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J. Baird Callicott claims that moral pluralism leads to relativism, skepticism, and the 
undermining of moral obligations.  Buddhist ethics provides a counterexample to Callicott; it is a 
robust tradition of moral pluralism.  Focusing on one of the most significant texts in Buddhist ethics, 
Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra, I show how it draws on a multiplicity of moral principles determined 
by context and skillful means (upāya kauśalya).  In contrast to Callicott’s description of pluralism as 
detrimental to moral life, I suggest that South Asian Buddhist traditions provide a model of moral 
reasoning that is both robust and flexible, a model appropriate for the many kinds of moral obligations 
that arise in the context of environmental ethics.

I	 Introduction
Since the simultaneous spread of awareness concerning environmental challenges and 

Buddhism in North America during the 1960’s, it has been a widely held belief that among world 
religions, Buddhism is uniquely attuned to the natural environment.1  In an oft-cited article, Lynn White, 
Jr., argued that the root cause of the ecological crisis was the devaluation of nature and anthropocentrism 
of Western religious and philosophical traditions.2  In contrast, he suggested, Asian traditions are more 
holistic and conceive of humans as interdependent with the environment.  Succeeding scholarship has 
led to more nuanced views of both Western and Eastern traditions and their relations with non-human 
nature.  Nevertheless, the association of Buddhism and ecology, as evidenced in an extensive literature, 
has continued to be popular among scholars, Buddhist practitioners, and environmental activists.3

Donald Swearer has constructed a five-fold taxonomy with which to order the vast literature 
on Buddhism and ecology: eco-apologists, eco-critics, eco-constructivists, eco-ethicists, and eco-
contextualists.4  According to Swearer, eco-apologists argue that Green Buddhism is a “natural extension 
of the Buddhist worldview.”5  Eco-critics, on the other hand, claim that Buddhism, with its emphasis 
on liberation and world negation, is incompatible with environmental ethics.  Eco-constructivists, 
Swearer says, are those who believe that Buddhist traditions contain resources for constructing an 
environmental ethic.  Eco-ethicists argue that any authentically Buddhist environmental ethic must be 
evaluated according to Buddhist ethics, not simply derived from Buddhist metaphysics.  And finally, 
eco-contextualists insist that Buddhist environmental ethics that actually engage with the environment 
are necessarily embedded in local practices and traditions.

While this paper is a contribution to the discourse on Buddhism and ecology, it does not fall 
into any of Swearer’s categories, or Ian Harris’s earlier taxonomy.6  Though I am sympathetic to what 
Swearer terms eco-constructivism, I will not draw on conceptual resources from Buddhist traditions 
to construct a metaphysics of nature or a Buddhist environmental ethic.  Rather, my purpose here is 
to argue that South Asian Buddhist moral traditions, with their moral pluralism, offer an appropriately 
pragmatic model of moral reasoning for contemporary environmental ethics.  I will begin with a sketch 
of the debate on monism and pluralism in environmental ethics.  Some environmental philosophers 
argue that moral pluralism is necessary to respond to all our various moral responsibilities.  In defense 
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of monism, J. Baird Callicott claims that pluralism leads to relativism, skepticism, and the undermining 
of moral obligations.  In the second part of my paper, I will argue that Buddhist ethics provides a 
counterexample to Callicott; it is a robust tradition of moral pluralism.  Focusing on one of the most 
significant texts in Buddhist ethics, Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra, I show how it draws on a multiplicity 
of moral principles determined by context and skillful means (upāya kauśalya).  In contrast to Callicott’s 
description of pluralism as detrimental to moral life, I suggest that South Asian Buddhist traditions 
provide a model of moral reasoning that is both robust and flexible, a model appropriate for the many 
kinds of moral obligations that arise in the context of environmental ethics.

