
before you go into the exam:

work out exactly how many minutes you are able to give each mark (and so each section)

Do Not stray too much from these timings... it is usually a lot easier to get 2/4 twice in 5 

minutes than it is to get 4/4 on one question, so keep pushing on...

Int 2 (& Int 1) RMPS 
exam
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EXACTLY 
WHAT YOU 
NEED TO 
KNOW

every topic you need to look at for Int 2 RMPS

use this as a plan to make 
sure you revise EVERY 
PART of the course...

Remember it is totally useless to revise 

half the course brilliantly, only for the other 

half to come up in the exam.

Try breaking the whole thing up into 

more manageable sections. In Existence of 

God this is fairly straight forward, as it is in 

Morality in The Modern World.

For Buddhism it makes most sense to 

revise in the sections that the Joe Walker 

book explains things in. It is a massive task 

as you really need to know everything in 

that book backwards.

This means revision on the Buddhist 

impression of the Human condition. A 

section on the goals of this condition and 

the means of getting there.

Make flash-cards of the difficult words, 

as you may miss out on six marks if you are 

unable to decode the pali words in the 

question!

Don’t assume that revision is all about 

the KU section and that you’ll be able to 

‘wing’ the AE section by just ‘putting what 

you think’. You need to revise your 

arguments as you will struggle to get marks 

for your own isolated opinion.

Questions that ask you ‘why do you 

think’ are really asking you to explain why 

other (often very intelligent) people think 

what they do. Part of this, of course, will 

involve you analysing but if you don’t know 

what everyone else thinks you will find this 

rather difficult.

All the past papers are online on the 

sqa website. They are free AS ARE THE 

MARKING SCHEMES. As such you should 

have completed the most recent three 

papers AND gone through the answers 

before you even think about sitting the 

exam. Do the sample paper too as a last 

check for gaps in your knowledge.
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Buddhism
Three Marks of Existence

5 Skandas

Dependent Origination/Wheel of 

! Samsara

!

! 12 links (nadanas)

!

!

! 6 realms

!

! 3 root poisons

! Buddha pointing to 

! ! moon (freedom)

! Yama (Lord of Death)

The Four Noble Truths

! Medicine Analogy

Kamma & Skilful Actions

3 sorts of punna:
! moral conduct
! meditation
! charity

Link skilful actions as being cultivated by the 
Noble Eightfold Path.

Nibbanna (the state of Enlightenment)
! negative definition

!

Arhats & Bodhisatvas

The Three Jewels
! The Buddha
!

! The Dhamma
!

! The Sangha

!

FWBO

Noble Eightfold Path

Five Precepts

Worship in Buddhism

These are big gaps (to be filled) with the potential of big 8 mark knowledge or AE questions



Philosophy of Religion

Existence of God
The Design Argument

Begins from a simple fact: things in the 

world look more ordered than you might 

expect as the result of a random explosion.

Loads of examples of apparent design.

Lots of facts.

telos means purpose

William Paley - the human eye, 

argumnet from analogy

if a watch needs a designer surely the 

eye does.

inductive logic (highly likely if not 

proven)

Aquinas’ fifth way - the Argument from 

Harmony, a rational person would choose 

design over fluke...

Crit 1 - David Hume - bad analogy

Crit 2 - David Hume - Who designed?

! why not an army?

Evolution

Darwin

Dawkins

BUT ‘In the beginning were only 

germs or causes of the forms of life, 

which were afterwards to be developed 

in gradual course.’ 

 Augustine - c400AD

F R Tennant God in Evolution?

Anthropic Principle

The Cosmological Argument

Begins with a simple fact: The Universe 

! exists(know some facts about numbers 

! of galaxies stars etc.)

Leading proponents - not only Aquinas

five step cosmological argument:

3 of Aquinas 5 ways:

! argument from

! argument from

! argument from

The uncaused cause, unmoved mover 

and...

“Assume that at one time there was nothing. 
It is clear that nothing can come from 
nothing. If, therefore, there was once 
nothing, even now there would be nothing. 
The universe cannot therefore have come 
into existence from nothing unless something 
brought it into existence. 
 
