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Abstract 
This paper explores the foundational imprint of Buddhist philosophy on the structural, 

ethical, and socio-legal framework of the Indian Constitution. Traditional constitutional scholarship 
frequently attributes India's foundational principles—Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, and Justice—

exclusively to Western political evolutions, such as the French Revolution and American 
constitutionalism. This study challenges that Eurocentric narrative by demonstrating that these values 
are deeply rooted in the indigenous, egalitarian traditions of ancient Indian Buddhism. By analyzing 
the parliamentary structures of the early Buddhist Sangha, the ethical statecraft of Emperor Ashoka’s 
edicts, and the deliberate philosophical choices made by the Chairman of the Drafting Committee, Dr. 
B.R. Ambedkar, this paper uncovers how ancient Dhamma was systematically transformed into 
modern constitutional law. 
Keywords: Buddhist Philosophy, Indian Constitution, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, Liberty, Equality and 

Fraternity, Constitutional Morality, Buddhist Sangha, Ashokan Edicts, Social Justice, Directive 
Principles of State Policy, Human Dignity. 

1. Introduction: The Indigenous Roots of Constitutional Morality 

When the Constituent Assembly of India met to draft a foundational document for 

a newly independent nation, it faced the monumental task of creating a unified democratic 
framework for an intensely stratified society. While the architectural layout of the Indian 

Constitution drew inspiration from various global instruments, its internal ethical core—its 

constitutional morality—was consciously anchored in indigenous reformist traditions. 

The primary catalyst for embedding Buddhist philosophy into the Constitution was 

the Chairman of the Drafting Committee, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. As an economics and legal 

scholar, Ambedkar did not view democracy merely as a political mechanism of adult 

franchise, but as a top-tier form of social coexistence [1]. 

Ambedkar explicitly stated that his political philosophy was not derived from 

Western textbooks, but was rooted in the teachings of the Buddha. In a historic broadcast on 

All India Radio on October 3, 1954, Ambedkar clarified: 

"My social philosophy may be said to be enshrined in three words; liberty, equality, 

and fraternity. Let no one say that I have borrowed my philosophy from the French 
Revolution. I have not. My philosophy has roots in religion and not in political science. I 

have derived them from the teachings of my Master, the Buddha." [2]  

This paper traces how these principles of the Dhamma (the righteous path) were 

translated into the supreme Lex Scripta (written law) of modern India. 

2. The Preamble: Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity as a Triad of Dhamma 

The Preamble to the Indian Constitution establishes Justice, Liberty, Equality, and 

Fraternity as the core pillars of the Republic. In Buddhist social philosophy, these three 

concepts do not exist as isolated ideas; they form an inseparable triad (Saddhamma) 

necessary for a stable and moral human society [3]. 

2.1 Equality vs. Graded Inequality 

The structural core of the Hindu social order encountered by the makers of the 
Constitution was built on "Graded Inequality"—a system where castes are arranged in a 

strict hierarchy of rights and disabilities [4]. 

Against this, the Buddha’s philosophy stood as the ultimate historical antithesis.   
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In the Assalayana Sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya, the Buddha dismantled the divine justification of caste supremacy, 

proving that all human beings belong to a single biological species and must be judged solely by their moral actions 

(Kamma), not by birth [5]. 
This radical egalitarianism is directly reflected in Articles 14, 15, 16, and 17 of the Indian Constitution: 

 Article 14 establishes equality before the law, treating all citizens equally regardless of social status. 

 Article 15 and 16 prohibit state discrimination based on caste and ensure equal opportunity in public employment. 

 Article 17, which legally abolishes "Untouchability," mirrors the Buddhist rejection of spiritual and physical 

pollution, dismantling the institutionalized humiliation of lower castes [6]. 

2.2 Liberty and Freedom of Conscience 

In Buddhist philosophy, individual liberty begins with the freedom of the mind. The Kalama Sutta (Anguttara 

Nikaya) stands as an early declaration of intellectual liberty, where the Buddha implores his followers not to accept 

anything blindly based on tradition, authority, or scriptures, but to accept it only after rigorous personal verification and 

critical reasoning [7]. 

This philosophical commitment to intellectual freedom is directly protected under Articles 19 and 25 of the Indian 
Constitution, which guarantee freedom of speech, expression, belief, faith, and worship. 

2.3 Fraternity as Social Endosmosis 

Ambedkar noted that political liberty and equality cannot survive without fraternity. He defined fraternity not 

as mere political camaraderie, but as Mettā (universal loving-kindness) and Karunā (compassion)—the core social 

forces of Buddhist ethics [8]. 

Fraternity is what Ambedkar termed "social endosmosis"—a state of fluid communication and shared 

experiences between different groups of a society [4]. By placing "Fraternity" in the Preamble, the Constitution 

recognizes that a legal framework cannot function smoothly without an underlying tissue of moral and social 

brotherhood. 

3. Sangha Parliamentary Practice and Modern Constitutional Procedures 

One of the most remarkable revelations brought to light by constitutional historians is that the procedural 
mechanics of modern Indian parliamentary practice directly mirror the internal governance systems of ancient Buddhist 

Monastic Orders (Sanghas). 

In his addresses to the Constituent Assembly, Dr. Ambedkar detailed how the Buddha introduced advanced 

democratic processes to regulate the meetings of the Bhikkhu Sanghas [9]. These ancient practices, documented in the 

Vinaya Pitaka, include: 

 Asanaprajnapaka (Seating Arrangement): The appointment of a specific officer responsible for organizing the 

seating plan of the assembly, ensuring order and protocol [10]. 

 Jnapti (Resolution/Motion): The formal introduction of a proposal to the house. A matter had to be presented 

clearly as a motion before it could be debated. 

