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Abstract

In this article, | propose a few working hypotheses on the correlation between Buddhism
and Human Rights. The exchange of opinions in this particular field has been carried on by
eminent scholars in the last few decades, reaching a profound and fecund level. Here, |
explore two crucial terms, “rights” and “dignity”, in order to find more elements to better
delineate their significance. | try to show how essential elucidation might come from
Buddhist philosophical traditions, which — | believe — can help us to enhance our

comprehension of what “rights” and “dignity” are.

[During that “Interregnum of swords” (satthantarakappa)], they will perceive
each other as wild beasts. Sharp swords will appear in their hands and,
using those sharp swords, they will massacre each other, shouting the battle
cry: “He is a wild beast! He is a wild beast!”. But, Bhikkhus, some of those

beings will think: “Let us not be the massacrers, let us not be the victims!”?

' “...] if people are perceived as lacking what distinguishes humans from animals, they should be seen
implicitly or explicitly as animal-like. [...] Disgust enables us to avoid evidence of our animality, so
representing others as animal-like may elicit the emotion”. See Nick Haslam, “Dehumanization: an
Integrative Review”, Personality and social psychology review 10/3 (2006): 258.

2 te affilamarffiamhi migasafifiam patilabhissanti, tesam tinhani satthani hatthesu patubhavissanti, te
tinhena satthena — ‘Esa migo esa migo ti’ — afifiamafifiam jivitd voropessanti. Atha kho tesam, bhikkhave,
sattanam ekaccanam evam bhavissati — ‘ma ca mayam kafici, ma ¢’ amhe koci. Cakkavattisutta, DN 7
(PTS 1ll, 73). All citations of Pali texts are from the Pali Text Society (PTS) editions in Roman scripts; |

adopted the abbreviation system given by Oskar von Hinlber in A Handbook of Pali Literature, Berlin
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1. Introduction

There have been many attempts to study the concepts of “human rights” and “human dignity”
from a Buddhist perspective. Some of these studies have been carried out with great care
and certainly contributed to the indispensable dialogue between different cultures and

religions.3

In the last few decades, venerated religious leaders have already discussed Buddhism and
Human Rights: we can mention the Dalai Lama,* Thich Nhat Hanh,®> P.A. Payutto,® and
others. Among the first scholars who produced pioneering works on the comparison
between Buddhist philosophical thought and Human Rights, we find Sulak Sivaraksa,’ L.P.N.

Perera,® and Damien Keown.® Moreover, an enormous contribution has been offered by

1996, pp. 250-255; bibliographic data concerning Bhikkhu Bodhi’s translations have been given only in
the final Bibliography.

% All the cited works have been included in the final extended Bibliography. | hope this long list might
become a helpful instrument for further research.

4 See McCarthy, Stephen, “Why the Dalai Lama Should Read Aristotle”, Journal of Buddhist Ethics, 8
(2001): 42.

® See Thich Nhat Hanh, Buddhists and Martyrs of the Civil Rights Movement. Joint statement by Martin
Luther King, Jr., and Thich Nhat Hanh, International Committee of Conscience on Vietnam, New York

1966 (https://plumvillage.org/buddhists-and-martyrs-of-the-civil-rights-movement/), Thich Nhat Hanh,

Love in Action: Writings on Nonviolent Social Change, Berkeley 1993, and Thich Nhat Hanh, The Heart
of the Buddha’s Teaching, New York 1998.

5 See P.A. Payutto, Buddhist Solutions for the Twenty-First Century, Bangkok 1994, and P.A. Payutto, A
Constitution for Living, Bangkok 1996.

" See Sulak Sivaraksa, Seeds of Peace. A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society, Berkeley 1992. In 1989
he founded the International Network of Engaged Buddhists, and in 1995 he won the “Right Livelihood
Award” for “his vision, activism and spiritual commitment in the quest for a development process that is
rooted in democracy, justice and cultural integrity”.

8 See L. N., Perera, Buddhism and human rights: a Buddhist commentary on the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, Karunaratne and Sons, Colombo 1991.

® See Damien Keown, C. Prebish, and W. Husted (eds), Buddhism and human rights, Curzon Press,

Richmond (UK) 1998.
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Bhikkhu Bodhi. He has not only translated a large part of the Pali Canon into English, but
has also published an anthology of Pali texts dealing with social welfare, The Buddha’s
Teaching on Social and Communal Harmony: this work is an unlimited source of inspiration.
| owe a debt of gratitude to all of them: their insightful ideas gave me encouragement and

motivation to study this significant subject.

In various texts published in Europe or the US concerning “human rights” and “dignity”,
Asian scholars’ contributions are largely, if not totally, absent. Furthermore, this regrettable
scarceness is noticeable in publications which are mainly conference proceedings, and this
implies that few Asian scholars shared their ideas in academic meetings. We certainly have
books that propose interesting examinations of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(hereafter UDHR) from Indian and Chinese cultural perspectives, occasionally including also
Buddhist philosophy. Unfortunately, they often deal with a delimitated range of cultures,
lacking vital confrontation with other points of view. Two very interesting works, which seem
to be relatively rare exceptions, have been recently published: the book edited by Remy
Debes, Dignity. A History, which contains short and not exhaustive overviews of Islamic,
Confucian, and Buddhist traditions, and, from a political perspective, the volume by Michael
Sandel and Paul D’Ambrosio, Encountering China: Michael Sandel and Chinese Philosophy-
Harvard University, which is an outstanding attempt to bridge the gap between the Western

world and Chinese culture.

In some of the works dealing with Buddhism and Human Rights, there are serious attempts
to analyse Buddhist texts written in several languages and expressing the positions of
numerous philosophical schools. In this article | will focus on the Theravada tradition reading
Pali canonical texts: they contain precious inspirations that could become helpful to reinforce

the foundations on which the entire structure of Human Rights has been erected.

| observed that the research methodology adopted in various studies is mainly based on
the attempt to detect a correspondence between the modern terms “rights” and “dignity”,
and the words of the Buddha (buddhavacana). This effort is undoubtedly praiseworthy, but
it might also pose a risk to the comprehension of the problem. As we will see in the following
sections of the article, scholars are still producing accurate exegeses in order to understand
those two concepts in depth: hence it appears rather untimely to search in other cultures or

textual traditions for concepts that are still not perfectly plain to us. A different and, | believe,
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not less effective procedure, should prioritise reading Buddhist texts and collecting pertinent
teachings on social and communal harmony (as Bhikkhu Bodhi has done in his work). After
this essential phase, it will be possible to establish a serene exchange of ideas among
scholars and activists, aimed at a common comprehension of these two important terms.
This approach might contribute to avoiding misunderstandings or even doubts about the
genuine intention to create an egalitarian dialogue. More explicitly: it will radically reduce
the deleterious propagation of the wrong assumption that there is a predilection for a
Western approach to the UDHR, giving a subordinate position to other cultures.’ In this
regard, the activities carried out by the Global Affairs department of the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Bangkok are worthy of note. Their modus operandi is
somehow opposed to the method mentioned above. They ask Buddhist scholars (bhikkhu
and lay) to offer suggestions on how to deal with suffering during conflicts and reduce the
impact of violence in wars through Buddhist ideas." This cooperation is truly effective and

should become a criterion for all subsequent exchange of ideas.

As mentioned above, the process leading to the formulation of a stable conception of
“human rights” in the West was very long: to some degree, a recognized definition was
produced only in the 17th-18th centuries. We know that even nowadays, in western
philosophical, religious, and legal fields, the ideas of “rights” and “dignity” are still subject to
discussion, and we do not have a unanimous opinion on the true nature of these terms.
Some scholars affirm that there is an absolute “foundational vacuum” in human rights; they
also admit that the concept of “dignity”, which seems to underlie the entire philosophical

and legal nature of human rights, is still debatable.’® Much work remains to be done.