 However, we know that the universe now 
exists. If God, or something equivalent in 
terms of power, does not exist then the 
universe must always have existed since, if it 
was not created, it could not have come into 

existence of its own accord from nothing.” 

The Big Bang - what was it?

Does it support or hinder the 

argument? (both sides)

Bertrand Russell - What Caused God?

Or Why is it not all eternal? It might 

! not need a cause.

Aquinas’ return - Necessary & 

" Contingent beings.

Peter Vardy - Success of argument 

depends on whether we are willing to 

entertain the question why is there a 

Universe?

The Problem of Evil

Moral Evil

intention vs consequences

Ivan Karamazov - how could God create if 
he knew?

Natural Evil

contra Tennant, evolution is ‘red in tooth 
and claw’ it doesn’t seem like a very ‘nice’ 
process.

know lots of horrific facts you can quote

links between natural and moral evil....

If God is all these divine attributes then why 
is there suffering?
(be able to explain each attribute)

Theodicy

is evil natural/survival?

Genesis Story - Original Sin
symbolic and literal interpretations

Augustine’s free will defence
In other words, we can choose to be all that we 

should be. Or we can choose to be less than we 

might be – less than God intended us to be. 

Aquinas: Evil as not being human. God 
didn’t want to make puppets

logically necessary?

Crucifixion of Immanuel (God with us)

Life after death as a solution?

The Devil? or God uses Evil?

Changing God’s Attributes?

LAWS of physics?



Paley’s Argument:

Hume’s Argument:



The balance of probabilities, therefore, comes out strongly against the 

existence of God.’

J L Mackie 

 

‘Still the question remains whether there is any more reason to believe in 

God than there is to believe that Elvis lives. Are those who believe in God 

any better justified? The answer, perhaps, is that they are not.’

Steven Law 

 

‘The faith position is an altogether more positive and optimistic one than 

the assertion of meaninglessness. It maintains that although evil is a 

terrible reality it can be overcome and one of our main tasks as human 

individuals is to fight against it.’

P Vardy 

 

‘Were there no other evidence at all, the thumb alone would convince me of 

God’s existence.’ 

Sir Isaac Newton 

 

‘I believe that what separates humanity from everything else in the world – 

spaghetti, binder paper, deep-sea creatures, edelweiss and Mount 

McKinley – is that humanity alone has the capacity to commit all kinds of 

sins.’

 Opening line in the novel Hey Nostradamus! 

 

‘Do you not think that, if you were granted omnipotence and omniscience 

and millions of years to perfect your world, you could produce better than 

the Ku-Klux-Klan or the fascists? 

Bertrand Russell 

‘There is some force of nature that’s larger than me ... it’s the thing that 

sustains my being, that sustains my life ... I call it God.’ 

 Sir Anthony Hopkins 

 

‘I don’t believe in an old man with a grey beard.’ 

 Ben Elton 

 

‘In the Southern Ocean, because it’s such a wild open place, you do feel 

that there’s someone there.’ 

Ellen MacArthur 

Things to think about in 
Existence of God...Medical Ethics

You have all made 
summaries on Medical 
Ethics, Please share 
them as a top priority.

1. Moral Philosophy

Euthyphro, through Golden Rule, 

Kant , Utilitarianism and the various 

religious responses to these ideas

2. Euthanasia

Different sorts; assisted suicide, 

active, passive. Other options. 

Reasons For requesting

Law; both here and other places

3. Secular Responces

As described elsewhere in this 

handout and in your own very good 

summaries. Concentrate on Singer 

and Warnock. Know enough for that 

dreaded 12 mark question!

4. Religious Responses

Know Buddhism and Christianity 

inside out. You will get asked on this. 

That means kamma/precepts/

selfishness. It means RC, CofS. 

Pope,and then some! 

5. Use of Embryos

You need to know all 5/6 of the 

various procedures, and the key 

similarities and differences. Benefits, 

dangers and issues.

6. Secular Responses

We looked mainly at Peter Singer, a 

handout on him is attached, again 

you need to know exactly what he 

and the Humanist guys think.

7. Religious Responses

These are also attached for Buddhism, 

but this will not be enough to pass the 

section. You need to know the 

opinions of various parts of 

Christianity (jamesburt.org if stuck).

Definitions 

• Omniscient 

• Omnipresent 

• Omnipotent 

• Eternal  

• Benevolent. 



