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CORRIGENDA & ADDENDA

References are cited first by page and then by line: thus 
5.15 refers to page 5 line 15.

13ff. I have assumed that Dr.Razzino is female and 
apologise if this is incorrect.

27.12-14 for 'Jaques May (...) Gomez [1983]' read 'Only 
Gomez [1973] has attempted to fill the void in Madhyamika 
ethics, and the continuing absence of material in this field 
has been lamented by Jaques May [1978:234].'

45.13 for 'ecclesiastical office 1 read 'professional 
religious role. 1

71.23 for 'Others (...) (sltala) ' read; 'Others, however, here 
comment on the meaning in such ways as "Abiding in sila is abiding at the 
head (siras) ; abiding in sila is staying cool (sltala)". '

73,7-8 replace by; "Thus should the wise man develop the manifold 

advantage to be found in virtue, the root of every perfection."

75.25 for ' ( sTlam (...) ca) 1 read ' (adi sllam patittha 
ca kalyananam ca matukam) ' .

77.10 After kancuka insert "The image of cloth occurs at 
Vism 143 as an illustration of sila as a complex web of 
observances which can be easily damaged or torn. '

80.19 delete 'The image of cloth (...) torn'.

92.5. Before 'Table IV 1 insert 'Since we are concerned 
specifically with ethical qualities the content of the 
category of general mental faculties ( citta-mahabhumika- 
dharmas ) is not itemised.'

119.15-16 delete and read;
'Manasa ce. pasannena, yad afmam anusa~sati
Na tena hoti samyutto, sanukampa anuddaya ti 1 [PTS trans.]

129.28 insert fn.18 into main text as new and separate 
paragraph.

134.9 after vipassana insert; 'The disagreement is thus
between the view of the Theravadin tradition of Sri Lanka,
as correctly reported by Dr .Carrithers, and my own
interpretation of textual sources as set out herein. '



ABSTRACT

ETHICAL PERFECTION IN BUDDHIST -SOTERIOLOGY 

D.V.KEOWN, LINACRE COLLEGE. A THESIS SUBMITTED FOR THE DEGREE OF D.PHIL. MICHAELMAS TERM 1985

The extent of the ethical component in the Buddha's teachings is often commented upon but has 

received disproportionately little attention from scholars. This thesis is intented to make a 

contribution in this area by (i): examining the substantive content of Buddhist ethical 

categories; (ii) locating ethics and the goal of ethical perfection in the context of the 

overall soteriological framework elaborated by the Buddha; (iii) offering a characterisation 

of the formal structure of Buddhist ethics according to the typology of philosophical ethical 

theory.

The scope of the enquiry will include ethical data from both the Small and Large Vehicles. 

Previous research has concentrated almost exclusively on the Theravada system and this has 

resulted in a truncated presentation of Buddhist ethics which has failed to reveal the 

underlying structure and its development through time. The present discussion therefore 

proceeds in a roughly chronological sequence in the selection of its data, considering 

first of all material from Theravadin sources (both Canonical and commentarial) and passing 

on to an investigation of the systematisation of ethical categories in the Abhidharma of 

th° Small Vehicle as found in the scheme of the Sarvastivada preserved in the Abhidharmakosa. 

Subsequently, in Chapter 4, an account of Mahayana ethics is offered drawing mainly on the 

Sila-patala of the Bodhisattvabhumi.

The final two chapters (5 & 6) di-scuss two influential theories of ethics elaborated in 

the Western tradition which bear a prima facie resemblance to the theoretical structure of 

Buddhist ethics. Chapter 5 will deal with Utilitarianism and its resemblance to Buddhism, 

and Chapter 6 will be devoted to the Aristotelian ethical system. My conclusion will be 

that the Aristotelian model provides the closest analogue to Buddhism and a preliminary 

attempt will be made to pursue certain points of contact as an indication of the direction 

for future research. The overall argument, which is cumulative throughout the thesis, will 

be that ethical perfection in Buddhism is an integral and inalienable component in the 

perfection of human nature envisaged and attained by the Buddha. This, together with the 

intellectual perfection epitomised by the attainment of insightful knowledge (panna). 

constitutes the Summum Bonum or complete good for man.
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CONVENTIONS

(i) Translations are my own unless indicated to the 
contrary in the text or bibliography

(ii) The Pali or Sanskrit forms of words (e.g. sTla/sila) 
are used interchangeably as the context demands.

(iii) Foreign words are underlined: Anglicised variants are 
not (e.g. Kamma/Kammic)

(iv) Diacriticals are not inserted in quotations or 
citations where they are absent in the original.

(v) Notes will be found at the end of each Chapter

(vi) Figures 1-3 will be found at the end of Chapter Six

(i)



ABBREVIATIONS

Abbreviations follow those of the PTS Dictionary with the 
addition or exception of the following:

Adhs 

Abhs
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Asl
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Bhasya
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DhSam
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INTRODUCTION

What is good, what is bad? What is right, what wrong? What 
ought I to do or not to do? What, when I have done it, will 
be for my unhappiness ... or for ray happiness?

Lakkhana-sutta

Questions of the above kind are the starting point of ethical 

enquiry, yet ethics, as an independent philosophical 

discipline, has not attained in Buddhism the autonomy and 

distinctiveness which it has in the West. For Buddhists, it 

seems, ethical problems do not raise themselves outside the 

sphere of the religious (or Dhamma) and answers to the 

problems of Dhamma are to be found in the pursuit of Dhamma 

itself rather than raised from the sidelines. As one 

progresses in Dhamma the answer to these problems will be 

known, and in the face of an ethical dilemma one will know 

instinctively what to do and how to act. To this extent 

Buddhist ethics is essentially aretaic: it rests upon the 

cultivation of personal virtue, the culmination of which is 

the perfection of Buddhahood. This is the state of the full 

development and harmonious integration of human potential, 

and in a situation of moral choice one who has achieved this 

goal both knows what to do and does it without doubt or 

hesitation. The purely intellectual consideration of 

questions of the kind raised in the quotation above 

therefore, is not a matter which occupies the mind of such a



person. For those who are yet engaged in the quest for 

perfection the normative content of I^hjiniEIfl nas been 

extensively expounded by the Buddha: the urgency now is for 

implementation rather than questioning.

The Buddha's normative response to the questions of ethics is 

to be found within the framework of a Path or Way (magga) , 

and specifically in the Noble Eightfold Path under its first 

division (khandha) dealing with matters of moral conduct 

(sTla). In considering ethics and its place in Buddhist 

soteriology my purpose, briefly stated, is to enquire into 

the meaning of sila and its role in the scheme of the 

Eightfold Path. My objectives are threefold: i) to enquire 

into the meaning and content of sTla; ii) to relate sila to 

the overall conception of human good culminating in 

liberation as expounded by the Buddha; iii) to put forward a 

hypothesis concerning the formal characterisation of the 

Buddhist ethical system.

To begin with it may be helpful to locate the present 

contribution in the context of existing studies of Buddhist 

ethics. After this I shall indicate briefly the matters I 

will be concerned with and outline my strategy and overall 

approach (methodology).

The study of Buddhist Ethics has been neglected by Western 

scholarship. Recent decades have witnessed an explosion of 

interest in all aspects of Buddhist Studies while this 

fundamental dimension of the Buddhist ethos, which is of



relevance across the boundaries of sect and school, has 

become an academic backwater. Only recently have the signs 

appeared that this neglect is to be remedied and the 

initiative has not been taken by students of Buddhism but 

from within the 'emerging and yet ill-defined area of the 

comparative study of religious ethics 1 [Little & Twiss 

1978:251]. The lead in this field has come from the United 

States and has sparked off a burgeoning periodical literature 

dealing inter alia with the ethics of Buddhism.^ Much of the 

work on Buddhism is in the form of tentative forays into the 

field and there has as yet (to my knowledge) been no full- 

scale attempt to provide a characterisation of the formal 

structure of the Buddhist ethical system in terms of an 

overall theoretical model using the typology of philosophical 

ethics. In this thesis I put forward a candidate for this 

role in the hope that the attempt itself, however 

inadequately accomplished here, will provide the orientation 

for further studies by identifying at least the genus, if not 

the species, of the subject under investigation.

Ethics, as a branch of philosophy, has many subdivisions. For 

classificatory purposes the discipline may be thought of as 

having three aspects: i) Descriptive Ethics ii) Normative 

Ethics and iii) Metaethics. Broadly speaking the job of the 

first is to give an objective account of the moral 

prescriptions, norms and values of a community or group and 

to show how these principles or precepts ('moral action 

guides') are (or would be) applied in specific contexts. The 

scope of the enquiry here may also include empirical data



which bears upon ethical matters, such as human psychology 

and descriptive-theoretical models of human nature [Frankena 

1973:4].

The task of normative ethics is the derivation or formulation 

of ethical rules and standards and the provision of 

justification and a method for the validation or defence of 

the norms it seeks to establish. Finally, metaethics is 

concerned with the meaning of moral terms, moral reasoning, 

the logic of ethical legitimation and validation, and the 

overall question of the vindication of the claims of 

competing ethical systems.

Most of the work done so far on Buddhist ethics (which has 

been concerned almost exclusively with Theravada ethics) has, 

as Razzino points out, come into the first category:

'The bulk of the literature on Theravada Buddhist ethics has 
been descriptive. Scholars have gone to the Pali Canon and 
have compiled, systematised and represented moral 
injunctions, prescriptions and anecdotes much as they occur 
in the texts and with no more explication than that given by 
the Buddha who often spoke in metaphors and parables' 
[1981:4].

The kind of cataloguing which Razzino identifies as the 

work of descriptive ethics would be regarded by some as 

merely the preliminary stages of the enquiry. Once this 

information has been made available attention shifts to a 

more abstract level and questions concerning e.g. the logic 

or mode of moral reasoning and overall pattern of 

justification exhibited by an ethical system may be raised. 

Such is the expanded conception of the discipline of 

descriptive ethics held by Little and Twiss, for whom



descriptive ethics is 'A scientific meta-theoretical enquiry 

into the ethical discourse of a specified informant or group1 

[1978:11]. The present work falls largely within this 

expanded conception of the field of Descriptive Ethics. In 

investigating the meaning of sTla in Buddhist sources the 

work is primarily descriptive: Chapter One r which gives an 

account of the basic features of Hlnayana sTla comes into 

this category, as does Chapter Four which does the same in 

respect of Mahayana sila. So too Chapter Two, which explores 

the Abhidharmic conception of the function of moral virtue. 

Chapter Three is devoted to a critique of a specific 

conception of the soteriological role of sila proposed by 

King and Spiro: my claim here is, in essence, that they have 

misdescribed the role of sTla in relation to Nirvana. TheL —""— •" ~~ ~ -^ ~ -

remaining t wo chapters are broadly the provenance of 

metaethical concerns. In Chapters Five and Six I attempt to 

clarify the theoretical basis of Buddhist Ethics by 

considering it in the light of two Western ethical models: 

Utilitarianism (Ch.5) and Aristotelianism (Ch.6). Although 

this constitutes to some degree a venture into the field of 

Comparative Descriptive Ethics I do not consider the present 

work as belonging to that discipline: my interest is confined 

to Buddhist Ethics and the ethical theory and data of other 

traditions are introduced only insofar as is relevant to 

the understanding of Buddhism. Before discussing the 

methodology and conclusions of the present work further it 

will be helpful to locate it in the context of existing 

studies of Buddhist Ethics.



The first full-length study of Buddhist Ethics was Tachibana 

The Ethics of Buddhism. The book is based on a doctoral 

thesis submitted in 1922 and published virtually without 

alteration for the first time in 1926. The originality of the 

topic is noted in the Preface where the author states 'So far 

as I know, no work is specifically devoted to the study of 

this single subject 1 [1926:ix]. Although we read in the 

Foreword to the second impression [1975] that 'Much has been 

written about Buddhism in the intervening years since this 

book was published 1 [p.v] it is sobering to reflect that the 

number of books on Buddhist Ethics published in this period 

can be counted on the fingers of one hand. A measure of this 

neglect is the fact that Tachibana's pioneering thesis has 

languished unconsulted in the Bodleian Library for over half 

a century.

Tachibana's contribution was confined to the level of simple 

descriptive ethics. His purpose was 'To explain the practical 

morality of Buddhism 1 rather than 'merely to abstract its 

moral idea and philosophise it 1 [1926:xi], His central 

strategy is to attempt a classification of Buddhist ethics 

'according to modern method 1 [1926:95] (left undefined) by 

subsuming it under the heading of fourteen virtues with a 

chapter devoted to each. These virtues (Self-Restraint, 

Temperance, Contentment, Celibacy, Patience, Purity, 

Humility, Benevolence, Liberality, Reverence, Gratitude, 

Toleration, Veracity and Righteousness), which do not 

correspond to any Buddhist formulation, are used as headings 

under which data taken from Pali sources is accumulated and



filed.

Poussin's La Morale Bouddhique published in the following 

year [1927] takes its data from a later source, the 

Abhidharmakosa. The book is essentially a summary of the 

theories of karma held by the schools of the Sanskrit 

Abhidharma tradition. It is useful in two respects: firstly 

as a handbook which reduces Vasubandhu's diversified coverage 

to manageable proportions; and secondly it focusses attention 

on non-Theravadin materials and reveals the developments 

which had taken place after the Theravadin Abhidhamma had 

become established. The debates between the Abhidharmic 

schools of the kind recorded in the Kosa are the closest 

Buddhism comes to the subject of moral philosophy. A number 

of interesting issues are explored, such as the nature of 

moral intention (cetana*) and its relation to action, the 

status of actions performed in ignorance of moral principles 

and material facts, the classification of actions into 

various stages and degrees of seriousness, etc. Much of the 

discussion, however, relates to technical matters and is 

bound up with the elucidation of minor Abhidharmic 

classifications with the result that the ethical issues are 

not fully or consistently explored. Like Tachibana's Ethics 

of Buddhism, Poussin's La Morale Bouddhique is useful as a 

source of reference but not as an account of Buddhist Ethics 

in the abstract. According to N.N.Law, writing in the Poussin 

Memorial Volume, ethics was not a field to which the great 

scholar felt particularly drawn, 'in his Morale du 

Bouddhique' [sic], writes Law, 'he has dealt with the ethical



aspect of Buddhism - a subject in which he did not feel much 

interest 1 [ p. v] • In fact La Morale Bouddhique is best 

regarded as an offshoot of Poussin's translation of the Kosa 

rather than a foray into the field of ethics, and when the 

book appeared in 1927 Poussin was halfway through the 

publication of his magnum opus.

Following the appearance of the above two works there was no 

significant contribution until 1964 when Winston King, 

referring to 'the almost total lack of contemporary material 

on Buddhist ethics in English1 [1964:5] published his In the 

Hope of Nibbana subtitled 'Theravada Buddhist Ethics 1 . King 

specified his interest in six aspects of Theravada Buddhist 

ethics. 1 ) What is the relation of ethics to the total 

structure of Buddhist doctrine and practice? 2) How does 

Buddhist ethics relate itself to Buddhist psychology? 3) 

What is the effect of the Nibbana-Kamma (Nirvana-Karma)» "

polarity of emphasis upon ethical values? 4) How does 

Buddhism practically and specifically analyze ethical 

goodness and badness in the sphere of concrete action? 5) Is 

there a genuine social ethic in Buddhism? 6) What, if any, 

new ethical developments are to be found in contemporary 

Theravada Buddhism? [1964:v.f].

These are fundamental questions which map out specific fields 

within the domain of ethical enquiry. Answers to the first 

three of King's questions will be proposed here although the 

overall approach will be very different from King's own. In 

particular in Chapter 1W«. I disagree sharply with the answer

8



given by King and Melford Spiro to Q.3 concerning the alleged 

Nibbana-Kamma polarity. King's book contains a number of 

useful insights and discusses problematic issues in a 

thoughtful way. Its major drawback is the lack of a coherent 

overall conception of the relevance of ethical values to the 

scheme of Buddhist soteriology.

1970 saw the publication of Saddhatissa's Buddhist Ethics 

which has come to be accepted as the standard source for the 

substantive content of Buddhist ethics. In making the 

Buddha's basic moral teachings available in a clear and 

comprehensive form and observing the traditional 

classifications it constitutes a considerable advance on the 

work of Tachibana.

In 1978 two books appeared in the field of Comparative 

Religious Ethics [CRE] which were of relevance to Buddhism, 

one of which has tended to eclipse the other in terras of its 

impact. The more influential of the two, Little and Twiss's 

Comparative Religious Ethics, explores in detail the 

methodology of the discipline and applies its findings to 

three 'test cases 1 , one of which is Theravada Buddhism. The 

authors classify the conceptual distinctions between moral, 

religious and legal action-guiding norms and principles, and 

also examine the structure of practical justification adopted 

by religio-ethical systems. The methodology of Little and 

Twiss is to examine the content of moral codes with a view to 

elucidating the strategy for justification embodied in each. 

This formal strategy is then examined at three levels: first



in its 'situational application', or the manner in which 

norms are applied in concrete situations; second, for the 

pattern of validation employed, for instance whether 

deontological or teleological; and third, with reference to 

the question of vindication, which examines the grounds for 

accepting the proffered validatory norms. Little and Twiss's 

book has sparked off a considerable debate: while their 

conceptual clarification of the subject matter of the 

discipline is a major advance, the methodological procedure 

they recommend is feared by some to be inflexible and perhaps 

inappropriate in the context of cultures whose conceptual 

categories are still imperfectly understood. As James 

Childress put it when discussing their work in relation to 

Buddhism, 'Hardened conceptual tools may break as much as 

they dig out, and inappropriate tools may damage the terrain* 

[1979:4], It must be said, I think, that the application of 

the Little and Twiss methodology to the data of Theravada 

Buddhist ethics does not produce results which are 

spectacular. On the other hand, the burden of their work is 

clarificatory rather than investigative and it may require 

further time for its implications to be assessed by Buddhist 

scholars.

The other book published in 1978 was Roderick Hindery 

Comparative Ethics in Hindu and Buddhist Traditions. The 

title is slightly misleading in that only one chapter of the 

book (Chapter X) is devoted to Buddhist ethics. The author 

states, 'I have dared to include my addendum about Buddhist 

moral texts within both the book and the title', admitting

10



that it is 'merely an introduction 1 [p.xv]. At the same time, 

Hindery is unique in breaking the taboo which had developed 

around the study of Mahayana ethics and devoting his chapter 

to this theme. He refers to a 'lacuna 1 or 'perhaps a total 

gap 1 in the contemporary analysis of Mahayana Buddhist ethics 

[1978:223].

Hindery's choice of material for analysis is drawn from Far- 

Eastern Buddhism, particularly the Pure Land and Zen schools 

[p.239], which means that his conclusions cannot be 

generalised without caution. Nevertheless, his breakaway from 

the strai tjacket of Theravadin sources introduces a new 

perspective: by looking backward at the HTnaya"na from the 

vantage point of the Mahayana it is possible to detect more 

clearly the value-structure of the early tradition; and by 

looking at the response of the Mahayana itself it is easier 

to observe the process of ethical recalibration. Those 

writers who have confined their attention to Theravada 

sources in isolation have suffered from a lack of sensitivity 

to the subtly shifting pattern of development within the 

tradition as a whole.

