
An Insight from Early Buddhist 
Philosophy into Justice and Peace 

Introduction 

ustice and peace are two 
relative concepts and have a 
very practical significance. 

Human society is always dependent 
on justice and peace, and they are 
very much related to almost every 
facet of human existence. In the 
absence of justice, it is extremely 
difficult to maintain law and order 
in society, and this shows that 
justice has more dominance over 
the other. These two cognate terms 
have var ious connota t ions and 
signify their utmost importance for 
the h a r m o n i o u s ex i s t ence of 
human society. The term peace in 
a broad sense signifies the state 
of freedom from war or violence and 
a state of harmony and friendship 
where there is absence ! or 
prevent ion of confl ict , warfare , 
disorder and agitation in human 
soc ie ty 1 . A c c o r d i n g to this 
connotation, it is comprehensible 
that it has a psychological, social, 
economic and political significance. 
Peace makes its origin in human 
mind and develops in society. The 
seed of peace when planted in the 
field of human mind grows into its 
maturity in the pond of human 
soc ie ty . For i ts g rowth and 
development, there should be a 
harmonious social a tmosphere , 
e spec ia l ly in w h i c h j u s t i c e is 
enjoyed by everyone equally. This 
shows that peace is to be achieved 
through peaceful means, and in 
that e n d e a v o u r , j u s t i c e a lso 
becomes a key element. Justice 
and peace are not merely abstract 
concepts; they signify a practical 
l iv ing p h e n o m e n o n of human 
society and life. 

According to Buddhism, justice, 
signifies the first virtue of social 

ins t i tu t ions and is a r equ i r ed 
e lement to maintain equality in 
h u m a n s o c i e t y 2 . Ju s t i ce 
establishes the equality in human 
society or effective political order 
that serves the true interests of all. 
Whereas peace is considered, it is 
first generated in mind and lays a 
s t rong founda t ion for the 
c o n t i n u o u s m a i n t e n a n c e of 
in terpersonal r e l a t ionsh ips 3 . It 
creates prosperity in matters of 
soc i a l , po l i t i ca l and e c o n o m i c 
welfare and denotes a fr iendly 
d i spos i t i on a m o n g the h u m a n 
beings towards each other, and a 
life of unity among diversity is the 
result of peace 4 . This shows that 
peace does not denote necessarily 
mere ab s ence of war , but the 
presence of cultural and economic 
understanding and unity among 
diversity. It is a positive state of 
human mind and society where 
there is absence of destructive, 
aggressive, harmful e lements of 
mind and human society. 

Thus, these two concepts become 
very important ideals in politics. For 
instance, good governance always 
s ign i f i es j u s t i c e and p e a c e 5 . 
J u s t i ce and peace have been 
understood in Buddhist teachings 
nothing but ha rmony in social 
relationships and the fulfilment of 
human needs required for the happy 
existence of all be ings 6 . Justice 
and peace could be maintained only 
when there is recognition for the 
human aspirations (mental needs) 
and the equa l d i s t r i bu t ion of 
national wealth (material needs) by 
the state among the members of 
society. 

Role of State in the Maintenance 
of Justice and Peace 

Buddhism has recognised basic 
human needs such as subsistence, 
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e c o n o m i c s t ab i l i ty , educa t i on , 
p ro t ec t i on , soc i a l - i n t e r act ion , 
mental and physical health, human 
dignity and social status, loving 
k indnes s and c o m p a s s i o n , 
spirituality, etc. as the mental and 
physical needs of human beings. 
Basically, these human needs can 
be classified as physical, mental 
and spiritual as well. According to 
B u d d h i s t po l i t i c a l , soc ia l and 
economic philosophy, these needs 
have to be fulfilled if justice and 
peace are to be established and 
maintained in human society. 

When we observe the evolution of 
human society, it is obvious in its 
dynamic process of evolution; the 
necessities of people also grew at 
a very rapid speed. For instance, 
according to the Agganna sutta, the 
fundamenta l human needs are 
r e p r o d u c t i o n , e x i s t e n c e and 
protect ion 7 . Al l other needs are 
related to the above three kinds of 
human needs. When these basic 
human needs are fulfilled, justice 
and peace could be secured and 
m a i n t a i n e d . A s y s t e m of good 
gove rnance w a s es tab l i shed in 
human society, basically for the 
maintenance of justice and peace 
as well as the fulfilment of the 
a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d basic human 
needs. As governments are formed 
by the people based on principles 
of good ru l i ng , it is the 
responsibility of any government to 
create a harmonious atmosphere in 
which justice and peace are enjoyed 
by people equally 8. 