II	 Monism, Pluralism, and Environmental Ethics
	 One method of categorizing moral theories is according to their relation to moral principles.  
Utilitarianism and natural law theory, for instance, share a formal structure in that each is grounded in a 
supreme moral principle.  In utilitarianism, for example, all moral reasoning must be derived from the 
principle of utility.  Such theories, founded upon one overarching moral principle that provides unity 
and coherence, are monistic.  Some theorists reject moral monism, arguing instead for a pluralism that 
acknowledges the legitimacy of a multiplicity of independent, basic moral principles.7  These principles 
may well be in tension, or even mutually incompatible; but, it is said, they can be consistent with the 
phenomena.  Pluralists argue that there is no one monistic theory that can encompass the whole moral 
realm, with all its complexities; there are, however, moral theories that can provide principles that are 
true for some kinds of moral acts, intentions, or states of affair.  Moral pluralism, they claim, is not a 
form of relativism, but an appropriate and necessary response to the multiple kinds of moral concern 
in our lives.  A third kind of moral theory, moral particularism, associated with David McNaughton,8 
Jonathan Dancy,9 and perhaps illustrated in some existentialist ethics, rejects the need for any moral 
principles.  Instead of deriving judgments from a supreme moral principle or a plurality of self-justifying 
moral principles, particularists argue that the moral features of acts, agents, and states of affair arise 
contextually and cannot be grasped by universal principles.  Instead of following moral principles, 
particularists claim, moral agents must cultivate the discernment of specific, contextualized moral 
landscapes. 

The debate between monists and pluralists has been particularly pertinent in environmental 
ethics.10  During the 1960’s and 1970’s, faced with growing evidence of environmental degradation, 
some scholars attributed the state of the environment not just to destructive environmental practices, but 
to the traditional moral and metaphysical frameworks that seemed to justify these practices.  Motivated 
in large part by concern for the environment, some philosophers called, in the words of Richard Sylvan, 
for “a new, an environmental, ethic.”11  This environmental ethic would lead us to be more responsive 
to the needs and values of non-human nature.  A variety of theories were proposed and debated that 
recognize not just the value and moral standing of human subjects, but also of animals, non-sentient 
natural beings, and even ecosystems and the earth itself.  In the early years of environmental ethics, 
philosophers generally sought to achieve a monistic theory that could encompass all our moral 
responsibilities.  According to Christopher Stone, in their quest for a monistic theory, environmental 
philosophers were caught in internecine, theoretical debates that lost sight of engaging practical policy 
questions.12  To move beyond abstract doctrines, Stone advocates moral pluralism in environmental 
thought so that philosophical debates could be more applicable, to better respond to the original 
motivation of environmental ethics.13

Moral pluralism in the context of environmental ethics has been developed by Andrew 
Light,14 Bryan Norton,15 Anthony Weston,16 and others, who promote an environmental philosophy 
that can be applied to practical environmental policies.  Moral pluralists, who generally see themselves 
as environmental pragmatists, do not look for one supreme principle that will cover all questions of 
environmental practice.17  Rather, they admit that in some instances, for example questions concerning 
the treatment of farm animals, animal rights or sentientism might be the best theory.  However, when 
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considering what to do about an invasive species that is degrading an ecosystem, an ecocentric ethic 
that is not as attentive to the suffering and needs of individual animals might be the most prudent to 
follow.  Moral pluralists acknowledge that we have moral obligations to salmon, pets, mountains, 
children, elms, works of art, fellow-citizens, and watersheds.  However, they argue, we possess different 
moral obligations derived from different principles for these distinct entities.  When theories such as 
animal rights and ecocentrism lead to incompatible results, instead of rejecting one theory wholesale in 
the pursuit of monism, pluralists and environmental pragmatists argue, we should prudently determine 
which moral principle to apply to a particular situation.18  Instead of debating the one, right, univocal 
metaphysics of morals – ecocentrism versus anthropocentrism, biocentrism versus sentientism, deep 
ecology versus social ecology, etc. – pluralists and pragmatists seek agreement on practical policies that 
can be derived from a variety of moral principles.