This defect is mitigated to some extent in the most recent 

full-length study to appear, namely G.S.P.Misra Development 

of Buddhist Ethics [1984]. The work must be commended for 

broadening out the study of Buddhist ethics to include 

chapters on the psychological analysis of ethical data in the 

Abhidharma (Ch.3) and the moral values of the Mahayana 

Bodhisattva (Ch.5). A final chapter (Ch.6) explores the

11



transcendence of ethical values in the Tantric systems. The 

author defines his objective as follows:

'The present work seeks to study Buddhist ethics as a 
developmental process not only in terms of inner dynamics 
inherent in its doctrinal and ethical formulations but also 
in terms of its response to various historical compulsions 
and the ensuing willingness on the part of its followers to 
introduce into its general framework novelties of forms and 
expressions' [1984:ix].

Yet although Misra locates his subject matter in an expanded 

philosophical and historical context he provides little in 

the way of a novel theoretical interpretation of the data. 

Much of the material which is presented is not original and 

it receives no new treatment from the author. The discussion 

of the Abhidharma in Chapter 3 admittedly 'makes evident the 

close relationship between psychology and ethics as it was 

conceived in Buddhism' [p.69] but fails to integrate its 

conclusions into a coherent theoretical scheme. And Chapter 

6, while recognising the new ethical dimension introduced by 

the Mahayana, avoids discussion of the problematical ethical 

implications of upaya.

A number of problems are touched upon but left unresolved. On 

the relationship between ethics and the summum bonum the 

author follows what might be termed the 'transcendency 

thesis':

'The Dhamma of Buddha was practical and dynamic, it was was 
[sic] also mystical. True to its mystical form, it presented 
an intermixture of religion and ethics as an inseparable 
pair, the latter being not an end in itself but a means 
leading to a higher stage which was a state of complete 
transcendence 1 [1984:30 my emphasis].

Yet Misra seems in some confusion about this since only two 

pages earlier he differs from the above view and misquotes 

Anesaki with approval on the non-instrumental relationship

12



between morality and wisdom:

Conduct and intuition are inseparably united; they form an 
essential pair r each performing its specific part with the 
help of the other. "Morality", remarks M.Anesaki, "is [sc. 
not] merely a means to perfection [   ] it is an integral 
part of the perfection ..."' [1984:28],

Overall the book must be commended for its scope and for 

rising occasionally to the discussion of theoretical issues 

and problems. In the end, however, too many problematic 

issues are avoided or go unrecognised and the opportunity to 

elaborate a structural model of the tradition is missed.

Turning to unpublished research material, reference must be 

made to the thesis of Andrea Razzino [1981 ] which, although 

promising in conception, fails to provide detailed evidence 

and argumentation in support of its central claim. Razzino 

claims, as I shall here, that ethical goodness is a central 

feature of the Buddha's perfection and, together with the 

intellectual perfection expressed in terms of liberating 

insight (panria) , constitutes the final human good. Razzino 

[1981:94] quotes the following statement by Rahula, which 

expresses a view central to her thesis and to my own:

'For a man to be perfect there are two qualities that he 
should develop equally: compassion (karuna) on one side and 
wisdom (paftfta) on the other. Here compassion represents love, 
charity, kindness, tolerance, and such noble qualities on the 
emotional side, or qualities of the heart, while wisdom would 
stand for the intellectual side or qualities of the mind. If 
one develops only the emotional neglecting the intellectual, 
one may become a good-hearted fool; while to develop only the 
intellectual side neglecting the emotional may turn one into 
a hard-headed intellect without feeling for others. 
Therefore, to be perfect one has to develop both equally. 
That is the aim of the Buddhist way of life: in it wisdom and 
compassion are inseparably linked together* [1978:46].

Razzino's support for her conclusions takes the form of a

13



survey of basic Buddhist concepts (such as Dhamma) where the 

connection with karuna is not always evident, and she
•

supplies little textual evidence in support of her claim that 

it occupies the central position she suggests. In short, the 

conclusions are presented without sufficient evidence to 

support them. I hope that this defect has been avoided in the 

present work, where the conclusions are arrived at after an 

analysis of sTla in Buddhist sources and are couched in the 

context of an overall structural analysis and classification 

of Buddhist ethics. Also, in the present work, the 

countervailing evidence which is problematic for the view of 

sila I propose is examined and reinterpreted, whereas Razzino 

makes no attempt to consider the difficulties which such 

evidence presents for her thesis. Finally, as a result of her 

failure to come to terms with these matters, Razzino is left
ct

in a quandry over the precise role of ethics in Buddhist
A

soteriology: sometimes she sees it as a means to an end 

[ e.g.1981:44,72,1 35] and speaks of ethics in utilitarian 

terms [p.69]; yet on the other hand her central claim is that 

karuna has a strictly non-instrumental status and is a 

constituent of the final good itself. Thus on the same page 

[p.95] karuna is characterised as essentially other-directed
»

yet at the same time is said to be cultivated primarily for 

one's own benefit as a means to some further end.

Of interest also, mainly by way of contrast with the 

conclusions reached in the present work, is Gudmunsen's 

rather indigestible M.Phil dissertation [1973], the gist of 

which is contained in his 1972 paper. Gudmunsen's somewhat
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tangled philosophical argumentation leads him to a double- 

decker conception of Buddhist ethics comprising 'Higher Order 

Evaluation 1 (relating to matters concerning Nibbana) , and 

'Lower Order Evaluation 1 (matters concerning Slla), The 

distinction in turn rests upon a posited 'absolute logical 

and ontological gulf between Nibbana and the conditioned 

world 1 [1973:16f], such that the concerns of ethics proper to 

the latter can find no foothold in the former. Given this 

dichotomy, slla becomes merely 'the first part of the way to 

Nibbana to be "got over 111 [1973:2],

As of less relevance to our present concerns may be cited the 

work of Stephenson [1970] and Anuruddha [1972] in the field 

of Buddhist social ethics. The former claims that his study 

includes 'an examination of that second major branch of the 

tradition known as Mahayana or the Great Vehicle* [1970:iv]. 

However, the work as a whole, apparently relying entirely on 

sources in translation, contributes nothing of substance to 

an understanding of the dynamic of Mahayana ethics and fails 

to elucidate patterns of evolution or continuity. Anuruddha's 

lengthy thesis, on the other hand, confines itself to Pali 

material and is a useful source of information on early 

Buddhist social attitudes, although not embarking upon a 

discussion of Buddhist ethics in abstracto.

The short thesis of Rajapaksa [1975] may be thought to be 

misleadingly entitled in that the discussion of ethics is 

confined to Part II and is limited to some fifty pages in 

length. No attempt is made to establish that the Nikayas do
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in fact embody a doctrine of ethical hedonism, and the 

anticipated 'philosophical investigation 1 of such a view is 

not forthcoming. The author himself concludes:

'Our investigation has been limited to giving a picture of 
the doctrine implicit in his sermons showing it at least to 
be a coherent position, rather than attempting to present a 
fully argued philosophically rigorous ethical theory 
developed out of the views of the Buddha himself expressed in 
the Nikayas* [1975:129],

Finally in this connection may be cited the work of Bush 

[1960], the aims of which are defined as follows:

'The purpose of this study of ethics in ancient Hinduism and 
early Buddhism is to examine critically the ethical material 
in the scriptures of both religions in order to assess the 
validity of the assertion that the early Buddhist movement 
injected a stronger ethical dimension into the existing 
Indian religious scene* [1960:247],

The section on 'Ethics in Early Buddhism 1 (Part II) discusses 

at a fairly general level the role of the Buddha, Dhamma and 

Samgha as foundations for Buddhist ethics. The author is led 

to the conclusion that 'in the somewhat muddled situation 

that confronts us':

'The only decisive sense in which Buddhism represents a moral 
advance over the existing Hinduism is in its moralization of 
the doctrine of karma; rebirth, higher or lower, is the 
consequence of moral or immoral deeds' [1960:226],

In the following section we consider the views of those 

authors mentioned above and others who have made an attempt 

to assess the theoretical character of the ethical teachings 

of the Buddha.
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(ii)

Of the small number of scholars who have studied the subject 

few have put forward hypotheses as to the formal structure of 

Buddhist ethics. One senses a reluctance amongst 

commentators, who readily acknowledge the centrality of 

ethics, to define its role with precision in terms of 

Buddhist soteriology. The importance of ethics in Buddhism is 

frequently stressed. Wijesekera claims boldly: 'it is 

universally recognised that Buddhism can claim to be the most 

ethical of all religio-philosophical systems of the world' 

[1971:49]. Saddhatissa, in the subtitle to his Buddhist 

Ethics, characterises ethics as the 'essence of Buddhism 1 . 

Poussin affirms that 'Buddhism is, in its essence, an ethical 

discipline 1 [1927:viii], while Mrs.Rhys Davids states in her 

introduction to the Dhs 'Buddhist philosophy is ethical first 

and last - this is beyond dispute' [xxii].

In general terms there are two schools of thought on the role 

and status of ethics in Buddhism, the former claiming more 

adherents than the latter. They are distinguished by their 

location of the possibility of moral action with reference to 

enlightenment. The first school advocates a linear 

soteriology in which morality is a preliminary stage or 

stepping stone to the intellectual goal of wisdom; thus slla 

leads to samadhi which leads in turn to panna. Wijesekera 

provides a good example of this view:

'This Path is said to consist of three stages or parts [...]. 
The first of these stages is sTla or ethical conduct, and 
practical morals have a meaning for the disciple only till
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such time as he arrives at the next stage of the Path, 
namely, concentration (samadhi). But the goal is not reached 
even then, and a still higher stage of development must be 
gone through and this is technically known as panna (wisdom) 
[1971:62].

A further presumption made by this school is that the 

attainment of panna marks the final transcendence of all 

moral considerations. The second school reverses this 

position and holds that moral action is only possible in the 

post-enlightenment condition: thus it is the enlightenment 

experience which marks not the end but the beginning of moral 

potential by removing the afflictions of ignorance (avi'11a) 

which fatally prejudice authentic ethical conduct.

I summarise briefly below some of the suggestions which have 

been made concerning the theoretical classification of 

Buddhist ethics without at this stage attempting to 

'disentangle the tangle 1 of views and opinions. Many of the 

views will fall into one or other of the two camps outlined 

above. In (iii) below I will simply state where my own 

conclusions complement or differ from those mentioned here. 

The reasons for ray conclusions will, I hope, become plain 

during the course of the discussion in the following 

chapters.

The kinds of question relevant to a formal enquiry into 

Buddhist ethics have been discussed briefly by Jayatilleke. 

'Is it 1 , he asks, 'egotistic or altruistic? Is it 

relativistic or absolutistic? Is it objective or subjective? 

IB it deontological or teleological? Is it naturalistic or 

non-naturalistic? 1 [1970:194], In a more detailed discussion
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P.D.Premasiri refers to the kind of theoretical issues which 

have occupied ethicists in the Western philosophical 

tradition, questions such as "Are moral judgements subjective 

or objective? 1 'Is 'good 1 defineable in terms of some natural 

property or is it a non-natural property to be appreciated by 

intuition? 1 'What is the logical relationship between 

statements of fact and statements of value?" etc. [1975:31],

Responding to the metaethical questions he himself poses, 

Jayatilleke is of the opinion that the Buddhist ethic is 'a 

form of enlightened egoism or enlightened altruism, which 

could best be characterised as an ethical universalism. 1 In 

terras of this framework, somewhat paradoxically, 'the egoist 

must develop altruistic virtues for his own good* [1970:195]. 

On the relativism/absolutism question he concludes 'while 

denying absolutism and recognising relativism, the 

objectivity of moral values is not denied* [1970:195], He 

suggests that the ethical theory of Buddhism is 'teleological 

rather than deontological 1 in character [1970:197], right 

actions being an instrumental means to procure the final 

good. 'What is instrumentally good to achieve this end is 

regarded as good as a means. They consist mainly of right 

actions and the other factors that help in bringing about 

what is ultimately good' [1970a:262], Finally, the ethical 

propositions of Buddhism contain 'a factual component and an 

emotive-prescriptive component' [1970:192],

Premasiri, after a more detailed examination of evidence from 

the Pali Canon, concludes that Buddhist ethics is objectivist
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and naturalist.

'In conclusion it may be said that the implication of the 
moral discussion recorded in the Pali canonical literature is 
that early Buddhism considered ethically evaluative 
statements as involving genuine judgements, which can be 
found to be true or false. In morals there is genuine 
knowledge to be acquired and this knowledge rests largely on 
empirical facts* In maintaining this position early Buddhism 
stands with the position taken by the naturalist 
philosophers' [1975:44].

In the course of the discussion he rejects the possibilities 

of Emotivism, Prescriptivism, and Intuitionism as appropriate 

characterisations of Buddhist ethics.

In the full-length studies referred to earlier we find no 

attempt by Tachibana [1926], Poussin [1927], or Saddhatissa 

[1970] to define the structural form of the system. King 

[1964] seems generally content to bypass these questions: 

"Ethics 1 for Buddhism is psychological analysis and mind 

control, not the search for a foundation of ethical 

principles, a hierarchical arrangement of ethical values, or 

an enquiry into their objectivity 1 [1964:4f]. He does, 

however, at a number of points move towards a discussion of 

theoretical matters. He considers somewhat inconclusively the 

issues of relativism and absolutism [1964:70-79] and the 

tension between them in Buddhist cultures. Thus, on the one 

hand, in view of the doctrine of karma, 'We seem to be led 

towards a relativist and instrumentalist conception of 

ethical good, characterised by hedonistic overtones 1 . Yet on 

the other hand most Theravadin Buddhists affirm that the Five 

Precepts 'embody universally valid moral principles 

'[1964:72f ]. King also discusses the relation of Nibbana to 

ethical values [1964:88-106] but is hampered by a
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misconception of the relationship between kamma and nibbana, 

which I discuss more fully in Chapter Three.

Brief characterisations are provided by Poussin, who speaks 

of Buddhist ethics as 'eudaimonistic 1 [1927:28], and Mrs.Rhys 

Davids who writes:

'The Buddhist [   ] was a hedonist, and hence, whether he 
himself would have admitted it or not, his morality was 
dependent or, in the phrase of British ethics, utilitarian, 
and not intuitionist' [Dhs tr.:xci].

A suggestion that her husband did not follow her in this view 

may be found in his reference to 'The fundamental Buddhist 

doctrine that good must be pursued without any ulterior 

motive 1 [SBE XI:222]. Dayal, however, is in no doubt that 

'Pure hedonism thus seems to be the ruling theory of Buddhist 

ethics* [1932:205], while Kalupahana notes that 'The emphasis 

on happiness as the goal of ethical conduct seems to give the 

Buddhist theory a utilitarian character' [1976:61]. 

Describing the Buddhist ethical teachings J.B.Pratt 

concluded: 'This system may be classed as a form of 

altruistic hedonism 1 [1928:20]. Furthermore:

'The principle on which the good and evil forms of happiness 
are to be distinguished is explicitly stated. It is the 
principle of utilitarianism 1 [1928:28].

And finally:

'The Buddha's ethic might, then, well be called Stoic, but 
the principle underlying and justifying his Stoicism, to 
which he makes appeal when argument is needed, is his 
fundamental utilitarian or (altruistic) hedonism' [1928:32],

The conception of Buddhist ethics as utilitarian is 

especially prevalent among those versed in the Theravadin 

tradition, many of whom regard ethics as merely a preparatory
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stage on the path to enlightenment. In his Foreword to Miss

Homer's essay The Basic Position of STla, G.P.Malalasekera

notes that 'Buddhism has never regarded STla as an end in

itself but only as a means to an end. This conception of

morality is, I believe, unique to Buddhism. 1 The conception

of ethics as instrumental to a non-moral end is not, of

course, unique to Buddhism. It would, however, be unusual in

the context of a system of religious ethics, of which I take

Buddhism to be an instance, and which is perhaps

Malalasekera's point. Horner herself in her essay goes on to

speak of moral conduct as 'no more than the beginning, the

A.B.C. of the process of development which culminates in the

Highest* [1950:25]. She prefaces this with the comment that

in the context of morality 'it is quite inadequate to think

that good is for good's sake' [1950:24]. In the same vein

Wijesekera writes: 'in fact early Buddhism administers a

warning to the aspirant to master morality but not to allow

morality to get the better of him, and it is clearly laid

down that even virtuous conduct has to be transcended at one

stage' [1971:62]. Anuruddha, speaking of 'the practicable

nature of Buddhist morality and the utilitarian purpose that

it serves' [1972:355], comes to the following conclusion:

'To distinguish what is good and what is bad Buddhism puts 
forth two criteria such as 1 cetana, the intention which 
drives one to act and vipaka, the results brought about by 
the action. [sic] Of these two Buddhism seems to have put 
much more emphasis on the second and therefore Buddhist 
ethics may be regarded as Utilitarian in character 
[1972:434].

Saddhatissa [1970:19] describes the 'ultimate ideal aim of 

Buddhism' as 'a supramundane state beyond good and evil 1
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while Tachibana characterises the Arhat as 'not immoral* but 

'supra-moral 1 [1926:55]. Bush suggests that:

'We are thus led in the direction that the state of the 
Arahat, the goal toward which the Buddhist Middle Path tends, 
is not primarily concerned with the moral life r for this is 
past. [...] The fruits of arahatship are certainly not to be 
found in any new service to mankind, any heightening of the 
love for one's neighbour, any good deeds done by a new 
person' [1960:196f].

Those who hold views of the above kind commonly make 

reference to the parable of the Raft [M.i.304f], which is 

interpreted to mean that ethical considerations are 

ultimately to be transcended. Thus Horner:

'Morality is to be left behind [...] like a raft once the 
crossing over has been safely accomplished. In other words, 
the arahat is above good and evil, and has transcended both 1 
[1950:11 ].

The implication of this viewpoint is summarised by Hindery:

'If the regulation of one's social relations is ultimately 
orientated to the eradication of ignorance and the attainment 
of 'personal' enlightenment, then some would contend that 
Theravada morality is no morality at all, but a form of 
philosophical egoism, subjectively amoral' [1978:231].

In a brief attempt at theoretical classification Misra 

contrasts Intuitionism with Ideal Utilitarianism and 

identifies Buddhism with the former:

'it would be well to make here a brief comparison between two 
diametrically opposed systems of ethical thought, viz., 
Intuitionism and Ideal Utilitarianism, and then to see the 
Buddhist position in this regard. The former is identified 
with the Kantian system of ethics. [...] Buddha would 
obviously belong to the Intuitionist school of ethical 
thought' [1 984:43].

