts in Buddhism that relates directly 

to its ethics. Most prominently, that dukkha is conceived as primarily caused by a confused 

view of reality (that it is permanent, subsisting, and having independent self). How can one 

solve this?             

My solution is to interpret Buddhist metaphysics through the broad view of Upāya. 

That is, metaphysical concepts are considered as skillful means to assist us in solving the 

problem of suffering. In contrast to the first interpretation above, metaphysics as Upāya is 

not metaphysics proper. Hence, it does not concern itself with the epistemic truth status of 

metaphysics. What it concerns itself with is the alleviation of suffering. One can then 

suggest that metaphysics should only be regarded as a useful element in a greater 

soteriological schema of Buddhism. So, the status of metaphysics is a skillful ‘construction’ 

in means that has no ultimate truth regarding how the world is: what it cares about is 

whether the construction contributes to extinguishing dukkha eventually. Hence, in this 

sense, there is no metaphysics in Buddhism. But I am not suggesting that 

pratītyasamutpāda, anatta, and impermanence are just ‘merely’ clever constructions either. 

It’s not like any construction can work. Obviously, there is a great conceptual unity and 

harmony in those three concepts especially in relation to Buddhist soteriology.  

I suggest that instead of treating them as metaphysical concepts or merely clever 

constructions, we treat those three concepts as phenomenological remedies to the Buddhist 

diagnosis of our interior subjectivity. That is, I claim that the Buddhist analysis of our 
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psychology is phenomenological—it describes how our subjective psychological 

interiority perceives and interprets the world or how the world appears 

phenomenologically in our consciousness. Putting it this way, we do not focus on the 

‘outside’ world and avoids talking about metaphysics. Hence, the solution to suffering that 

Buddhism prescribes is necessarily also phenomenological in that it is directed at how to 

experience in the way that does not lead to suffering. Thus, we understand Buddhism rather 

differently now as completely and thoroughly internal and phenomenological. My position 

might remind readers to the ideas of perhaps Berkeley’s idealism, or, within Buddhism 

itself, the Yogācāra ‘citta-mātra (mind-only)’ school. But both Berkeley and Yogācārins 

assert what the nature of reality is (roughly that everything is mind only) and hence 

metaphysical, whereas my position just does not speak of such thing at all, following the 

Buddha’s refusal to talk about metaphysics in the poisoned-arrow story. As such, the 

apparent problem that, on the one hand the poisoned-arrow story seems to be against 

discussing metaphysics, and on the other hand Buddhism seems prima facie replete in a 

non-trivial way with metaphysical concepts which are directly tied to its soteriology, is 

dissolved.  

This interpretation can whole-heartedly endorse the kind of moral phenomenology 

that Garfield and Aitken advocate without worrying about metaphysical baggage. Buddhist 

metaphysics as upāya then means a phenomenological restructuring of experience to the 

effect that one experiences the world as interconnected, the self as no-self, and everything 

as empty of inherent existence. One can cognitively grasp or understand these concepts, 

but eventually the emphasis on praxis in Buddhism means that they all meant to be 

experienced. Conceived as such, one can now see that the notion of metaphysics in 
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Buddhism does not need to be conceived as metaphysics in the conventional sense of the 

word (one that makes Aitken’s use of ‘accurate metaphysical understanding’ possible). In 

our new understanding, the right word to use on Buddhist ‘metaphysics’ is not ‘accurate,’ 

but ‘proper’ as in ‘this sort of experiences properly leads to the proper views and feelings 

which lead to proper conducts’; and even better, ‘conducive’ as in ‘these phenomenological 

restructuring is conducive to liberation from suffering.’ Hence, what is traditionally 

thought of as Buddhist metaphysical concepts turn out to be a phenomenological 

prescription and aspiration, desirable phenomenological states to aim for because they lead 

to the liberation from suffering. In talking about them in this way, I have managed to talk 

about the same things that are vital in Buddhism without conceiving them as metaphysics. 

I further contend that this turn from metaphysics to phenomenology is upāya, a 

skillful means that leads to liberation. It is a skillful means in at least two regards. First, 

because it is not meant as a universal metaphysical truth about the world, and only pertains 

to our phenomenology—hence they are only conventionally true with respect to our 

phenomenological makeups. Secondly, the fact that I had to argue for the 

phenomenological reading is a direct acknowledgement that the metaphysical reading is 

the obvious first choice for many interpreters both past and present—but why?  