' On this subject, see Thomas Pogge, “Can liberalism envision a widely acceptable world order?”, in
Yun-han Chu and Yongnian Zheng (eds), The decline of the western-centric world and the emerging new
global order. Contending views, London 2021, pp. 129-145.

" See Andrew Bartles-Smith (et al.), “Reducing Suffering During Conflict: The Interface between
Buddhism and International Humanitarian Law”, Contemporary Buddhism 21 (1-2) (2020): 369-435.

2 See Christopher McCrudden, “In Pursuit of Human Dignity: an Introduction to Current Debates”, in
Christopher McCrudden (ed.), Understanding Human Dignity, Oxford 2013, pp. 43-58. Moreover, it has
been noticed that the meaning of “dignity” should be analysed in an interdisciplinary context and, in that

context, it might have even more numerous interpretations: “It seems of greater importance, though, that
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2. Linguistic quandaries

2.1. In a study published a few years ago," several linguistic problems related to the official
translations of the UDHR have been found. The authors of this work dissected seven
versions of the Declaration and discovered the presence of subtle differences reflecting
each language’s cultural predispositions. A universal agreement among people from
different linguistic groups seems difficult to achieve unless we do not meticulously verify
every crucial term, building a perfect map of their histories and their modifications of the

semantic range.

Therefore, a constructive dialogue must start from a basis of mutual clarity, including
linguistic intelligibility. The official translations of the UDHR into some Asian languages, at
least those that | have been able to interpret by reading the original versions, can generate
additional perplexity and do not foster mutual understanding. Apart from gross and

noticeable errors which can be easily corrected, ™ ambiguity appears when we try to

the notion, be it theological or philosophical by origin, is transferred into a different context if becoming
part of a legal document. This transfer disconnects it from its roots, not in a way that completely changes
its meaning but in a way that any inference from a theological or philosophical understanding of dignity
to its legal meaning is prohibited”. See Dieter Grimm, “Dignity in a Legal Context: Dignity as an Absolute
Right”, in Christopher McCrudden (ed), Understanding Human Dignity, Oxford 2013, pp. 381-391. See
also Conor O’Mahony, “There is no Such Thing as a Right to Dignity”, in International Journal
of Constitutional Law 10/2 (2012): 551-574.

13 Kyounghee Kwon, Barnett, George A., and Hao Chen, “Assessing Cultural Differences in Translations:
A Semantic Network Analysis of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights”, Journal of International and
Intercultural Communication, 2/2 (2009): 107-138.

" For instance, the Dzongkha (Bhutanese) translation of the first UDHR article is not complete: it does
not contain most relevant words such as “dignity”, “reason” and “conscience”. One of my former students
at Webster University, Khendum Tshogyel, revised it in 2019 and proposed a new complete
translation: ‘gro ba mi’i rigs ga ra skye wa da thob dbang dang btsi mthong tshu ‘dra mnyam yodp yin ||
khong cha khyab Iu bsam zhib dang rnam rig tshu yodp las gcig gi gcig lu spun cha’i dam tshig bstan dgo
|| | sent her new translation to the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (Methodology,
Education and Training Unit, hredatabase@ohchr.org) on the 7th of December, 2019, just as a sample

of the revision process that the entire Bhutanese translation should undergo.
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compare essential terms like, for example, “rights” and “dignity”. | am aware that there are
several legitimate interpretations of the transformation these two words have undergone in
European history,15 and | also know how this investigation is complex and fraught with
different understandings. For these very reasons, we should become familiar with other

transformation processes occurred in languages and cultures other than those of Europe.

2.2. Western scholars not trained in modern foreign languages might not have specific
knowledge of the gradual changes that lead toward a modern interpretation of “rights” and
“dignity” as translated — for example — in some Asian languages. These changes seem to
have followed the same process that, in the West, produced the emphasis on the “horizontal”
idea of dignity and gave to the “vertical” meaning less importance.16 It is highly possible
that this process happened not only because of the mutual exchange of ideas among
different cultures during the last decades, but also because of an original cultural substratum
which nourished and promoted this evolution in Asia. We should look at ancient Asian
cultures, histories, religions, and philosophical traditions with renewed interest as sources

of constructive conceptions. It goes without saying that Buddhism is one among them.

2.3 An example could be given by the two words used to render “rights” and “dignity” in the
official Thai translation of the UDHR text, i.e. 81T (sitthi, rights) and \NaIAANA (kyarti sak,
dignity). " It seems they underwent a radical metamorphosis similar to the semantic

development that occurred in the English words “rights” and “dignity”. These two Thai terms

'® An emblematic example of this transformation can be observed in the substantial evolution that
fortunately occurred to the word “dignity” as it was used in old legal documents belonging to the Western
colonial period. For instance, in the “Requerimiento of 1513” the word dignidad was used to describe the
power and the supremacy of Popes, Kings, and conquistadores, and aimed only to take away others’
freedom, not to assert it. See Robert, A. Jr, The American Indian in Western Legal Thought. The
Discourses of Conquest, New York 1990, pp. 88-93.

'® On the “vertical” (hierarchical) and “horizontal” (collective) senses of the word “dignity”, see Lauretta
Maganzani, “Appunti sul concetto di dignita umana alla luce della casistica giurisprudenziale romana”,
Studia et Documenta Historiae et luris LXXVII (2011): pp. 521-543.

' Generally, “dignity” is translated with the word ﬁ'ﬂﬁ;@, saksi, which seems to be a more appropriate

term. However, in the official translation on the UN website we find \NOSAANA. See

https://www.ohchr.org/en/human-rights/universal-declaration/translations/thai
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do not indicate a form of prestige, honour, fame, and power anymore, '® but they
communicate the same concepts found in Western languages today, namely the sense of
“universal inherence” transfused into the preamble of the UDHR: “Whereas recognition of
the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human
family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world”. The linguistic, historical,
religious, and social analysis of the UDHR crucial terms in all languages is one of the
essential tasks that we should accomplish. In some of these languages, the contribution of
Buddhist philosophy and terminology could be essential for a correct understanding of the

message we deliver in our societies.

2.4. Further problems emerge when we analyse Pali texts. As mentioned in the Introduction,
we should perhaps avoid reading them just to support ideas that belong to contemporary
documents (for instance, the UDHR). Conversely, we should continue to devote efforts to
understand concepts that, although commonly expressed in modern languages, are still
shrouding numerous complexities and forms of vagueness. Buddhist texts can certainly help
us to broaden our comprehension of principles such as “rights” and “dignity” and give them
a more global significance. If we follow the former approach, we could be tempted to use
the meaning of some modern terms and project them on the canonical texts, forcing the
sense of Pali (and Sanskrit) words to adhere to a different linguistic context. The Pali
adjective samma, “right”,"® represents a very interesting and complex case. It reveals its
crucial importance when it is connected to the eight elements of the Noble Eightfold Path
(ariya-atthangikamagga), as it defines the ethical connotation of all Buddhist practices.
When view (ditthi), resolve (sankappa), speech (vaca), action (kammanta), etc., are “right”
(samma), they can be undoubtedly associated with the basic principles of the UDHR since
they guide human beings to achieve their inherent freedom. The term samma can be

translated using the adjective “right”, but we cannot use samma if we want to render “right”

'® These terms are from Sanskrit siddhi (fulfilment, success, perfection), kirti (fame, glory), and $akti
(power, ability, might, and regal power).