In “The Case Against Moral Pluralism”19 and “Moral Monism in Environmental Ethics 
Defended,”20 J. Baird Callicott argues that moral pluralism weakens our moral obligations.  “With 
a variety of theories at our disposal, each indicating different, inconsistent, or contradictory courses 
of action,” Callicott writes, “we may be tempted to espouse the one that seems most convenient or 
self-serving in the circumstances.”21  Even if sincere, Callicott claims, pluralism provides no basis for 
determining which one of multiple incompatible principles to follow in any given circumstance.  Finally, 
according to Callicott, moral pluralism results in the dissolution of moral responsibility in general for 
it leads to the skepticism and nihilism he associates with “deconstructive postmodernism.”22  Without a 
unitary and systematic metaphysics of morals, Callicott insists, we lose both our moral and intellectual 
coherence and any foundation from which to argue for an environmental ethic.23

III	 Moral Pluralism in Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra 
As with other internally diverse and rich traditions, Buddhism can be characterized as 

morally pluralistic in part, because there are so many different kinds of moral reasoning and teaching.  
Indeed, scholars have recognized the contours of eudaimonistic virtue ethics,24 utilitarianism,25 and 
Kantian ethics26 in Buddhist moral traditions.  Additionally, it has been argued, some Buddhist moral 
strategies constitute a form of ethical particularism, for they emphasize context and do not follow any 
general principles.27  As I have argued elsewhere, it is a mistake to believe that Buddhist ethics can 
be characterized as a whole – it is simply too diverse – and assimilating Buddhist ethics to Western 
moral principles loses the complexity and uniqueness of Buddhist moral traditions.28  Nevertheless, 
characterizations of Buddhist traditions in Western categories can be helpful in sketching the contours 
of Buddhist ethics29; taken together they support the claim that Buddhist ethics is a form of moral 
pluralism.30  In what follows, I will argue that even within one text, Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra, there 
is a pluralistic approach to ethics.  I believe that the Bodhicaryāvatāra provides a good counterexample 
to Callicott’s claim that pluralism leads to moral skepticism and nihilism, because Śāntideva’s text is one 
of the most significant texts in the history of South Asian and Tibetan Buddhism.  

There is widespread agreement with Frank Reynolds and Charles Hallisey, who claim that 
the Bodhicaryāvatāra is “‘perhaps the best single source’ for the study of classical Mahāyāna ethics.”31  
Indeed, many discussions of Mahāyāna ethics in South Asia focus on the Bodhicaryāvatāra.  The 
current high regard for Śāntideva’s work is not new or unique to Western scholars.  Shortly after it was 
composed, the Bodhicaryāvatāra spread quickly amongst Indian monastics, with whom it remained 
popular until the demise of Mahāyāna Buddhism on the sub-continent.32  In Tibet, the popularity of the 
Bodhicaryāvatāra seems to have increased.  The famous “Prajñāpāramitā-pariccheda” (Perfection of 
Wisdom Chapter) was employed as a philosophy textbook in Tibetan scholastic curricula.  The various 
Tibetan schools produced their own commentaries with very different interpretations of Śāntideva’s 
text, but they all agreed on its significance as an authoritative exposition of what doxographers termed 
“Prāsangika” Madhyamaka.33.
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The Bodhicaryāvatāra was also popular outside scholastic environs.  Variations on Śāntideva’s 
presentation of the anuttara-pūjā (Supreme Worship) were widely practiced in Tibetan traditions.  
And his elaboration of the bodhisattva path became a primary inspiration for two important genres of 
Tibetan literary production: lam rim (stages of the path) and blo sbyong (mind training).34  Moreover, 
Śāntideva’s psychologically astute moral advice and often powerful and evocative language have had a 
broad appeal to lay practitioners.  At the beginning of the fourteenth century, the Bodhicaryāvatāra was 
the first Buddhist text translated for the newly converted Mongolians, an indication of the high status 
of Śāntideva’s work in Tibet.  Though there may be other candidates, it is not without reason that some 
contemporary scholars claim that the Bodhicaryāvatāra “has been the most widely read, cited, and 
practiced text in the whole of the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition.”35

