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Abstract

Buddhism, as a major religious and philosophical
tradition of the Indian subcontinent, presents a distinctive
worldview that shapes its understanding of family life and social
relations. Rooted in the principles of compassion, moral
discipline, and liberation from worldly attachments, Buddhist
teachings approach family matters through the lens of ethical
conduct rather than legal obligation. This research explores
Buddhist family norms with a critical perspective, examining
foundational concepts related to marriage, marital harmony,
parental duties, inheritance, and communal responsibilities.The
study investigates how Buddhist ideals —such as the Middle
Way, detachment, and the cultivation of virtuous behavior
inform and regulate interpersonal relationships within the
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household. It further analyzes the extent to which Buddhist
societies integrate traditional family structures with religious
doctrine, and how these teachings adapt to contemporary social
realities. Drawing upon canonical texts, historical sources, and
modern scholarly works, this research highlights the unique
contributions of Buddhism to family ethics while also identifying
areas where its principles diverge from or intersect with other
religious systems. Ultimately, the study aims to enhance
academic understanding of Buddhist family thought and provide
a meaningful basis for comparative analysis within the broader
discipline of religious studies.

Key Words: Buddhist Family Laws,Marriage and Divorce in
Buddhism,Ethical Teachings, Comparative Religious Studies,
Moral Framework in Buddhism.
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Buddhist practice is heavily monastic and therefore celibate. However,

there exist a great multiplicity of approaches to sexuality in Buddhist literature

and practice, and there are many teachings concerning what it means to be a

sexual being. Unlike Western monastic practice, which prohibits sex because it

is seen as being immoral, Buddhist monastic practice prohibits it because it is a

major distraction for anyone engaged on the Buddhist path. This view of sex is
connected to the position that suffering is supported by cravings.®
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These cravings ensnare one in the cycle of samsaric existence. Sex is an
entanglement, and it produces additional entanglements in the form of family
relations. Just as the Buddha felt the need to renounce these entanglements of
family in order to cultivate, so too do Buddhist monks. Thus sexuality is not a

moral issue; it is a practical one. For laypeople, sexual conduct is not greatly
discussed in the Buddhist literature.®
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All devout lay Buddhists take the five vows (PANCA SILA), which include
the injunction not to engage in inappropriate sexual behavior. But the norms for
that behavior are left unexpectedly open. Thus modern Buddhists in some

countries accept birth control, homosexuality, and even abortion. In contrast,
life inside the Buddhist monastery is strictly regulated by the VINAYA rules of

conduct. Sexual intercourse results in expulsion.(”
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Intercourse is carefully defined as any type of penetration of any orifice,
including the anus and the mouth. The rules for nuns are equally onerous. Nuns
cannot touch another person’s body between shoulders and knees and cannot
meet alone with a man. And unlike monks, nuns are not allowed to meet with
other women. They are also not allowed to sleep two in a single bed, unless one
is sick. Masturbation is an offense for both monks and nuns, although not as
serious as intercourse.®
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The Vinaya rules for monks were, of course, written by men. That they
spell out sexual rules in such detail may indicate the difficulties monks
experienced in living up to the demands of celibacy. And since many of the
cultures were patriarchal, much of the blame for their difficulties was placed on
women. Women in Buddhist thinking were considered to be more subject to
sexual desire than men and less able to control their desires, hence their more
elaborate rules.®
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MAHAYANA BUDDHISM thought allowed that the act was less important
than the intention behind it. Thus it was possible for an individual to engage in
sex while not being influenced by it. The BODHISATTVA precepts, which reflect
this newer Mahayana way of thinking, now dominate monastic discipline in
Japan.(6)
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In Japan sexual misconduct no longer leads to expulsion, rather to the

need for repentance. Male homosexuality also became more widespread in

Japanese monasteries. Japan eventually eliminated the requirement for celibacy
altogether. It is the only Buddhist culture to do so.(”
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The virtue of renunciation derives from Siddhartha's Great Going Forth,
at which point he forsook his family and familial obligations as son, husband,
and father.®
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Husbands and wives are to cultivate respect, honor, and faithfulness
towards one another. Parents are responsible for inculcating Buddhist ethics

and practices in their children and, in turn, children are expected to be obedient

and to preserve the traditions of the family.(g)
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One of the primary means by which parents teach their children Buddhist
beliefs and values is through participation in the life of religious community
(sangha). Typically, in Buddhist homes, families erect a small shrine displaying
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a statue of the Buddha:
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The goal of detachment also impinges negatively upon family life. The

inherent nature of families and family relationships produces attachments that

constitute formidable obstacles to achieving detachment from worldly affairs
and desires.9
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The practices for pursuing enlightenment are adult-oriented disciplines
requiring significant amounts of time and effort in solitary study and meditation.