This is where the Buddhist insight comes through in its realization that our default 

cognitive and phenomenological outlooks tend to reify outwardly and hence experience the 

world in that way—a different way to formulate the cause of Dukkha. Hence, the most 

natural way to lead people to change such outlook is to address them as they appear, as 

metaphysical view about the world. Hence, we arrived at the metaphysical interpretation 

where the cause of Dukkha is said to be the wrong understanding about reality. And hence 
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the solution is the promulgation of the right view of metaphysics, that the world is in fact 

dependently originated, impermanent, and that there is no self. Notice that all three are 

basically the opposite of existence independently sustained, permanent, and having a self. 

This is perhaps the most natural way that our mind can grasp the world, in terms of the 

opposite of our default understanding. This is perhaps why Buddhism is replete with the 

primacy of emphasis, not in understanding, but in experiencing Buddhist liberation. If one 

is preoccupied at the level of the understanding, it is to get stuck like grasping tightly to 

the raft after the crossing, or mistaking the moon for the finger pointing at it. Then rafts, 

pointing fingers, metaphysics, and phenomenology are all upāya. As upāya they are not 

ultimate, and in that sense they can be said to be empty of ultimate truth and therefore 

conventional. But notice that as upāya they are still necessary: rafts and such vehicles are 

needed to cross over and pointers are needed to point to the moon. The moon may always 

be there without it being pointed out, but to be pointed out, it needs a pointer necessarily.                        

Ethics as Upāya  

 But what does it mean to regard Buddhist ethics as Upāya? Let us finally return 

specifically to ethics. I claim earlier that Buddhist ethics is upāya. What does that mean? 

First, let us remember that Buddhist ethics cannot be discussed in isolation the way 

normative ethical questions such as ‘what is right and wrong?’ denote. There is also a sense 

in which Buddhist ethics can be said as derivative and secondary to the primacy of 

developing a phenomenology that leads to liberation. Ethics is something that comes out 

of that process. For instance, one can say that the ethical outlook of compassion or care 

(karuna) accompanies the phenomenological restructuring from experiencing things as 

individuated and separate to experiencing things as unindividuated and interconnected that 
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sufferings are no longer experienced as belonging to selves, but simply as a general 

category of undesirable experience that needs to be alleviated wherever and whenever it 

occurs. In this sense, ethics is derivative. But to say that ethics is therefore secondary is 

unwarranted and not really a useful way of talking about it. Perhaps one can say that the 

phenomenological restructuring must be taken holistically, that is, the restructuring can 

only be said to take place if all of its relevant characteristics, including the ethical conducts, 

are manifested. As such, phenomenological restructuring cannot be talked about in 

isolation as first dealing with the change in experience which is then followed by 

compulsion to ethical urge: this is only façon de parler of parsing out a complete 

simultaneous experience.  

It is true however when we insist of talking about ethics in the way it is talked about 

in terms of the conventional subsumptive ethics, we are forced to carved out an element 

that perhaps cannot be made sense in isolation. One has to conjure ‘ethics’ out of a system 

that rejects ‘ethics’ in isolation. Hence, we have another reiteration of why attempts at 

construing Buddhist ethics as consequentialism missed the point. With this caveat, perhaps 

we can attempt to exercise a kind of attempt at upāya to talk about ethics. Remember the 

suggestion that our default cognitive and phenomenological tendencies are outwardly 

reifying, ethics in turn is also construed as metaphysically out there embedded in the world. 

Hence, just like when we approach the study of the natural world in science by identifying 

laws or principles, we tend to do the same in ethics in finding general moral principles. We 

also tend to think of ethics in terms of justification and reason for actions for instance. The 

genealogy of ethics in Buddhism however, if we think of it in terms of the 

phenomenological restructuring discussed earlier, renders ethics as stemming from, an 
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implication of, a logical extension of, and most importantly, an experiential 

indispensability of the Buddhist phenomenological restructuring. Since I have claimed that 

such restructuring is a skillful means as a solution to suffering, ethics that stems from it too 

is necessarily an upāya.  

Now, in a more concrete term, the shape of Buddhist ethics we can now construct 

goes approximately like the following. The skeleton of the Buddhist ethics is the proposed 

phenomenological restructuring of seeing the world in a certain way such that not only 

does it make sense, but it has the undeniable force that compels ethical action. In Buddhist 

terms, the restructuring might be the transformation of ordinary human being into a 

Buddhist sage, a Bodhisattva, a Buddha, an enlightened being characterized by an immense 

commitment and desire to alleviate sufferings. The phenomenological restructuring 

inevitably produces karuna and bodhicitta, both of which are the drivers of ethical actions. 

