
Preparatory work for A Level Religious Studies 

Dear student, 

As part of your studies in Buddhism this term you’ll be considering 
how Buddhists seek to behave, in order to live better lives and 
reduce their own suffering and that of others. Please read the 
following extract on the central Buddhist teaching of ‘non-
violence’. 

When you’ve read it, please follow the link over the page to a BBC 
news story on Buddhist monks in Burma and Sri Lanka and then 
answer the questions overleaf. 

The 1st Precept: Non-Violence 

I undertake the rule of training which consists in abstention from killing living 
beings. 
How far does this precept extend? 
Buddhists have always interpreted this precept to mean, not merely a prohibition of 
murder, but of all kinds of violence against human beings and animals. Whilst killing 
animals is considered less unskilful than killing human beings (because animals 
have a less developed consciousness and because killing a person requires more 
deliberate will and effort), we still have a responsibility to limit the killing and other 
violence inflicted on animals as far as possible. Buddhists should also avoid actions 
which indirectly support violence, eg.trading in arms. An important aspect of Right 
Livelihood (one of the limbs of the Noble Eightfold Path) is that one's job should not 
cause suffering as far as possible. 
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Why is killing wrong? 
Killing is the expression of a mental state rooted in greed, hatred, and delusion. It is 
an unskilful act because it brings suffering on the doer and on the victim, holding 
both back from Enlightenment. 
"To kill a living being means to inflict upon him the greatest of all sufferings 
or evils, for inasmuch as life is the greatest good, so the greatest suffering, 

or the greatest evil, that can befall one, is to be deprived of life." 
Sangharakshita, The Ten Pillars of Buddhism. 

Himsa and Ahimsa 
Killing is also considered wrong because it is the expression of himsa : force or 
violence. This violence can be mental or physical, and really means doing to another 
being something which that being does not want. Ahimsa (non-violence) is the 
opposite of himsa, and means actively trying to promote reconciliation and love 
between beings as well as refraining from acts of violence oneself. Ahimsa is 
described as the highest dharma, because violence is the unskilful action which does 
most damage and contributes most to suffering. 
Written for the AQA syllabus by Robert Ellis, formerly a member of the Triratna Buddhist Order and a former Head of RS in a 
6th-form college. 
http://www.clear-vision.org/Schools/Students/Ages-17-18/Buddhist-ethics/1st-precept.aspx 

Here’s the link to the news story about Buddhist monks: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22356306 

Task: Now that you read the story, please answer the following questions and 
bring in your written answers with you to your first RS lesson:  

Title:  An unusual response to the central teaching of Buddhism not to kill 

1. In your own words explain why you think that certain Buddhist monks in
Burma and Sri Lanka have behaved in the way they have.

2. Remembering that the Buddhist ‘precept’ to train yourself, or be trained
not to kill is not a rule, to what extent might this explain their
behaviour?

http://www.clear-vision.org/Schools/Students/Ages-17-18/Buddhist-ethics/1st-precept.aspx
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22356306
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3. In 250 words, construct a well-reasoned argument expressing your view
on this behaviour. Do you think it is understandable, completely
indefensible or something in between?

4. Lastly, try doing a little more research to find out what Buddhist
teachings suggest might happen to a person who is violent themselves,
or has the mental disposition of violence. Record your findings in not
more than 100 words.

Your notes:


