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Abstract 

Scholars studying the teachings of the Buddha on non-violence often find contradiction in these.  

On the one hand, there are innumerable discourses where the importance of non-violence is 

stressed. The very first precept that his followers take is ‘pa ̄na ti pāta vermani’ which suggests … 

‘abstaining from killing [hurting] sentient beings’;  yet the Buddha doesn’t agree to Devdatta’s 

suggestion that the monks should not eat meat, nor is the occupation of a soldier a ‘forbidden’ 

occupation. In this presentation an attempt has been made to understand these and other 

apparent contradictions and evolve a Buddhist perspective on what could be termed as ‘wise’ 

non-violence. 

Introduction 

In the aftermath of the terrible terrorist attack on 9/11/2001 in USA, articles were written by 

some Buddhist scholars1, 2and meditation teachers suggesting deeper analysis of the roots of this 

attack in the light of the fundamental interconnectedness of all sentient beings while tacitly 

supporting the use of force against terrorists. Even the Dalai Lama, in response to a question on  

Osama bin Laden  said that while  the terrorists also  deserved compassion, but …. "if 

something is serious … you have to take counter-measures".  This was resented by many 

‘purists’  who felt that any attempt to tacitly support violence by contrasting non-violence with 

pacifism was against the fundamental tenet of Buddhism.  In this paper we shall explore this 

issue using the core teachings of the Buddha to evolve what could be termed as a perspective on 

‘wise’ non-violence. 

Apparent contradictions  

The Buddha consistently advised his disciples, both lay as well as monks, to shun violence. The 

Dhammapada is full of verses extolling non-violence, for example verse 405 says: 

“He who has renounced violence towards all living beings, weak or strong, who neither kills nor causes others 

to kill — him do I call a holy man.”                                                                                     

The very first precept that everyone wishing to follow his teachings takes is : 

Pāṇātipātā veramaṇī sikkhāpadaṃ samādiyāmi. 

which is usually translated as : I undertake the training rule to abstain from killing. 

                                                           
1 Paul Fleishman : The Buddha Taught Nonviolence, Not Pacifism , at: 
http://www.midamericadharma.org/cdl/DPP/Nonviolence.pdf 
2 D.R.. Loy : The Non-duality of Good and Evil: Buddhist Reflections on the New Holy War, at : 
 http://buddhism.lib.ntu.edu.tw/FULLTEXT/JR-MISC/101797.htm 



In an oft quoted discourse,  “Kakacūpama Sutta : The Simile of the Saw” 3,   the Buddha says to 

the monks : "Monks, even if bandits were to savagely sever you, limb by limb, with a double-handled saw, even 

then, whoever of you harbours ill will at heart would not be upholding my Teaching.” 

In the light of above statements, the Buddha’s position could be termed as that of extreme non-

violence, even in the face of threat to life. 

However, we come across numerous instances in the Suttas from where we get impressions to 

the contrary. Thus in one Sutta4 we find King Pasenadi of Kosala , after paying respects to the 

Buddha introduces himself as a  head anointed noble King who is .. “ able to have executed those who 

should be executed, to fine those who should be fined, to exile those who should be exiled..” . He goes on to 

praise various virtues of the sangha and after he has left, the Buddha terms his statements as 

monuments to Dhamma, without making any comment about his deeds of ‘executing those who 

should be executed’. Could he not have advised the King not to ‘execute’ people and give some 

other punishment?   

In another Sutta5 even more striking situation is encountered. King Ajātsattu sends his chief 

minister Vassaka ̄ra to the Buddha to inform him that “ Lord, King Ajatsattu Vedihiputta of Magadha 

wishes to strike Vajjians and… bring them to ruin and destruction” . The Buddha rather than advising 

Ajātsattu to desist from the war goes on to tell Ananda the reasons that make Vajjians invincible, 

which the clever minister uses later to defeat them.  

Yet another instance which shows that he was not against Kings having strong armies:  

Suddhodana, the father of the Buddha, protests against the ordination of his soldiers resulting in 

weakening of his army. In response, the Buddha makes a rule prohibiting ordination of soldiers 

while in military service. As Weerasekara6 points out, “even today unless a soldier is legally discharged 

from the army or unless a soldier retires legitimately, he is NOT ordained as a monk and will not be accepted into 

the order of monks.”  