Misra is correct here in recognising the proximity of 

Buddhism to Kantian principles rather than to utilitarian 

ones. Unfortunately he does not develop this point further, 

and his general stance on the instrumental role of ethics 

seems at variance with the above conclusion. In fact the
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following comments, made only a few pages later, seem to 

suggest the reverse position, i.e. that Buddhist ethics is 

utilitarian and not intuitionist:

'The perfect man is uncontaminated not only by evil or vice 
but also by good or virtue. Perfection knows no dualism. It 
is a disposition of mind in which good and evil both become 
equally undesirable [•••] In the Buddhist texts this 
transcendence of dhamma in the final stage finds enunciation 
by way of the parable of Raft 1 [sic] [1984:46f].

Contraindications to the utilitarian presumption include the 

tendency among Theravadins to regard the precepts as moral 

absolutes, as noted by King above, and also the ideal of 

moral perfection as an end in itself as defined in the 

conduct of the enlightened and in particular the Buddha. Thus 

Pratt, while describing Buddhist ethics as utilitarian, also 

states that 'the two cardinal virtues of Buddhism are wisdom 

and love 1 [1928:36]. We may also recall Rahula's comment 

quoted above concerning the importance of the cultivation of 

both panna and karuna on the path to perfection. This is
•

echoed by Saddhatissa: 'Remembering the Maliaprajna of the 

Buddhas', he points out, 'it is incumbent on one to remember 

their Mahakaruna' [1970:50], The point is emphasised again
~~ ~~ ' T*"^

later: 'What cannot be maintained 1 , he writes, 'is that 

either morality or wisdom should exist independently of each 

other* [1970:68], In a passing reference to this alternative 

conception of the role of ethics Bindery suggests the 

possibility that in Buddhism 'morality is not merely a 

dispensable scaffold for faith, mind-culture or 

enlightenment. It is rather their symbolic (dual/non-dual or 

transdual) embodiment and in some sense their verification 1
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[1978:xv]. Razzino, while in the main adopting a position of 

this second kind, is forced into an ambiguous stance by 

evidence for the first position which she is unable to 

reconcile. She offers no theoretical account of Buddhist 

ethics in terms of answers to the questions posed by 

Jayatilleke above, nor does she elucidate the formal ethical 

structure through which these ends are attained.

if m, A^0 to the periodical literatureithe thesis of ethical 

transcendence was suggested by E.J.Thomas in 1914:

'But though the process is largely ethical, the end is not 
so. The end is entire detachment from the world of birth 
and death, and the ethical character remains only so far as 
right conduct is considered essential for attaining it. 1 
[1914:343].

More recently the case for the dislocation of ethics from

Nirvana has been put by Gudmunsen [1972], arguing that•
'Ethics Gets in the Way'. He allows ethics only an 

instrumental role in facilitating the transition from the 

conditioned world to Nibbana. A mirror-image of Gudmunsen's 

position may be found in the view expressed by R.H.Jones that 

it is the Arhat who is moral (or potentially so) while those 

still on the Path are engaged in a non-moral pursuit. 'Thus 1 , 

he writes, 'the basic path required by Theravada Buddhism is 

non-moral in leading to nibbana, but moral activity may be 

opted for in the enlightened way of life 1 [1979:371]. An 

earlier statement of Jones 1 position is articulated by 

Dahlke:

'This, briefly, is the primal source of the whole of 
Buddhism. Gautama, who later became the Buddha, does not 
begin his career as a saviour of the world [...] Nothing lies 
farther from his mind than the welfare of others. He seeks 
his own salvation, and that only. It is a purely egoistical 
impulse, but what more natural than that one who suddenly
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finds himself in a burning house should seek first of all to 
save himself?

However, after he has attained this salvation, after he 
has worked his own way out of the sea of sorrow to the shore 
of safety, after he has reached the blest apprehension HI am 
saved", his mind turns back to his suffering fellowmen, and 
only now in this retrospective motion do we see love emerge 
in the shape of that compassion which comprehends 1 
[1908:130].

Such a view, in turn, depends on an understanding of the 

doctrine of karma as an impersonal mechanism for personal 

reward or retribution, which effectively corrodes the 

interpersonal framework of morality. Thus Dahlke continues:

'That cordiality which forgets itself for others, that 
affection which breeds tenderness and emotion, is entirely 
wanting here. The whole moral scheme in Buddhism is nothing 
but a sum in arithmetic set down by a clear, cold egoism; as 
much as I give to others, as much will come again to me. 
ICajnma^ is the most exact arithmetician in the world 1 
[1908:130].

In the same vein Dayal writes: 'The Buddhists have developed 

a precise quantitative view of punna, which seems to convert 

their much-vaunted ethics into a sordid system of commercial 

arithmetic' [1932:189].

Finally, in this connection there is Sally Wang's article 'Can 

Man go beyond Ethics?' in which she argues against the 

background of Tantric Buddhism that 'Nothing is forbidden 

those giants of transcendental wisdom' [1975:150], And, 

although 'Buddhism does possess a set of ethics in the Ten 

Precepts [...] these were intended to be binding on the 

unenlightened, i.e., the mental children' [1975:142]. In 

short, 'Buddhism arrived at relativism and situational ethics 

before the common era' [1975:142].

Opposition to the transcendency thesis is slight but growing.
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Directly or indirectly opposing the view that Theravada 

Buddhism is amoral and that its ethics has only provisional 

status may be cited the work of Bastow [1969] (which prompted 

the rejoinder by Gudmunsen [1972] referred to above), and 

N.R.Reat [1980], who reveals the inaccuracies and distortions 

in the work of Jones [1979]. Opposed to the transcendency 

thesis and its soteriological implications are Swearer 

[1979:62f], Aronson [1979 r 1980] and Reynolds [ 1 979a:1 3,1 7f f; 

cf,1980:139-145].

As far as Mahayana ethics is concerned, little has been said. 

Articles relating to Zen have been written by Brear [1974] 

and Fox [1971]. Jaques May's lament on the absence of 

material on Madhyamika ethics [1978:234] has reached only the 

ears of Gomez [1973]. In the next section I will briefly set 

out my own position and the methodology through which it is 

arrived at, at the same time aligning or differentiating my 

position from the views summarised above.
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(ill)

It is my contention that technical problems in Buddhist 

ethics of the kind raised above can only be successfully 

resolved when more basic questions concerning the role of 

ethics in the overall strategy of Buddhist soteriology have 

been explored. It is only by understanding the achitectonic
A

structure of the system that answers to specific questions 

will be possible or even meaningful. To this extent I side 

with those who maintain that the study of Buddhist ethics 

must proceed along holistic lines [Swearer 1979:63f; 

Childress 1979:4ff; Reynolds 1980:130].

Practically all the research undertaken so far into Buddhist 

ethics has focussed narrowly on the Theravada and has 

suffered from a lack of perspective in terms of the organic 

relation between the Large and Small Vehicles. To counteract 

such a truncated presentation I consider material from both 

HTnayana and Mahayana sources in a roughly chronological 

sequence. My principal sources are the Sllakkhandhavagqa of 

the DTgha-Nikaya; the Abhidharma of the Sarvastivadins as 

preserved in the Abhidharmakosa; and the Bodhisattvabhumi. My 

methodology is investigative but not theory-independent, and 

in the course of an analysis of the data I put forward a 

thesis concerning the overall structure of Buddhist ethics 

and its role in relationship to Buddhist soteriology. 

Definitions are not offered at the outset: if it be objected 

that the enquiry cannot commence until key terms such as 

'ethics 1 and 'morality 1 are defined [cf.Little & Twiss
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1978:1-7] then I am happy to adopt the Little and Twiss 

concept of a 'moral action-guide 1 , and their definition of a 

moral statement as 'a statement expressing the acceptance of 

an action-guide that claims superiority and that is 

considered as legitimate, in that it is justifiable and 

other-regarding 1 [1978:28f].

To some extent the thesis which I put forward here goes 

'against the current* of received thought which has developed 

by consistently approaching Buddhism through its doctrine and 

philosophy rather than through its ethics. The picture of 

Buddhism when approached through sTla is different to that 

seen when approached through Paftfia; in terras of the 

simplistic stock characterisations it is more 'positive', 

'optimistic' and 'life-affirming*. It is to be hoped that 

greater familiarity with both perspectives will permit a more 

satisfactory stereoscopic perception of the tradition in the 

round. Among the positions commonly attributed to Buddhism 

which I shall implicitly or explicitly reject are the 

following:

a) The soteriological goal is wisdom (paftfia) alone

b) Wisdom is transcendent of all ethical values and those who 

attain it pass beyond good and evil

c) Paftna is the goal of the supermundane (lokuttara) path and 

ethical perfection is the goal of the mundane (lokiya) path

d) Panna is pursued by monks, STla is pursued by laymen

e) sTla is merely a preparatory stage for Samadhi

f) Samadhi is merely a preparatory stage for Panna

g) Panna and Punna are antithetical
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h) Nibbana is achieved through the eradication of all Kamma,

To anticipate somewhat, my conclusions will be that ethical 

perfection is a central ingredient in the Buddhist 

sum mum bonum. The two basic values or categories of human 

good which are recognised by Buddhism are moral and 

intellectual excellence. These values are accepted throughout 

the tradition although there has been some variation in 

respect of the importance attached to each of them. In brief, 

early Buddhism emphasises the latter at the expense of the 

former while later Buddhism, particularly in some of its Far- 

Eastern forms, has tended to do the opposite. The cultivation 

of these powers or excellences depends upon a corresponding 

potential in human nature, in the absence of which no 

progress towards the goal could be made. Our enquiry will, 

therefore, make some reference to Buddhist anthropology 

[Chapter Two] to establish the connection between the 

starting point and the goal. The passage from the latter to 

the former is, I shall argue, achieved through the 

cultivation of specific virtues which promote a structured 

participation in the end through its progressive incarnation 

in the present.

If the above account seems Aristotelian in form, it is no 

accident. The parallel between Buddhist and Aristotelian 

ethics is, I believe, quite close in many respects. 

Aristotle's ethical theory appears to be the closest Western 

analogue to Buddhist ethics, and is an illuminating guide to 

an understanding of the Buddhist moral system. This is all
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the more so since the exegesis of Aristotelian ethics has 

reached a more sophisticated level than the study of ethics 

in Buddhism. Accordingly, we may look to Aristotle for a 

lead r and to his commentators for guidance in the resolution 

of complex or difficult points in philosophical ethics. The 

problems which have been raised and answered there will often 

(but by no means always) be a guide to the identification and 

resolution of difficulties in Buddhist ethics. Previous 

references to Aristotle in the context of Buddhist ethics are 

almost non-existent, 4 and Stephenson rejects the possibility 

of any similarity:

'In looking back at the discipline of ethics we note that its 
enquiry into the summum bonum has since antiquity, in the 
West at least, been associated with the Aristotelian notion 
of happiness. Happiness in turn, again at least in the West, 
has been strictly associated with a positive Weltanschauung 
which is presupposed and placed as a burden on the ethical 
task as such almost before it begins. It is thus time to 
discard this specifically Western presupposition and let 
ethics do its task unimpeded 1 [1970:35]

Stephenson's rejection of a positive characterisation and 

cumulative experience of the summum bonum stems from a 

prevalent conception which might be termed a 'Zoroastrian' 

view of Buddhism, according to which Nirvana is 'the natural
«

result or the logical conclusion to an ethical system which 

understood all of life and existence as crushing, suffering 

and deceitful' [1970:96]. According to this view, 'When not 

in the experience of Nirvana one lives penultimately, 

anticipating Nirvana while caught in the web of socio­ 

political misery and pain' [1970:117], In this condition 'the 

human possibility in a Buddhist culture of a man being free 

for compassionate attitudes and loving actions before he 

experiences Nirvana-Shunyata are rather slim and grim'
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[1970:157]. The background to views of this kind is the 

'ontological gulf theory 1 alluded to above, to be discussed 

in Chapter Three and expressed by Stephenson as follows:

'In the first place, we submit that the concepts of Karma and 
Nirvana are antitheses. In no way are the two alike either in 
form or in content. Nirvana is amoral or suprarooral. Nirvana 
is experienced either above or below morality in the senses 
of thought, word and deed 1 [1970:109].

I do not deal directly with all of the questions raised in 

the previous section. My primary purpose is to give an 

account of Buddhist ethics which will make clear its formal 

structure in the context of Buddhism as a soteriological 

tradition. In providing this account, however, it will 

become clear what my response would be. In reply to the 

questions posed by Jayatilleke, for instance, and in terms of 

the categories he makes available, my answer would be that 

Buddhist ethics is altruistic, a form of qualified 

absolutism, objectivist, naturalist, and teleological (but 

not consequentialist). I will summarise my reasons for these 

characterisations in the Conclusion, and the central 

arguments in support of them will be deployed in the course 

of the text.

The structure of the discussion is as follows. In Chapter One 

I consider aspects of slla mainly from Theravadin sources, 

with particular reference to one of the earliest tracts on 

Buddhist morality, the STlakkhandhavagga. Appended to this is 

a summary of the principal types of imagery in the Buddhist 

literature of both Vehicles used in connection with sila. In 

Chapter Two we move on to a consideration of Abhidharraic
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materials, the rationale for this being that the Abhidharroa 

provides a theoretical classification of the relevant 

psychological data of Buddhist ethics. The choice of the 

Sarvastivada also provides a more rounded non-sectarian 

perspective and leads on more easily to the consideration of 

Mahayana material in Chapter Four. First of all, however, in 

Chapter Three, I consider views on the nature of Small 

Vehicle ethics which run counter to my own, specifically 

those of King and Spiro. The final two chapters, Five and 

Six, are devoted to a consideration of Buddhist ethics in the 

light of Western ethical models. In Chapter Five I consider 

and reject the hypothesis that ethically Buddhism is a 

species of Utilitarianism. In Chapter Six I pursue some 

specific points of contact between Buddhism and 

Aristotelianism, notably in their concepts of the telos or 

summum bonum, their conceptions of human nature, and the 

faculty and process of moral choice.
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Notes to Introduction

1. On the absence of philosophical ethics in Hinduism see 
Creel [1977:20-32].

2. For a comprehensive bibliographic essay on Buddhist Ethics 
see Reynolds [1979].

3. For a discussion of definitional problems in connection 
with Buddhism as a 'religion 1 see Little & Twiss [1978:Ch.3]. 
On the analogous problem of the dislocation of Dharma from 
Moksa in Hinduism see Creel [1977:Ch.3].
m———^-————j~———

4. Cf. Thomas [1914:344]; Saddhatissa [1970:17f,29]; De Silva 
[1979:2]. For occasional brief but intriguing speculations in 
the reverse direction, i.e. Aristotle elucidated by reference 
to (Far-Eastern) Buddhism, see Clark [1975], especially 
Appendix C: 'I conclude that Aristotle may profitably be 
considered in a Chinese setting: Aristotle can be understood 
and passages which have hitherto been emended or ignored 
given a coherent sense if we treat him as something like a 
Mahayana Buddhist 1 [1975:216].

5. On the characterisation of Buddhism as a 'soteriology1 see 
Matthews [ 1 975:1 52n.2 ].

A
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CHAPTER ONE

Our enquiry into sTla begins in one of the oldest sections of 

the Pali Canon with the group of thirteen suttas known 

collectively as the sTlakkhandhavagga <SKV>. 1 The 34 suttas 

of the Digha Nikaya are divided into three groups: the 

STlakkhandhavagga (1-13), the Mahavagga (14-23), and the 

Patikavagga (24-34). In this chapter we consider (i) the
»

silas of the Brahmajalasutta; (ii) the preceptual formulae 

derived from them; (iii) the soteriological scheme of the 

SKV; and (iv) the benefits of sTla. In (v) we consider the 

imagery used in respect of sila in sources from both the 

Small and Large Vehicles.

(i) The silas of the Brahmajalasutta

Of the 13 suttas of the Sllakkhandavagga 11 describe the 

progress of a bhikkhu to Arhatship via the cultivation of 

morality (sTla), proficiency in the trances (jhanas) and the 

development of knowledge or insight (panna). The 9th sutta, 

the Potthapadasutta, follows this scheme only as far as
- * ^

proficiency in the jhanas, while the 13th, the Tevijjasutta, 

records the progress of a bhikkhu as far as the four Divine 

Abidings (Brahmavihara) and stops short of Arhatship.

Let us consider the role of si la in this scheme. A lengthy 

section of the first sutta of the SKV, the Brahmajalasutta,^
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is devoted to the subject of sila, and this is itself divided 

into three tracts or vaggas listing various observances or 

sllas for which the Tathagata might be praised by a worldly 

person (puthu11ano Tathagatassa vannam vadamaho vadeyya). The* • • ••^^•^^^^•^fc^fc^™*

three tracts are known as the short (cula), medium (mallhima) 

and long (maha) silas, and I shall refer to them collectively 

as the sila-vagga <SV>. They occur consecutively in order of 

length in all the 13 suttas of the SKV f and since the SKV is 

one of the earliest parts of the Digha Nikaya [Norman, K.R. 

1983:32] we would appear to be dealing with a stereotyped 

formula of some antiquity. Such is the opinion of Rhys Davids 

who regards the SKV as an early independent work: "The tract 

itself must almost certainly have existed as a separate work 

before the time when the discourses, in each of which it 

recurs, were first put together." [Dialogues l.p.3n]. The 

three sTlas are summarised below as abstention from all of 

the following:-

CULA-SILA

1. Taking life (panatipata)
2. Taking what has"not been given (adinnadana)
3. Unchastity (abrahmacariya)
4. Lying (musavada)
5. Slanderous speech (pisuna-vaca)
6. Harsh speech (pharusa-vaca)
7. Frivolous talk (samphappalapa)
8. Causing injury to seeds or plants 

(bij agama-bhutagama-samarambha)
9. Eating more than once and after midday 

(vikala-bhojana)
10. ^Shows, fairs, dancing, music and singing 

(nacca-glta-vadita-visuka-dassana)
11. Ornaments, garlands, scents and unguents 

(mala-gandha-vilepana)
12. Use of large and lofty beds 

(uccasayana-mahasayana)

.^ u
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13. Accepting gold and silver
(jatarupa-rajata-patiggahana)

14. Accepting uncooked grain
(amaka-dhanna-patigqahana)

15. Accepting raw meat
(amaka-mansa-patiqqahana) 

1 6. Accepting women'or girls
(itthi-kumarika-patiqqahana) 

1 7. Accepting bondsmen "or bondswomen
(dasi-dasa-patigqahana)

18. Accepting sheep or goats 
(aj-elaka-patigqahana)

19. Accepting fowls or swine
(kukkuta-sukara-patiqgahana)

20. Accepting elephants, cattle, horses or mares 
(hatthi-qavassa-valava-patigqahana)

21. Accepting cultivated fields orsTF&s 
(khetta-vatthu-patigqahana)

22. Acting as a go-between or messenger 
(duteyya-pahina-gamananuyoqa)

23. Buying and selling(kaya-vikkaya)
24. Cheating with scales, bronzes or measures 

(tulakuta-kahsakuta-manakuta)
25. The crooked ways of bribery, cheating and fraud 

(ukkotana-vancana-nikat, J.-saci-yoga )
26. Maiming, murdering, putting in bonds, highway robbery, 

dacoity and violence (chedana-vadha-bandhana- 
viparamosa-alopa-sahasakara)

MAJJHIMA-SILA

1. Injury to seedlings and plants
2. Use of things stored up (food, drink, clothes, etc.)
3. Visiting shows (16 kinds specified)
4. Games and recreations (18 kinds specified)
5. High and large couches (20 kinds specified)
6. Adorning and beautifying the person
7. Low forms of discourse (e.g.stories and gossip)
8. Argumentative phrases
9. Acting as a go-between or messenger
10. Simony

MAHA-SILA

Wrong livelihood, earned by:

1. The low arts such as palmistry
2. Knowledge of the signs of good and bad qualities in things 

	denoting the health or luck of their owner.
3. Soothsaying
4. Foretelling eclipses, etc.
5. Foretelling rainfall, etc.
6. Use of charms and incantations
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7. Use of medicines and drugs.