® The semantic fields of these two terms are not similar, though their etymologies seem to be at least
comparable. The Pali word samma has connections with the Sanskrit samyafic, which literally means
“correct” and “right”, but not because of a predictable, certain, and reassuring straight (rectus) course
but because of an idea of wholeness and completeness, which has an even more profound philosophical

significance.
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(or “rights”) as a noun. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, in several canonical Pali texts,
the word “rightness” (sammatta, which is the abstract noun from the adjective samma) is
considered to be the ethical core of all wholesome dhammas.? Rightness, sammatta, is the
essence of the right path, the end and the means, the idea of “goodness” impeccably

delineated by Damien Keown:

“Instead, the most promising approach will be one which locates
human rights and dignity within a comprehensive account of human
goodness, and which sees basic rights and freedoms as integrally
related to human flourishing and self-realization. This is because
the source of human dignity in Buddhism lies nowhere else than in
the literally infinite capacity of human nature for participation in

goodness”.?’

3. Surmounting perplexities in a dialogic space

3.1. The importance of establishing, in international documents, a “shared meaning”
concerning some crucial terms, such as “rights” and “dignity, is undeniable. This complex
and patient quest implies a steady awareness of our ideas and the comprehension of

several different histories and languages. The consequential effects of this process could

2 The canonical explanation of samma is always given by synonyms like sutthu (well), aviparita
(unequivocal, certain), yathavato (exactly, truly), or niyyanika (saving, leading out of samsara). The
abstract noun sammattam, “rightness”, has been thoughtfully commented in several different atthakathds:
for instance, sammattati yathava sammasabhava, “rightness is the own nature of right (samma) which is
true”, (Sv, lll, 1043) e sammattanti sammasabhdavam, “rightness is the own nature of right (samma)’
(Spk, Ill, 131). In the recurrent technical expression okkamati niydmam kusalesu dhammesu sammattam
(see for instance, AN 3.22 [PTS 1, 121]), translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi as: “He enters upon the fixed
course [consisting in] rightness in wholesome qualities” (p. 218), the word sammattam is expressing the
concept of “rightness” that is existent in the wholesome dhammas. The word samattham and the word
niyGma are considered connected in the Visuddhimagga (Vism V, 41, PTS 177): [...] kusalesu dhammesu
niyGmasankhatam sammattasankhatarica ariyamaggam okkamitum [...], “of entering into the Noble Path
called “certainty” and “rightness in profitable states” (tr. by Bhikkhu Nanamoli, p. 172).

2! Damien Keown, “Are There ‘Human Rights’ in Buddhism”, Journal of Buddhist Ethics 2 (1995): 16.
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hopefully include a global understanding of the UDHR and genuine recognition of the
connected legal aspects. Here are just a few of the difficulties | have noticed in this

productive dialogue: they primarily concern the term “dignity”.

It is generally said that “Human Rights” are based on “Human Dignity”. However, the latter
notion is often considered axiomatic: this supposed self-evidence might create difficulties
as we cannot easily offer an adequate explanation of its deep sense.?? “Until about 1830-

% nor the French

1850, neither the English term “dignity” nor its Latin root dignitas,?
counterpart dignité [nor the ltalian dignita], had any currency as meaning the ‘inherent or
unearned worth of all person™.?* The history of the concept of “dignity” is deeply complex:
we can hardly find a clear explanation of “dignity” in moral philosophy or even in juridical
documents: “There does not seem to be any canonical definition of ‘dignity’ in the law. One
esteemed jurist has observed that its intrinsic meaning appears to have been left to intuitive
understanding”.?® This equivocality is confirmed by the coexistence of words which show

two divergent senses, though being connected to the same Latin root, dignus/dignitas. The

words “dignity” and “disdain” can offer an explicative example: only “disdain” retains the

2 George Kateb, Human Dignity, Cambridge (MA) 2011, pp. 1, 111-112.

2 In the ancient Roman legislation, we find the word dignitas used in “vertical’ (hierarchical) and
“horizontal” (collective) senses. Although there is no unanimous idea about the meaning and the
enforceability of this term, in several ancient Roman thinkers — strongly influenced by Stoicism — human
beings always deserve respect regardless of their social or legal status. See the entire article by Lauretta
Maganzani, “Appunti sul concetto di dignita umana alla luce della casistica giurisprudenziale romana”,
Studia et Documenta Historiae et luris LXXVII (2011): pp. 521-543.

24 Remy Debes (ed.), Dignity a history, Oxford 2017, p. 1.

% See Jeremy Waldron, Dignity, Rank, and Rights, Oxford 2012, p. 15. John Milbank thinks that “rights’
and ‘dignity’ stand for two radically opposed political philosophies, and indeed for the two most opposed
political philosophies: the politics of the modern and the politics of the ancient”. See John Milbank,
“Dignity Rather than Rights”, in McCrudden (ed.), Understanding Human Dignity, Oxford 2013, pp. 189—
205. This position could appear too strong but becomes somehow a plausible one if we look at some of
the official translations in Asian languages of the term “dignity” in the Universal Declaration of Human

Rights. See paragraph 2.2.
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“vertical” or hierarchical sense and appears to be unaffected by the development of the

word “dignity” occurred in the last century.

Among the numerous and valuable attempts to give a stable meaning to “dignity”, we can
also find strong sceptical positions, which leave me unconvinced.?® However, since they are

not directly relevant to this paper, | will deal with them elsewhere, in the near future.

% One hypothesis on which | disagree is that it is possible to connect — at least partially — the Nazi idea
of “honour” to the modern concept of “dignity”. See James Q. Whitman, “On Nazi ‘Honour’ and the new
European ‘Dignity’””, in Ch. Joerges and N.S. Ghaleigh (eds), Darker Legacies of Law in Europe: The
Shadow of National Socialism and Fascism over Europe and its Legal Traditions, Oxford 2003, pp. 243—
266, and the interesting answer by Gerald Neuman, “On Fascist Honour and Human Dignity: a Sceptical
response”, in Ch. Joerges and N.S. Ghaleigh (eds), Darker Legacies of Law in Europe: The Shadow of
National Socialism and Fascism over Europe and its Legal Traditions, Oxford 2003, pp. 267—273. This
seems to be an incomplete view of the complex history of the word dignity: the implicit assumption that
the general word “honour” could have given birth to the idea of “dignity” seems to be not truly convincing.
The dreadful old legislative tradition of “honour killing” was abolished, in Italy, in 1981: this happened
precisely in the name of that supreme idea of “dignity” that appears to be totally in contrast with the
fascist idea of “honour”. Other scholars expressed doubts: among them we find Stefano Rodota, a
member of the legislative body who wrote the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union.
He said: “This control of economic activities through the principle of dignity has aroused the criticism of
those who have discerned in it an “oppressive moral order”, the transformation of dignity into a vehicle
for the authoritarian imposition of values limiting people’s freedom and autonomy. This criticism seems
to meet with the aggressive argument of an American scholar [James Q. Whitman], who emphasised
the conflict between “freedom” and “dignity” to such an extent that he even depicted the latter as a
version of Nazi “honour”. The misunderstanding is glaring, but it reveals the existence of a problem”.
Stefano Rodota, /I diritto di avere diritti, Roma-Bari 2012, p. 194. The differentiation between a “vertical”
and a “horizontal” idea of “dignity” is very old (as we have seen above, in footnote 23). There is no space
here to deal with the complex Greek notion of timé (tuun) (see Nikos Giannakopoulos, “Decrees Awarding
Offices for Life and by Hereditary Right as Honours”, in Anna Heller and Onno M. van Nijf (eds), The
Politics of Honour in the Greek Cities of the Roman Empire, Leiden 2017, pp. 220-242, and Douglas L.
Cairns, Aidos. The Psychology and Ethics of Honour and Shame in Ancient Greek Literature, Oxford 2002,

pp. 268-272) or with the ancient Roman distinction between existimatio and dignitas (see Arianna

MsdsENIANUSIYILazAEwIusUsEinAlne U0 17 atuf 1 Claudio Cicuzza m]



3.2. Given this uncertainty in the definition of “dignity”, it appears evident that any attempt
to search for a correlated word in Buddhism (and particularly in Buddhist Pali texts) is not

only doomed to fail but also fundamentally misguided.