In fact, the profession of a soldier, whose duty would often demand hurting, and even killing, 

people, is not included in the list of ‘prohibited’ occupations for his lay disciples7. Had the 

Buddha’s concept of non-violence been the same as that of a pacifist, then surely this should not 

have been the case. 

Another contradiction which has been a source of intense debate is the Buddha permitting his 

monks to eat meat, if offered by the lay disciples on their own. In fact, he didn’t not approve the 

suggestion of Devadatta that the monks should eat only vegetarian food. Didn’t meat eating 

amount to encouraging killing of animals? 

Such apparently contradictory statements have even led some scholars to conclude that there 

may be elements of ‘clever deception’ in the discourses.  

                                                           
3“Kakacūpama Sutta : The Simile of the Saw”, MN 21`. 
4 Dhammacetiya Sutta : Monuments to the Dhamma, MN 89. 
5 Mahāparinibbāna Sutta : The Great Passing , DN 16. 
6 Ananda Weerasekera, Buddhism and the soldier,  see at    
http://www.beyondthenet.net/thedway/soldier.htm 
7 Anguttara Nikaya, III-177 



 

Resolving these Contradictions 

To resolve these contradictions it is helpful to recall that there were no moral absolutes in the 

teachings of the Buddha. Morality was a means to an end; and most importantly, the ethical 

quality was determined not by the actions themselves but by the intention behind these actions: 

“cetanā ‘haṃ bhikkhave kammaṃ vadāmi” [ AN 6-63].   

Thus we find in the monastic code of discipline, [The Pa ̄ṭimokkha Rules,  Pācittiya  74]  a clear 

injunction8 : should a bhikkhu gives a blow to a fellow monk  it is treated as an offence only if 

this is done out of anger or displeasure , not otherwise. According to the Vibhan ̇ga, there is no 

offense for a bhikkhu who, trapped in a difficult situation, gives a blow “desiring freedom.” This 

can be put in modern idiom to imply that giving a blow in self-defence is not an offence.  

 

The Buddha realised that absolute non-violence, of the kind advocated, for example, by the 

Niganthas, would make life impossible. Every agricultural activity results in death of insects; even 

taking out a tuber like potato or radish from earth is likely to involve killing. From a puritanical 

perspective even breathing may involve violence since microscopic, and even macroscopic, 

organisms could enter the respiratory tract and get killed by body defence mechanism [Jain 

monks put masks over mouth and nose to ‘hopefully’ forestall this possibility]. If we take a 

modern scientific perspective, there is continual ‘warfare’ going on among trillions of bacteria in 

every human body, especially when we take antibiotics to contain infections. The Buddha’s 

insight was that since there was no intention during these activities of hurting any sentient being, 

these should not be classified as ‘violence’.  

 

Now whether the argument of self-defence could be extended to soldiers whose duties involve 

killing the ‘intruders’ to protect their countrymen, has been a subject of great debate and we have 

opinions on both the sides. As mentioned above, the Buddha does not include the occupation of 

soldier in the list of forbidden occupations for laymen. In fact a noble warrior is called the “the 

best among people when judging by clan”9. But then in a discourse to a soldier the Buddha points out 

that : when a warrior strives & exerts himself in battle, his mind is already seized, debased, & 

misdirected by the thought: 'May these beings be struck down or slaughtered or annihilated or 

destroyed. May they not exist'; hell would be his destination after death in the battle10.   Coupling 

this statement with the basic teaching that intention determines the ethical quality of action, can 

we not conclude that if a soldier neutralises an intruder threatening his country without letting 

hatred take over his mind, out of compassion for his countrymen, the consequences would not 

be so harsh?   

Surely the Buddha was pragmatic enough to recognize the need for a strong army even for a 

noble ruler to protect his subjects from internal and external threats. Thus  the advice given to a 

righteous ‘wheel-turning’ monarch by his royal sage includes : “ Yourself depending on the Dhamma, 

                                                           
8  See translation at :  http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/index.html#bmc1 
9 Sekha-patipada Sutta: The Practice for One in Training, MN 53;  see at 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.053.than.html 
10 Yodhajiva Sutta: To Yodhajiva (The Warrior)[ SN 42.3]; see at 
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn42/sn42.003.than.html 



honouring it, revering it, cherishing it, doing homage to it and venerating it, having Dhamma as your badge and 

banner, acknowledging the Dhamma as your master, you should establish guard, ward and protection  according to 

Dhamma  for your own household, your troops, your nobles and vassals, for Brahmins and householders, town 

and country folk, ascetics and Brahmins, for beast and birds. Let no crime prevail in your kingdom….” 11 

Clearly the injunction is to do the onerous duty which might necessitate violence as an upholder 

of justice and defender of peace and harmony; not out of personal hatred. 