This is indeed a mixed bag of prohibitions. Taking them in 

reverse order r the Maha-slla directs its attention 

specifically to undesirable methods of gaining a livelihood 

through practices known generically as the 'low arts' 

(tiracchana-vii j a).

The Maljhima-slla is to a large extent encompassed by the 

Cula-slla. Only two additional practices are listed: item 2, 

the use of things stored up, and item 4, games and 

recreations. On the other hand there are many omissions from 

the list in the Cula.

It is the Cula-sila which is primary. We shall see shortly 

that other lists of moral precepts consist largely of a 

reformulation of the items of the Cula-slla. The 26 items of 

the Cula-sila fall into four loose groupings, concerning:-

1) Immoral acts of body and speech (items 1-7)

2) Austerity in lifestyle (items 8-12)

3) Offerings not to be accepted (items 13-21)

4) Commercial or criminal activity (items 22-26)

Each of these four groupings expresses normative concern 

primarily in respect of matters impinging on the life of a 

samana. This is unremarkable since the SV as a whole takes
»

the form of a eulogy of Gotama qua samana. The individual
•

items are introduced by announcing them as observances of 

Gotama the samana. Consider the first of the Cula-sila:
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'Putting aside the killing of living things, Gotama the 
samana refrains from the destruction of life . . . '

•

Panatipatam pahffya panatipata pativirato samano Gotamo 
[D.'i.4]

The SV as a whole is an attempt to encapsulate the conduct of 

Gotama the samana. The Cula-sTla seeks to define what is most
•

essential in this by specifying the conduct of Gotama, while 

the Maj jhima- and Maha-sTlas distinguish the conduct of 

Gotama from other samanas and Brahmanas. Thus the latter two
• ~~'^^9^^^^^

adopt the stock refrain : 'Whereas some Samanas and Brahmanas
» •

do X, Gotama the Samana does Y.' This may be seen in the 

first of the Maha-sTla;

'Whereas some Samanas and Brahmanas, while living off food 
provided by the faithful, continue'attached [to such-and-such 
conduct], Gotama the Samana refrains from this.'

*

Yatha va pan'eke bhonto samana-brahmana saddha-deyyani 
bhojanani bhunjitva, te evarupara [...] anuyutta viharanti, 
iti evarupa [...] pativirato samano Gotamo ti.' [D.i.5]

The SV first of all describes in the Cula-sTla what is 

integral to the conduct of an ideal samana, and then points 

out the difference between the ideal and other reliqieux who 

are deficient in their conduct. This is of importance since, 

as we shall now see, the various formulations of Buddhist 

moral rules are founded upon the Cula-sTla. In other words, 

Buddhist morality is founded upon the conduct of Gotama the 

Samana, In the words of the refrain uttered by the Buddha's 

disciples:

'Things for us are rooted in the Lord, are channelled through 
the Lord, and have their refuge in the Lord.'

Bhagavam mulaka no bhante dhamma, Bhagavam nettika, Bhagavam 
patisarana. [A.i.309f? i.317]
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(ii) Preceptual Formulae

There are four major canonical formulations of moral 

precepts :-

(a) the Five Precepts (pancasTla)

(b) the Eight Precepts (atthangasTla)

(c) the Ten Precepts (dasasTla )

(d) The Ten Good Paths of Action ( dasakusalakammapatha ) 

There is also an important fifth formulation which is best 

described as 'paracanonical ' [Prebish 1980:223] namely,

(e) the P"atimokkha

(a) The Five Precepts are an undertaking to abstain from:-

1 ) Taking life (panatipa'ta)
2) Taking what has "not been given (adinnadana)
3) Sexual misconduct ( kamesu-micchacara )
4) Telling lies (musavada)
5) Taking intoxicants ( sura-meraya-ma j j a-pama"datthana )

^ » »

(b) The Eight Precepts

^ These are precepts 1-5 above and additionally abstention
^

from:

6) Eating at the wrong time (vikala-bhoiana)
7) Dancing, singing, music, watching shows, using garlands, 
perfumes, cosmetics and personal adornmnents (nacca-gTta- 
vadita-visukadassana-malagandha-vilepana-dharana-mandana- 
vibhusanatthana )
8) Using'high seats or beds ( ucca~sayana-mahasayana )

(c) The Ten Precepts

The Ten Precepts are precepts 1-6 of the AtthangasTla plus
r •

abstention from the following:

7) Dancing, singing, music and watching shows
8) Using garlands, perfumes and personal adornments
9) Using high seats or beds
9) Accepting gold or silver ( jatarupa-rajata-patiggahana )
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The order of the final five of the ten precepts seems to have 

been rather fluid among the schools of the Small Vehicle 3 .

(d) The Ten Good Paths of Action

The Ten Good Paths of Action (dasakusalakammapatha) are:

1 . Abstention from taking life (paTnatipata-veramani)
2. Abstention^/rom taking what has" not been given"(adinnada- 

na-veramani) _
3. Abstention from sexual misconduct (kamesu-micchacara- 

veramanT) _
4. Abstention from lying (musava'da'-veramani')
5. Abstention from slanderous speech (pisima"ya-vaca"ya-

veramanT) _ _
6. Abstention from harsh speech (pharusaya-vaclava-veramani)
7. Abstention from idle talk /,( samphappalapa-veramani)
8. Non-covetousness (anabhijla)
9. Non-malevolence (avyap'ada ̂
10. Right views (sammaditthi)

" • *

The debt these formulations owe to the Cula-slla is clear.

The first four of the Five Precepts correspond to items 1-4

of the Cula-sTla, with the substitution in the third of

'sexual misconduct 1 (kamesu-micchacara) for sexual abstinence

(brahmacariya). The only addition is the fifth precept, which

prohibits the use of intoxicants and is likely to be of more

relevance to the lay community.

The Eight Precepts are compiled from the Five Precepts by the

addition of Cula-slla 9, 10 and 11 combined, and 12.

The Ten Precepts are compiled from the Five Precepts by the

addition of Cula-slla 9, 10, 11, 12, and 13.

The Ten Good Paths of Action consist of the first seven items 

of the Cula-slla with the addition of three new items. It is 

not hard to see the rationale for this addition. The seven 

items of the Cula-sTla can be divided into two groups: items 

1-3 relate to bodily acts while items 4-7 relate to speech
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acts. The final supplementary group of three relate to mental 

states and are synonymous with the three Roots of Good
/;— «-

(kusalamula); thus anabhij-ja = alobha; avyapada = adosa; and————————— A ————

sammiTditthi = amoha.

From the above we see that the major preceptual codes of 

Buddhism, which are common to the Small and Large Vehicles, 

are formulated directly on the Cula-sria. The Cula-slla is in 

turn based upon the conduct of Gotama the Samana. To observe 

the precepts, therefore, is to model one's behaviour on that 

of the Buddha.

The four formulations mentioned above can be regarded as 

attempts to compress and summarise the Cula-sila, or to 

abstract from it to meet the requirements of a specific group 

or situation. Thus the Five Precepts are for the layman and 

the Eight Precepts are optional additional observances for 

the Uposatha. The Five Precepts, like the Ten Good Paths of 

Action, make reference to acts of body, speech and mind; thus 

items 1-3 -relate to the body, item 4 to speech, and item 5 to 

the mind, since alcohol is specified as a source of 

heedlessness (pamadatthana).

(e) The Patimokkha

Another list of precepts may be found in the 227 rules of the 

Patimokkha which are incorporated into the Vinaya. Like the 

SV, the Patimokkha is concerned both with morality and
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monastic etiquette and combines the two in its function as a 

Rule for the regulation of monastic life. Since the goal of 

monastic life is individual spiritual development in the 

context of harmonious relations with others in the community, 

the Vinaya includes both moral precepts and regulations not 

primarily of a moral nature. The most serious category of 

Vinaya offences, the four paraj ika, can be seen as a 

reformulation of Cula-sTla items 1-4 in a form more pertinent 

to monastic life. The correspondence would then be as 

follows:-

PARAJIKA

1 . Sexual intercourse (methunam dhammam)» •

2. Taking what is not given
(adinnam theyyasahkhatam a*diyeyya)

•

3. Killing a human being
(manussa-viggaham-lTvita-voropeyya)

»

4. Lying about spiritual accomplishments 
(ajcfnam evam avuso avacam * janami' 
apassam 'passami')

CULA-SILA

3. Unchastity (abrahmacariya) 

2. Taking what is not given (adinnadana) 

1 Taking life (pariatipata)
•

4. Telling lies (musavada)

Many of the Vinaya rules are without a corresponding rule in 

the SV. In part this is because they relate to different 

lifestyles - that of the wandering samana versus that of the
•

sedentary bhikkhu. Into the life of the latter additional 

concerns intrude such as the construction of huts, the
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wearing of robes of a standard type r relationships with the 

laity and other members of the Order, etc. Rules concerning 

all of these things are to be found in the Vinaya, reflecting 

the adjustment to new circumstances in the historical growth 

of monasticism. The difference is that whereas the SV relates 

to Gotama the Samana alone the Vinaya relates to the Sahgha
•

as a community.

The suggestion that the rules of the Patimokkha are a direct 

outgrowth of the Pancasila has been put forward by Pachow. He 

writes:

'It would not be unreasonable to say that the code of 
discipline of the Samgha is but an enlarged edition of the 
PancasTla which have" been adopted by the Buddhists and the 
Jains from the Brahmanical ascetics. And under various 
circumstances, they have developed subsidiary rules in order 
to meet various requirements on various occasions. This 
appears to us to be the line of development through which the 
growth of these rules could be explained. 1 [1955:37]

This suggestion has been rejected by John Holt on the grounds 

that not all the Vinaya rules can be directly related to the 

PancasTla. f lf this hypothesis were absolutely sound', he 

writes, 'we could somehow relate all of the disciplinary 

rules in some way to the four paral ikas or to the paflcasila. 

Unfortunately, we are not able to do this. 1 [1981:64] 

According to Holt there are 88 rules which resist 

assimilation to the pancasila, a fact also noted by Pachow. 

Pachow's solution was to generate additional categories under 

which the additional rules could be subsumed. He suggested 

four such categories, namely rules relating to:-

1) Food, drink, medicines, etc.

2) Robes, bowls, rugs, bedding, etc.
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3) Housing, staying, association, bathing and comfort, etc.

4) Trade, digging, wandering, touching money and treasures, 

etc. [1955:Appendix 1.1-2]

The discrepant rules deal with the regulation of monastic 

practice and are of a kind to be found in many religious 

orders, Western as well as Eastern. It is not at all strange 

that they should be found in the Vinaya; nor is it strange 

that the Vinaya should concern itself with the practicalities 

of communal life as well as moral conduct. Indeed, it would 

be difficult to separate these two concerns since communal 

life involves both moral duties (e.g. not to steal from 

fellow monks) as well as the voluntarily assumed sub-moral 

duties of ecclesiastical office (e.g. to wear the right 

garments). The Vinaya embraces these twin concerns and it is 

unwarranted to expect it, as does Holt, to reveal only a 

single preoccupation.

Pachow would have met with more success had he attempted to 

derive the Patimokkha not from the pancasTla but from the 

Cula-sTla in the realisation that the latter underlies the 

former. A number of direct equivalents can be found between 

the Cula-sTla and the Patimokkha. The handling of gold and 

silver is prohibited by Cula-sTla 13 and also by Nissaggiya- 

Pacittiya 18 and 19. Buying and selling (kaya-vikkaya) is 

prohibited by Cula-sTla 23 and Nissaggiya-Pacittiya 20. 

Acting as a go-between (Cula-sila 22) is ruled out by 

ganghadi sesa 5, and damaging plants (£u>jLa.n§lLl_a 8) by 

Pacittiya 11. False speech, abusive speech and slander of a 

bhikkhu (Cula-sila 4,5, and 6) are prohibited by Pacittiya
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1,2 and 3, and a rule governing the height of beds (Cula-slla 

12) may be found at Pacittiya 87. In the opinion of Anuruddha 

the whole of the Patimokkha may be explained along these 

lines by reference to the entire list of the sTlas of the 

Brahmajalasutta. 'To sum up 1 , he writes, 'the original 

meaning of Patimokkha was Slla, the moral precepts, but later 

on those moral precepts were transformed into Vinaya rules 

governing the behaviour of monks and nuns alike* [1972:322].

Both Pachow and Holt are forced to interpret the Vinaya 

extremely loosely to accommodate rules of the kind mentioned 

above since they both expect it to perform a single function. 

Holt's own account of what this is is confused. He begins 

with the assumption that the disciplined life of the Vinaya 

is a sine qua non for enlightenment since it leads to the 

transcendence of kamma whereas the lay life does not. He 

regards the objectives of the lay and cenobital lifestyles as 

irreconcileable: monks seek to eradicate kamma while the

laity seek to accumulate punna. He then makes two further and 

contradictory assumptions: first, that 'disciplined behavior* 

(a phrase which rather surprisingly he does not define but by 

which he seems to mean a life lived according to the Vinaya) 

is the inevitable behavioural manifestation of an enlightened 

consciousness. He writes: "'Disciplined behavior" is none 

other than a characterization of the behavioral expressions 

of a perfected being (arahan). It is the hallmark of one in 

whom all grasping has ceased. 1 [1981:4] And second, he states 

that a disciplined lifestyle is only of instrumental and 

provisional validity: 'Thus, discipline itself is not to be

46



retained ultimately. It is only a means to an undisclosed 

end, nibbSna.' [1981:16] Holt finds himself in a tangle due 

fundamentally to a confused idea about the role of kamma and 

morality in Buddhist soteriology. He shares this confusion 

with other writers and we shall deal with this problem more 

fully in Chapter Three.

So far we have looked at the most basic meaning of sTla, 

namely as a moral precept, and the combination of individual 

precepts into various preceptual formulae. We turn now to 

consider sTla in the wider context of Buddhist doctrine and

its role in the overall programme of Buddhist soteriolgy.
A
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ft ft —
(ill) Slla Samadhi and Panna in the SKV

The second sjrttji of the SKV, the Samannaphalasutta, 

incorporates the si las of the Brahmajalasutta into an overall 

scheme or way of life directed towards the soteriological 

goal of nibbana. We find there a sequence of 13 stages 

leading through the sTlas to the practice of the four jhanas 

and thence to arhatship with the destruction of the

These three broad divisions of morality, meditation and 

wisdom, correspond to those of the Eightfold Path which is 

first mentioned in the sixth sutta and again in the eighth as 

follows :-

1. Right Views (samma ditthi)
2. Right Resolve (samma sank appa)	 +~*

3. Right Speech (samma vaca)
4. Right Action (samma kammanta)
5. Right Livelihood (samma ajIva)

6. Right Effort (samma vayama)
7. Right Mindfulness (samma sati)
8. Right Meditation (samma samadhi)

In none of the suttas of the SKV is there a division of the 

Eightfold Path in accordance with the three khandhas of STla, 

Samadhi, and Panna which is found elsewhere 5 . The division of 

the 13 stages into three sections can be seen evolving in the 

SKV in the following manner. The first sutta of the 

PTgha Nikaya, the Brahmaia"lasutta, lists the sTlas; the 

second, the Samannaphalasutta includes the sTlas in its 

scheme of the 13 stages towards enlightenment; and the third,

the Ambatthasutta, introduces a threefold classification of• • •
the (by now 16) stages. The Ambatthasutta speaks first of all• - •
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of perfection in two dimensions, namely knowledge (villa) and 

conduct (carana). 'He who is perfect in knowledge and
»

conduct 1 , says the Buddha, 'is the best among gods and men'

(villacarana-sampanno so settho deva-manuse ti) [D.i.99],• " • »
However, when Ambattha asks him to expand on the nature of• • •

that wisdom and conduct (katamam pana tarn bho Gotama caranam,
• • •

katama sa vilja ti?) y the Buddha introduces a threefold 

classification into Sila, Carana and Vijja". The Slla section
*

contains only the silas, the Carana section culminates in the
•

four jhanas, and the Villa section with Arhatship.

The fourth sutta is different again. This time it is 

Sonadanda the Brahman who asks the Buddha for clarification
• • •

in respect of the two categories of sTla and Panna which it 

has been established are essential in a true Brahman. The 

classification of the stages to enlightenment is once again 

given as twofold, this time with Panna including the stages 

beginning with the jhanas and ending in Arhatship [D.i.124], 

The fifth sutta, the Kutadantasutta lists the scheme but
•

without interposing either a twofold or threefold division, 

while the sixth sutta , the M a ha" 1 i s u 11 a , mentions the 

Eightfold Path for the first time. This first reference to 

the Eightfold Path [D.i.157] is followed immediately by the 

seventh sutta, the Jaliyasutta, which recounts the scheme of 

progress of the Samannaphala sutta, as if by way of 

amplification of the eight stages of the path.

The Eightfold Path is mentioned again in the eighth sutta, 

the Kassapa-sThanada-sutta, [D.i.165] and a threefold
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division of the stages to enlightenment is also given 

[D.i.171-3], Here the division is into SoTla, Citta and Pa ft Ha". 

The ninth sutta, the Potthapadasutta, lists the stages only
• • •

as far as the attainment of the jhanas, while the tenth, the 

short S.u_b h a. jsu t_ _t a_, spells out the division of the 

Samanfiapha la sutta for the first time into the three stages of 

sTla, S a m a"d h i and Parma. This sutta is recited by Ananda 

shortly after the death of the Buddha [D.i.204], and its 

analysis of the stages of the Samannaphalasutta in accordance 

with the scheme of STla, Samadhi and Parma is evidence for 

its relative lateness [Pande 1983:91]. The eleventh sutta y 

the Kevaddhasutta, contents itself with quoting from the 

scheme of the Samanffaphalasutta without classifying it into 

stages, and so does the twelfth, the Lohiccasutta. The final 

sutta of the SKV, the Tevij j asutta, describes the scheme of 

progress only as far as the Brahma-viharas.

