
This workshop brought together a small number of scholars in an array of disciplines -- law, Buddhist

Studies, Asian Studies, anthropology, history, sociology and religion –– to begin a collaborative discussion

on developing Law and Buddhism as a field of study. Under the auspices of the Baldy Center for Law &

Social Policy at SUNY Buffalo Law School, this first workshop of the Law and Buddhism  Project entitled

"Locating  Law in Bu ddhist C ultures" too k place  on Jun e 4 and 5 , 2004. 

W hile there is  a long  histo ry of re sea rch, w riting a nd co nferences on  the leg al trad itions  of Ch ristian ity,

Islam, Hinduism and Judaism, the Buddhist legal tradition has no such legacy. In North America and

Europe, it is not part of comparative law, there is no disciplinary field of Buddhist law, and there are no

academic departments, no chairs, few books, and there has been only one previous small conference. As

a field  of stu dy, the  inters ectio n of L aw and Buddhism  pres ents  seve ral inte restin g pro blem s. His torica lly,

as Buddhism moved across the Asian and now the Western landscape, it has generally been open-

textured and adaptive as opposed to mutually exclusive in relation to other religious systems. Buddhism

has blended with animism, local traditions and national systems, and its effects are more subtle and less

apparent than those of Islam or Christianity, for example. This makes the investigation of Buddhist legal

cultures across the Asian continent, an endeavor which will require a variety of disciplinary tools and

investigative methodologies, including the use of ethnographic materials , varying research questions

depending on the region and the consideration of multiple possible models. There is no single limiting

legal agenda as in the American context but a proliferation of distinct variations which may or may not

have co mm onalities wo rthy of explo ration. 

This  work shop atte mp ted to  set th e con cep tual agenda fo r a m ajor p rojec t to co nsider leg al cult ures  in

Buddhist contexts at several levels, that is, in highly contextualized local circumstances a we ll as more

national and macro perspectives. Numerous societies and nationals were considered, including India,

Tibet, N epal, Bhu tan, Sri Lan ka, Bu rma , Thailand , Cam bodia, La os, Vietna m, C hina, Kor ea and  Japan . 
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INITIAL QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. W hat Bud dhist texts  have influe nced s ecular leg al system s the m ost?

2. Is there an initial historic or mythical model of a Buddhist-influenced legal system such as the reign of

King Pasenadi or Asoka which set a standard? 

3. Are b asic  conc epts  in Bud dhism s uch  as tim e, ka rma, causa lity, con flict, no n-du ality and cos mo logy a

use ful wa y to foc us such  an inq uiry?

4. Is the influence of Buddhism transferred, if at all, through monks and monastic communities? 

5. W hich  soc ieties  and c om mu nities  have  been  influe nced by Buddhism  at pa rticula r poin ts in H istory?  

6. How have Buddhism and Law interacted in local settings with indigenous systems of practice, belief

and “custom ary law”?

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT THE WORKSHOP ORGANIZERS

Conta ct Rebe cca Fr ench o r David E ngel of S UNY B uffalo La w Scho ol at law-buddhism@buffalo.edu with

question s abou t the work shop o r the Law  and Bu ddhism  Project.

Baldy Center for L aw & S ocial Policy, 51 1 O’Brian  Hall, Unive rsity at Buffalo  Law Sc hool, 

The S tate Unive rsity of New  York, Bu ffalo, NY 1 4260.  T el: (716) 64 5-2102 ; fax: (716 ) 645-29 00; 

e-m ail: baldyctr@ buffalo.e du; web : www.law .bufffalo.e du/baldyc ente r