3.3. The assumption that, in Buddhism, we have problems finding a concept of “human
dignity” because the idea that human beings “have been created in the image and likeness
of God” (imago dei) is missing, is not convincing. This specific association between God
and man is supposed to be a source of “dignity”, but somebody may retort that this is a

purely theistic and not universally accepted hypothesis.?’

Visconti, Itinerari di diritto penale, Bologna 2018, pp. 84-88). We would just observe that the modern
idea of “dignity” has its roots in a very far past and is not necessarily connected with the concept of
“honour”. But even if we want to look at contemporary political examples, we do have numerous
predecessors of “dignity” in modern Europe. Just extending, for instance, our analysis to the legislative
program of welfare reforms introduced by Otto von Bismarck, we notice that, apart from being an obvious
political strategy to control possible radical socialist claims, it was also a substantial advancement of the
German workers’ conditions, with uncountable effects in other European countries. In his book (Hitler’'s
American Model. The United States and the Making of Nazi Race Law, Princeton 2017, p. 192, n. 27),
James Whitman seems to give a different title to his own publication: On Nazi ‘Honour’ and the new
European ‘Dignity’ becomes From Fascist ‘Honour’ to European ‘Dignity’.

27 See Damien Keown, “Are There ‘Human Rights’ in Buddhism”, in Damien Keown, Charles Prebish,
and Wayne Husted (eds), Buddhism and Human Rights, Abingdon 1998, p. 25. The discussions on this
theme are relatively numerous, and we cannot simply affirm that this is the fixed position of Cristian
Theology. There is also, for instance, a clear emphasis given to human reason (see below), and, in
Protestant Christianity, the sacredness of life takes a pre-eminent role. See, for example, David
Hollenbach, “Human Dignity: Experience and History, Practical Reason and Faith” in McCrudden (ed.),
Understanding Human Dignity, Oxford 2013, pp. 123—-139, and David P. Gushee, “A Christian Theological
Account of Human Worth”, in Christopher McCrudden (ed.), Understanding Human Dignity, Oxford 2013,
pp. 275-288. These two essential notions, i.e. human reason and life, are central in Buddhist philosophy.
Concerning the reference to the “image of God” (imago dei, Genesis 1:27), there are several criticisms
of the connection between dignity and the image of God not only formulated by Christian scholars but
also by Jewish intellectuals: see Avishai Margalit, “Human dignity: between kitsch and deification”, The

Hedgehog Review 9/3 (2007): 7-19. When we read the illuminating words by Thomas Aquinas, we could
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3.4. Several scholars have discussed the significance of anatta (non-self) in relation to the
L 28

idea of “dignity”.
Doing justice to this complex subject would involve long quotations and analysis of Buddhist
texts; neither can be included in the space of a single article. The theory of anatta tells us
that there is no isolated and permanent centre and that continuous reference to this absolute
dimension, which is, in fact, non-existent, generates additional suffering in oneself and
others. “Dignity” cannot be assigned to this illusory centre, but rather, it must belong to a
flow of function that we may designate as “life”: we should devote our compassionate care
to this very flow of existence, and prevent it from suffering. “Rights” and “dignity” belong to

this fluid entity.

think that the idea of imago dei might even confirm the presence of “dignity” in Buddhist texts. In his
Summa Theologiae (I, 1, Prooemium) Thomas Aquinas says: Quia, sicut Damascenus dicit, homo factus
ad imaginem Dei dicitur, secundum quod per imaginem significatur intellectuale et arbitrio liberum et per
se potestativum; postquam praedictum est de exemplari, scilicet de Deo, et de his quae processerunt ex
divina potestate secundum eius voluntatem; restat ut consideremus de eius imagine, idest de homine,
secundum quod et ipse est suorum operum principium, quasi liberum arbitrium habens et suorum operum
potestatem. “As Damascene affirms, it is said that man was made in the image of God, meaning by
image ‘a being endowed with intelligence, free will and dominion over his own acts’. Therefore, having
spoken of the model, that is God, and of what is derived from divine power according to his will, it
remains to deal with his image, i.e. man, as he too is the principle of his own actions, by virtue of the
free will and dominion he has over them” (my translation). See Tommaso d’Aquino, La Somma teologica.
Seconda parte, Prima sezione, Bologna 2014, p. 13. | would not venture to say that these words somehow
invalidate the chance to see a form of human “dignity” in Buddhist philosophy. Quite the opposite,
Thomas Aquinas seems to confirm several Buddhist ideas about the precious nature of human beings
based on their intellect and free will.

2 See Stephan Evans, “Buddhist Resignation and Human Rights” in Damien Keown, Charles Prebish,
and Wayne Husted (eds), Buddhism and Human Rights, Abingdon 1998, pp. 141-154, and Charles R.
Strain, “Socially Engaged Buddhism’s Contribution to the Transformation of Catholic Social Teachings
on Human Rights” in Damien Keown, Charles Prebish, and Wayne Husted (eds), Buddhism and Human

Rights, Abingdon 1998, pp. 155-174.
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The well-known Anandasutta, from the Samyutta Nikaya, clearly indicates the subtlety of the

theory of anatta:

“If, Ananda, when | was asked by the wanderer Vacchagotta, ‘Is
there a self?’ | had answered, ‘There is a self, would this have
been consistent on my part with the arising of the knowledge that
‘all phenomena are nonself'?” “No, venerable sir.” “And if, when |
was asked by him, ‘Is there no self?’ | had answered, ‘There is no
self,” the wanderer Vacchagotta, already confused, would have
fallen into even greater confusion, thinking, ‘It seems that the self |
formerly had does not exist now”.?°

3.5. Since we have several interpretations of “dignity”, generally derived from four different

bases,* and it is impossible to give here an exhaustive analysis of all of them, | prefer to

2 Translation by Bhikkhu Bodhi, p. 1394. Ahafi c’Ananda Vacchagottassa paribbdjakassa Atthatta ti
puttho samano Atthatta ti vyakareyyam || api nu me tam Gnanda, anulomam abhavissa fidnassa uppadaya
Sabbe dhamma anattati | No hetam bhante Ahafi ¢’Ananda Vacchagottassa paribbdjakassa Natthattati
puttho samano Natthattati vyakareyyam || sammilhassa Ananda Vacchagottassa bhiyyo sammohdya
abhavissa Ahu va me nina pubbe atta || so etarahi natthiti. SN 44.10 (PTS 1V, 401-401). | find Bhikkhu
Bodhi’'s comments very enlightening: “Probably this means that Vacchagotta would have interpreted the
Buddha’s denial as a rejection of his empirical personality, which (on account of his inclination towards
views of self) he would have been identifying as a self. We should carefully heed the two reasons the
Buddha does not declare, “There is no self”: not because he recognizes a transcendent self of some
kind (as some interpreters allege), or because he is concerned only with delineating “a strategy of
perception” devoid of ontological implications (as others hold), but (i) because such a mode of expression
was used by the annihilationists, and the Buddha wanted to avoid aligning his teaching with theirs; and
(il) because he wished to avoid causing confusion in those already attached to the idea of self. The
Buddha declares that “all phenomena are nonself’ (sabbe dhamma anatta), which means that if one
seeks a self anywhere one will not find one. Since “all phenomena” includes both the conditioned and
the unconditioned, this precludes an utterly transcendent, ineffable self’. See Bhikkhu Bodhi, p. 1457.