Let us list these twofold and threefold divisions of the 

soteriological Path showing the number of the sutta in which 

they occur in brackets:

TWOFOLD 

Parana and Vi-ija (111)
«^M^«^__~«V.^^___>

Slla and Parma (IV)

THREEFOLD 

Slla, Carana, Villa (111)
*

Sila, Citta, Panna (Vlll) 

Sila, Samadhi , Parma (X)
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It will be seen that of the 13 suttas of the SKV only four 

offer any classification of the stages to Arhatship, and 

there is no uniformity of terminology in the classification 

of the stages. In particular the nomenclature of the middle 

stage when specified is different in each case. There is also 

disagreement as to the number of stages involved. It is 

noteworthy that while 11 of the 13 suttas describe the stages 

towards Arhatship in detail, and the remaining two describe 

the stages up to the jhanas (No.IX) and the Brahma-viharas 

(No.Xlll), nine of them are silent as far as the 

classification of the stages is concerned. Far from agreement 

on the divisions of the Path there is not even an opinion in 

the majority of cases.

The Eightfold Path with its three categories of STla, 

Samadhi, and PaRKa, is itself a shortened version of the 

scheme of progress to enlightenment which is first enunciated 

in the Samanfiaphalasutta and adopted throughout the SKV. In 

the Ambatthasutta and Kassapa-sihanada-sutta (sutta V111) the 

13 stages of the scheme are already subsumed under three 

categories paving the way for the shorter, more manageable, 

formula of the Eightfold Path. The individual factors of the 

Path are not so important as the general categories which 

contain them. This may be seen from the Culavedal la sutta in
»

the conversation between the nun Dhammadinna, who speaks in 

the presence of and with the approval of the Buddha, and the 

layfollower Visakha.
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'But, lady, is the Noble Eightfold Path composite or 
incomposite? The Noble Eightfold Path, friend Visakha, is 
composite. Now, lady, are the three classes /oc/w«^c< M

the Noble Eightfold Path or is the Noble
Eightfold Path // > <^ /o^e«< " > the three classes? 
Friend Visakha, the three classes are not ».^f, I ̂ { <? ^ /^

the Noble Eightfold Path, but the Noble
Eightfold Path is />>e/*>«Xe«* 'o the three 
classes. '

Ariyo pan'ayye atthangiko maggo sankhato udahu asaiikhato ti. 
Ariyo kho avuso Visakha atthangiko maggo sankhato ti. Ariyena 
nu kho ayye atthahgikena* maggena tayo khandha sahgahita, 
udahu tihi khandhehi ariyo atthangiko maggo sangahito ti. Na 
kho avuso Visakha ariyena atthahgikena maggena tayo khandha 
sangahita, tihi ca kho avuso Visakha khandhehi ariyo 
atthangiko maggo sangahito. 1 [M.i.300f. f-/*M$ I 3-Af

It seems, then, that the path to Arhatship in 1 3 stages 

described in the SKV can be conceived of as a personal 

development in certain general areas. In the settled 

formulation these are three - Sila, Samadhi, and Parina" - but 

it is also possible to regard these spheres of perfection as 

binary, that is to say as involving vij ja and carana or sTla
•

and pafTrTa. The ambiguity centres on the middle section, 

Samadhi, and I will suggest that this is because meditation 

is a means for the promotion of and participation in the 

basic human goods or intrinsic values of morality and 

knowledge [2(iv)l. The position I shall adopt throughout 

this thesis is that the final perfection to be attained by 

those who follow the path to Arhatship is best understood in 

terms of a binary model, that is to say as the perfection of 

morality (sTla) together with the perfection of knowledge and 

insight (panna). Samadhi is a technique for the cultivation 

of these potentialities and the tripartite scheme of Slla f 

Samadhi and Pa?ina can be collapsed into the binary one in the 

manner described, for instance, in the Sonadandasutta.
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Support for the notion of final perfection as binary may be 

found in the the Xllth sutta, the Lohiccasutta, which makes 

no reference to a division of any kind, but on closer 

examination may be seen to presuppose the twofold model. The 

story concerns Lohicca the Brahman who was inclined to the 

following wicked view:

'If a Samana or Brahmana achieves a state of realisation, 
then once he achieves it* he should tell no-one else about it 
- for what can one man do for another? To do so would be like 
escaping from an old bond only to create a new one. This 
would ha*^ <\ >.«,|a.r feswifj and I say it is a kind of craving - 
for what can one man do for another?

Idha samano va brahmano va kusalam dhammam adhigaccheyya, 
kusalam dhammam adhigantva na parassa aroceyya, kirn hi paro 
parassa karissati? Seyyatha pi nama puranam bandhanam 
chinditva ann'am navam bandhanam kareyya, evam-sampadam idam 
papakam lobha-dhammam vadami. Kim hi paro parassa 
karissatlti' [D.i.224]

The contrast drawn here is between one's own interests and 

the interests of others, but it may be characterised more 

precisely as a clash between moral and intellectual values. 

The postulated Samana or Brahamana has achieved some degree
9 *

of realisation or knowledge; this is a personal intellectual 

or cognitive experience involving intuition, insight or 

understanding. It falls within the ambit of panna. Once this 

state of illumination has been achieved, however, in the 

opinion of Lohicca, it should be kept secret and not revealed 

to others. To share the benefit of this knowledge with others 

would be merely a form of attachment, he alleges.

We may note that this opinion of Lohicca is at once described

as an evil view (p'apakam ditthim) and is roundly condemned by« »

the Buddha 7 . A person who held it, it is said, would be
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selfish and inconsiderate of the needs of others. Not 

considering the welfare of others (ahitanukampT) his heart 

(cjLtt:a_) would not be well disposed towards them 

(paccupatthitam) but full of enmity and the result of this 

would be rebirth as an animal or in hell. A person who held 

such a view would be a hindrance (antaraya-karo) to the 

progress of others and be out of sympathy with their welfare, 

a condition of moral inertia. Buddhaghosa comments that 

Lohicca's view is evil (papakam) because of its absence of 

concern for others (papakam ti paranukampa-virahit ata lama-
A

kam) [DA.ii.395]. We may conclude from the Buddha's 

condemnation of Lohicca's view that his own conception of 

human perfection (of which he is the embodiment) is not one­ 

sided but requires the fulfilment of both intellectual and 

moral potential. Indeed, elsewhere he explicitly links 

teaching to sentiments of love and compassion 

(hitanukampl sambuddho yacfennam anusasati) [S.i.111].

We may recall the Buddha's own experience in the matter. He 

too had been a samana who had achieved a state of realisation
•

on the banks of the Neranjara and he too, according to 

tradition, had personally faced this dilemma in respect of 

teaching or remaining silent. The accounts of the Buddha's 

hesitation [e.g. Vin i.Sff; M.i.167ff] suggest that although 

the Buddha was moved to teach, teaching is not entailed by 

the intellectual realisation attained through panfla. 

Lohicca's opinion also suggests that the option is there to 

remain silent.
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In the course of a discussion of the significance of the 

'Great Hesitation 1 Wiltshire [1983] suggests that the 

Buddha's initial hesitation emphasises the distinct and 

supererogatory nature of the subsequent decision to teach. He 

writes:

'If he had taught automatically and without hesitation as the 
natural consequence of his enlightenment, then the act of 
teaching would not have been seen as a distinct achievement. 
As it was, by representing a state of affairs In which it was 
possible to make a negative choice, the Buddha's decision to 
teach would be seen as a definite act of compassion 1 [1983:17 
emphasis in original]

The initial hesitation and subsequent decision by the founder 

of the tradition is also emblematic of the new scale- of 

values introduced by Buddhism into the contemporary religious 

scene. It is a precedential action which establishes a new 

ideal of human perfection: mystical knowledge by itself is no 

longer adequate but must henceforth be coupled with a 

consciousness of moral good. By his hesitation the Buddha 

signals his recognition of alternative conceptions of human 

good, and by his choice he indicates his evaluation of one of 

them as superior. The reverberations of this paradigmatic 

choice were felt throughout the tradition, and the twin 

ideals of insight and teaching as a manifestation of 

moral concern seem to have been emulated by the Buddha's 

immediate disciples. Katz marshalls evidence to show that 

teaching is integral to state of perfection of an Arhat and 

concludes: 'An arahant does in fact teach, and does so for 

the same reasons as does the Buddha 1 [ 1982:197]. 8

There is, of course, a class of enlightened beings who do not

55



teach, namely the Paccekabuddhas. Their status, however, is 

recognised by all schools of Buddhism as being inferior to 

that of the Sammasambuddha who is distinguished by the 

greater moral perfection manifested in his teaching mission. 

The notion of supreme and perfect enlightenment (anuttara- 

samyak-sambodhi) , however, certainly embraces complete moral, 

as well as intellectual, perfection^. The goal of purely 

personal liberation without concern for the needs of others 

is not the Buddhist ideal, as the Mahayana was later to 

emphasise.

re-i-»rr\ to the Lohiccasutta. The Buddha goes on to 

illustrate the importance of bilateral development in these 

twin spheres by describing three sorts of teachers (satthar) 

who fail to develop them in tandem. Each of them is worthy of 

reproach (codanaraha), and such reproach would be 'right and 

proper, in accordance with the truth and not improper 1 (sa 

codana bhuta taccha dhammika anavajja). The first teacher has 

not attained the goal of samanaship (samannattho ananuppatto) 

yet teaches a doctrine to his followers (savakanam dhammam 

deseti). His followers do not profit from his teaching, cease 

to listen to him and eventually depart. The second teacher 

has also failed to reach the goal of samanaship yet his 

followers listen, profit from his words, and remain. The 

third teacher has attained the goal of samanaship yet as in 

the first case his followers cease to listen and depart.

What is it about these three teachers that makes the m
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unsatisfactory? The answer is not spelt out in the text but 

it is clear that they are unsatisfactory because they are 

deficient either morally or intellectually or both. The first 

teacher is deficient in both: he teaches without 

understanding and with no appreciation of the needs of his 

followers, which is why they abandon him. He communicates 

nothing of value to them either intellectually or as a moral 

exemplar. We might say that he can neither see nor act.

The second teacher is likewise intellectually deficient but 

has forged a bond between himself and his followers which is 

why they do not depart. He is at least in tune with the needs 

of others even if unable to satisfy them completely. He 

functions in the moral dimension but not the intellectual one. 

We might say that he can act but not see.

The third teacher is intellectually sound but morally 

deficient. He is not alive to the needs of others, and while 

having attained the goal himself is unable to communicate 

effectively with others who have not. This is the condition 

of the Paccekabuddha. He is intellectually clear but morally 

out of focus; he can see but not act. 10

Thus neither cognitive realisation nor moral perfection are 

adequate by themselves. At this point Lohicca asks the Buddha 

if there is there is any teacher in the world not worthy of 

reproach. The Buddha replies that indeed there is, and this 

teacher is the one who has followed the path to Arhatship 

described throughout the SKV, a path which, we must conclude,
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ensures the combination of intellectual and moral perfection 

lacking in the other teachers. The Buddha himself is one such 

teacher who has followed this path to perfection in sTla and 

panna. There is no doubt of his moral perfection; we have 

already seen that he is eulogised in this respect in the SV f 

and in the Kassapa-slhanadasutta the Buddha himself tells us 

that he is perfect in sila;-

'There are some Samanas and Brahmanas, Kassapa, who lay 
emphasis on good conduct (sTla). They'speak in many ways in 
praise of morality (sTla). But so far as regards the most 
noble and highest conduct (sTla) I know of no-one who is 
equal to myself, much less superior. For it is I who have 
gone the furthest in the highest conduct (adhisTla). 1

Santi Kassapa eke samana-brahmana sila-vada. Te aneka- 
pariyayena silassa vannam bhasanti. Yavata Kassapa ariyam 
paramam silam, naham tatha attano sama-samaip samanupassami 
kuto bhlyyo. Atha kho aham eva tatha bhiyyo yadidam 
adhisilam. [D.i.174] 11

The Buddha speaks of his own moral perfection again in the 

Ahguttara-Nikaya and contrasts himself with five types of 

teachers who are deficient in various ways.

'But I, Moggallana, am perfectly pure in morality and know 
that I am. I know that my morality (sTla) is perfectly pure, 
clean and stainless. My disciples do not supervise me in 
respect of morality and I do not expect them to. 1

Aham kho pana Moggallana parisuddhasTlo samano 
'parisuddhasTlo'mhT'ti patijanami, 'parisuddham me silam 
pariyodatam asamkilitthan 1 ti. Na ca mam savaka silato 
rakkhanti, na caham savakehi silato rakkham paccasirasami.

[A.iii.126]

The Buddha's moral conduct, that is to say his interaction 

with other beings, is perfect. His behaviour is inspired by a 

disposition of benevolence to all beings, a point we shall 

return to in the following chapter. Perfect in morality, he
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is also perfect in knowledge or insight, and we may leave the 

SKV with a reference to the Sonadandasutta which makes
• * *

perfectly clear the symbiotic relationship between sila and 

panna. Sonadanda the Brahman has been led by the Buddha to 

define the essential qualities of a true Brahman, and 

concludes that there are only two such qualities, namely 

morality (stla) and wisdom (panna) [D.i.123]. The Buddha then 

enquires whether a man will still be a Brahman if either of 

these two qualities is left out. Sonadanda replies as 

follows:

'Indeed not, Gotamal For wisdom, O Gotama, is purified with 
morality, and morality is purified with wisdom. Where there 
is morality there is wisdom, and where there is wisdom there 
is morality. To the virtuous there is wisdom, to the wise 
there is virtue (sila), and virtue and wisdom are declared to 
be the best things in the world. Just as, O Gotama, one hand 
might wash the other or one foot wash the other, even so O 
Gotama, does wisdom purify morality and morality purify 
wisdom. f

No h'idam bho Gotama sila-paridhota hi bho Gotama panna, 
panfta-paridhotam sTlam, yattha sllam tattha panna, yattha 
pafina tattha silam. sTlavato panna pannavato sllam, sTla- 
pafinanan ca pana lokasmin aggam akkhayati. Seyyatha pi^bho 
Gotama hatthena va hattham dhopeyya, padena va padam 
dhopeyya, evam eva kho bho Gotama sTla-paridhota panna, 
panna-paridhotam sllam. [D.i.124]

The Buddha signifies his assent to this (evam etam Brahmana)
• • •

and repeats the first part almost verbatim. He then specifies 

in what morality and wisdom consist, namely in following the 

path to Arhatship described throughout the SKY, which is here 

divided into the two components of morality (sila) and wisdom
I «»•*—— V(panna).

The commentary on this important passage relates the story of 

a venerable elder who exerted himself in self-control (sila- 

samvara) as he lay dying so as not to lose face before the
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king by groaning in pain. The relevant section has been 

translated by Richard Gombrich [1984] who draws the perfectly 

correct conclusion from this that 'sTla here refers to 

conduct becoming to the role of a monk; in a word, decorum 1 

[emphasis in original]. It is interesting that the commentary 

fixes upon the negative aspect of sTla as discipline and 

restraint and mentions no positive moral role. The Mahayana, 

as we shall see in Chapter Four, charges the Hlnayana 

specifically with holding this contracted and impoverished 

conception of sila and failing to balance the two values of 

sTla and panna correctly.

The interrelationship of sila and panna is noted again by 

Buddhaghosa in his commentary on the Mettasutta where he 

describes how morality (sTla) is purified by wisdom (panfta).

'And he [is also a good man] when he knows that virtue is 
cleansed by wisdom, just as a dirty cloth is cleaned with 
bean-water or a mirror with ashes or gold in a furnace, and 
he cleans his virtue by washing it in the water of wisdom, 
and that is where he guards all his virtue (sTlakkhandha) 
most carefully.'

m'Yo va yatha masodakam paticca samkilitthara vatthan
j » *• • • • • »

pariyodayati, charikam paticca adaso, ukkamukhara paticca 
jStardpam, tatha nanam paticca silam vodayati 1 ti ffatva 
nanodakena dhovanto silam pariyodapeti [...] tatha ativiya 
appamatto attano silakkhandham rakkhati. [SnA.1.237]

The conclusion to be drawn from these passages is that moral 

excellence is an essential dimension of the perfection 

attained by the Buddha and commended to his followers. This 

needs emphasising since it is sometimes overlooked altogether 

and almost always made secondary to his intellectual 

perfection. This stems in turn from the misconception that
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the Buddha had transcended good and evil, a position I will 

be arguing against in the following chapters.

Returning to the Eightfold Path, it is quite likely that its 

tripartite division crystallised under the pressure of 

existing Brahminical categories. This suggestion is made in 

the article by Professor Gorabrich cited above [1984]. He 

draws attention to the similarities between the Buddhist 

scheme of .S]Tla_, S.a_in jidjii^ and £a.^^£/ and. the Hindu 

soteriological strategies of karma-yoga, tapas or yoga, and 

jnana-yoga. He writes: 'Thus the Buddhist sequence of sTla 

samadhi and panfla was very like the Hindu sequence of karma, 

yoga and j nana. I refer of course to the formal structure, 

not to the content. 1 In the Hindu tradition the ways of 

action and knowledge are alternative paths - this is stated 

as early as the Chandoqya Upanisad (v.10.1-7) - but in
V

Buddhism they are both essential facets of the path towards, 

and the experience of, enlightenment itself. Professor 

Gombrich writes:

'. . . the Buddhist view is in stark contrast to the Hindu 
view that the disciplines of work and gnosis are 
hierarchically related alternatives. The Buddha is denying 
both that they are hierarchically related and that they are 
alternatives.' [1984:9]

This is a convincing line of argument and gives good grounds 

for believing that the eventual threefold classification of 

the Eightfold Path became popular due to its power to embrace 

and transform pre-Buddhist modes of thought: it both includes 

the available alternatives and by synthesising and 

integrating them sets the seal of Buddhist superiority upon 

them. In both traditions, however, for Hinduism as much as
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for Buddhism, it remains true that the basic values are 

binary and involve both worldly interaction and salvific 

knowledge. In Hinduism, unlike Buddhism, these values are 

usually taken as alternatives, but both traditions recognise 

the value of the techniques of yoga or 'Samadhi 1 . Professor 

Gombrich puts it as follows:

'The Buddha declared ritual valueless; the kind of karma he 
recognised was purely ethical. On the other hand even this 
ethical karma was powerless by itself to achieve the goal of 
liberation; that depended on gnosis, paftna, the Buddhist 
equivalent of Hindu jftSna. For the Buddhists as for the 
Hindus, to attain the salvific gnosis one had to practise the 
discipline of meditation - the discipline which in Hinduism 
grew out of archaic austerities (tapas) into meditative yoga 
. . . ' [1984:8]

To sum up this section, the main point is that sTla and parma 

are integral components of the Buddhist summum bonum. As we 

have seen, the divisions of the path to perfection are not 

hard and fast, they may be twofold or threefold. Sometimes a 

fourth stage is added by including liberation (vimutti) , and 

a fifth with the 'knowledge and vision of liberation 1 

(vimuttinanadassana), the series as a whole being known as
•

the five sampadas' 2 There are various lists of sampadas 1 ^ but 

they are all founded upon the basic values of sTla and paTina. 