We need to remember that the Buddha never advocated upsetting the social order – whether it 

was the tyranny of caste system, or the habit of keeping slaves and courtesans. He developed 

ingenious ways of countering these evils. Thus he didn’t challenge the caste system directly, but 

redefined  brahmins12 and outcastes13 , making his intentions clear with resounding statements 

like: “One doesn’t become an outcast by birth, one doesn’t become a brahmin by birth. It is by deed that one 

becomes an outcast, it is by deed that one becomes a brahmin.”  Similarly, to counter the prevalent 

tradition of keeping and trading in slaves, this was included in the list of prohibited occupations 

for lay disciples; and to reduce the spread of violence, trading in weapons was also forbidden. He 

didn’t include the occupation of a soldier in this list, since that would expose the kingdom to 

external and internal threats.  

Viewed in this light, one can see why he didn’t enforce strict vegetarianism for monks. 

Dependence on alms-food was a necessary part of the training of monks to reduce ego and 

promote interaction between monks and laity, thus inculcating the virtue of gratitude in both. 

There was thus the requirement that the monks should accept whatever is put in their bowl by 

lay people, and not become choosy and go for alms only to select houses. Since the society was 

largely non-vegetarian, strict enforcement of vegetarianism would have excluded majority of lay 

people from partaking of the merit of feeding a monk. But to curtail the habit of meat eating in 

the society he forbade this lay disciples from trading in flesh. Couple this with the very first 

precept that they agreed to practice – i.e. refraining from killing, and the injunction to monks to 

accept meat only if it happens to be present in the household at that time, and not accept it if the 

animal is specifically killed for their meal; and we have a complete blueprint to gradually bring 

about a transformation to a vegetarian society.   

We also need to remember that the Buddha’s injunctions and ethical standards had to be 

different for the monks and the laity. Thus the advice of the above-quoted passage from the 

“Kakacūpama Sutta : The Simile of the Saw” is quite specifically for the monks. On the other 

hand, the Buddha himself points out that it is the duty of the householders to look after (and 

protect) their family members and relatives.14 Remaining indifferent to oppression is a clear case 

of ‘unwise non-violence’. It is triply faulty – it encourages the offender to continue oppression, it 

is a cause of one’s downfall15, and it desensitizes one to the suffering of others [i.e. both the 

oppressor and the oppressed] and prevents the emergence of noble quality of compassion.  

                                                           
11 Cakkavatti- Sih̄anāda Sutta: The Lion’s Roar on the Turning of the Wheel, DN26 
12 Brahmaṇvaggo, Chapter 26, Dhammapada. 
13 Vasala Sutta, Chapter 1.7, Sutta Nipāta. 
14 Mahamaṅgala Sutta, Life’s Highest Blessings, Chapter 2.4, Sutta Nipāta. 
15 Parābhava Sutta, Chapter 1.6, Sutta Nipāta. 



Clearly pacifism is not what the Buddha taught.  What then would Buddha advise us to do in 

modern times of militancy, extremism, violence and terrorism?  

The Root Cause of Violence 

The Buddha used his penetrating insight to decipher the root cause of violence with a view to 

evolve strategy for uprooting it completely. Even the UNESCO charter echoes these findings of 

the Buddha : since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the defences of peace must be 

constructed.   

The very first verse of the Dhammapada says : Mind precedes all mental states. Mind is their chief; they 

are all mind-wrought. If with an impure mind a person speaks or acts suffering follows him like the wheel that 

follows the foot of the ox. 

Elsewhere we find even more explicit enunciation of the roots of conflict16 :  

Again, it is with sensuality for the reason, sensuality for the source, sensuality for the cause, the reason being 

simply sensuality, that kings quarrel with kings, nobles with nobles, brahmans with brahmans, householders with 

householders, mother with child, child with mother, father with child, child with father, brother with brother, sister 

with sister, brother with sister, sister with brother, friend with friend. And then in their quarrels, brawls, and  

disputes, they attack one another with fists or with clods or with sticks or with knives, so that they incur death or 

deadly pain.        