% See the traditional four sources of human dignity commented by Ralf Stoecker in “Three Crucial Turns

on the Road to an Adequate Understanding of Human Dignity” in Kaufmann, P., Kuch, H., Neuh&user,
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adopt an apophatic description, an indirect or negative way to describe this concept, taking
into consideration various situations where a supposed “dignity” was absent, subtracted,
neglected, or violated.* Among the sadly numerous descriptions of “hells on earth”, Primo
Levi's words represent a shining example of the negation of “dignity".32 The humiliations
perpetrated against prisoners in concentration camps were part of a specific plan to
dehumanize them. This strategy implies a radical annihilation of pity and compassion in
prisoners’ hearts: they were deprived of any interaction with other human beings, preventing
any form of friendship, eradicating any hope to change their own destiny, and insinuating
the fear of recognizing others’ pain as their own pain. When we remove friendship, pity,

compassion, and reciprocity from a human being, we bereave him of his dignity.

“Part of our existence lies in the feelings of those near to us. This
is why the experience of someone who has lived for days during

which man was merely a thing in the eyes of man is non-human.

Ch., Webster, E. (eds.), Humiliation, Degradation, Dehumanization. Human Dignity Violated, New York
2011, pp. 8-10.

% On this possible approach, see the important volume by Paulus Kaufmann, Hannes Kuch, Christian
Neuhauser, and Elaine Webster (eds.), Humiliation, Degradation, Dehumanization. Human Dignity
Violated, New York 2011. Ralf Stoecker writes: “If we want to understand human dignity, we should start
with instances of its violation. Instead of attempting to derive a conception of human dignity from our
normative ethics (as Kand did) or anthropology, we should choose a negative approach, i.e. start from
situations which we are inclined to describe as violations of human dignity [...]". Ralf Stoecker, “Three
Crucial Turns on the Road to an Adequate Understanding of Human Dignity” in Kaufmann, P., Kuch, H.,
Neuhauser, Ch., Webster, E. (eds.), Humiliation, Degradation, Dehumanization. Human Dignity Violated,
New York 2011, p. 11. See also Arianna Visconti, ltinerari di diritto penale, Bologna 2018, pp. 509-512:
“The mere description — in positive terms — of the qualifying features of dignity (its universal, equal and
innate nature in every man, its inalienability and intangibility), alone, cannot concretely define its content,
and could even be susceptible, if considered on its own, to appearing a mere petition of principle or even
a mere and specious ‘style clause™ (p. 511).

32 | owe the inspiration to read again Se questo & un uomo (If this is a man) by Primo Levi to Sophie
Oliver, and to her article “Dehumanization: Perceiving the Body as (In)Human” (in Kaufmann, P., Kuch,
H., Neuhauser, Ch., Webster, E. (eds.), Humiliation, Degradation, Dehumanization. Human Dignity

Violated, New York 2011, pp. 85-97). The citations from Levi's work are taken from her article.
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We three were for the most part immune from it, and we owe each
other mutual gratitude. This is why my friendship with Charles will
prove lasting”.*®
Levi's words show us that a human being is such when he still owns the “right” to recognize
and respect life in other beings, to feel the reciprocity of their existences, to hope in
friendship and to claim justice: these assertions of humanity are undeniably constitutive
parts of Buddhist thought. Therefore, in the following sections, | will discuss a few selected

Pali Buddhist texts relevant to the theme of the study.
4. Buddhist ideas for a shared understanding

4.1. One of the fundamental Buddhist practices that best represents the concept of
reciprocity and connection between human beings is undoubtedly that based on the four
Brahmaviharas, or “Divine Abodes”. This process consists of developing Love, Compassion,
Sympathetic Joy, and Equanimity and radiating them inwards and outwards, in the direction
of other beings. The persons practising the Brahmaviharas expand the four “abodes” beyond
their existence, destroying all the barriers between themselves and other beings. This

“meditative radiation”*

is also defined “immeasurable” (appamana or appamarifia) because
it goes beyond any division between subject and object:35 in their boundless course, Love,
Compassion, Sympathetic joy, and Equanimity will pass through and annihilate all possible
separations among beings. Brahmaviharas’ meditation widens itself in increasingly larger

circles and involves several degrees of achievement.

3 Primo Levi, If this is a man, New York 1959, p. 205.

% See Analayo, “Immeasurable Meditation and Mindfulness”, Mindfulness 10 (2019): 2620—2628.

% On this important aspect, see Dhammadinna, “Semantic of Wholesomeness: Purification of Intention
and Soteriological Function of the Immeasurables (appamanas) in Early Buddhist Thought”, in Chuang
Kuo-pin (ed), Proceedings of the international conference “Buddhist meditative traditions: their origin and
development”, held at Dharma Drum Buddhist College, Taiwan, October 26th and 27th, 2012, Taipei 2014,

pp. 52-129, in particular pp. 93-94.
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These progressively growing spheres of influence will eventually include even enemies, as
explained in the Visuddhimagga.36 The presence of “enemies” in this process seems to

appear in nuce in many suttas, such as the Vatthapamasutta:

“Thus above, below, across, and everywhere, and to all as to
himself, he dwells pervading the entire world with a mind imbued
with loving-kindness, vast, exalted, measureless, without enmity
(averena), without ill will”.*

A similar concept also appears in the well-known Mettasutta: in the 150th stanza, it is said
that radiating metta to all the beings in the world,® in all directions (uddham adho ca

39

tiriyafica),”™ a man can dissolve all the possible forms of enmity (avera) and rivalry

(asampatta) towards those around him.*°

% See the entire chapter IX (PTS 295-325). On the presence of “enemies” in the Visuddhimagga and in
the Abhidharmakosabhdsya, see Analayo, “Immeasurable Meditation and Mindfulness”, Mindfulness 10
(2019): 2624.

S MN 7 (Vatthdpamasutta), PTS |, 38: iti uddham adho tiriyam sabbadhi sabbattatdya sabbavantam
lokam mettasahagatena cetasa vipulena mahaggatena appamanena averena abydpajjena pharitva
viharati. We find the same text in many other suttas of the DN, SN, and AN.

38 sabbalokasmilm] (Suttanipata 150, PTS, 25), explained in the Paramatthajotika (Pj |, PTS |, 248) as
lokasminti sattaloke, “towards the world of beings”.

% A different interpretation of uddha, adho, and tiriyam — which are terms indicating directions — is given
in the commentary (Pj I, PTS |, 248). uddham (lit. above) is interpreted as [beings living in the] “formless
realm” (ardpabhava), adho (lit. below) is interpreted as [beings living in the] “desire realm” (kamabhava),
and tiriyam (lit. across) is interpreted as [beings living in the] “form realm” (ripabhava). This shows an
even larger extension of the radiation of metta, which is operating in all possible dimensions of reality.
40|t is worth noting that this process is explained in its whole dynamic: the radiation of Love on other
beings — even on persons who are showing hostility — dissolves their mental status of enmity only through
its presence. This beneficial effect seems to imply that all beings have an inherent peaceful attitude
which manifests itself when it is exposed to a pure form of metta. asapattan ti vigatapaccatthikam,
mettavihari hi puggalo manussanam piyo hoti amanussanam piyo hoti, nassa koci paccatthiko hoti (Pj 1,

PTS I, 249). “The absence of “rivals” is the absence of hostile persons. A person who dwells in Love is
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4.2. It is perhaps helpful to mention one of the best known aspects of Stoic philosophy,
the oikeiosis (Ancient Greek: oikeimotg, Latin: conciliatio). This concept — and generally
much of Greek and Roman Stoic philosophy — is understood as one of the foundations of
human rights and justice.41 It prescribes that man should expand his mind in ever larger

circles, going beyond himself, his family, his citizenship, etc.