However, it is not uncommon for sTla to be specified as a 

worthwhile goal without reference to panna, and in the 

following section we consider to what extent sila may be 

pursued in isolation, and with what consequences.
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(iv) The Benefits of Sila

As stated above, Sila and Panna are to be cultivated 

together. Buddhaghosa describes the interrelation of sTla and 

parma using the metaphor of a man trapped in a dense jungle 

of bamboo: he escapes by standing firm on the ground of sTla

(sTla pathaviyam patitthaya) [Vism 1.7] and cutting his way~"~"~~~"~~ » •» *~~~~~

out with the knife of insight. He refers to sTla as the 

'basis of all accomplishment 1 (sabbasampattimulam hi sllam) 

and a stage which, when consolidated, will lead to nibbana 

[Vism.1.159 ]. If there is a choice to be made between virtue 

and knowledge it is better, says Buddhaghosa following the 

Anguttara-NikaVa [ii.7f], to choose virtue:

'Now if a man has little learning and is careless of his 
virtue they censure him on both accounts for lack of virtue 
and of learning.

Appassuto pi ce hoti sTlesu asamahito 
Ubhayena nam garahanti silato ca sutena ca.

But if he is of little learning yet he is careful of his 
virtue, they praise him for his virtue, so it is as though 
he also had learning.

Appassuto pi ce hoti sTlesu susamahito 
sTlato nam pasamsanti tassa sampajjate sutam.

And if he is of ample learning yet is careless of his 
virtue, they blame him for his virtue so it is as though he 
had no learning.'

Bahussuto pi ce hoti sTlesu asamahito
Silato nam garahanti, nassa sampajjate sutam.

•

[Vism.1.136 tr. Nanamoli]
s^

This point is echoed in the Silasamyukta-sutra, which regards
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failure in morality as more serious than ignorance since it 

may lead to as many as a hundred thousand rebirths in a 

miserable and ignominious state. *^ A contrary view, however, 

is taken by the Catuhsataka [v.286] which maintains that it 

is better to fail in morality (sjTlaL) than in doctrine 

(drsti). The ideal, of course, as the Vism points out 

[1.136], is to be both learned and virtuous.

In his analysis of sTla in the Vism Buddhaghosa enquires as to 

the benefits (ahisamsa) derived from it [1.16], He summarises 

these from the Nikayas as follows [1.23]:

1. Non-remorse (avippatisaxa) :

'Ananda, good moral conduct leads to non-remorse and has non- 
remorse as its advantage*.

'Avippa tJL sara tthani kho Ananda kusallani sllani, 
avippatisaranisamsanl. 1 [A.v.1.]

2. For laymen:

i) A large fortune produced by working diligently 
(appamadadhikaranam mahantam bhogakkhandham 
adhigacchati) "

ii) A good reputation (kalyano kittisaddo 
abbhuggacchati)

iii) Entering confident and unconfused into any assembly 
(visarado upasahkamati amahkubhuto)

iv) An unconfused death
(asammulho kalam karoti).

V *

v) A happy rebirth in heaven
(sugatim saggam lokam upapajjati) [D.ii.86]

3. A monk who practises morality will earn the love and 
respect of his fellows :

'And if, monks, a monk should wish 'May I be dear to my 
fellows in the religious life, loved, respected and honoured 
by them', let him perfect the moral virtues.'
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'Akahkheyya ce, bhikkhave, Jphikkhu, sabrahmacarlnam piyo 
c'assam manapo garu ca bhavanTyo ca ti, sTlesvev'assa 
paripurakarT. 1 [M.i.33]

In connection with 2(iv) above, the DTpa [v.230] states that

'The CLf^x of sTla is said to be abandoning one's——— A

control even at the point of death' (marane 'pi damatyagah
»

Sllasyotkrstir ucyate). The Vrtti adds that when a man who is 

dying does not flinch from the precepts he can be said to 

have truly fulfilled the perfection of morality.

In respect of 2(v) the Kosa and Vyakhya [lV.124ab] declare 

that the primary effect of sila is the attainment of heaven 

(silam pr~adhanyena svargaya bhavati). The Dipavrtti states 

that slla results in both prosperity and moksa. 1 ^ The karika

adds that according to the sastra (unnamed) sTila is said to

1 7 result in heaven.

That heaven is the reward of slla is stated emphatically in 

the Dhsam. Chapters 22-27 deal with the six paramitas in turn 

and the Silavargah is easily the longest, containing 86
X—

stanzas. Of these, 49 refer to the ends attained by sila and 

in 40 cases this is given as heaven (svarga). Two stanzas say

that sila promotes dhyana and the remaining seven describe

1 ft other effects. As examples of the last category the reward

(phalam) of slla is said [v.26] to be without comparison and 

indescribable (anupamam anirdesyam); v.35 describes it as

countless pleasures (asamkhyani ca saukhyani); and v.64 says
»

that it it^s nirvana (nirvanam ca adhigacchati).

Sila is frequently associated with the production of merit
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(punna) and occurs as a component part in the three 'spheres 

of meritorious action 1 (punnakiriyavatthu) [PKV] namely, 

generosity (djarici), morality (si la) and mental culture 

(bhavana). Like the sampadas these collapse into moral (dana- 

sila) and mental (bhavana) components. The effects of the 

first two are described at A.iv.241. The man who practises 

dana and si la on a small scale (parittam katam hoti), it is
9 •

said, is reborn among men of low foctvn^ (dobhaggam) such as 

trappers and cartwrights. Someone who practises them on a 

medium scale (mattaso katam hoti) is reborn among men of good
*

fort-o/xe. (sobhaggam) such as one of the twice-born castes. And 

someone who practises them on a high scale 

(adhimattam katam hoti) is reborn among the gods. By 

practising dana and sila it is said that the gods can be 

surpassed in ten ways; in divine life, beauty, happiness, 

pomp and power, divine shapes, sounds, perfumes, taste and 

touch. Harivarman comments that different combinations of the 

three PKV produce different results. Thus sila may be 

practised in conjunction with dana with consequent rebirth in 

the ka"madhatu. If slla is practised along with samadhi 

rebirth in the rupadhatu is secured. 19

Likewise, emphasis on the different components of the 

Eightfold Path produces a different result. By concentrating 

on sTla one becomes a Sotapanna or a Sakadagami, and by

concentrating on slla and samadhi an Anagamin. Only by

2 0practising all three perfectly does one become an Arhat. u
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The £]!§_ a.m says that one who has dana and slla and is 

compassionate to all beings realises all his desires. 21 

According to the RGSG sila produces a good rebirth and avoids 

rebirth in the animal world [Conze 1973:71], The Pratimoksa 

of the Dharmaguptakas states that a monk who guards the 

precepts receives the triple benefit of a good reputation, 

alms from the faithful, and a rebirth in heaven if he has not 

attained Arhatship [Wieger 1910:259], The Cullavagga is of 

the opinion that even animals who keep the five precepts will 

be reborn in heaven [161],

The benefits of morality are extolled in the short story of 

Silavat which occurs in the Theragatha [608-619], It is said 

that sTla brings success of every kind (sabbasampattim
*

upanameti), which the commentary interprets to mean as a man, 

as a god, or in nibbana. It produces a threefold happiness: a 

good name, wordly goods, and the joys of heaven. The moral 

man (sTlava) wins many friends, fame (vannam) , approval
™" ~ ' ~ - -" —— ~"~»~« *,

(kitti), and praise (pasamsa). As well as producing material 

benefits sTla is sometimes specified in connection with 

nibbana. In Vism 1.24 sTla is described both as a stair that 

leads to heaven (sagqarohana-sopanam) and an entrance to the
•

city of nibbana (dvaram va pana nibbaha nagarassa pavesane)
»

There is a danger in obsessive attachment to sTla just as 

there is in excessive devotion to panna. Undue emphasis on 

either will lead to imbalance and fixation rather than 

progress towards the goal. If intellectual development is 

favoured at the expense of moral development there will be a
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tendency to cling to theoretical notions (ditthi). And if
* *

moral development is favoured at the expense of intellectual 

development there will be a tendency to become obsessed with 

external forms of conduct such as rules, rituals and rites. 

The Buddha tells Magandiya that neither of these alternatives 

is satisfactory:

'Purity is not attained through views (ditthi), leo.rmr>j or 
knowledge, nor through rules and rituals*fthe Lord] said.'

Na ditthiya" na sutiya na nanena [...] sTlabbatenapi na 
suddhinT aha. [Sn.839]

On the contrary, the man who stands on dhamma, speaks the 

truth and is held dear is the man who has perfected both 

morality and insight (sTla-dassana-sampannam dhammattham
• ». • «

saccavadinam, attano kamma kubbanam, tarn jano kurute piyam.)• . —————

[Dhi:217] If undue emphasis is placed on knowledge one may 

fall into the net of 62 speculative views of the BJS, or 

become obsessed with the kind of learning mentioned in the 

Tevijjasutta. If too much emphasis is placed on morality one 

may fall into the error of attachment to rules and rituals 

(sTlabbataparam'asa) [SBP].

SBP is the third of the Ten Fetters (samyoj ana) f and
»

according to Vism XV11.243 is one of the four kinds of 

clinging (upadana). It is defined there as follows: 'Clinging 

to rules and rituals is the view that purification comes 

through rules and rituals' (sllabbatehi suddhT ti paramasanam
*

pana sTlabbatupadanam). Buddhaghosa says [Vism 1.29] that the 

reason for the false belief that rules and rituals will 

produce purification is twofold: (i) due to craving (tanha)
*

i.e. in the hope that the rite will produce a desired result
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such as rebirth as some god or other ('imina'hain silena devo
*

va bhavissami devannataro va ti'); (ii) due to a false view

(ditthi) about the means of purification, namely that it can• •
be achieved by ritual practices alone ('sllena suddhl* ti). 

The fetter may therefore arise from either affective (i) or 

cognitive (ii) deficiency or error. According to M.i.67

attachment to rules and rituals is wrong because it has its
— 72 roots in tanha.

*

sriavrataparamaTrsa is also one of five false views and is 

listed as such at Kosa V.7. It is said to include false views 

such that suicide will result in a heavenly rebirth, a 

criticism perhaps directed at the Jains, or that Prajapati is 

the creator of the world. Such beliefs are condemned along 

with the view that morality and ascetic practices by 

themselves (s"ilavratamatraka) can lead to liberation. The 

Vrtti on Dipa 271 instances SVP as the lifelong practice of
*

the agnihotra sacrifice, while Harivarman defines SVP as the 

taking of ritual baths and other such observances in the hope 

of purification by one who is not concerned with 

understanding. He adds that purity is attained by praj na
^w _ ^ ^^

(prajnaya~ eva visuddhi labhah) but that morality is the basis
• 

•«*— r»> —of the faculty of wisdom (silam tu prajnendriyasya mulam) 

[SSidhi;133]. 23

The danger of following rules mechanically is obvious and in 

complete contradiction to the Buddha's emphasis on 

mindfulness and correct motivation. He was concerned to avoid 

the excesses of Brahmanism with its obsessive attachment to
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ritual observances leading to moral sterility and specified 

six ineffectual methods of purification clearly drawn from 

the sphere of Brahmanic ritual [A.v.263]. In another place he 

describes these forms of behaviour as follows: 'Such ways as 

fasting, crouching on the ground, bathing at dawn, reciting 

of the Three [Vedas], wearing rough hides, and matted hair 

[...] chanting and empty rites and penances [...] washings, 

ablutions, rinsing of the mouth ...' [S.iv.118 PTS tr.]. 

Horner suggests that the category of SBP was introduced 

specifically as a safeguard against the influence of such 

Brahmanical practices [1936:273]. If followed mechanically or 

obsessively moral observances can have a stultifying effect 

on soteriological progress as can an excessive fascination 

with speculative views and opinions (ditthi). The Buddha's
• m

strategy was to steer between both extremes and pursue the 

even-handed cultivation of morality and insight.

To conclude this chapter we now turn to a survey of the 

imagery which is used to describe sila in the literature of 

both the Small and Large Vehicles.
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(v) The Imagery of Sila

The various aspects of sila are illustrated by many different 

types of imagery. These images can be divided into five main 

groups as follows:

(a) Images of a basis or foundation

(b) Images of protection

(c) Images of motion or ascent

(d) Images of purification

(e) Images of precious objects

Before considering each of these groups in turn below we may 

look briefly at the etymologies of sila which are also 

informative in respect of imagery and metaphor.

Buddhaghosa proposes three etymologies for sila, firstly his 

own and then two alternatives. His own etymology relates sila 

to sTlana in the sense of 'composing', which is in turn 

defined as 'coordinating' (samadh'ana) or 'upholding' 

(upadHarana):
•

'It is morality (sTla) in the sense of composing. What is 
this composing? It is either a coordinating, meaning non- 
inconsistency of bodily actions etc. due to morality; or it 
is an upholding, meaning a state of basis owing to its 
serving as a foundation for profitable states. For those who 
understand etymology admit only these two meanings. Others, 
however, comment on the meaning here in the way beginning 
'The meaning of morality (sila) is the meaning of 'head' 
(siras), the meaning of morality is the meaning of 'cool' 
(sitala).'

sTlanatthena sTlam. Kirn idam sTlanam n'ama? Samadhlinam va,* * » ^ * ^ * * «»  * 
kayakammadinam susilyavasena avippakinnata ti attho:
upadharanam va kusal"anam dhammanam pa t i tthanavasena 
afdharabhavo ti attho. Etad eva hi ettha atthadvayam 
saddalakkhanavidu anujananti. Anne pana sirattho sTlattho 
sTtalattho 'sTlattho ti evamadina pi nayen'ettha atttiam 
vannayanti.'

[Vism 1.19 tr. Nanamoli (amended)]
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Buddhaghosa also gives sTlana as the characteristic 

(lakkhana) of sTla [Vism 1.20] and later on uses sTla as the
•

equivalent of 'character 1 or 'nature 1 (pakati).

'But in common usage the character of such and such beings is 
called their 'nature* (sTla), of which they say 'This one is 
of happy nature (sukha-sTla), this one is of unhappy nature, 
this one is of quarrelsome nature, this one is of a gaudy 
nature.'

Loke tesam tesam sattanam pakati pi sTlan ti vuccati, yam 
sandhaya , ayam sukkhasilo, ayam dukkhasTlo, ayam kalahasTlo', 
ayam mandanasilo ti bhananti. '[Vism 1.38]

Other sources tend to favour Buddhaghosa's second and third 

etymologies. Vasubandhu derives sila from /sir in the sense of 

'refreshing 1 and alludes to its cooling effect: 'The taking 

up of morality is pleasant; because of that the body does not 

burn 1 (sukham silasamadanam tena kayo na tapyate) [Kosa 

lV.16ab]. The Vibhasa lists two of the meanings of sila as• ~

coolness and refreshment . The MSA states that 'Coolness 

(saitya) is gained through morality since one is not burnt by 

the defilements' [XVI. 15]. The M.Av interprets the meaning as 

follows: 'Morality, or sila, because it is cool (sltala), 

appeasing the fire of remorse of the mind through resistance 

to the passions and the non-production of sin; or because 

being the cause of happiness it is taken as a point of 

support by the good 1 [11.1 a tr. Poussin], Sgam po pa 

states that sila (tshul khrims^ is so called because it leads 

to coolness [Jewel p.150]. Much of the imagery used in 

respect of sTla is based upon these etymologies, as we may 

now see.
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(a) Images of a basis or foundation

This is the most common image used to represent sTla. It 

occurs in three main forms: (i) organic (ii) physical and 

(iii) abstract.

(i) Organic

At Vism 1.159 the final stanza reads:

'Such is the fruit of morality in its many varied forms,
So let a wise man know it well, this root of all perfection. 1

Sabbasampattimulam^hi silan^Jii iti pandito, 
anekakaravokaram anisamsam vibHavaye ti.

The tree imagery is clear here, with its fruit and roots. The 

fruit referred to is nibblma, mentioned in the preceding 

verse. And in the Milindapanha/ sTla is compared to a seed 

which will yield the fruit of recluseship:

'As, Sire, a seed, even though small, if sown in a propitious 
field, and the gods bestow showers (upon it) properly, will 
yield abundant fruit, even so, Sire, morality (si1a) if 
practised by the yogin, the earnest student of yoga, will 
yield the whole fruit of recluseship; thus it must be rightly 
practised (by him). 1 [PTS tr. amended]

Yatha maharaja bTj_am appakam api samanam bhaddake khette 
vuttam deve samma dharam pavecchante subahuni phalani 
anudassati, evam eva kho maharaja yogina yogavacarena yatha 
patipaditam sTlam kevalam sa~mafmaphalam anudassati evam samma 
patipajjitabbam. [Miln 375]

•

Continuing the organic metaphor there are many images of sila 

as the Earth. Thus Miln 33:

'As, Sire, v/hatever vegetable growth and animal growth comes 
to growth, increase and maturity, all does so in dependence 
upon the earth; even so, Sire, does the earnest student of 
yoga, depending on morality and based on morality, develop 
the five faculties of faith, energy, mindfulness, 
concentration and wisdom. 1 [PTS tr. amended]

Yatha mahSraja ye keci bTjagamabhutagama vuddhim viru~lhim 
vepullam apajjanti sabbe te pathavim nissaiya pathaviyaip 
patitthHya evam ete bTj ag"amabhu~tagama vuddhim virulhim
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vepullam apajjanti, evam eva kho maharaja yogavacaro sTlam 
nissaya" slle patitthaya panc'indriyani bhaveti: 
saddhindriyam, viriyindriyam, satindriyam, samadhindriyam, 
pafinindriyan ti.

The M.Av compares sTla to a field as follows:

'Morality is a field because it is the point of support for 
all good qualities (guna). In this [field] the good qualities 
such as charity etc. develop; and there develops through an 
uninterrupted and cumulative sequence of cause and effect the 
harvest of fruits to be enjoyed in a far-off time. 1

Yon tan thams cad kyi rten du gyur pa'i phyir, tshul khrims 
nyid zhing ngo, der sbyin pa la sogs pa'i yon tan rnams rnam 
par 'phel ba na, rgya dang 'bras bu rgyu pa gong nas gong 
du rim pa rnam par ma chad pa'i sgo nas 'bras bu'i tshogs nye 
bar 'phel zhing, dus ring por nye bar longs spyod par nus 
kyi. [41.11-15]

Conversely, according to Asvaghosa, the shoots of the vices 

are unable to take root and grow in sila, just as seeds fail 

to germinate in the wrong season [Saund XVI.34],

(ii) Physical

Other images emphasise the earth as a physical foundation

rather than its fecundity. For example. MiIn 34:

'As, Sire, a city architect, when he wants to build a city, 
first has the site for the city cleared, and has it levelled 
when the stumps of the trees and thorns have been removed, 
and builds the city after that and after he has planned the 
distribution of the carriage-roads, the squares and the 
places where three or four roads meet - even so, Sire, does 
the earnest student of yoga, depending on morality and based 
on morality, develop the five faculties (indriya)' [ PTS tr. 
amended]

Yatha maharaja nagaravaddhaki nagaram mapetukamo pathamam 
nagaratthanam sodhapetva khanukantakam apakaddhapetva samam 
karapetva tato aparabhage vTthi catukka'-singhatakadi- 
paricchedena vibhajitva nagaram ma"pefi, evam eva [...]