Although these three factors adversely affect the role of family life, the vast
majority of Buddhists are lay people with immediate and extended families.?
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Because Buddhism does not espouse any particular form of the family or
family relationships, Buddhist family life generally reflects pre-existing cultural
and religious values, customs, and socially sanctioned modes of expression.
Within Asian Buddhist cultures, this typically translates into a traditional,

patriarchal family structure with clearly defined familial roles.?
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Abstaining from harming living beings; abstaining from taking what is not

given; abstaining from sexual misconduct; abstaining from false speech; and

abstaining from intoxicants.”'”
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Buddhism does not regard marriage as a religious act, duty, or obligation.
Instead, marriage is viewed as a civic or secular matter. Therefore, wedding
ceremonies are not considered religious events, and Buddhist monks do not

officiate during the service. Monks may, however, attend weddings, and they

often pronounce blessings and recite protective rites for the couple.(”)

Lo LS LT 6ol et ln 1 AT Guts il F Aot (a1 Gl ms”
230 s L i B il o U 2l P (S el PSSl e bbbk s £
GO L samupl S Lo Flom st £ ST ROt feaE gz oF
g

e en e to ol n LUiibpil e to o 2 L ol F6 plib st
FUrStezncd £ tblE o sZuPlerlomt FEc P lec tntuPEd >
<

¢

Buddhism does not prohibit other forms, such as polygamy, polyandry,
and group marriages. In fact, although not common, marriages of each of these

types have existed within Asian cultures.'”
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Some families set aside an entire shrine room. Before the Buddha shrine,
families conduct daily, short religious services, especially on full moon and

festival days. During these services, members of the family make devotional

offerings of food, flowers, candles, and incense to the Buddha.'”
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"I take refuge in the Buddha. | take refuge in the Dharma. | take refuge in
the Sangha."(17)
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It is expected that if a couple enters into marriage and adheres to
Buddhism's ethical prescriptions for marital and family life, that divorce
becomes a non-issue. If, however, a couple refuses to follow the ethical
prescriptions, is unable to live in peace, harmony, and mutuality with one
another, or in the event of extreme circumstances, such as adultery or violence,

it is preferable for the marriage to be broken than for the marriage to destroy

the couple or the family."*
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The laws seek to regulate marriages between Buddhist women and non-

Buddhist men, to prevent forceful conversion through state control of conversion
55



BB g St metd uer 1Yol
from one religion to another, to abolish polygamy, and to promote birth control
and family planning in certain regions of the country-(*%
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Buddhist teachings support the nonviolent methods of birth control
and family planning both in individual and national policy. There are
some important Buddhist teachings in order to define the situation clearly,

to give faithful interpretations of Buddhist teaching, and there are some
illustrations to support the right to family planning and to express

toleration in Buddhism for abortion.*”
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Like marriage, this characteristic is due to the perception that many rites
of passage are social, civic, or secular affairs. For example, Buddhist monks may
attend birthing or naming ceremonies; however their role rarely extends beyond

reading sacred texts or making blessing pronouncements. There are two
noteworthy exceptions to this general rule: ordination and death.?V
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They bestow the ordinand's family with karmic merit and honor, they
reflect the highest aspirations of Buddhist life, and they signify entrance into
adulthood and the larger society.??
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No rite of passage, however, is more significant than death. Death and funeral

rituals, unlike other rites of passage, are distinctively Buddhist.
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Death's association with rebirth produced highly ritualistic and elaborate
ceremonies to prepare for death and to ensure that the deceased enters into
nirvana after death (paranirvana). To prepare for death, monks recite religious
texts to the dying, creating and maintaining for them a state of peace and

tranquility in which they can enter into death.(23)
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Funeral rituals also involve reciting sacred texts. They include other

religious practices as well, especially merit ceremonies designed to bestow
additional karma upon the dead and protective rites to exorcise evil

influences.(24)
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There is no (so-called sacred) thread for sex organs and there is no such
thread for females. Because of this (sexual sins) man’s beard is ever spat

upon.(25)
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In Sikhism, marriage is not performed for gratification of sexual desire or
for enjoyment of carnal pleasure. For a Sikh, a marriage partner is must in order

to check him from committing sexual sins. Similarly, the purpose of marriage is
not mere creation and upbringing of children.(26)
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It is neither desirable nor proper to marry a girl at tender age. The
daughter of a Sikh should be given in marriage to a Sikh. If a man is a
believer in Sikhism, is humble by nature, and earns his bread by honest
means, with him matrimony may be contracted without a question and
without consideration for wealth and riches. Sikh marriages are usually
arranged. The people from other cultures do not always properly interpret