Medical Ethics
Non-religious Viewpoint-

Peter Singer

Genetic engineering

This is the manipulation of 

embryonic material for perceived 

benefits. The philosopher Peter 

Singer argues that embryonic 

material can be used for 

experimental purposes because in 

his opinion, rights can only be 

ascribed to a person.

Since no foetus is a person, no 

foetus has the same claim to life as a 

person.

Singer goes further in his argument, 

refuting the notion that the rights of 

the embryo are special because the 

embryo is a potential person. He 

argues:

We should not accept that a 

potential person should have the 

rights of a person unless we can be 

given some specific reason why this 

should hold in this particular case. 

But what could that reason be?3

Singer regards embryos as ‘clusters 

of cells’. It would make little sense 

to give such a cluster of cells in a 

laboratory dish a name. Should this 

cluster of cells then separate into 

two would we then be justified in 

calling these Mary and Jane? Should 

we grieve if one of them ‘dies’? 

Developing these arguments, Singer 

states quite clearly his view that the 

embryo cannot be thought of as:

A human being in a morally 

significant sense

As a Utilitarian therefore, Singer 

argues that if the value of the use of 

embryonic material can be 

considered to be of positive 

consequence for many then there is 

some merit in supporting its use. For 

him, an embryo is not a person in a 

moral sense and therefore the ‘use’ 

of such material deserves serious 

consideration.

Euthanasia

Similarly, Singer argues that there 

comes a point at the end of life at 

which a human being might no 

longer reasonably be considered a 

person. Singer argues that at this 

point there is nothing morally wrong 

with either allowing such a being to 

die or assisting such a being to die 

where this has been their expressed 

wish prior to the state of existence 

in which they are now to be found. 

Singer rests upon the quality-of-life 

argument. Whether a ‘life’ should 

continue or end is, for Singer, more 

a question of what that ‘life’ means 

rather than any notion that such a 

‘life’, whatever its condition, is 

inviolable. Singer makes clear 

distinction between the euthanasia 

of a human being who is capable of 

making choices and one who is not; 

but in both cases, his argument rests 

primarily upon the notion of what it 

means to be a person. He refers to 

the killing of an infant so badly 

‘disabled’ that its quality of life is 

not meaningful in any agreed sense:

The main point is clear; killing a 

disabled infant is not morally 

equivalent to killing a person. Very 

often it is not wrong at all.

Singer regards voluntary and 

involuntary euthanasia as two sides 

of the same coin:

The case for voluntary euthanasia 

has some common ground with the 

case for non-voluntary euthanasia, 

in that death is a benefit for the one 

killed.

Singer makes an important 

distinction in the debate between a 

self-conscious being and a ‘merely 

conscious’ being. Killing the former 

is a more serious matter than killing 

the latter. Where a being is merely 

conscious, Singer rests on the 

argument of quality of life – in what  

sense can such a being be 

understood as a human person and 

therefore in what sense can it be 

argued that their life has any 

realistic quality or meaning? With 

the self-conscious being, able to 

make choices, the situation is 

somewhat different. Singer argues 

that this is a strong case of 

preference utilitarianism – where the 

greatest good of those involved in 

the immediate moral problem is 

central.

The strength of the case for 

voluntary euthanasia lies in this 

combination of the preferences, or 

autonomy, of those who decide for 

euthanasia; and the clear rational 

basis of the decision itself.

Finally, Singer responds to those 

who argue against his position, 

fearing that the ready availability of 

voluntary euthanasia and the glib 

acceptance of involuntary 

euthanasia might lead to a ‘slippery 

slope’ ultimately leading to serious 

abuses:

All of this is not to deny that 

departing from the traditional 

sanctity-of-life ethic carries with it a 

small but nevertheless finite risk of 

unwanted consequences. Against 

this risk we must balance the 

tangible harm to which the 

traditional ethic gives rise – harm to 

those whose misery is needlessly 

prolonged.



Genetic engineering: Can 

any form of human genetic 

engineering be morally 

justified (by Humanists)?

A short Humanist response to 

this question might be – yes, but 

only if proper scientific testing 

is also done, all the benefits for 

and costs to humans are 

carefully considered, and it can 

be demonstrated that the 

advantages outweigh any 

disadvantages. 