 Pratijna (Proclamation/Reading): The practice of reading out a motion up to three times (Anussavana) before it 

was put to a final vote, directly corresponding to the modern parliamentary practice of "Three Readings" of a Bill 
[11]. 

 Salakagrahana (Voting by Ballot): When consensus could not be reached, votes were cast using colored wooden 

sticks called Salakas. The officer collecting the votes, the Salakagrahapaka, acted as a returning officer to ensure a 

fair and secret ballot [12]. 

 Quorum and Adjournment: The Sangha strictly enforced a minimum number of members (Quorum) required to 

make a meeting valid. If a meeting lacked a quorum, any business transacted was deemed unconstitutional and 

void (Adhikarana) [10]. 

By adopting these historical, democratic protocols, the framers of the Constitution did not introduce a 

completely foreign system to India; instead, they revived a sophisticated, indigenous tradition of collective, rule-based 

governance. 

4. Ashokan Edicts, the Welfare State, and Directive Principles 

The reflection of Buddhist philosophy extends beyond political structures into the socio-economic vision of 
the State, as outlined in Part IV of the Constitution: the Directive Principles of State Policy (DPSP). This vision of a 

compassionate Welfare State finds its historical precedent in the administrative policies of Emperor Ashoka, who 

transformed the teachings of the Buddha into an active model of state governance. 

Ashoka’s rock and pillar edicts outline a governance philosophy centered on Dhamma-Vijaya (victory through 

righteousness) rather than Sastra-Vijaya (victory through violence) [13]. His edicts reveal a state committed to the 

welfare of all living beings: 

 Major Rock Edict II documents the establishment of universal medical treatment for both humans and animals, 

along with the planting of medicinal herbs and the digging of public wells along roads [14]. This directly aligns 

with the modern mandate of Article 47 of the Constitution, which obligates the State to raise the level of nutrition 

and improve public health. 
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 Major Rock Edict XII advocates for complete religious tolerance and mutual respect among different sects (Sarva 

Dharma Samabhava), declaring that honoring other faiths ultimately exalts one’s own [15]. This philosophical 

stance forms the backbone of India's unique model of constitutional secularism. 
The environmental duties outlined in the Constitution also carry a deep Buddhist resonance. Article 48A 

directs the State to protect and improve the environment, while Article 51A(g) makes it a fundamental duty of every 

citizen to have "compassion for living creatures." This direct inclusion of non-human life into the legal duties of a 

citizen flows from the core Buddhist principles of Ahimsa (non-harming) and the interdependence of all life forms [16]. 

5. Visual and National Identity Symbols of the Constitution 

The alliance between the Indian Constitution and Buddhist philosophy is visibly stamped onto the structural 

symbols of the Indian Republic. The Constituent Assembly deliberately chose historical Buddhist artifacts to represent 

the identity of the new nation, anchoring its sovereign authority in symbols of peace, morality, and justice. 

5.1 The Lion Capital of Ashoka 

The National Emblem of India is an adaptation of the Ashokan Lion Capital at Sarnath, featuring four Asiatic 

lions standing back-to-back. Below the lions sits an abacus carved with an elephant, a galloping horse, a bull, and a 
lion, separated by intervening wheels. In Buddhist iconology, the lions symbolize the fearless proclamation of the 

Dhamma to all four quarters of the world [17]. 

5.2 The Ashoka Chakra on the National Flag 

At the center of the National Flag sits the 24-spoke Ashoka Chakra. This wheel represents the 

Dhammacakkappavattana—the turning of the Wheel of the Righteous Law by the Buddha during his first sermon at 

Sarnath [3]. By placing the Chakra on the flag, the framers symbolized a nation guided by dynamic movement, moral 

progress, and the rule of law over the rule of brute force. 

6. Social Justice and the Right to Vital Dignity 

The ultimate convergence of Buddhist philosophy and Indian Constitutional law lies in their shared objective: 

the restoration of human dignity to the dispossessed. Ambedkar argued that classical political democracy is a hollow 

shell unless it is accompanied by social and economic democracy. He observed: 

"Political democracy cannot last unless there lies at the base of it social democracy. What does social 
democracy mean? It means a way of life which recognizes liberty, equality and fraternity as the principles of life." [18] 

This constitutional search for social democracy directly mirrors the Buddha's quest to end human suffering 

(Dukkha). The Buddha did not treat Dukkha as an unalterable metaphysical destiny; he identified its structural causes 

and asserted that it could be brought to an end through deliberate human action and structural righteousness [3]. 

The Indian Constitution operates on this exact proactive principle. Through Article 38 and 39, it mandates 

that the State must secure a social order characterized by justice—social, economic, and political—and eliminate 

systemic inequalities in income, status, and opportunity. The provision of affirmative action and reservations under 

Article 15(4) and 16(4) is a legal expression of Karunā (compassion) combined with structural justice, designed to 

uplift those communities historically pushed to the margins of society [19]. 

7. Conclusion: The Living Synthesis of Dhamma and Constitution 

The Indian Constitution is more than a mechanical framework for governance; it is a profound moral 
document whose internal spirit is deeply influenced by the ethical tenets of Buddhist philosophy. Through the visionary 

synthesis engineered by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, the ancient humanitarian principles of the Dhamma were systematically 

transformed into enforceable constitutional rights. 

By replacing the historical traps of caste hierarchy and social discrimination with the democratic triad of 

Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity, the Constitution effectively realized the social vision first articulated by the Buddha in 

the plains of Magadha over two millennia ago. The parliamentary procedures of the Sanghas, the compassionate 

statecraft of the Ashokan edicts, and the national symbols of the Republic all stand as historic proof of this continuity. 

Ultimately, the Indian Constitution ensures that the foundational ideals of human dignity, universal compassion, and 

structural equality remain the governing laws of modern India. 
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