Indian & Chinese Ethics

BUDDHISM. Buddhism can be traced to the experiences of Siddhartha
Gautama, born a prince around 560 B.C.E. at Lumbini near the capital of
the Kingdom of Shakya, India. Gautama is often called Shakyamuni or
Sakyamuni, after his birthplace. According to early accounts of his life,
Gautama grew up in the court and was shielded from contact with the real
mundane world of the people he would someday rule. He married at 17 and
fathered a child. However, his life changed dramatically in 529 B.C.E.
when he departed from the palace, abandoned his worldly existence, and
began a career as a wandering seeker for the meaning of life. Gautama
spent the next six years visiting various Indian religious groups, sitting with
several teachers of renown, and experimenting with many religious
practices, such as asceticism and meditation. His search ended in 523
B.C.E., while he was in meditation and contemplation at the foot of a tree, a
"Bodhi tree," located at Sarnath, a site still considered a hallowed
Buddhist shrine. As this period of meditation began, Gautama is said to
have made the following vow:

""Let my body be dried up on this seat, Let my skin and bones and flesh be
destroyed So long as Bodhi is not attained... My body and thought will not
be removed from this seat." He attained the "Bodhi," or enlightenment, in
523 B.C.E., and as a result became known as Gautama the Buddha or the
Enlightened One. After this enlightenment, Buddha began to preach and
teach, and a group of disciples gathered around him. A movement began to
grow, particularly in northwest India. Buddha died of dysentery about 480
B.C.E.

Much of the essence of Buddhism is found in the teachings of the Buddha,
which outline the Dharma, the true way of life. The Dharma is remarkably
simple, for all its profundity, and lends itself easily to a brief summary. All
Buddhists share a belief in the Buddha's Dharma, which centers upon the
four basic truths and the '"noble eightfold path." The four basic truths are:
1) all existence entails suffering; 2) the cause of suffering is desire, i.e., the
thirst for pleasure, prosperity, and continued life (it is this thirst for
continued life that begets rebirth); 3) the way to escape suffering, existence,
and rebirth is to rid one's self of desire; and 4) to be emancipated from
desire, one must follow the eightfold path.

The noble eightfold path is pictured in the eight-spoked wheel, a symbol
second only to the seated Buddha as a sign of Buddhist faith. The path
consists of: 1) right understanding, 2) right resolve,3) right speech, 4) right
conduct, 5) right livelihood, 6) right effort,7) right attention, and 8) right



concentration. Various Buddhist groups would accept the eightfold path
but disagree on their interpretation of it and the emphasis on, and priority
of, certain aspects of it. This difference will often be manifest in the words
that English Buddhist groups use to translate the language of the eightfold
path in their literature.

CHINESE PHILOSOPHY: ETHICS

The first recorded dynasty in Chinese history is the Shang (1766—1050
BCE). It came to an end when the Zhou family overthrew the Shang and
justified its act on the grounds that the Shang kings had become corrupt
and forfeited the right to rule conferred by the ruling force of the

world, tian (which literally means "sky" and is usually translated as
"Heaven'). Although the Zhou kings claimed validation by Heaven, their
rule declined in the time of Kongzi (551-479 BCE; better known in the
West by his Latinized name Confucius), entailing a breakdown of the
social, political, and moral order. The dao, the way or path, that the Zhou
claimed to possess was lost. As Angus C. Graham (1989) puts it, the
primary question of the age was: Where is the dao? Whoever could
rediscover it could regain the de, the human power and excellence, that
enabled the early Zhou kings to create the golden age of harmony and
flourishing that was lost. Each philosophy of the ancient period provides its
version of the dao.

Confucian Ethics

Benjamin Isadore Schwartz (1985) characterizes the Confucian dao as
emphasizing respect for rightful authority, where the rightfulness of
authority is based on the achievement of ethical excellence. Confucianism is
a virtue ethic because of its central focus on three interrelated subjects:
character traits identified as the virtues; the good and worthwhile life; and
contextualist modes of ethical deliberation. The virtues are traits of
character that are necessary for living a good life and that typically involve
judging in the context at hand what must be done. The virtues belong to
the junzi (the noble person, most often translated as '"gentleman'), who is
living in accord with the dao. Such a person can be said to have realized in
a high degree the overall ethical excellence that befits human beings.

Consider the virtue of ren. In 12.22 Kongzi identifies ren with loving or
caring for people. Understood in this way, ren is one particular virtue
among a number possessed by the junzi such as wisdom and courage.
Translators such as D. C. Lau (1979) focus on this meaning of ren and



translate it as ""benevolence." However, ren has a much broader meaning
in the Analects (but perhaps not in the Mengzi, where it seems restricted to
the meaning of a particular virtue). At a number of places, ren is associated
with an array of different virtues: for example, the observance of ritual in
3.3, and sympathetic understanding of others in 6.30. In fact, ren seems so
closely associated with the ideal of the junzi, or morally noble person, that
it seems to stand for complete human excellence.

A virtue distinctive of the Confucian ethic is that of ritual observance or
ritual propriety. In the Analects the rituals (/i ) include ceremonies

of ancestor worship, the burial of parents, and the rules governing
respectful and appropriate behavior between parents and children. In
general, the /i in the Analects are ceremonies or customary practices that
express one or more of several ethically significant attitudes: reverence,
respect, care, gratitude, and a feeling of indebtedness. Later, the word
came to cover a broad range of customs and practices that spelled out
courteous and respectful behavior between people occupying specific social
stations. Herbert Fingarette (1972) argues that this emphasis on ritual
propriety conveys the profound insight that ceremonies, customs, and
conventions constitute much of what is distinctive about human activity. A
handshake means nothing unless understood against a background of
conventions that establish the relevant physical movements as a way of
greeting another person. So too, many of the ways of respecting and
expressing care or gratitude toward others are possible only because they
have been conventionally established as ways to express those attitudes.
This implies that ren as complete human excellence cannot be understood
as something separate and independent from /i.
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