Genetic engineering and genetic 

modification (GM) are terms 

used to explain the manipulation 

of genes with specific purposes 

in mind. One use of GM 

involves the modification of 

crops in order to produce new 

characteristics, for example by 

making a plant resistant to 

particular chemicals or insects 

that might otherwise kill it, or 

growing high yielding crops that  

help to feed the world’s poor, 

such as rice with added 

vitamins. The process of 

producing GM foods appears 

relatively easy but the ethics 

surrounding the process will 

continue to cause controversy. 

One basis for this ethical 

concern may be the perception 

that the ones who will benefit 

most from this advance in 

technology may be multinational 

corporations. 

Genetic engineering is beginning 

to be used to create animals with 

human-compatible organs for 

transplantation because this 

method is faster and more 

specific than traditional 

selective breeding. Some of this 

genetic manipulation combines 

genes from different species, and 

would be impossible any other 

way. The concerns that arise 

from such research focus on 

what the effects will be on the 

environment, natural selection 

and human health. 

The cloning of human beings is 

another moral issue of genetic 

engineering and it is one that is 

strongly debated. Those who 

agree with cloning argue that it 

is quite natural, like the process 

bacteria use to reproduce in 

order to make identical copies of 

themselves, or a plant grown 

from a small cutting of another 

plant. According to this view, 

cloning is just another 

reproductive option, and those 

who wish to research cloning (or 

indeed to be cloned) should not 

be stopped.

Others argue that cloning is 

morally acceptable but not 

practical. Yet others argue that 

cloning is unnatural and immoral 

(or ‘playing God’). Humanists 

wish to discover the facts 

regarding the advantages and 

disadvantages of these 

techniques, and then formulate a 

view based on that information.

Research in the area of 

biotechnology is still in its 

infancy, and it is, as yet, unclear 

whether it brings major benefits 

and/or considerable costs to 

society. However, it is also an 

area where there is much public 

concern about the possible 

consequences of such research. 

The debate is complicated 

because the general public’s 

understanding of the scientific 

facts behind GM is generally 

limited.

By experimenting with genes, 

experts may find cures for 

diseases such as cancers and 

cystic fibrosis, and develop 

weaker reactions or immunities 

to certain conditions. Some 

diseases are caused by gene 

mutations that result in a protein 

not being made at all or in the 

production of an abnormal 

protein. It may be possible to 

intercept such mutations, as 

discoveries are continually being 

made about which human genes 

are responsible for which 

characteristics. In the future, 

more diseases and disabilities 

will become detectable or 

predictable a lot earlier, 

sometimes even before birth. 

Many gene-related diseases are 

very complex, involving many 

different genes as well as 

environmental factors, or may 

not be treatable, and these 

factors also raise new issues in 

medical ethics. 

Humanists are interested in the 

facts and in incorporating the 

most reliable and up-to-date 

scientific position in their 

outlook. However, scientific 

discoveries arrive with human 

values attached to them. They 

increase our knowledge of the 

world, but they contain no 

indications of what we are to do 

with that knowledge. It is up to 

us to commit to the research that 

allows us to decide the How, 

What, When, Who and Why to 

apply this scientific knowledge. 

Genetic research and 

engineering may have important 

contributions to make to human 

happiness and human wellbeing 

and most Humanists would have 

no qualms in supporting them, 

unless they felt the costs 

(including environmental and 

social costs) were too great. 

As with all other subjects, the 

practice of acting responsibly 

will always be foremost for a 

Humanist. Therefore, obtaining 

and understanding the facts, 



assessing the risks realistically, 

and balancing the possible 

benefits against the possible 

harms in each case, would be the 

guiding principles of any 

decision made around the 

genetic modification of foods or 

genes.

Humanists want to see 

improvements in the quality of 

human lives but, like everyone 

else, have no way of knowing 

whether some aspects of genetic 

science will or will not achieve 

this. Open and well-informed 

debate is essential, and should 

be based on good evidence and 

research rather than irrational 

fears. Humanists aim to 

distinguish between likely 

problems and those that are 

highly unlikely (because the 

science would be too complex 

and 

costly). Ultimately, each 

development will be judged on 

its own merits and constantly 

reviewed as knowledge 

increases, and the risks and 

consequences become clearer. 