The discourse on kin is based broadly on a particularly successful
and rightly famous illustration: around our own minds, conceived of
as the centre, there run a series of ever wider concentric circles,
beginning with that representing our own body, then the circles
representing our parents, siblings, spouse and children, and on to
more remote relatives, and then to members of the same deme
and tribe, to fellow citizens, to those who belong to the same people
or ethnos, until we arrive at the widest circle, which is that of the

entire human race.*?

If the oikeiosis, along with other Stoic theories, were really among the most important
sources of the idea of “human rights” in Western cultures, then the meditative process
based on the four Brahmaviharas should also be taken into account. This meditative
radiation could become helpful for the understanding and widespread propagation of human
rights, providing a basis for the modern communication of “right” and “dignity”. Furthermore,

| notice that what seems to be missing in the Stoic concept of oikeiosis, i.e. the actual

dear to humans, is dear to non-humans, and there is no one hostile to him” (based on Bhikkhu Bodhi’s
translation). See Bhikkhu Bodhi, pp. 580-581.

4! See Richard Sorabji, Animal Minds and Human Morals. The Origin of the Western Debate, New York
1993, pp. 122-133, and Johan Strijdom, “Paul, the Stoics and human rights”, Phronimon 9/1 (2008):
101-110.

2 See llaria Ramelli, Hierocles the stoic: Elements of Ethics, fragments, and excerpts, Atlanta 2009, pp.
Iv—lvi. She adds: “The width of the circles and their distance from the centre constitutes the standard by
which to measure the intensity of our ties, and therefore of our duties, toward people”. See also Roberto
Radice, “Oikeiosis”. Ricerche sul fondamento del pensiero stoico e sulla sua genesi, Milano 2000, pp.
222-234, Troels Engberg-Pedersen, The Stoic Theory of Oikeiosis. Moral Development and Social

Interaction in Early Stoic Philosophy, Esbjerg 1990, pp. 119-126.
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satisfaction of basic human needs, is undoubtedly available in Buddhist practice as it aims

to reduce suffering.

4.3. Several Pali canonical texts express the idea of reciprocity, compassion, friendship,
and social justice.*> Among them, | will mention here only the Singalovada-sutta.** This
discourse is often quoted, sometimes not very accurately, as it provides details on the
Buddhist view of society and on the relationships among individuals.* In the chapter
Chaddisapaticchadana, “® we can read an exhaustive description of the reciprocal
behaviours that child and parents, teacher and pupil, husband and wife, friends, layperson
and ascetics, master and man, should take. Even this form of meditation is based on a

dynamic idea of “diffusion”, as it focuses on all different human beings, living in all directions.

The first point | would like to highlight is the relationship between wife and husband. Among
the various forms of mutual respect, there is also the directive not to commit adultery, and

it is addressed to both wife and husband. It is interesting to note how the words used to

43 Among the numerous passages that could be mentioned here, | would like to refer in particular to the
Kamabhogisutta (AN 5.91, PTS V, 176-182), extensively quoted by Ven. Payutto in his Buddhist
Economics, or the well-known Sedakasutta (SN 5.2.9, PTS V, 168-169), or the interesting Cakkavattisutta
(DN 26.21, PTS Ill, 73).

4 DN 31, PTS Ill, 180-193.

45 Bhikkhu Bodhi is very clear in his words: “This practice of ‘worshipping the six directions,” as explained
by the Buddha, presupposes that society is sustained by a network of interlocking relationships that bring
coherence to the social order when its members fulfill their reciprocal duties and responsibilities in a
spirit of kindness, sympathy, and good will. [...] Thus, for Early Buddhism, the social stability and security
necessary for human happiness and fulfilment are achieved, not through aggressive and potentially
disruptive demands for ‘rights’ posed by competing groups, but by the renunciation of self-interest and
the development of a sincere, large-hearted concern for the welfare of others and the good of the greater
whole”. Bhikkhu Bodhi, In the Buddha’s Words: An Anthology of Discourses from the Pali Canon, Wisdom
Publications, Boston 2005, pp. 109-110.

4 The “Chapter on the protection of the six directions”, DN 31.27 (PTS, Ill, 188). The meaning of
paticchddana is “covering”, “hiding”, “concealment”. The commentary (Sv, PTS lll, 951) explain it: “since
any fear, which might approach from the six directions, does not come, there is peace, and he is living

with no fear” (yatha chahi disahi Ggamanabhayam na agacchati, khemam hoti nibbhayam evam viharanto).
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express these two recommendations are equivalent, and there is no difference between the
two injunctions in terms of semantic intensity.*” The reciprocal evidence of an existing amity

between two persons48 is offered in a very interesting list of behaviours that two friends

" They both use the verb an—ati-\/car, which expresses the idea of faithfulness. This seems to be a very
advanced approach. It is worth noting that, in the Italian penal code, the juridical and terminological
equalization between the two forms of adultery (adultery committed by men and adultery committed by
women) was established and ratified by the Constitutional Court only in 1969.

“ The text refers to a fraternal relationship between friends (mittdmacca, literally “friends and
companions”) and the son of a good family (kulaputto), which in this case seems to denote just a
gentleman. Mittamacca is not completely clear to me. It seems to be a compound used to describe a
group of people who live in the house, who are friendly and good-hearted, and who could be considered
a unified community. Their relationship with another person is, without a doubt, taken as an example of
friendship. Concerning mitta, four kinds of good-hearted (suhado or suhajja, see Pj Il, PTS |, 73:
suhadayabhavena suhajja) friends (mitta, which is a word connected to metta [see Pj Il, PTS I, 73:
mettayanavasena mittda)] or to mejjati, to love, to feel affection [see Spk-pt, My |, 185: mejjati siniyhati])
are described in the Singalovada-sutta, in the paragraphs 21-26 (DN IIl, 187-188). They are those friends
who are helpful (upakara), who are the same in happiness and suffering (samanasukhadukha), who tell
(from akkhati, to declare, to reveal) what is good for you (atthakkhayi), and who are sympathetic
(anukampaka). We find a similar description in the commentary to the Suttanipata with the additional
specification that the friends who tell what is good for you are homeless or ascetics (anagariya). The
other three are householders (agariya). (Pj ll, PTS |, 73-74). The term amacca (Sanskrit amatya) literally
means “those who belong to the house”, and it is often commented with suhajja, good-hearted (Mp, PTS
I, 332). It is one of the four people whom we should give heed: mitta va amacca va Aati va salohita (see,
for example, Mittasutta, SN V, 188. Bhikkhu Bodhi translates them as friends or colleagues, relatives or
kinsmen, pp. 1663-1664). In the commentary, these four terms are explained as follows: “mitta, friend,
because they are in the ordinary life, mutually sharing food in the house; micca, the experts in the
protocol, are taking care of the obligations that are related to the activities [i.e. expert in the code of
behaviour] of one side: addressing, answering, good manners, etc.; Aati, the relatives belonging to the
side of the mother-in-law and father-in-law; salohita, the consanguine, i.e. brothers, sisters, maternal

uncle, etc.”. (Spk, PTS lll, 285).
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should keep.*® People should express friendship with generosity (dana), endearing speech

(peyyavajja), helpfulness (afthacariya), equanimity (samanattata), °°

and loyalty
(avisamvadanata). And the persons who received these manifestations of friendship should
reciprocate by protecting their friend when he is careless (pamatta), protecting his properties
(sapateyya) when he is careless, becoming a refuge (sarana) when he is afraid (bhita),
remaining close to him in unfortunate events, honouring (patipajenti)®’ his future generations

(aparapaja).