Śāntideva employs a plurality of ethical strategies in the Bodhicaryāvatāra.  However, one is 
tempted to interpret it as a form of eudaimonistic virtue ethics because the text is structured according 
to the development of the six virtues, or perfections (pāramitās), of the bodhisattva.  Chapter V treats 
the perfections of generosity (dānapāramitā) and moral discipline (śīlapāramitā).  Chapters VI through 
IX address the remaining perfections respectively: patience (ksāntipāramitā), vigor (vīryapāramitā), 
meditative contemplation (dhyānapāramitā), and wisdom (prajñāpāramitā).  Śāntideva provides an 
account of the nature of the virtues and how they are to be cultivated.  His presentation of the Middle 
Way is a map of the bodhisattva path oriented towards the telos of bodhicitta, the awakened mind 
characterized by great compassion (mahākarunā) and the perfection of wisdom (prajñāpāramitā).36  
	 Śāntideva further seems to endorse a virtue ethic with his understanding that there are no 
universal rules applicable to all situations.  Rather, one must attend to each singular situation and then 
determine the proper course of action.37  Thus, Śāntideva argues, a bodhisattva motivated by compassion 
and guided by wisdom, should transgress general rules, such as the precepts and the monastic rules of 
conduct.38  Instead of following rules at all times, even the proscriptions against killing, stealing, and 
lying,39 a bodhisattva ought to determine what is best in a particular context.  Śāntideva does not treat 
skill in means as a unique perfection, as is done in many Mahāyāna accounts of ten, instead of six, 
perfections.  Nevertheless, the Bodhicaryāvatāra clearly states that one who is skillful (kauśalya) in 
strategy, method, or means (upāya) ought to do those actions which are generally proscribed, if it will 
diminish suffering in the world.40  Śāntideva addresses skillful means in the context of his presentation 
of moral discipline, as if to emphasize that rules of conduct are designed to make the practitioner 
mindful and aware, and not conceived as unchanging laws determining every action.
	 Śāntideva’s commitment to relieving suffering through any means, including the transgression 
of prohibitions against violence, might lead one to interpret the Bodhicaryāvatāra as a form of 
utilitarianism.  Śāntideva takes it as a given that suffering is to be avoided as such, regardless of whose 
suffering it may be.41  At times, Śāntideva does recognize a positive value in suffering.  However, this 
positive value is only justified when it serves to diminish overall suffering, as when it motivates the 
aspiring bodhisattva.42  Indeed, Śāntideva makes the calculation that it is appropriate to sacrifice oneself 
for someone who is equally or more compassionate, but not for someone who is less attentive to the 
sufferings of others, “That way, there is no overall loss.”43  Clearly, there are elements of utilitarianism 
functioning in the Bodhicaryāvatāra.

In contrast to utilitarianism, however, like Kant, Śāntideva believes that motivation 
is a primary locus of moral significance.  Śāntideva is committed to dependent origination 
(pratītyasamutpāda), the doctrine that no single causal power, including individual moral agents, can be 
regarded as solely responsible for external states of affair.44  Thus, we cannot be held solely responsible 
for the consequences of our actions in the world; we are only responsible for our own states of mind.45  
Śāntideva argues: “the perfection is the mental attitude itself,” and “since I cannot control external 
events, I will control my own mind.”46  While there is a family resemblance to Kantian ethics, Śāntideva 
does not share the Kantian understanding of moral responsibility for an autonomous will.  According to 
Śāntideva, the activity of our minds is also dependently originated and thus not free in the Kantian sense.

.
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	 The attempt to reduce Śāntideva’s ethics to a monistic Western moral category would make his 
writings appear inconsistent and confused.  It would also be a mistake to interpret the Bodhicaryāvatāra 
as a uniquely Buddhist moral monism.  Rather, grounded in the doctrine of dependent origination, 
Śāntideva provides rich descriptions of the moral significance of intention and consequence, character 
and action, without seeking to circumscribe all moral activity under one principle.  In contrast to 
Callicott’s claim that pluralism leads to moral skepticism and nihilism, the Bodhicaryāvatāra, with its 
central place in more than a millennium of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist ethics, suggests that pluralism, with 
its flexibility, can provide a robust ethic applicable in daily life.