Nonetheless, few human 

activities are without risk, and a 

small amount of risk may be 

justified if the gains are 

important.

Can any forms of 

euthanasia be morally 

justified?

The central Humanist concern 

for quality and respect for life 

and the Humanist support for the 

personal autonomy of an 

individual mean that Humanists 

believe that euthanasia can be 

morally justified only when the 

person concerned has decided 

that they have lived long 

enough. Humanists believe that 

the independent freedom to 

choose a course of action would 

help many ill people avoid 

extreme pain or suffering or the 

prolonged misery endured when 

the capacities that made their 

life worth living are gone. It 

would also ensure the person 

retains some degree of personal 

dignity. 

The arguments on both sides of 

the euthanasia debate are partly 

fuelled by the many different 

words and phrases that have 

cropped up when discussing and 

explaining the topic, all of which 

have different meanings and 

values attached to them. Some of 

these words and phrases are 

emotive, such as (In)Voluntary 

Euthanasia, Assisted Suicide, 

Mercy Killing, Death with 

Dignity, and many more. 

Whatever the meanings 

associated with these terms, the 

Humanist view on whether 

Euthanasia is morally justified 

can be found by considering and 

weighing up the costs and 

benefits to all the people 

concerned.

Voluntary euthanasia is when the 

sufferer has made it clear that 

they wish to die and has 

requested help because they are 

unable or unwilling to do so 

themselves. 

Involuntary euthanasia occurs 

when no consent or wish to die 

is expressed by the sufferer. 

These instances can include 

those in comas, infants and cases 

of extreme senile dementia. 

Passive euthanasia is where 

patients are allowed to die by 

withholding treatment that 

would keep them alive 

(including nourishment). 

Although any kind of assisted 

dying is illegal in the UK, some 

people believe that this practice 

is widely carried out and 

generally judged to be within the 

law. 

Active euthanasia means taking 

specific steps to cause the 

patient's death, such as injecting 

with poison, or an overdose of 

painkillers or sleeping pills. The 

difference then between ‘active’ 

and ‘passive’ forms of 

euthanasia is that in active forms 

something is done to end the 

patient's life and in passive 

forms something is not done 

that might have preserved that 

life. 

Indirect euthanasia is also 

believed to be widely practised 

in the UK and generally 

considered legal as long as 

killing is not the intention. It is 

sometimes referred to as the 

‘double effect’ and provides 

treatment (normally a kind of 

pain relief like morphine) that 

has the side-effect of hastening 

death. 

Depending on the circumstances, 

Humanists would support all of 

the above methods of euthanasia, 

all with strict procedural rules 

and safeguards.

Arguments about euthanasia 

often hinge on human rights, 

either to life or to death. 

Societies have yet to settle the 

question of what should be done 

when seriously ill people prefer 

to end their lives. Should they 

have a right to make this choice? 

On the one hand, sufferers 

sometimes wish to end their 

lives but lack the physical 

strength or the means to do it 

and therefore need help. Helping 



such sufferers to die can be seen 

as a merciful release and is thus 

different from other suicides. On 

the other hand, where an 

individual is constantly 

suffering, has no quality of life 

and expresses a wish for it to 

come to an end, prolonging that 

suffering for the sake of the 

personal beliefs of other people 

appears cruel, especially when 

the individual concerned does 

not agree with these beliefs. 

There may be a moral distinction 

between allowing someone to 

die and actively assisting them 

to die. However, allowing 

someone to die is still taking 

action – just different action. 

Deliberately bringing about 

someone’s death is often less 

painful and less emotionally 

traumatic for the patient who 

otherwise might have to endure 

the prolonged route that death 

can sometimes take. This trauma 

often extends to family 

members. It may be considered 

less burdensome for doctors to 

withdraw or withhold treatment 

than to administer a lethal drug. 

Humanists believe it to be wrong 

to force doctors and nurses to 

take actions they consider 

morally wrong. However, if a 

patient has made the decision to 

die, they should not be forced to 

travel abroad in order to get this 

help.