The section dealing with the relationship between employer and employee® is crucial to
understand the Buddhist idea of a just society. The “master” should respect the workers
arranging their duties according to their strength (yathabalam kammanta-samvidhanena),
providing them with food and wage (bhatta-vetana-anuppadanena), nursing them when they
are sick (gilanupatthanena),”® sharing special delicacies with them (acchariyanam rasanam

samvibhagena), letting them having time off work at the right time (samaye vossaggena).”*

49 Al those points seem to echo Levis’s words on the importance of friendship among beings as a
tangible aspect of human dignity: “Now nothing of this sort occurred between me and Lorenzo. However
little sense there may be in trying to specify why I, rather than thousands of others, managed to survive
the test, | believe that it was really due to Lorenzo that | am alive today; and not so much for his material
aid, as for his having constantly reminded me by his presence, by his natural and plain manner of being
good, that there still existed a just world outside our own, something and someone still pure and whole,
not corrupt, not savage, extraneous to hatred and terror; something difficult to define, a remote possibility
of good, but for which it was worth surviving”. Primo Levi, If this is a man, p. 142.

%0 On the four sangahavatthu, i.e. dana, peyyavajja, atthacariya, samanattata, see for example AN 4.2
(PTS 11, 32).

" The commentary explains this with “treasuring” (keldayanti), “fostering” (mandyanti). See Sv, PTS I,
995.

%2 | intentionally use “employer” and “employee” to offer a modern terminology which, | hope, will make
this text plain. The words used (ayyiraka, master or chief, and hetthima, low or subordinate) denote a
hierarchical status, but this vertical social order gives even more value to the incredibly advanced and
demanding requests made to a “master” to act towards his “workers” in a right and respectful manner.
%% Cf. UDHR, Article 25.

% Cf. UDHR, Article 24.
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The commentary55 is even more radical and incisive in describing these points: the duties
of the workers should be carefully designed and assigned according to the different ages
and gender; wages and meals should also be given considering the workers’ family situation
(for example, if they are alone or have children); if the workers are sick, the employer should
take care of them, provide beneficial medicines, etc., and guarantee a “sick leave” when
they cannot work; the employer should grant vacations to workers when they are tired from
having worked [for a long period], or even when they have to attend festivals, festivities,
sports events, etc.® In the latter case the employer should provide the workers with
ornaments, useful objects, soft and solid food, etc. The workers should reciprocate waking
up early and going to sleep late when necessary, not stealing, being diligent in their work,

and promoting good reputation.

All the “protections” (paticchadana) described in the Singalovadasutta are patently showing
a very high level of reciprocal care and respect. As we have seen above, these forms of
attentiveness for others could be identified as possible foundational concepts of “human
dignity”: health care, social inclusion, refusal of poverty, refusal of labour exploitations, and
protection of children and future generations, are undoubtedly essential parts of a Buddhist

ideal society.

4.4, The Dhammikasutta, from the Suttanipata, contains a passage which is unambiguously
dealing with social justice. The underlying idea of this sutta is that our ethical behaviour
should also function to build a stable and peaceful society, where the right to life, property
(without attachment), and truth are respected. In this discourse we find an original
interpretation of the well-known “triple form of purification” (tikotiparisuddha, literally “[food]
purified in three respects”).>” This formula describes a rigorous rule concerning food that

the Buddha requested all bhikkhus to respect. Later, it was also applied to the idea of “no

% See Sv, PTS I, 995.

% Cf. UDHR, Article 27.

 In Sanskrit trikotiparisuddha, in Tibetan mtha’ gsum yongs su dag pa, in Chinese E*@‘H’é See
Lambert Schmithausen, Fleischverzehr und Vegetarismus im indischen Buddhismus. bis ca. zur Mitte des
ersten Jahrtausends n. Chr.: Teil 1 (Studie und Ubersetzungen), Hamburg (Hamburg Buddhist Studies
12) 2020, p. 35.
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meat-eating” (amamsabhaksana), as it was developed in the Larkavatara-satra.®® The

formula is used in three different forms.

4.5. The first form merely concerns the rule about food. We can find it in the Jivakasutta,*
where the Buddha explicitly asked the bhikkhus not to eat any sort of meat if it has been
seen (dittha), heard (suta), or suspected (parisankita) that the living being has been
slaughtered for the bhikkhu’s meal. The rule was included in the Vinaya of the Theravadins,
but also in the Vinaya of the Dharmaguptakas, Mahisasakas, Sarvastivadins, and in the
Vinaya of the Milasarvastivadin.®® In the Theravada Vinaya, this instruction is given in
specific sections of the Canonical texts dealing with general Siha®' and with Devadatta,
who claimed that the bhikkhus should not eat meat and fish. In this case, the triple form of
purification concerns the fact that the bhikkhus should refuse to eat meet when they have
a direct perception that the animal was slaughtered to prepare their meal, when the bhikkhus

know about the violence perpetrated because they have heard authoritative words, and

% See the eighth chapter, especially in stanzas 12, 13, and 19. On this topic, see Hyoung Seok Ham,
“Manipulating the Memory of Meat-Eating: Reading the Lankavatara’s Strategy of Introducing
Vegetarianism to Buddhism”, Journal of Indian Philosophy 47 (2019), 133-153, and Lambert
Schmithausen, Fleischverzehr und Vegetarismus im indischen Buddhismus. bis ca. zur Mitte des ersten
Jahrtausends n. Chr.: Tail 3 (Editionen), Hamburg 2020, pp. 97-98, 100-101.

% MN 55, PTS |, 368-371.

50 On this see Lambert Schmithausen, Fleischverzehr und Vegetarismus im indischen Buddhismus. bis
ca. zur Mitte des ersten Jahrtausends n. Chr.: Teil 1 (Studie und Ubersetzungen), pp. 32-35, Teil 2
(Endnoten), Hamburg (Hamburg Buddhist Studies 12) 2020, pp. 25, 27, 29.

8 Mahdvagga (Vin 1), PTS |, 237. See also Sihasutta (AN IV, 188): ‘alam ayyo, digharattafihi te
ayasmanto avannakama buddhassa avannakama dhammassa avannakama sanghassa, na ca pana te
ayasmanto jiranti tam Bhagavantam asata tuccha musa abhitena abbhéacikkhanta, na ca mayam jivitahetu
pi saficicca panam jivita voropeyyama’ti. “Enough, good man. For a long time those venerable ones have
wanted to discredit the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha. They will never stop misrepresenting the
Blessed One with what is untrue, baseless, false, and contrary to fact, and we would never intentionally
deprive a living being of life, even for the sake of our life”. (tr. by Bhikkhu Bodhi, p. 1136.)

52 Cilavagga (Vin II), PTS II, 196 and Suttavibhariga (Vin 1ll), PTS 1II, 171.
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when the bhikkhus have persistent doubts or suspicions63 that the animal was killed for

them.

4.6. The second form of tikotiparisuddha, from the Veludvareyyasutta,** was taught to lay
followers and has a more evident social significance. In this discourse, the Buddha is
expressly addressing the teaching to a lay person, with the specification that these principles

are valid also for other people, in a very reciprocal manner.®®

Here, householders, a noble disciple reflects thus: ‘Il am one who
wishes to live, who does not wish to die; | desire happiness and
am averse to suffering. Since | am one who wishes to live ... and
am averse to suffering, if someone were to take my life, that would
not be pleasing and agreeable to me. Now if | were to take the life
of another—of one who wishes to live, who does not wish to die,
who desires happiness and is averse to suffering— that would not
be pleasing and agreeable to the other either. What is displeasing
and disagreeable to me is displeasing and disagreeable to the other
too. How can | inflict upon another what is displeasing and
disagreeable to me?’ Having reflected thus, (I) he himself abstains
from the destruction of life, (Il) exhorts others to abstain from

the destruction of life, and (lll) speaks in praise of abstinence

5 Pacityadivannand, My 576: Parisankitoti punappunam sarkito.

SN 55.7, PTS V, 352-358.