Also:

'As, Sire, a tumbler (langhaka) who wants to show his craft 
has the ground dug, the grit and gravel removed and the 
ground made level, and then shows his craft on the soft 
ground, even so, Sire, . . . etc.' [Mi In 34 PTS tr. 
amended]
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Yatha maharaja langhako sippam das^setukamo pathavim 
khanapetv*a sakkhara-kathalakam apakaddhapetva" bhijfmim" samam 
kSrtpetva mudukaya bhumiya sippam dasseti, evam eva . I.

The Suhrllekha states that morality is the support of 

everything valuable, just as the earth is the support for the 

animate and inanimate. Mi Pham comments that sTla is the 

support for an elevated existence and liberation [Kawamura 

1975:11f]. Just as the Earth is the foundation for all kinds 

of activity so sila is the foundation for the cultivation of 

all the limbs of enlightenment (bpjjhanga):

'Just as, monks, whatsoever creatures adopt the four 
postures, now going, now standing still, now sitting, now 
lying, all do so in dependence on the earth; even so monks, 
dependent on virtue, supported by virtue, does a monk 
cultivate the seven limbs of wisdom.'

Seyyathapi bhikkhave ye keci pana cattaro iriyapathe kappenti 
kalena gamanam kalena thanam kalena nisajjam kaflena seyyam; 
sabbe te pathavim nissa~ya pathaviyam patitthaya evam ete 
cattaro iriyapathe kappenti; evam eva kho bhikkhave bhikkhu 
silam nissaya sile patitthaya satta bojjhahge bhaveti. 
[S.vl78 PTS tr.]

(iii) Abstract

The final category here is sri ]^a_ as a soteriological 

foundation. The Theragatha [612] describes sTla as the 

support of all good things CsTlam patittha" ca kalyarianafl ce\\ 

And again in the Madhu: '

g Sila is the foundation of all virtuous qualities. Founded on 
^_T_!a^ one does not deteriorate in respect of virtuous 
qualities, but acquires all the mundane and supermundane 
attributes.'

Silam nama sabbesam kusaladhammanam patittha", sTle patitthito 
kusaladhammehi na parihayati, sabbe lokiyalokuttaragune 
patilabhati [Madhu:106].
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And at MiIn 32:

'Slla, Sire, has as its distinguishing mark that it is the 
basis of all good things; [...] In one who is based on sTla, 
Sire, none of these good things decreases. 1

PatitthlTna-lakkhanarn maha~raja sTlam sabbesam kusalaYiam 
dhammSnam; [••.] sile patitthitassa kho maharaja sabbe kusala 
dhamma na parihayanti iti."

Buddhaghosa [Vism 1.20] defines the characteristic (lakkhana)
•

of sTla as 'the coordination of bodily action, etc., and the

foundation of all good states 1 (]l

samadhanavasena kusalanan ca dhammanam patitthlmavasena) The
» *r 9

MSA listing six benefits of sila at XVI.20 describes it as

the basis of all good qualities (si lam hi sarvagunana"m* • »
pratistha bhavati). It also says at IV.4 that the thought of•»« ~~~~~~~~~~~*~~~~

•** — /T-enlightenment (cittobada) rests upon sila.
A

Asvaghosa uses the simile of sTla and the earth in the 

Saundarananda (X111.21):

'For by taking your stand on morality all actions take place 
in the sphere of the supreme good, just as standing and other 
actions of the body are performed by taking your stand on the 
earth.'

Silam asthaya vartante sarva hi sreyasi kriyah, sthanadyaniva 
karyani pratisthaya vasundharam. [tr. E.H.Johnston]

He also declares that morality is the foundation for yoga and 

meditation, a point which is echoed by KamalasTla^who says 

that the yogin must be supported (asri ta) by pure morality 

(silavisuddhi) [Demieville 1952:338]. The Sravakabhumi states 

that sila is the foundation (mula) for meditation and insight 

[Wayman 1961:70]. Sgam po pa quotes several sources to the 

effect that s^ila is the foundation for meditation and 

enlightenment and mundane and spiritual success [Jewel;163- 

171], Finally, as already mentioned above, Buddhaghosa 

employs the image of a man standing firm on the ground of
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slla and cutting his way through the tangle of samsara with
*

the knife of insight (vipassanapannasattham). 

(b) Images of Protection

The second group of images stress the protective power of 

sTla. In the Theragatha [614], slla is described as 'a 

wonderful invulnerable coat of mail* (sTlam kavacam 

abbhutam). The commentary glosses 'wonderful* (abbhutam) as 

'unbreakable' (abhej jam). The same image occurs in the Madhu 

[269] where there is a reference to 'moral armour' (slla- 

kancuka). In the same vein the Miln describes sila as an 

umbrella to hold off the rain of the defilements [ Miln 416] 

The Madhu says that slla is 'a shelter, a cave and a succour 

for one who has come into samsara 1 [ PTS tr. p.172]. The 

Samannaphalasutta [D.i.69] compares the bhikkhu who has 

mastered the silas to a powerful monarch who has beaten down 

his enemies on all sides and is confident that there is no 

further danger. He experiences within himself a sense of 

ease.

A number of medical analogies also occur. The Miln says that 

slla is an antidote for destroying the poison of the kilesas 

and a healing balm for allaying the sickness of the kilesas 

in beings [195]. The VKNS describes it as an antidote to 

convert beings of opposite (immoral) tendencies [p.29]. 

Asvaghosa in the Saundarananda likens slla to a guide in the 

wilderness (kantarg iva daisikah) [Xlll.28] and says that 

slla goes in front as the foremost (silam nayatv^gram). He
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describes it as a refuge (saranam), a friend (mitram), a 

kinsman (bandhu) and a protector (raksa) [Xlll.28].
»

The Sllaparikattia gives several images of the protective 

power of sTla;

'Sila is like the best doctor in diseases. It is like a lamp 
in darkness, the refuge of the distressed and protection in 
times of fear, like a friend in danger and a boat in this 
endless ocean of death.' [v.9]

Tshul khrims nad pa sman pa'i mchog yin zing, mun pa'i sgron 
me nyam thag la skyabs dang, 'jigs la bsrung dang phongs la 
nye du dang, 'chi ba'i rgya mtsho mtha' med gzing gyur ying.

According to the M.Av the Buddha taught morality for the

safeguarding (avipranasa/mi za bar) of good qualities (guna)*
such as generosity (dana/sbyin pa) [41.5-8],

(c) Images of motion or ascent 

In this connection the Vism asks:

'Where can such another stair be found that climbs, as sTla 
does, to heaven? Or yet another door that gives onto the city 
of nibbana? 1

Saggarohanasopanam annam sFlasamam^kuto, dva"ram va pana 
nibbama-nagarassa pavesane. [1.24 tr. Nanamoli]

Moving horizontally this time the Theragatha [613] compares 

sila to a strand for all the Buddhas (titthafT ca sabbabuddha-
*• *

nam) which, according to the commentary, means the place 

from which the Buddhas ford the sea of nibbana. The verse 

following this describes s_i JL a_ as a 'mighty causeway' 

(sTlam setu mahesakkho). Continuing the nautical metaphor, 

the Mi In [195] describes the moral man (sTlavIT) as a ship for 

beings to cro$s the four floods (navasamo satta~nam 

caturoghapaTragamane) of sense-pleasures, becoming, wrong 

views and ignorance. The same man is like a caravan leader



(satthavaho) for leading beings across the desert of births, 

a teacher (acariya) and a guide (sudesika). In the Pratimoksa 

of the Mulasarvastivadins, the Pratimoksa itself is compared 

to a raft for crossing over the deep ocean of samsara and is
* .^^^^^^^"^

also said to be a ladder for ascending to the city of nibbana 

[v.6; v.7]

Morality is frequently compared to the feet which make 

movement towards one's destination possible. The Pratimoksa
»

of the Dharmaguptakas states that just as a man without feet 

cannot walk, so one who lives without the precepts cannot be 

reborn as a god in heaven. It adds that one who has violated 

the precepts will be, at the hour of death, like a coachman 

about to cross a dangerous path who notices that he has lost 

the bolt from a wheel or that his axle has a crack in it 

[Wieger 1910:213].

(d) Images of Purification

Vism 1.24 says that only the water of sTla (sTlalala) can 

wash out the stain (mala) in beings. According to the opening 

verse of the DTpa in Ch.24 slla destroys the kles*as such as 

deceit and jealousy just as a fire cooks food. The Miln [195] 

compares the possession of morality to water that carries off 

the dirt and dust of the ki lesas ( udakasamg sa11a"nam 

kilesarajojallapaharane), and to a wind (vata) that
« " - -

extinguishes the three fierce fires of greed, hatred and 

delusion in beings. According to S.i.183 the Dhamma is
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compared to a lake with virtue as a strand for bathing; after 

being purified in it one passes over to the beyond.

(e) Images of Precious Objects

This final category is the most disparate and includes many 

precious objects which please the senses. Perfume (gandha) is
- 

extremely common^ . The Silaparikatha describes the fragrance

of sTla in verse 7:
x"_

'The supreme fragrance of sila is imperishable even in the 
uppermost heaven. Even the garlands do not spread such 
fragrance, nor even the pomades. 1

Ji Itar tshul khrims bla med Idan pa'i dri/ dam pa mtho ris 
'di na mi zad Idan, de Itar phreng ba'i dri ni khyab min 
cing/ de bzin byug pa'i dri yang 'byung mi 'gyur.

Then there is the imagery of jewels or treasures. ° Nett 56 

compares sTla to an ornament ( alamkara ) , a treasure 

(nidhanam) a wealth of corn (dhannam) a mirror (adaso) and a 

palace (pasa"do). The Sravakabhu"mi speaks of si"la as an 

ornament (alamkara) , as ointment (anulepana) and as 'full of
•

perfume' (qandhaj ata) [Wayman 1961:70]. The image of cloth 

also occurs at Vism 143 not in the sense of being a valuable 

possession but as an illustration of sila as a complex web of 

observances which can easily be damaged or torn. According to 

the Pratimoksa of the Dharmaguptakas the precepts of the
*

pratimoksa are more precious than treasure [Wieger 1910:
•

213].

The various images of sTla which have been mentioned above 

are not exclusive to Buddhism. In the Mahabharata [124.62], 

sTla is said to be the basis of law (dharma) , truth (satya)
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••
and conduct (yrtta) . Dhrtarastra stresses its importance for

^—————— * m i
»

becoming successful in life (na hi kirn cidJasadhyam vai loke
• I

silavatam bhavet) [124.16]. Slla is also described as the
•

best ornament by Bhartrhari 28 . The Pratimoksa of the 

Dharmaguptakas states that the bimensual recital of the 

pratimoksa is like a mirror held up before the face which
*•

causes one to rejoice or grieve at the beauty or ugliness of 

the reflection [Wieger 1910:213]. The same image occurs in 

the Silasamvuktasutra along with several of the kind already 

referred to above, and we conclude this section on imagery 

with a short extract from this source.

'Whoever possesses morality is associated (samprayukta) with 
the Buddha. The possession of morality is the best of all 
ornaments. The practice of morality is like perfume and 
ointment. Whoever possesses morality is the abode of all 
joys. Whoever posieijes /-locality is like water which removes 
desires, rkz, pr*ct-n*. o£ morality is praised by all the world. 
Through pure morality the highest goal (paramaqati) is 
reached. [...] The one who has morality .is radiant. The 
possessor of morality becomes renowned and gains happiness. 
The possession of morality is the cause of reaching heaven.

Just as it is not possible to see forms without eyes so the 
Dharma cannot be seen without morality. Just as without feet 
one cannot travel along the road, so without morality 
liberation cannot be reached.'

Just as the fair earth is a casket of jewels, so morality is 
the foundation for the production of all good qualities 
(dharma). Just as a broken vessel is not suitable as a jewel 
casket, so through a torn morality all the doctrine is lost. 
If morality is lost at the beginning, can it be hoped that 
Nirvana will be gained later on?

Those who have mutilated noses and ears do not desire a clear 
mirror. Their ears do not hear and their eyes do not see what 
is before them. But the man who keeps the teachings reaches 
heaven.

Tshul khrims Idan pa sangs rgyas 'byung dang phrad// tshul 
khrims Idan pa rgyan rnams kun gyi mchog/ tshul khrims 'byor 
pa dri dang byug pa yin//tshul khrims Idan pa dga' ba kun gyi 
rut. // tshul khrims gdung ba sel ba'i chu// tshul khrims Idan 
pa 'jig rten kun gyis bstod// tshul khrims dag gis 'gro ba 
dam pa mnos [...]. Ji Itar mig raed gzugs mthong mi rung 
Itar// de bzhin tshul khrims med na chos mi mthong// ji Itar
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rkang med lam 'jug ga la nus// de bzhin tshul krims med na 
thar mi 'gyur. Ji Itar bum pa bzang po rin chen snod// de 
bzhin tshul khrims chos rnams skyed pa'i gzhi// ji Itar bum 
chag rin chen snod mi rung// de bzhin tshul khrims ral pa 
chos kun gtugs// dang po tshul khrims med par gyur pa des/ 
phyi nas mya ngan 'das pa thob snyam 'am// sna dang rna ba 
rdum la sogs gang yin pa// de la me long dag ni dgos mi 
'gyur// rna bas ma thos mig sngar ma mthong bzhin// bstan 
srung mi de mtho ris 'gro bar 'gyur.

SUMMARY

In this chapter we have seen that sTla circumscribes the 

conduct of the Buddha, and that the condensed description of 

his behaviour encapsulated in the js £1 <a £ of the 

Brahmajalasutta, particularly the Cula-sTla, becomes the 

blueprint for Buddhist preceptual formulae. The Buddha's 

slla, or moral perfection, becomes an essential goal for all 

who aspire to his status, and in the thirteen suttas of the 

SKV sTla is incorporated into the foundations of the Buddhist 

soteriological programme. The settled formulation of this 

emerges in the form of the three khandhas of the Eightfold 

Path. Of these I have suggested that sTla and panna 

constitute the primary dimensions of perfection with saroadhi 

providing the impetus for their full development. I will give 

my reasons for this more fully in the following chapters. If 

sTla and panna are cultivated asymmetrically a psychological 

imbalance will emerge in the form of intellectual or 

legalistic fixation instead of insightful knowledge and 

compassionate moral concern.

The five groups of imagery used in respect of sTla illustrate 

its many facets; when they are considered together a picture
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of sila is built up as a complex quality or state with both 

static and dynamic dimensions. It is both a starting point 

(a) and a way forward (c); it conserves what has been 

achieved (b) and seeks further development and transformation 

(d). In one respect sTla provides a static platform for the 

establishment and cultivation of good qualities of all kinds, 

especially the intellectual virtues of meditation and 

insight; and in another it is a source of dynamic potential 

which contains within itself the seed of flourishing and 

growth in respect of moral qualities. Thus it is the sphere 

of moral cultivation and at the same time a precondition for 

proper intellectual development.

It is important to bear in mind these twin functions of sTla 

through which it stands in both a direct and an oblique 

relation to nibbana. On the one hand nibfrana is an organic 

outgrowth from sTla - it is the fruit of which sila is the 

root, and sTla is the door through which nibbana is entered. 

And on the other slla is the support for the intellectual 

virtues which follow a separate course of development. For 

the sake of clarity, and at the risk of exaggerating the 

distinction, we may say that sTla is dynamic in respect of 

moral development and passive in respect of intellectual 

development.

As well as being a support, sTla provides protection for 

whatever good qualities are developed. It is an impermeable 

defence against evil of all kinds, but also takes on an 

offensive role against the kilesas by engaging and
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overwhelming them r with the result that vice is transformed 

into virtue. Slla provides the impetus and dynamism without 

which liberation cannot be reached: it is the feet which make 

travel along the road possible in cooperation with the eyes 

which seek the correct destination. Finally, whatever stage 

of the path has been reached, sTla is an intrinsically 

valuable and desirable quality. The good is analagous to the 

beautiful, and the language of aesthetics is commonly invoked 

to describe sTla as seen in section (e).

In the following chapter I consider more fully the antagonism 

between sTla and the kilesas and explore the role of samadhi 

in the soteriological Path.
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Notes to Chapter One

1. On the chronology of these 13 suttas see Pande [1983:77- 
94.] For a summary of their contents see Barua [1971:403- 
432],

2. For a translation with commentarial extracts see Bhikkhu 
Bodhi [1978].

3. Wieger [1910:145ff] translates a selection of Vinaya texts 
preserved in Chinese in which the order of the final five 
precepts varies considerably. Despite the reordering the 
provisions remain substantially the same. Additional 
prohibitions include marriage, breeding animals and hunting.

4. On these 13 stages and their conceptual relation to the 
goal see Bastow [1969], On discourses relating to Sila, 
Samadhi and Panfia see Barua [1971:Ch.3].

5. M.i.301; A.i.291. The Mahisasakas maintained that the Path 
had only five factors and that the category of sTla (right 
speech, action and livelihood) should not be included since 
as physical action it was separate from the mind 
(cittavippayutta). The Theravada contested this and 
reaffirmed that Sila enjoyed an equal status with the other 
components. Cf.Bareau [1955:187,237].

6. Cf.Pande [1983:516-8]

7. The Buddha rejects a similar view put forward by Sakka 
[S.i.206]. Cf. the proposition in the Kvu [18.3] that 
compassion is rooted in passion.

8. A Mahayana version of the account may be found in the 
Lotus Sutra, chapters 2 and 7. On the hesitation of the 
Buddha Vipassi [D.ii.35f] see Saddhatissa [1970:48ff]. On the 
division of monastic duties into study and teaching 
(ganthadhura) versus meditation (vipassanadhura) see Gombrich 
[1971:Ch.7]; Carrithers [1983:141 ].

9. According to Katz there are suggestions in the Canon that 
the Buddha does not hesitate before teaching. He concludes: 
'There is no one Buddhist canonical attitude, then, towards 
the Buddha and teaching, and this canonical ambivalence led 
to some hermeneutical difficulties for the Buddhist 
commentators [...]. The point to note, however, is that the 
Buddha [...] must and does teach 1 [1982:193].

1 0. On Paccekabuddhas and teaching see Kloppenborg 
[1974:76ff ].

11. Cf.S.i.139
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12. M.i.145; S.i.139

13. PTS Dictionary 'Sampada*.

14. Mdo Shu 132b

15. Cf.Vism 1.154 describing the unvirtuous man. On the 
sequence of events at death and the 'death-consciousness 1 
(cuti-citta) see Abhs tr. pp.26ff; 72-75; Vism Vlll.1-41; 
Collins [1982:244f]. On 'rebirth-linking 1 (patisandhi) Vism 
XV11 133-145. On the sequence and signs of death Ko^a 3.42d- 44. ———

16. Vrtti on Dipa v254: Etad api s'llamayam punyakriyavastu 
mahabhogataphalam moksaphalam ca.

/
17. Dip a 254cd: Sastre tu tatpradhanatvat proktam 
svargopapat&ye.

K

18. The 40 stanzas praising heaven as a reward for sila are: 
2,3,4,7,9,20, 21, 24, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 39, 40, 41, 42, 
43, 44, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 66, 
67, 68, 70, 75, 77, 78, 85.