The phenomenological restructuring is a form of ingenuous wisdom, a skillful mean, an 

upāya, in that it is a phenomenological solution to the phenomenological diagnosis of the 

sufferings stemming from the default modes of phenomenological (and cognitive) 

engagements with the world. In this way, one needs not worry about our epistemic access 

to the outside world, whether or not the world really is interdependent, empty, and that 

there is no self. The point is however that to phenomenologically experience the world in 

these ways contributes to the cultivation of bodhicitta and karuna which are the basis of 

my proposed Buddhist ethics.  

How does this Buddhist ethics compare to conventional subsumptive ethics? One 

can say that a Buddhist ethical agent can endorse other forms of subsumptive ethics but 

only in so far that these ethical systems provide useful guides to moral action in specific 
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circumstances. The Buddhists ethics I have sketched out after all is not, by its nature, a 

subsumptive ethical system that relies on ethical principles. Rather, it is a more general 

ethical framework that relies on a cultivation of certain mode of being characterized by the 

salience of karuna. In this mode of being, an agent would have no qualms in utilizing the 

tools of subsumptive ethics in making ethical decisions based on karuna.  

For instance, let us one more time imagine the trolley problem situation. What 

would a Buddhist ethical agent do? In terms of the preferred result, karuna would want 

lesser loss of life, and hence turning the trolley to the track with one person is the choice 

to do. Is it the morally right action? No, a Buddhist agent would acknowledge the 

unfortunate situation of the trolley problem that either way you choose suffering would 

figure in the result. Moreover, a Buddhist ethical agent would likely not speak in terms of 

right and wrong actions as this way of talking simplifies the way he phenomenologically 

experiences the world as a complex array of interdependent networks of causes and effects. 

Karuna is noncognitive, and hence, it perhaps lacks the ability to provide the need to 

rationally justify the decision taken in the trolley problem. But this is not a real problem 

because the Buddhist ethical agent can still see the usefulness of the utilitarian calculus in 

that particular situation to the effect that the less loss of life result obtains. But if one then 

asks him to be consistent in the trolley problem with the man over the bridge variation, he 

won’t feel compelled to be consistent in his choice because his choice earlier was not based 

on a principle-based cognitive commitment of any kind. 

His quasi-endorsement of utilitarian principle earlier was helpful in that particular 

situation, taking into account the various aspects of the situation, but not really the 

fundamental basis or motivation for his action. If transported to the famous situation in 
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which Kant wouldn’t tell a lie to stop a murderer from finding his would-be victim, the 

Buddhist ethical agent would have no problem lying to save a life even though in daily life 

he could endorse the general rule of ‘do not lie.’ What this suggests is that a Buddhist 

ethical agent cannot and should not dispense with subsumptive ethical systems. Rather, he 

cultivates a more fundamental basis (karuna, bodhicitta) on which he can traverse through 

conventional ethical systems to help him make decisions in ethical situations. In other 

words, ethical systems are viewed as items in the list of ethical upāya. This helps explain 

the observed ethical plurality in Buddhism that confounds many scholars in trying to 

characterize Buddhist ethics. In my proposed view however, the observed plurality is an 

expected result of my view of Buddhist ethics. But of course, one should not then 

characterize Buddhist ethics as ethically pluralistic in the metaethical sense of endorsing 

such doctrine as moral pluralism.    
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

I started out in searching for an account of Buddhist ethics that takes into 

consideration the ethical plurality of Buddhist ethical landscape. In the process I have 

examined two accounts of Buddhist ethics, namely, consequentialism and Aristotelian 

virtue ethics. I concluded that these two approaches failed in giving a satisfactory account 

of Buddhist ethics. I considered non-theoretic approach and concluded that ethical 

particularism might be most fitting in fulfilling the descriptive task. Further investigation 

as to why particularism is approximately useful in describing Buddhist ethics revealed that 

the status of ethics in Buddhism, and by extension some important Buddhist doctrines, is 

that of upāya, a skillful means towards liberation from dukkha. In particular, I argue for 

the broad upāya view to the effect that seemingly metaphysical aspects of Buddhist 

teachings should be understood not qua metaphysics, but primarily as a skillful 

phenomenological diagnosis along with the recommendation of phenomenological 

restructuring of viewing the world such that a mode of being characterized by karuna and 

bodhicitta is realized.      

Lastly, an objection can be made that the view of Buddhism I presented through 

the broad Upāya view is quite a radical departure from the Buddhism we know. This may 

be true, but not a good enough reason to dismiss it just because it might sound rather 

unfamiliar. In my defense, my exegesis of upāya is completely based on resources internal 

to Buddhism itself including both the Theravada and Mahayana traditions. As such, what 

I did is simply arguing for a Buddhist doctrine from which many other Buddhist teachings 

can be consistently understood through it. If I am successful then, my claim applies more 
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generally to a wide continuum of Buddhist traditions past, present, and future—they are all 

forms of upāya.    
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