The development of euthanasia 

has partially come about due to 

medical advancements, and thus 

longer life spans. Now, even if a 

cure is not available, doctors and 

surgeons can keep patients alive 

much longer. Therefore, the 

codes of conduct for medical 

practitioners that were 

formulated (sometimes even 

centuries ago) cannot necessarily 

be applied to all 21st century 

issues and developments.

Switzerland and the Netherlands 

have adapted to this change: 

‘assisted suicide’ has been legal 

for around 20 years. In Oregon, 

USA, doctors can 

prescribe lethal drugs to patients 

who are terminally ill and 

judged to be in their last six 

months of life. There is also an 

active movement called Death 

with Dignity campaigning in the 

USA to change laws in various 

states.

One method of ensuring one’s 

wishes are taken into account is 

for each individual to write a 

‘living will’. This way, medical 

staff and family members can all 

be made aware of the patient’s 

wishes, especially if the 

circumstances are such that the 

patient can no longer express 

them. Postponing death where 

there is no apparent benefit 

appears neither compassionate 

nor moral. However, Living 

Wills have yet to attain full legal 

status and there is no 

compulsion on health authorities 

to accept them and no moral 

obligation on families to respect 

them. 

So in general terms, Humanism 

supports most forms of 

euthanasia, while it also upholds 

the need for stringent safeguards 

where there may be other 

(immoral) motives involved. 

However, if people in possession 

of full information and sound 

judgement decide that their 

continued life has no value, then 

Humanists believe their wishes 

should be respected. Of course 

precautions are crucial. Before 

proceeding with any act of 

euthanasia, it is necessary to 

ensure that there is: adequate 

counselling for the people 

involved; the prevention of 

pressure on the patient; clear 

witnessed instructions from the 

patient; the involvement of at 

least two doctors; and no 

reasonable hope of recovery. 

Humanism ignores the argument 

which often arises in these cases 

that medical intervention is 

somehow meddling with natural 

processes or ‘playing God’; in a 

Humanist’s view all medical 

interventions, even taking an 

aspirin for a headache, can be 

considered in this way. 

Humanism does not agree that 

all medical intervention at all 

times is necessarily the correct 

thing, but euthanasia can be 

morally justified as long as it is 

always subject to scrutiny and 

evidence and the decision is 

taken in the interests of seeking 

the most humane and 

humanitarian outcome for those 

involved.



Genetic engineering: Can 

any forms of human genetic 

engineering be morally 

justifiable(to Buddhists)?

Buddhism endorses the 1997 UN 

declaration on Human Dignity and 

the Genome, which states:

That everyone has a right to respect 

for their dignity and for their rights 

regardless of their genetic 

characteristics.

Buddhists have concerns about 

genetic engineering because many 

advances in this area have included 

experimentation on animals. 

Buddhists are against any violence 

towards any living being. This is the 

principle of ahimsa. Given this 

principle, Buddhists would be 

against any suffering inflicted upon 

animals for medical advancement. 

Buddhists have concerns about 

using animals for research purposes 

which cause them pain, suffering or 

distress. Modern bio-technology 

would open up a new era in 

exploitation of animals.

The principle of ahimsa would also 

cause Buddhists to see genetic 

engineering as an attack on a 

person’s genetic make-up.

He who for the sake of happiness 

hurts others who also want 

happiness, shall not hereafter find 

happiness.

Dhammapada 131

Buddhists are also against genetic 

engineering on the grounds that 

taking genes and exchanging them 

or selling them is a form of theft. 

Genes from plants and animals, as 

well as from young children, babies 

and embryos, are taken without their 

consent.

A further concern is that genetic 

engineering is introducing and/or 

removing properties from one 

organism to another.

There are also kammic 

consequences to consider with these 

actions. Harming others will 

accumulate negative kamma, 

producing negative results or 

consequences, although kammic 

consequences can be delayed if 

genetic engineering brings benefits 

or a reduction of suffering. 

Manipulating genes might be seen 

as tampering with nature. It is 

affecting something which would 

not otherwise be possible or likely 

to happen. Buddhism teaches that 

everything is interconnected and 

that whatever 

happens, happens as a result of 

causes and conditions. Each being is 

connected with each other being. 

Everything is interdependent and 

affects everything else. Genetic 

engineering alters these connections, 

which can have wide-ranging and 

unpredictable results.

