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The Dilemma and Paradox of the “Non-killing”
Vow: The Middle Path Philosophy Reflected in the
“Ahimsa” Examples in Buddhist Applied Ethics

Shih, Chao-hwei *

Abstract

This thesis discusses examples of paradoxes or dilemmas with regard to
the primary precept of the Buddhist norms: non-killing. Many issues
concerning bioethics and environmental ethics inevitably revolve around the
dilemma of “persisting not to kill, but inevitably results in killing”. Some
dilemmas even beget paradoxes at the philosophical level; for example,
abstention from killing has paradoxically brought about serious
consequences of slaughtering. Therefore, in order to avoid such
consequences, one has to compromise the precept of non-killing. Although
“protecting life” is at the core of the Buddhist ethics, in practice, it causes
dilemmas or philosophical paradoxes worth pondering.

In this work, examples will be given to analyze the dilemmas of
“abstention from killing” in real-life situations with regard to animals,
plants, microorganisms, and even cruel wars faced by some countries around
the world. If necessary, the paradoxical propositions of some of these
examples will be analyzed at the philosophical level.

Secondly, the core theories of “dependent origination, life protection
and the middle path” will be explored. Topics like how to analyze the
paradoxical proposition of non-killing at the theoretical level? How to face

the moral dilemma of non-killing at the practical level? The focus of this
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thesis is on the latter, to wit, from the perspective of Buddhist applied ethics,
how do those who abide by the precept of non-killing face dilemmas and

make relatively appropriate ethical choices?

Keywords: dependent origination (pratitya-samutpada), protection of life,
the middle path (madhyama-marga), dilemma, paradox
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