% The compound attipandayikam, ([this principle] has to be related to oneself) is commented in the
atthakatha (Spk, PTS lll, 280) with attupanayikanti attani upanetabbam, “this should concern onself’,
and in the tika (My |l, 529) with attani upanetabbanti attani netva parasmim upanetabbam, “[this principle]
should concern oneself means that when one has related it to oneself, then it has to be applied to
others”. See also Nettippakarana (Nett, PTS 176): “The teaching of the Enlightened Ones, the Blessed

Ones, is of two kinds, namely with themselves as guiding example (attdpanadyika) and with another as

guiding example (pardpanayika)” (tr. by Bhikkhu Nanamoli, p. 231).
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from the destruction of life. Thus this bodily conduct of his is

purified in three respects.®

This deductive reasoning is related to the first precept, respect for life (pana). Similarly, the
following two parts are centred on stealing and committing adultery: these three sections
are aimed to offer a triple purification of “bodily conduct” (kayasamacaro tikotiparisuddho).
The last four examples, centred on lying and on three forms of wrong speech, i.e. divisive
(pisuna), harsh (pharusa), and frivolous (sampha), deal with the purification of the “verbal

conduct” (vacisamacaro tikotiparisuddho).

The teaching we can read in the Veludvareyyasutta affirms that any bodily and verbal action,
to be pure and wholesome, should not be confined only to our moral sphere: all ethical
concerns have to be extended to other people, following the evident principle of reciprocity
expressed in the entire sutta. To consider our conduct perfectly pure, we do not only have
to respect the precept of non-killing, but we also have to encourage other people to establish

this rule for themselves, and we have to speak about it, showing its importance.

4.7. The social aspect of the “triple form of purification”, which is visible beyond any doubt
in the Veludvareyyasutta, becomes preponderant in the third form that appears in the
teachings given to the lay follower Dhammika, in the Suttanipata.  Even in the
Dhammikasutta the precepts have to be purified in a triple manner. However, in this case,
the purifications seem to involve an intense aspiration to establish a just and right (NB:

dhammika) social system with precise legal norms.

The precepts, starting from respect for life, are here scrutinised under a more powerful

magnifying glass and reveal a high level of social commitment.®® | analyse here only the

% Translation by Bhikkhu Bodhi, p. 1797 (emphasis and Roman numbers mine). SN 55.7 (PTS V, 353—
354).

5 See Dhammikasutta in Suttanipata, 376—404 (Sn, PTS 66-70).

% On the five fundamental precepts, the importance of a morally purified conduct throughout the entire
life, and the presence of sila as an essential characteristic of the liberated mind, see Giuliano Giustarini,
“The Interaction of Morality (sila) with Cognitive Factors in the Pali Nikayas”, The Indian International

Journal of Buddhist Studies 18 (2017): pp. 43-70.
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first stanza as an example: the concept remains similar in the following verses of the sutta,

which deal with the other precepts.
Having laid down weapons toward all beings,
The beings in the world, both strong and frail,

(I) One should not kill (hane) a living being, (ll) nor cause to kill

(ghatayeyya),
(1) Nor allow (anujarifia) others to kill.*®

In the commentary,’® it is stated that the first precept, “abstaining from the destruction of
life” (panatipata-veramani), is purified in three respects (tikotiparisuddha). Nonviolence has
to be the cardinal principle in the life of a lay follower, but, to make it perfect and formally

pure, he is also not allowed to ask other people to kill, nor approve any killing.

The second and third exhortations of the “purification process” are no less stern than the
first one: | would say that they are binding injunctions. The second exhortation, “do not
cause to kill”, is mentioned to remove the possibility that somebody, using a subterfuge —
that | may define as “delegative loophole” —, could escape from the responsibilities of a
crime by just asking somebody else to perpetrate it. This is forbidden by the second phase
of the “purification process” expressed here by the verb ghateti, “to cause to kill”, a causative
form of the same verb used for the first phase, hanati, “to kill". The use of the same verb
seems to corroborate the idea that direct involvement in acts of violence and indirect

participation in crimes generate the same amount of ethical problems.

The last phase of the purification taught in the Dhammikasutta, “nor allow (anujafifia) others
to kill", gives us a vivid depiction of the social repercussions of the Buddhist precepts: we
are not allowed to kill, we cannot delegate other people to kill, but we also have the duty
(expressed by the verb anujanati) to prohibit any form of violence among beings. Here,

respect for rights and dignity is not a personal issue: it is a depiction of the ideal Buddhist

% Sn 39 (PTS, 69) (emphasis and Roman numbers mine).

°Pj Il (PTS I, 376).
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society that should be based on the refusal of killing, stealing, and lying, and the deep

awareness that this ethical domain does not have internal or external borders.

| think that Buddhist texts could not only help us clarify some of the foundational concepts
of Human Rights, but very often they can even show practicable ways to promote and
develop social justice and peace. The ideas expressed in the stanza from
the Dhammikasutta evoke the notion of the “Right to refuse to kill”’, the option we all have
to refuse our consent to be transmuted into killers or victims,”" the inherent freedom to lay
down arms, which is clearly asserted in several suttas of the Canon by the words
nihitadando and nihitasattho, “with the rod and sword laid aside”.”? This additional right was
proposed at the World Conference on Religion and Peace in Kyoto (1970), but above all,
clearly stated by Sean MacBride, during his Nobel Lecture, on 12 December 1974: “To the
rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights one more might, with
relevance, be added. It is “The Right to Refuse to Kill". [...] The right of an individual to
refuse to kill, to torture or to participate in the preparation for the nuclear destruction of

humanity seems to me to be fundamental”.
5. Conclusion

I hope these reflections could be beneficial for a better understanding of the numerous and
challenging concepts concealed within the words “rights” and “dignity”. | am convinced that
the ideas we find in Buddhist texts should be studied not only in Asia or by Buddhist scholars
(bhikkhu and lay), but also by historians, philosophers, and scholars of political science who

do not belong to Asian cultures. Social justice and mutual respect are integral parts of the

™ Cf. footnote 2:‘md ca mayam kafici, ma ¢’ amhe koci. Cakkavattisutta, DN 7 (PTS Ill, 73)

2 The entire passage is: So evam pabbajito samdano bhikkhiinam sikkhasdjivasamapanno panatipatam
pahdya pandtipata pativirato hoti. nihitadando nihitasattho lajji dayapanno sabbapdanabhitahitGnukampr
viharati. See Cilahatthipadopamasutta, MN 27 (PTS |, 179), and other suttas such as
Mahatanhasarnikhayasutta, MN 38 (PTS |, 267), Kandarajasutta, MN 51 (PTS |, 345), Ghotamukhasultta,
MN 94 (PTS II, 162), etc. “Having thus gone forth and possessing the bhikkhu’s training and way of life,
abandoning the killing of living beings, he abstains from killing living beings; with rod and weapon laid
aside, gentle and kindly, he abides compassionate to all living beings” (tr. by Bhikkhu Bodhi, pp. 272—

273). | thank Giuliano Giustarini who drew my attention to this exceptionally significant passage.
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Buddha’s teachings: we have the right and the duty to pursue welfare and happiness for

the entire world (dittha-dhamma-hitasukha).
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