The intention behind any new 

medical research is important, and 

some Buddhists believe that genetic 

engineering is an important part of 

medical research and has huge 

potential benefits, as long as 

intention is looked at closely. Are 

the intentions for the good of 

humanity – to prevent suffering? 

Buddhism aims to end suffering. 

Buddha himself said:

Whoever, O monks, would nurse me, 

he should nurse the sick.

(Zyska 1991: 41)

However, even when there is no 

intention to harm a living thing, 

harm can still be caused to animals 

and humans. Buddhists do not agree 

with cloning – taking DNA from 

one animal or plant and transferring 

it to another of the same kind. 

Interfering with nature for selfish 

purposes would be against Buddhist 

principles, particularly since 

modification could have a wider 

impact on the environment. Cloning 

techniques are still very risky and 

many attempts have caused 

abnormalities in the animals used. 

Many would see this as cruel and 

unnecessary. The cloning of humans 

would be totally rejected. It is in 

direct conflict with the principle of 

ahimsa. There is no guarantee that 

cloned humans would be normal, 

and psychological problems, as well 

as emotional difficulties, could arise 

if people discovered that they were 

clones.

Buddhists would reject the idea of 

cloning because it is something that 

will inflict suffering, not just now 

but in the future. What would the 

kammic consequences be of creating 

a genetic underclass for 

exploitation?

… If a man speaks or acts with an 

impure mind, suffering follows him 

as the wheel of the cart follows the 

beast that draws the cart.

Dhammapada 1

Another problem for Buddhists with 

regards to genetic engineering 

would be the consideration of 

embryos. Some Buddhists say that 

embryo research should be 

permitted because an embryo does 

not fully embody the five skandhas, 

therefore kammic consequences 

would be the same as those of 

harming an animal. Other Buddhists 

disagree; they argue that life begins 

at conception and that the embryo, 

although not fully formed with all 

five skandhas, is still a living human 

being.

Buddhists are also concerned about 

the risks involved in genetic 

engineering. Irreversible damage 

could be done, which in turn would 

cause suffering. There could also be 



long-term problems from genetic 

engineering since suffering might 

result in the future. For example, 

people might be treated unjustly for 

jobs or life insurance as a result of 

genetic screening.

While it is noble and good to strive 

to develop cures for cancer and 

inherited genetic diseases, at the 

same time this usually comes with 

the cost of suffering to animals in 

the form of experimentation, and 

sometimes cruel treatment.

Buddhists do recognise the benefits 

of genetic engineering – helping 

infertility, curing disease and 

disability. Many forms of curative 

medicine might involve changes in 

genetic make-up. These are 

beneficial and would stop suffering. 

Euthanasia: Can any forms 

of euthanasia be justified?

All beings tremble before danger, all 

fear death. When a man considers 

this, he does not kill or cause to kill.

All beings fear before danger, life is 

dear to all. When a man considers 

this, he does not kill or cause to kill.

Dhammapada 129 and 130

In principle, Buddhists are against 

active euthanasia as it is in direct 

conflict with the first of the 

precepts: to abstain from taking a 

life. This is the principle of ahimsa, 

non-violence.

Euthanasia would not be encouraged 

because a life is still working 

through kamma from a previous 

lifetime. This kamma would then be 

carried forward to a future life to 

work through again. Some 

Buddhists would even argue that, 

although the intention of euthanasia 

is a good one (to stop suffering), the 

action causes more harm than good.

The wrong action seems sweet to the 

fool until the reaction comes and 

brings pain, and the bitter fruits of 

wrong deeds have then to be eaten 

by the fool.

Dhammapada 69

Buddhists practise kindness, 

compassion, care and support for the 

person who is dying. They work 

with agencies such as hospices 

helping the terminally ill to die with 

dignity. Care and compassion for the 

dying is important to them. 

Buddhists support organisations 

such as the Hospice Movement, 

which allows the person to die with 

dignity. Buddhists believe that the 

dying should be allowed to die in as 

painless and comfortable a way as 

possible. This is seen as a positive 

alternative to euthanasia as it 

encourages the person and their 

relatives to use the time remaining 

for reflection and learning. 