the word ‘arranged ™
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An arranged marriage does not mean forcing man or woman into wedlock
of parents’ choice only. It is agreeing to marriage proposed by mutual
discussion between the man and the woman on one side and his and her parents
and relatives on the other.(28)
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Be faithful to your ‘one wife’, see others as your daughters and sisters.(29)
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In normal circumstances, no Sikh should marry a second wife if the first
wife is alive.(30)
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Although the concept of marital ‘divorce’ is not mentioned in the Sikh
Rehat Maryada document or any Sikh scriptural source, the clause “in normal

circumstances...” (“HH TBFT Y. "), which was added in the 1945 edition,
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suggests that in exceptional circumstances a Sikh can remarry whilst their initial
spouse is still alive.(31)
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When the marriage takes place the husband and wife agree in the presence
of Sri Guru Granth Sahib Ji to stay with each other and love and honor each
other for life. This should be honoured by both parties to their best of their
abilities. If marital discord takes place, the community intervenes. Panj Pyaaray
can be asked to help resolve the situation.(32)
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First some senior members of the Sangat (community) may be asked to
intervene and help to resolve any differences. Secondly, the Panj Piaray can be
asked to help resolve the situation. There is always pressure on the couple to
resolve their differences in a amicable manner and help is freely given by the
senior members of the Gurdwara or Sangat.(33)
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In some very extreme, abnormal or rare circumstances marital
breakdown, the Sangat or Panj Pyaare can give permission to someone to re-
marry; however, even then there is no religious ceremony for divorce. The
couple can, however, obtain a divorce under the Civil law of the land. In the
olden times if the marriage broke down in an extreme circumstance, the woman
would leave her husband and go and stay with her parents.(34)
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Nowadays, the partners may live separately, or apply for a civil divorce.
However, the Panj Piaare, elder Gursikhs or Sangat should
be consulted. Marriage is not however considered something that can be formed
and broken at will. It is a commitment made in front of God and to be relieved
of that commitment to the other person some very extenuating circumstances
must be present.(35)
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First, some senior members of the Sangat (community) may be asked to
step in and help resolve the differences. Second, the Panj Piaray can be asked
for help in resolving the situation. Whenever there is pressure on the couple to

resolve their differences in a friendly way the high members of the Gurdwara
offer their help.(36)
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Where there are even a small number of Sikhs they will form a ‘Gur-
Sangat’. The more people there are, the better it is. Where there are at least five

tyaar-bar-tyaar (fully disciplined) Amritdharis in the presence of Sri Guru
Granth Sahib Ji it is called ‘Gur-Sangat’.(37)

;jd/ubz-‘aﬂfu?l::l:ujj)‘o)g}i_i‘aﬁfuﬂzu‘a:iﬁﬂ/@%u’:d/u#&ugz“
“-‘Lrtggfa,ﬁf¢iund/)a/uz.ﬂLuw;(E&‘%gﬁﬂ/gﬁf;ﬁmﬂﬁgu&'/f
i A 6 £ e Qs
If there is marital disharmony, the Sangat should intervene and provide

guidance in resolving any issues in accordance with Gurmat. Secondly, the Pan;j
Piaare can be asked to help resolve the situation. Any Gurmat based resolution
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given by the Panj Piaare should be honoured by both parties involved. In some
very extreme, abnormal or rare circumstances of marital breakdown, the Gur-
Sangat or the Panj Piaare can give permission to someone to re-marry;
however, even then there is no religious ceremony or process for divorce as
divorce is a civil matter.(38)
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The charges of polygamy put Giani Igbal Singh, Jathedar [head-priest],
Patna Sahib, in a fix yesterday when the Jathedar, Akal Takht, Giani Joginder
Singh Vedanti, announced that without divorce, second marriage by a Sikh is
violation of the 'Sikh rehat maryada," approved by the S.G.P.C. and the Akal
Takht.(39)
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Remarriage may be solemnized in the same manner as the Anand
marriage.(40)
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The idea that ‘sacrifice’ is intrinsic to being married and that women
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have to be flexible and accommodating towards a husband and his family
was pronounced in my conversations with women who were not happy
with their marital situation.1 Manjeet, whose marriage had been arranged
in Punjab to a Sikh migrant in Tanzania, claimed that she ‘accepted many
things that have been bad’ for fear that her husband could easily have
asked her to leave. Manjeet had not actually been told to leave, but she
tolerated her husband's behaviour to the extent.(41)

WL Lo L f1m 2 15 e $opz L L0 i ol S 2
e P e Joear G G 2l ez e A L E 1P ety
SIS e A1 UE S R 25 e L S e st b o LI 15 U
/;P:/’_ié.mu?:wy@@fé Libe Upei®afed G L L0 de e QLT
VST IR I Py
erdug >