T h u s , it is o b v i o u s that 
maintenance of social justice and 
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peace to a greater extent lies in the 
fulfilment of basic human needs by 
the governing bodies. Among them, 
economic s tab i l i ty and equa l 
distribution of national wealth are 
of prime importance. Individual as 
well as society depends on the 
economic rea l i t i es , and it is a 
dominant factor in deciding the 
nature and social level of one's life. 
Some of the discourses such as 
Kutadanta, • Agganna and 
Mahasuddassana, etc. focus much 
a t ten t ion on the e c o n o m i c 
cond i t ions of i nd iv idua l s , and 
advice is given for the fulfilment of. 
economic realties by the state 9 . 
Specially, the rotation of wealth 
around one sector of society or 
ind iv idua l l eads to many 
problematic situations of a society. 
T h i s m a k e s the e m e r g e n c e o f 
inequa l i ty , theft and plunder , 
class-division and class-struggle in 
socie ty and a lso w i d e n s the 
disparity among different sections 
of society11". It is an obstacle for the 
harmonious relationships among 
the people, and the maintenance 
of justice and peace. In the Pali 
discourses, the hoarding of wealth 
by a certain section of society has 
been termed as sannidikara11 which 
makes clear disparity among the 
sections of society that crumbles 
the social structure. Maintenance 
of justice and peace is dependent 
on the equa l d i s t r ibu t ion of 
nat ional wea l th in society, Al l 
should have an equal access to 
na t iona l wea l th , and it is the 
responsibility of a State to create 
opportunities for every citizen to 
enjoy equal economic benefits. It 
is mentioned that the supply of 
capital and the infra-structure 
faci l i t ies are of pa r amoun t 
importance for the harmonious 
ex is tence of s o c i e t y 1 3 . In the 
discourses, much emphasis is given 
on cu l t iva t ion , ag r i cu l tu re , 
g o v e r n m e n t s e r v i c e , bus ines s 
ven tu res and e m p l o y m e n t . 
Buddh i sm has g iven an equa l 
importance to all the sections of 

society, and there is no special 
mention on any privileged class in 
society. If equal opportunities could 
be extended to every section of 
society, social discrepancies that 
lead to the break d o w n of law 
(justice) and order (peace) in society 
cou Id be p r e v e n t e d 1 3 . W h e n a 
certain section of society becomes 
the centre of focus, there generates 
inequality among the individuals 
and the emergence of conflicting 
situations becomes unavoidable. 
Some economic theories attempt to 
m a k e use o f poor e c o n o m i c 
conditions of the underprivileged 
and use it as a m e a n s for the 
creat ion of social confl ic ts and 
thereby attempt to find solutions 
for the achievement of long-lasting 
peace and social justice. Buddhism 
rejects such destructive means and 
emphasises the appeasement of 
the divided sections of society by 
building a harmonious and cordial 
relationship among the conflicting 
sect ions of soc ie ty 1 4 . Buddhism, 
does not support the employment 
of conflicting situations in society 
for the materialisation of the ideal 
of soc i a l i sm, c o m m u n i s m or 
capitalism. Instead of aggravating 
the existing conflicts among the 
sections of society, Buddhism tries 
to create harmonious relationships 
among the individuals of society. 

According to Buddhism, one of the 
intrinsic natures of human mind is 
the endeavour to make life a happy 
e x i s t e n c e , and it is a ba s i c 
psycholog ica l drive that makes 
human beings distinguishable from 
other species 1 5 . It is an obvious fact 
that existence is relative and lays 
the foundation for a network of 
social relationships. That is why a 
g o o d sys t em o f g o v e r n a n c e is 
n e c e s s a r y . A g o o d s y s t e m of 
g o v e r n a n c e cou ld m a i n t a i n 
protection against physical, social, 
financial, political, occupational, 
e m o t i o n a l and sp i r i tua l 
requirements of human beings and 
the dangers from natural and man-

made disasters. Therefore, it is the 
responsibility of good governance to 
control recognised hazards of life. 
When there is threat to justice and 
peace in human society, remedial 
measures have to be implemented 
immediately 1 6 . 