The Buddhist Hospice Trust is an 

organisation that offers support and 

help, not only for the dying, but for 

the living, the bereaved and their 

families. This Trust does not offer 

medical support or nursing care but 

rather caters for the person’s 

spiritual needs. The Trust is staffed 

on a voluntary basis and has no 

permanent premises. Volunteers 

visit patients in hospital or at home. 

They try where possible to provide 

friendship and compassionate care 

for those who are seriously ill, dying 

or bereaved. The volunteers 

in each area are linked through the 

Ananda Network. Their name comes 

from Ananda, Buddha’s closest 

disciple, who cared for him when he 

was dying.

With voluntary euthanasia, where 

the ill person requests their own 

death, Buddhists might argue that 

physical suffering has caused mental 

suffering and a wrong state of mind. 

Buddhists would encourage 

medication and pain killers to 

eliminate physical suffering, and so 

mental suffering. Buddhists would 

also be against voluntary euthanasia 

because it involves someone else 

carrying out the wishes of the 

patient: helping someone to die 

might also cause suffering in the 

person who is helping. 

Under the Hippocratic Oath, doctors 

must try to preserve life. In this 

sense the Hippocratic Oath reflects 

the Buddhist value of compassion to 

others. Doctors have medical 

training but no special moral or 

ethical training to make them better 

placed than the patient to determine 

whether the patient should live or 

die. Upholding the Oath regardless 

of the patient’s illness or requests is 

a skilful action, one which will 

bring merit and therefore 

accumulate positive kamma.

Despite these teachings, decisions 

about euthanasia would not be taken 

lightly and easily by Buddhists. 

Through following the Eightfold 

Path, which includes areas such as 

right intention and right action, each 

case would be taken on its own 

merits. 

Some Buddhists would argue that, 

in very extreme circumstances, 

euthanasia may not always be 

regarded as unskilful. This would be 

if it is done in full awareness of 

actions and it is the only way to 

avoid further suffering. Some 

Buddhists would argue that in some 

situations helping someone to die 

and to end their pain and suffering is 

the most loving and compassionate 

thing to do. This would not only 

allow the sufferer to die with dignity 

but also relieve the burden of 



suffering and distress for the 

families involved.

Situations where the patient is 

deemed to be brain dead or in a 

persistent vegetative state are for 

some Buddhists the only 

circumstances in which deliberately 

ending a person’s life would be 

permissible. It could be argued that 

the person’s quality of life here does 

not allow them to reach their full 

potential. They will never achieve 

nibbana as they will never be able to 

consider and follow Buddhist 

teachings. Therefore to deny an end 

to such a life is only prolonging the 

suffering for both the patient and the 

relatives. Advances in technology 

have allowed society to keep people 

alive for much longer, even though, 

as the situation indicated, the quality 

of life is often very poor, or limited.

Passive euthanasia is allowing a 

person to die naturally by 

withholding treatment that would 

keep them alive artificially. In doing 

so no action is taken to bring about 

death therefore the action is not 

unskilful. 

One of Buddha’s disciples 

committed suicide because he was 

in great pain. Buddha did not 

condemn this disciple, called 

Channa. Buddha said he: 

... used the knife blamelessly.

The Middle Length Discourses of 

the Buddha 116, Wisdom 

Publications, 1995

In Buddhism there are no fixed rules 

to obey. There are only skilful 

actions to be done as each situation 

arises, using the precepts as a guide. 

However, all Buddhists would agree 

that, whatever the decision that is 

taken, minimal pain and suffering 

should be the aim. An action that is 

taken will affect kamma. All actions 

have results or consequences. Bad 

actions bring or accumulate bad 

kamma, which could lead to more 

suffering for a future life. A future 

‘rebecoming’ can be affected by this 

negative kamma as energy created 

by the actions in the previous life of 

a person sets another life in motion.

The purpose of being born as a 

human being is to eliminate the 

sufferings of others and to bring 

them happiness.

Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche

Note that, when considering 

euthanasia, ordinary beings have no 

way of knowing what kind of 

existence a person’s (or animal’s) 

death will lead to – it may lead to 

even greater suffering. What we 

believe, in our ignorance, to be 

compassion may simply be our 

selfish inability to bear another 

person’s suffering.