IV	 Conclusion: Moral Pluralism, Skillful Means, and Environmental Ethics
In response to a series of metaphysical questions in the Cūlamālunkya Sutta – such as 

whether or not the world is spatially or temporally finite, whether the self is identical to the body, etc. 
–  the Buddha tells a parable about a man wounded by a poisoned arrow.47  If prior to allowing the 
surgeon to remove the arrow, the wounded man were to insist upon knowing the caste, name, physical 
characteristics, and native place of the shooter, or the kind of bow and arrow employed, he would die.  
This story is often interpreted as the Buddha, whose teaching began with an account of the pervasiveness 
of dissatisfaction, claiming that, instead of concerning oneself with metaphysical speculation irrelevant 
to liberation, one should pursue practices that are liberating from the mental defilements that cause 
suffering.  The Buddha’s response is read by some contemporary scholars as an anticipation of Kant’s 
employment of antinomies and the Kantian critique of metaphysics; others interpret the Buddha’s 
silence on metaphysical questions as Wittgensteinian.  According to this reading, the Buddha regarded 
philosophy as a therapy and found metaphysical speculation to be dangerous and not simply useless.48  

Gadjin Nagao notes that the Buddha employed silence in a variety of different ways depending 
on his interlocutor and the context of their conversation.49  Because elsewhere the Buddha makes 
specific claims concerning the very questions about which he is silent in the Cūlamālunkya a Sutta, 
regarding the Buddha’s silence as primarily an anticipation of Kant or Wittgenstein is inadequate.  
Instead, it seems that the Buddha practices skillful means, and recognizes that metaphysical frameworks 
are sometimes beneficial and sometimes detrimental.  Moreover, the Buddha may provide different 
metaphysical frameworks, guided by what he thinks is best for the particular audience.  According to 
Mahāyānists, all the Buddha’s very different teachings were geared towards the different capacities 
of the student.  Some Indian Buddhist texts even advocate teaching non-Buddhist doctrines, such as 
Śaivism, to those who lack the capacity to understand the Buddha dharma.50  What all teachings could 
agree on, however, was the importance of removing the arrow of suffering.

Global climate change, pollution overload, resource depletion, the degradation of the land 
where we live, work, and play, and the various other environmental challenges we face, are conditions 
that lead to enormous suffering for sentient beings; they constitute an immense poisoned arrow we 
have unleashed upon ourselves and our fellow creatures in the web of life.  Śāntideva and other 
Mahāyānists in South Asia did not consider all views to be equally valid or equally true.  Mahāyānists 
constructed detailed doxographic hierarchies; full liberation, they believed, was only possible with the 
correct understanding situated at the top of the hierarchy of doctrines.  According to Śāntideva, the 
proper understanding of the lack of inherent existence of all conventionally constructed phenomena 
was necessary to fully relinquish attachments that cause suffering.  Nevertheless, he shared many 
views with others regarding the kinds of actions, traits, intentions, and states of affair that alleviate 
suffering.  Similarly, there is much agreement that can be reached on practical policy matters amongst 
environmental philosophers.  Indeed, not only can agreement be reached among those who advocate 
ecocentrism and biocentrism, deep ecology and animal rights, but more importantly, between non-
anthropocentrists and those who disregard non-human values, or those inspired by eco-kosher 
practices,51 or members of the Creation Care movement.52  Forging this agreement would be the task 
of what Andrew Light calls “metaphilosophical environmental pragmatism.”  Light characterizes 

.
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metaphilosophical environmental pragmatism as a pragmatic compatibilism amongst thinkers with 
competing metaphysical commitments working together on practical policy issues.53

I am not suggesting that all theoretical debates be set aside, for practical policy determinations 
are inevitably grounded in metaphysical systems.  Nevertheless, when environmental philosophy takes 
place primarily at the level of metaphysics and abdicates the realm of policy to the social and natural 
sciences, it abandons much of its capacity to contribute to a more sustainable future.  Buddhist ethics 
provides a model of pluralistic moral strategies that are compatible with competing metaphysical 
frameworks.  The doctrine of skillful means would suggest that we should be more pluralistic and 
pragmatic; the reception of the Bodhicaryāvatāra and other historically significant approaches to 
Buddhist ethics suggest that pluralism can augment moral commitments without leading to skepticism 
and nihilism.
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