M o r a l F o u n d a t i o n of Jus t i ce 
and Peace 

Individual as a social being is a part 
of society, and inevitably, there 
develops var ious kinds of social 
relationships with other members 
of society. Just as the relevant 
governments accountable for the 
maintenance of hazard-free society, 
members of society also have a big 
responsibility in the fulfilment of 
the n e e d s of each o t h e r 1 7 . 
Individual behaviour is the deciding 
element of just ice, peace, unity, 
harmony and integrity of a society. 
Every human being wishes for the 
support from other human beings 
for the fulfilment of their needs 1 8 . 
Expecta t ions and aspirations of 
people are psychological drives that 
take humans an upward journey of 
the i r l i f e 1 9 . E x p e c t a t i o n s and 
individual behaviour in society form 
the basis of social relationships. 
Thus, the maintenance of order in 
human relationships is of prime 
importance in preserving justice 
and peace. It is necessary to be 
r e s p o n s i v e to the needs and 
expectations of others and to have 
a regard and respect for them. As 
the other members of society are 
not mere phys ica l objects , one 
should have a sense of respect 
towards their basic human needs. 
Th i s sort of respons ib le socia l 
behaviour is known in Buddhism as 
samacariya20, a kind of behaviour 
suppor t ive for the ha rmon ious 
existence of social relationships. 
Society is l iv ing phenomena in 
w h i c h life o f al l m e m b e r s is 
d e p e n d e n t on each o ther . T o 
control det r imental e lements of 
society (uisamacariya21) there should 
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be a good system of law (justice) 
and o rder (peace ) above 
everything 2 2 . On the other hand, 
every individual too has a big role 
to play in society. That is why 
B u d d h i s m e m p h a s i s e s the 
s ign i f i cance of a good soc ia l 
relationship in the fulfilment of 
each others' needs. 

P s y c h o l o g i c a l F o u n d a t i o n of 
Justice and Peace 

individual. Foundation of Buddhist 

principles of good governance is 

based on the t hough t s of 

b e n e v o l e n c e , l o v i n g - k i n d n e s s , 

truthfulness and generosity, and 

such qualities generate peace and 

ha rmony among fel low human 

beings. 

and u n d e r s t a n d i n g should be 
expressed 2 9 . One should adhere to 
the followings in communication: 
i.e., communication in right time, 
imparting of right facts, right use 
of language, use of meaningful 
facts, inner motive of justice and 
peace , e tc . M o r e o v e r , in 
communica t ion , one should be 
mindful of the app l i c a t i on of 
p leas ing w o r d s , p l easan t talk, 

According to Buddhism, mind is the 
forerunner of human actions 2 3, and 
the nature of h u m a n ac t ions 
dec ides the na tu re of h u m a n 
society. Thus, justice and peace 
have a s t rong p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
foundation. One should not be 
driven by the four extremes of 
human mind known as insatiability 
[chanda], antagonism (dosa), terror 
[bhaya] and de lus ion (mof ta) 2 4 . 
Insatiability is an evil quality that 
signifies the extreme desire. This 
could dr ive a h u m a n towards 
an t i soc ia l b e h a v i o u r wh ich is 
extremely harmful for justice and 
peace of a g iven soc ie ty . 
Antagonism or enmity signifies a 
very strong dislike and unpleasant 
psychological drive towards society, 
and it d a m a g e s h a r m o n i o u s 
existence of human beings. This 
can be either a remark or a deed. It 
mani fes t s as anger , a k ind of 
feeling of displeasure and hostility. 
Terror or cowardice drives one into 
do ing d e t r i m e n t a l th ings that 
d i sman t l e the c o - e x i s t e n c e of 
human society, a threat to justice 
and peace . De lus ion s igni f ies 
incapability of understanding the 
causality of a challenging situation. 

The v iews, thoughts , ideas and 
concepts are generated in human 
mind as a result of the contact of 
objects with the relevant faculties. 
The f inal resu l t is the 
conceptualisation of the objective 
w o r l d 2 5 . B u d d h i s m has m a d e 
necessary grounds to correct and 
rectify our erroneous ideologies, 
views, thoughts, concepts, etc. that 
shape human destiny. For instance, 
Buddhist political and economic 
philosophy is one of the examples 
which has a great impact on mental 
and phys ica l b e h a v i o u r of an 

Harmful communication and its consequences 

Harmful Communicat ion Consequence 

falsehood deception and favouritism 
harsh words ill-will and inequality 
harmful words disharmony and discrimination 
worthless words injustice and unfairness 