S ux “LJU}”pLDiiL}lﬁ:Ui%}mﬁLu:u}f}J/)l um/@j(l} Z xo ¢
5{!L???Juﬁ"/’_wug)r_z.}u?;.,{lf_‘a‘ﬂj’%u@’u&wngt",gfé’d}‘u?/)’dt}m
/“/;}(/Kuu,uuj@)Jugl;%f'mLK&J@!-@.«%#(logjf/?;v,?l;gl'f}i‘i&du
-éuﬁ’mf;u;ﬁgz_/ué‘utfwgamféwf‘4;ggpf{wuﬁ’fﬂ,f-ta

¢l L;’/C/.ugang.,U:zuj;zrmL(in[}ib” N PSP ot

:guw;LfgﬁﬁuT@;_%&gndﬂf,u:u:)d/g_,etam.,yhf

It is imperative that his people recognise a single cast of humanity.
Within the community there is a saying that a Sikh should a Brahmin in
piety, a Kshatriya in defence of truth and the oppressed, a Vaishya in
business ventures and professional drive, and a Shundra in serving
humanity. It is encouraged that Sikhs share the core values of each caste

but do not belong to any of them.42

Uj@"/}u{lfc‘_wg@{lmLéf'}f.ufg;/usu{'J:«jwu@iwfc‘_d/;/,

Ut 2V s Ut s o s Sk e P LI LUy 2 B 2

c”__u/(cufulu‘jgujz.fu(l}lK/lﬁld}?,d/gi}/;mﬁfct‘.&lgJ&lf.!yi,:_%lgbnul;’
iV ad

63



}".Jz’ﬁdlb‘f p; d/b.»itfg%"ulal/ﬂ&l;‘?‘/ayi"

2+Jj’f£&IM}QJJ&L‘;QJM;:U%{JUIuﬁ'(@“'p{lﬂ/}l(}/b
In Sikh tradition, the key term used for justice is niau that literally means
justice. Oftentimes dharam is also applied, which in its Punjabi meaning stands
for righteousness in order to convey the meaning of justice in the sense of a
moral order to provide a strong foundation for harmony and social stability. It
is believed that ‘An attack on dharam is an attack on justice, on righteousness,

and on the moral order generally.
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Trough their poetry they verbalised a need for a radical
transformation with the intention to better the life of the oppressed, with

particular attention to women and the low caste. *
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The basic source for understanding the Sikh approach related to the ideas
of Restorative Justice is the Adi Granth, the sacred scripture of the Sikhs. It also
refers to as the Guru Granth Sahib, which indicates a confession of faith in the
scripture as Guru. Adi Granth carries the same status and power of authority as

the ten Gurus, starting from Guru Nanak through Guru Gobind Singh. For this
reason, mercy, reconciliation, forgiveness, healing and reintegration are the

central principles of the Restorative Justice approach. *’
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Customs degrading women were powerfully denounced. Such as sati

which is burning a widow alive or purdab, which is veiling as well as beliefs in
menstrual pollution. 4
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Each must be judged for the deeds he/she performs by the faultiness judge
in a perfect court. Those who are justified stand radiant in glory, bearing upon
them the mark of grace. All who enter are recognised, Nanak, the false
distinguished from those who are true. Divine justice takes virtue and vice into
account, and in accordance with people’s actions, some are brought near to the

divine presence, while others are banished afar.”’
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There is no priesthood in Sikhism. Also, celibacy is rejected. In addition,
wife is viewed as an essential partner for moral and spiritual development. The

rules of conduct and the religious duties are the same for both men and women.
In fact, men and women have the same status quo. As a matter of fact, as early
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as Guru Amar Das, women were also appointed as religious leaders."
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Karma is subject to the higher principle of the ‘divine Order’, which can
be defined as an ‘all-embracing principle, the sum total of all divinely inspired

laws; and it is a revelation of the nature of God.’ In terms of the Restorative
Justice approach, the core values are mercy, forgiveness, compassion and

benevolence in the justice process. *’
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* Sikh women should not veil their faces.

* [t prohibits infant homicide as well as association with people who would
practice it.

* It enables widows to remarry. Such ceremony should be considered the
same as the first marriage — which is different from the custom where the widow
was shamefully wrapped in a sheet and carried away to a brother of the dead

husband.>
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In order to restore the balance in the restorative approach, he stresses the

need to consider a fine line in the application of the virtues of mercy,
compassion, forgiveness and understanding in the judicial process so that they

are not used inappropriately.”
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* Sikhs should be free of all superstitions and not refuse to eat at the home
of their married daughter. The assumption underlying this injunction most likely
is that a daughter should not be treated asan object or piece of property given
away to her husband and his family.
* Dowry is prohibited. By all means, neither a girl nor a boy should be
married for money. Child marriages are not permitted. A girl should marry only

when she has attained physical and mental maturity.
*There is no specific prohibition against abortion.
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