The Buddha’s insight revealed why we are trapped by sensuality: getting deluded by appearances, 

not understanding the Reality as it is. The root cause of this delusion is mistaken attachment to 

Body-Mind complex and taking it personally: etaṃ mama, esohamasmi, eso me attā'ti ...  this is mine, 

this I am, this is my self. 

The solution clearly lies in abdicating this delusion by a systematic practice of mindfulness of the 

very process of arising of such attachment.  The details of this practice,  involving cultivation of 

the mindfulness of the body [ especially the breath], the feelings, the mental states and the 

various mental contents changing moment by moment, are laid out in the Satipaṭṭha ̄na  

sutta17 . The efficacy of the method in improving mental texture, even of prisoners18, has been 

established by numerous studies in India and abroad. Herein lies the solution to violence – 

purifying the mind of its defilements which lead to violent behaviour. As the mind gets 

progressively purified, the greed gives way to generosity, anger and hatred slowly transform to 

loving kindness and forgiveness, and delusion is replaced by wisdom. Inequity, which is one of 

the most powerful divisive forces in the society, can be most effectively reduced by generosity. 

This is the alchemy of the Buddha whose effectiveness in reducing violence has been verified 

even in modern times.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission19 set up by Nelson Mandela to prevent clashes in 

South Africa after the end of apartheid, followed the approach of mindful and compassionate 

                                                           
16 Mahādukkhakhandha Sutta, The Greater Discourse on the Mass of Suffering, Majjhima Nikāya, 13. 
17 Satipatṭḥāna  sutta, The Discourse on Cultivation of Mindfulness, Majjhima Nikāya,  10. 
18 See research reports at  : http://www.vridhamma.org/Research 
19 See for some details  http://www.britannica.com/topic/Truth-and-Reconciliation-Commission-South-Africa 



listening, coupled with seeking of forgiveness by the ‘oppressor’. As put by Desmond Tutu, the 

chairman of this Commission, “Forgiving is not forgetting; it is actually remembering - 

remembering and not using your right to hit back. It is a second chance for a new beginning. 

And the remembering part is particularly important. Especially if you don’t want to repeat what 

happened.”20 The recognition that peace arises from forgiveness and not retribution is an 

important teaching of the Buddha21: 

Na hi verena verāni sammantīdha kudācanaṃ 

Averena ca sammanti esa dhammo sanantano.     

The animosity cannot be removed by animosity, but only by friendliness, this is the eternal 

Law 

  The retreats organized in 2001 by famous Vietnamese Zen monk Thich Nhat Hanh, to 

promote reconciliation between Israelis and Palestinians were also based on the same principle 

of mindful compassionate listening.  The efficacy of theses retreats and the healing it brought in 

the participants can be gauged from their experiences shared in his book 22. 

Concluding Remarks 

 The mental impurities are the root cause of the conflicts and the Buddha discovered a powerful 

method to purify the mind of its dross like greed, lust, avarice, anger, ill will, hatred, pride, 

arrogance, conceit etc.  Mindful living is a powerful antidote to violence. This training in 

mindfulness is slowly finding its way in the education system and that is the most effective way 

to bring about the transition to a humane and peaceful society.  

But till such time as this happens, we could say that at first attempt should always be made to 

resolve disputes and conflict through dialogues based on the attitude of mindful compassionate 

listening; but if everything else fails, then minimal violence may be needed to prevent the conflict 

flaring into a war with huge violence, or the criminal causing widespread destruction of life and 

property. The use of minimal violence has to be done only as a last resort, with compassion, 

both for the oppressed and the oppressor, and not with hatred, for that would lead to a vicious 

cycle of retribution.  

This could be termed as a model of ‘wise nonviolence’ in tune with the apparently ‘contradictory’ 

teachings of the Buddha. 

 

Abbreviations 

AN : Aṅguttara Nika ̄ya 

DN: Di ̄gha Nikāya 

                                                           
20  See : http://www.tutufoundationusa.org/2013/10/10-pieces-of-wisdom-from-desmond-tutu-on-his-
birthday/ 
21 Verse 5, Dhammapada. 
22 Thich Nhat Hanh, Peace begins here: Palestinians and  Israelis listening to each other, Parallax press, 2004 



MN : Majjhima Nikāya 

SN : Samyutta Nikāya 