C o m m u n i c a t i o n an Essent ia l 
Channel for Justice and Peace 

According to Buddhist teachings 
communica t ion is an essent ia l 
channel for the maintenance of 
justice and peace, and it should 
have the s t rong founda t ion of 
truthfulness and trustworthiness. 
Basically, communication has two 
a spec t s , i .e . , harmful 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n and h a r m l e s s 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n . Harmfu l 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n that l eads to 
disintegration of peace and social 
j u s t i c e is c lass i f ied in to four 
aspects^as shown below; 

I r r e s p o n s i b l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
genera tes deception, animosi ty , 
d i s h a r m o n y and in jus t ice in 
society. Deception and ill-will are 
the two psychological impacts of 
bad communication whereas the 
disharmony and injustice are the 
soc ia l c o n s e q u e n c e s of bad 
communica t ion . These types of 
communication drain away human 
spirit and energy essential for a 
h a r m o n i o u s socia l e x i s t e n c e . 
Hence, positive qualit ies for the 
m a i n t e n a n c e of a good 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n have to be 
generated 2 7 . Advice is given with 
self-interest [attahetu] or interest of 
(parahetu) or with the expectation 
of a d v a n t a g e o u s [amisahetu] 
falsehood should not be uttered 2 8. 
The words that make harmony, 
integration, friendship brotherhood 

u n b l e m i s h e d me thod , 
meaningfulness, making obvious 
facts ve ry c l e a r l y d rawing of 
r ece ive r s a t t en t i on , wel l 
presenta t ion, rece iver ' s rejoice, 
e t c 3 0 . Adv ice is g iven to totally 
abs ta in f rom fa l sehood in 
B u d d h i s m and to p r o m o t e 
t ru th fu lness in soc ie ty . T h e 
promotion of truthfulness and the 
disapproval of falsehood in society 
lay a good foundation for justice and 
peace. 

Conc lus ion 

It is obvious that justice and peace 
have p s y c h o l o g i c a l , soc ia l , 
e c o n o m i c and po l i t i ca l 
implications. These two cognate 
concepts have a relative and 
practical importance and form the 
very structure of human society. It 
is the just ice that a lways could 
safeguard peace in society. Thus, 
there is a big responsibility of the 
governing bodies of a country to 
main ta in j u s t i c e and peace in 
soc ie ty . In the p r o c e s s of the 
establishment of social justice and 
achievement of peace, basic human 
necessities have to be identified 
and attended in practice and theory. 
State as well as the each and every 
member of any society has a big 
responsibility in the fulfilment of 
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human needs which lays a good 
foundation for justice and peace. 
The mot ivat ing force of human 
society is the va r ious k inds of 
aspirations and the material needs 
of its m e m b e r s . H o w e v e r , the 
qua l i ty and na tu re of j u s t i c e 
p reva i l ing in a soc ie ty is the 
energising principle and deciding 
e lement of peace acco rd ing to 
Buddhist teachings. 
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My country, as it comes out of the darkness of the last three decades into the light and promise of the 
future, must be afforded the time and space to seek its destiny in accordance with the wishes of its 
people. It is in keeping with the values enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations and the whole 
body of international law which governs us. 

A further consideration that the international community should take into account is the vulnerability of 
developing nations and providing appropriate institutional arrangements for their protection. 

As 1 observed when inaugurating the fiftieth anniversary meeting of the Asian-African Legal Consultative 
Committee in Colombo three months ago, dumping of commercial and industrial goods manufactured in 
developed countries imperils the economies of many Asian and African countries represented here. 

Mr. President, Excellencies, In conclusion, let me say that the use of substantial subsidies by Treasuries 
and Reserve Banks to support agricultural production in the developed world, and other forms of 
protectionism, cause serious distortion of the interplay of market forces, and reduce to a great extent the 
ability of farmers in many developing countries to access international markets for their export products 
on an equitable basis. 

The disproportionate pollution of the environment by industrialised countries, and the resultant impact 
on global warming and climate change, cannot be remedied with any semblance of justice by imposing 
harsh restraints on developing countries which have contributed very little to aggravation of the problem. 
These circumstances heighten the importance of social equity at the international level. 

May the Noble Triple Gem bless you all! Theruwan Saranai. 

* This Is only a part of the address delivered by President Mahinda Rajapaksa at the 6 6 u session of the 
United Nations General Assembly, New York, 33" 8ept.2011. 
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