' /"
19. SSiddhi Varga 99 p.230: STlasamadhi pratyavasat riapadhatau
utpadyate. Danas*Tlakusalabhyasa pratyayena kamadhatau 
utpadyate.

20. A.i.232sq; M.i.62f; A.ii.136f.

21. Dhsam 1.11: Danasllavato nityam, sarvasattvanukampinah, 
sidhyante sarvasamkalpas, tasmat silaparo bhavet.

22. Cf.Kloppenborg [ 1983:161 ff].

23. On SVP Cf. also Lank 117; Abhidhsam p.10; Dhs 1005.

24. Kosa IV p.47n3 tr. Poussin

25. Vism 1.24; 1.159; Thag 615; Miln 163

26. Vism 1.24; Miln 195

27. Quoted by Jauhari [1968:83]

28. Jauhari [loc.cit]
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CHAPTER TWO

'Our moral appreciation is extraordinarily sensitive to our 
desires and passions, which should not surprise us since it 
is not exaggerating very greatly to say that our moral 
appreciation can only exist in the absence of our selfish 
desires, in the absence of exclusive love of self. 1

R.Beehler [1978:49]

'Of the voluntary acts of every man, the object is some Good 
to himselfe'

Hobbes Leviathan

In this chapter we follow the theme of Chapter One into the 

scholastic maze of the Abhidharma. We shall find in section 

(i) that the systematised scheme of the Abhidharma lends 

support to the notion of final perfection as bilateral and 

provides a key to understanding the structure of Buddhist 

ethics and its soteriological role. The Abhidharma is 

cognisant of the moral and intellectual dimensions of human 

nature and the system provides a skeletal soteriological 

model which takes account of the two. In part (ii) we 

cpnsider the nature of the relationship between moral and 

intellectual virtue or excellence, and the concluding section 

(iii) explores the role of Buddhist meditational techniques 

in the perfection of morality and insight.

(i) Dharmas and Virtues

At the core of the Abhidharmic system lies the theory of 

dharmas. Dharmas are the basic constituents or elements of
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reality; they are ultimate reals or ontologically grounded 

existents which cannot be further subdivided or analysed. 

Dharmas exist in the most fundamental sense (dravyasat) and 

provide the framework across which the web of conceptual 

reality (prajffapti) is woven. The goal of the Abhidharma is 

to pick away at the subtle threads of the world of prajnapti 

and to uncover the world of real existents or dharmas which 

lies beneath.

The Abhidharmikas adopted a strategy of rigorous analysis and 

classification and in so doing regarded themselves as 

faithfully continuing the methodology of the Buddha. The 

Abhidharma , not without justification, claims the Buddha as 

the originator of the Abhidharma tradition [Asl 34f ]. The 

Buddha had begun to unravel the skein of false consciousness 

within which the notions of permanence and selfhood were 

erroneously fostered. The theory of the skandhas was the 

first step in this process of critical analysis, and the 

categories of the Abhidharma, which are essentially based on 

the skandhas, represent the continuation of this analytical 

critique and an extension of its application beyond the human 

subject to reality as a whole.

As such, the Abhidharma is absolutely central to Buddhist 

thought, and no account of Buddhist ethics can be considered 

securely founded which does not take cognisance of 

Abhidharmic ethical data. The only theoretical approach to 

the study of ethics within the Buddhist tradition is to be 

found in the Abhidharma^, and it is essential that we direct
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our attention to its conclusions. An opinion contrary to the 

above is held by Winston King, who maintains that in an 

enquiry into Buddhist ethics the Abhidharma is best dispensed 

with. He writes:

'. . . it is doubtful whether the statement of Abhidhammic 
ethical theory would be of much use or significance to the 
Westerner. Attempts in this direction up to the present are 
not particularly promising. The usual result seems to be a 
vocabulary and system of distinctions almost completely 
foreign and meaningless to the Western mind, in which the 
ethical element, in the Western sense, is lost sight of in an 
unfamiliar maze of Buddhist psychological terminology. 1 
[1964:5]

I disagree entirely with this view. On the contrary, it seems 

to me that the Abhidharma provides a promising and fruitful 

line of enquiry to pursue in connection with Buddhist ethics. 

Its clear and logical categories and classifications will 

lead us in the shortest possible time to what is most 

essential to our investigation, provided, of course, that we 

know how to interpret the data it provides us with. That the 

terminology is unfamiliar, moreover, can hardly be pleaded as 

a reason for neglecting what the tradition itself regards as 

a summary of its most important elements. Part of my argument 

in the remainder of this chapter will be to the effect that 

far from being 'almost completely foreign and meaningless to 

the Western mind 1 , the Abhidharmic ethical classifications 

are readily intelligible in terms of one of the oldest and 

most influential concepts in Western ethics - the concept of 

a virtue.

It is difficult to overlook the ethical significance of the 

Abhidharma. The Dhs embarks upon probably the most ambitious 

ethical programme ever conceived, namely a classification of
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the whole of reality in terms of ethical predicates. The 

three groups of real existents (jjaj^amattha dhamma) 

susceptible to this analysis (the fourth, nibbana as 

an ontological category, is not) are grouped into the ethical 

categories of good (kusala), bad (a k u s a 1 a ) and neutral 

(avyakata). In her introduction to the translation of the text 

Mrs.Rhys Davids describes the import of the work as mainly 

ethical:

'. . . its subject is ethics, but [...] the enquiry is 
conducted from a psychological standpoint, and, indeed, is in 
great part an analysis of the psychological and psycho- 
physical data of ethics. 1 [xxxii]

This interrelation of ethics and psychology is also noted by 

De Silva who comments *A close study of Buddhist ethics would 

show that it betrays a significant link with psychology 1 

[1979:3].

The Dhs systematises the raw data of Buddhist ethics and 

provides an evaluative classification of reality in terms of 

Buddhist soteriology. However, one looks there in vain for a 

theoretical structure in terms of which this data may be 

interpreted, and it bears no resemblance to what would be 

regarded in the West as a treatise on ethics or moral 

philosophy. Yet we must not be intimidated by this 

unfamiliar moral landscape^which is familiar territory to 

those within the tradition. In the Vism Buddhaghosa begins 

his definition of slla by describing it as 'the states 

beginning with volition (cetanSdayoft dhamma) present in one 

who abstains from killing living things, etc. 1 Here he is 

defining sila by reference to the 52 cetasika-dhammas of the
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Theravada, and without an understanding of the ethical 

function of these dhammas it is impossible to provide an 

analysis of sila at its most basic level.

I propose now to isolate those aspects of the dharma-theory 

which are relevant from the point of view of ethics. Our 

primary source in this chapter is the Kos'a and I shall follow 

the system of the Sarvastivada along with Vasubandhu. 

According to W.S. Karunaratna this was the most influential 

of all the Abhidharmic systems. He writes: 'The 

classification of caitasikas (caittas) which gained the 

widest currency and exercised the greatest degree of impact 

on all schools of Buddhism of the Hinayana and Mahayana alike
*\

is that of the Sarvastivadins. Useful tabular summaries 

of the Sarvastivada classificatory system have been provided 

by Stcherbatsky [1923] and Takakusu [1956], and extracts from 

these are given in the tables which follow. The Sarvastivada 

dhar ma-system differs from that of the Theravada in the range 

of its taxonomical categories and the number and occasionally 

the specification of the dharmas comprising each category 

and sub-category. Other schools have formulations which are 

different again but such variations are only of minor 

importance. Despite the variations in detail all schools 

acknowledge the same basic classificatory rubrics, and the 

ethical relevance of the dharma-theory is unaffected. The 

standard classification is a fourfold one into matter (rupa), 

mind (citta), mental forces (caitta) and the unconditioned 

(nirvana). To this the Sarvastivada add a further category of
~~~ ~»

non-mental forces (citta-viprayukta-samskara).
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Let us look at the Sarvastivada classification in more 

detail. A complete tabulation of all 75 dharmas may be found 

in Table I (from which item 38 is omitted in the original). A 

breakdown of the system is shown in Table II, and an analysis 

of the classification by content in Table III. Table IV shows 

the relation of the dharmas to the five skandhas.

TABLE II

Breakdown of the 75 Dharmas of the Sarvastivada

1) A RUPA Number of dharmas - 11

2) B CITTA - 1 

C CAITTA - 46

3) D CITTA-VIPRAYUKTA-SAMSKARAS - 14
*

4) E ASAMSKRTADHARMAS - 3

75
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TABLE III 

Category C by Content

(a) CAITTA

Citta-mahabhumika-dharmas 1 o

Kusala-mahabhumika-dharmas 10

Klesa-mahabhumika-dharmas 6

Akusala-mahabhumika-dharmas 2

Upaklesa-mahabhumika-dharmas 10

Aniyata-bhumika-dharmas 8

46

(b) The 10 Kusala-mahabhumika-dharmas are

1. Faith (sraddha)

2. Energy (virya)

3. Equanimity (upeksa)^•^^^^^^•^^^^^^^v

4. Modesty (hrl)

5. Bashfulness (apatrapya)

6. Non-craving (alobha)

7. Non-hatred (advesa)

8. Non-injury (ahimsa)
•

9. Serenity (pras^rabdhi)

10. Non-heedlessness (apramada)

(c) The 6 Klesa-mahabhumika-dharmas are :

1 . Ignorance (moha)

2. Heedlessness (pramada)

3. Torpor (kausldya)
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4. Lack of conviction (asraddha)

5. Sloth (sthyana)

6. Restlessness (auddhatya)

(d) The 10 Upaklesa-bhumika-dharmas are :

1. Anger (krodha)

2. Hypocrisy (mraksa)

3. Envy (matsarya)

4. Jealousy (Trsya)
	•

5. Envious Rivalry (pradasa)

6. Causing harm (vihimsa)

7. Malice (upanaha)

8. Deceit (maya)
	/ ^9. Trickery (satya)	^K"

10. Conceit (mada)

(e) The 2 Akulala-mahabhumika-dharmas are

1. Lack of shame (ahrikya)

2. Arrogance (anapatrapya)
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TABLE IV 

A breakdown of the 72 samskrta-dharmas into the 5 Skandhas

RUPA 11 dharmas

VEDANA 1

SAMJNA 1
•

SAMSKARA 58
»

VIJNANA 1

72

We may begin by eliminating those aspects of the dharroa- 

theory which are not directly relevant to our purpose. The 

group of 3 unconditioned (asamskrta) dharmas (E) is made up 

of space (akasa) and the two kinds of cessation (nirodha), 

analytical (pratisankhya) and non-analytical (apratisankhya). 

These three elements may be left to one side for the moment 

since the first, space, has no ethical relevance and I shall 

return to consider the significance of nirvana as the goal of 

ethical striving in Chapters Three and Six. The remaining 72 

conditioned (samskrta) dharmas are divided into three main
• •

groups: matter (rupa), mind (citta-caitta), and non-mental 

forces (citta-viprayukta-samskara). The last of these has no
•

bearing upon ethics and will not concern us.

As far as the relationship between the remaining two groups, 

matter and mind, is concerned, the Abhidharma analyses the 

individual into a stream (santana) of dharmas in which both 

elements are present. The santana of animate forms
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(sattvakhya) is influenced by two factors; the law of cause 

and effect (sabhaga-hetu), and moral causation (vipaka-hetu). 

Matter is influenced only by the first of these and has no 

intrinsic ethical significance.

We have now eliminated three of the four divisions of the 

dharmic taxonomy from our enquiry and may turn our attention 

to the remaining mental phenomena of citta and caitta. Citta, 

mind or psyche, is the common denominator of mental and 

emotional operations and the centre around which the 

constellation of psychic events (caitta) revolves. Citta is 

defined in the Asl [63] as 'that which thinks of its object,

that which knows 1 (cittan ti aTrammanam cintetT ti cittam,. . — —————;-*-

vijanatiti attho). And later as follows:

'The distinctive characteristic of citta is cognising the 
object; its function is the forerunning; its manifestation is 
connecting; and its consequence is the sustenance of mind and 
body.

Lakkhanadito pana vijananalakkhanam cittam, pubbangama-rasam, 
sandhana-paccupatthanam, namarupa-padatthanam. 1 [Asl 112]

Citta and its concomitants (caitta) are invariably connected. 

According to the Adhs they arise and perish together 

(ekuppadanirodha) and share a common object and a common 

basis (ekalambhanavatthuka) [2.1]. Buddhaghosa compares citta 

to a king who arrives with a retinue of over fifty attendants 

[Asl 67]. Yasomitra states that citta and caitta share the 

same basis (asraya) , object (alambhana ), form (akara ) , time 

(kala) and substance (dravya) [Vyakhya 11.49,14-50,15],

Citta is the personal mental or psychic centre. 'Judged by
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its general usage in the Pali Nikayas', writes Karunaratna, 

'citta appears basically to refer to the centre and focus of 

man's emotional nature as well as to the seat and organ of 

thought in its active dynamic aspect. 1 And again, 'Citta is 

viewed as an arsenal of dispositional properties which take 

the form of mental predispositions, proclivities, tendencies 

and dormant and latent forces which activate themselves at 

the subliminal level of consciousness.'^ Citta is the centre 

of subjective consciousness. Johansson describes its most 

typical meaning as 'a personal psychological factor 

responsible for the unity and continuity of the human being 1 

[1979:158]. It is 'a centre for conscious activity 1 and 

'corresponds fairly closely to "mind 1 " [ 1979:161 ]. Again it is 

'a conscious centre of activity, purposiveness, continuity 

and emotionality', including not only momentary conscious 

processes but also 'the continuous, unconscious background, 

e.g. all the moral traits which are not manifest in every 

moment but are latent, prepared to influence thoughts and 

behaviour as soon as the opportunity is given' [1979:161]. 

Piyananda comments that 'the Pali citta primarily pertains to 

the sensorily perceptual and emotional functions of the 

active consciousness of mind' [1974:18],

Various translations for citta have been proposed: 

Karunaratna lists 'mind, thought, heart, conception, 

consciousness, mood, emotion, spirit, idea and attitude*. 

While 'mind' captures the operation of the conscious 

processes 'psyche 1 is preferable as a translation since it 

embraces both intellectual and emotional life and encompasses
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better the dimension of moral traits, dispositions and 

character.

Citta is encountered in the many states or modes of 

subjective consciousness, its total potential at any one time 

being roughly equivalent to a person's mood or general state 

of mind. In this sense citta is the aggregate of mental forces 

(caitta) and resonates, so to speak, according to the pitch 

and tone of the dynamic psychic energies (caitta) in operation 

at any given moment. To understand the pattern of primary 

mental energies, therefore, we must turn our attention to the 

category of basic mental forces, or caitta.

There are 46 c.&.JLtta^^dha^i:_ma^s^ in the Sarvastivada 

classification and a breakdown of them may be found in Table 

III. As may be expected, not all mental operations have moral 

status, and we find among the 46 dharmas two groups which 

include general non-moral mental faculties: these are the 10 

common mental elements (citta-mahabhumika-dharma) and the 8 

indeterminate mental elements (aniyata-bhumika-dharma). We 

may leave these 18 elements to one side and focus instead on 

those which are ethically determinative.

We have now eliminated all those elements of the dharma- 

theory which are not of primary ethical significance. The 

list of 75 dharmas with which we started out has been 

narrowed down to 28, as listed at Table III (b)-(e). The 28 

remaining may be structured in terms of the simple opposition 

good (kusala) :: bad (akusala, klesa). There are 10 morally
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good elements and 18 morally bad elements as shown below, 

morally good elements : 10 kusala-mahabhumika-dharmas

morally bad elements : 2 aku^ala-mahabhumika-dharmas
6 klega-mahabumika-dharmas 

1 0 upakle£a-mahSbhumika-dharmas

18

Thus so far we have seen that in the field of ethics the 

dharma-theory recognises a simple and basic distinction 

between psychic elements, qualities or states (caitta-dharma) 

which are good (kusala) and those which are bad (akusala). 

This distinction is found in all the Abhidharmic 

formulations: in the Theravadin Abhidhamma there are 25 good 

qualities and 14 bad ones and in the Adhs the tally is 19:14. 

According to the Abhs the function of kusala-dhar mas is to 

eliminate forces which are hostile to them, while the 

function of the klesas and upaklesas is to obstruct their 

opposites.^ It would be premature at this point to offer 

precise definitions of these evaluative predicates, and for 

the moment we may accept a working definition of kusala as 

soteriologically efficacious, and akusala as soteriologically 

deleterious.

The dha_rma_-theory is only intelligible in the context of 

Buddhist soteriology. It exists for the purpose of 

enlightenment, and enlightenment is achieved through a 

process of gradual purification. The object of the dharma- 

theory is to identify and facilitate the elimination of those
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factors which impede enlightenment, namely the defilements 

(klesa). To this end the dharma-theorv is indispensable. 

According to the Kosa:

'There is no way of removing the defilements apart from the 
analysis of dharmas. It is because of the defilements that 
the world wanders in the sea of existence. 1

Dharmanam pravicayam antarena nasti, klesSnam yata upasantaye 
abhyupayah^ klesais" ca bhramanti bhavarnave' tra lokah. 1 [1.3]

According to the Abhidharma, enlightenment is achieved by 

purifying the santana of all defilements (klesa). Good 

qualities (kusala-dharma) bring about this purification and 

evil qualities (klesa) oppose it. Due to the presence of the 

defiling elements the santana is polluted (sasrava) and the 

whole stream is brought into a state of instability and 

disquiet. The goal, therefore, is to neutralise the 

destabilizing elements and bring the santa"na into a state of 

quiescence.

How are we to understand these caitta-dharmas which are so 

influential in the stabilization or destabilization of the 

santana? They are recognised by all the Abhidharmic schools 

and average out at around 50 or so in the various 

tabulations. At first glance we seem to be presented with a 

disorganised collection of all the possible permutations of 

mental phenomena, but I suggest that they can be made readily 

intelligible if we divide them up into three groups in more 

or less the same manner as the Abhidharma. First of all there 

are the general mental faculties, the 10 citta-mahabhumika- 

dharmas and 8 aniyata-bhumika-dharmas which we have already
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isolated. Those elements constitute the basic functions of 

psychic life and are the support of the moral consciousness. 

They include the capacities of cognition (sam-jna), feeling 

(vedana) and volition (cetana) which are the foundations of 

moral responsibility. Yet by themselves these 18 general 

faculties (13 for the Theravada) are mere capacities - they 

may be exploited either for good or for evil.

The direction in which the general mental faculties are 

exploited is determined by the influence of the remaining two 

groups. These are best understood as corresponding to the 

Western notion of virtues and vices. The concept of a virtue 

will be discussed more fully in Chapter Six but for the 

moment we may take the following as our definition of a 

virtue:

'In ethics, virtue is moral excellence, a settled attitude 
which conduces to habitually good action in some respect. The 
virtues have been variously classified. The intellectual 
virtues (e.g. wisdom) are distinguished from the practical 
virtues (e.g. courage), the former being associated with the 
life of contemplation, the latter with the life of action. 1 '

In the Abhidharma formulation we are considering, then, the 

virtues are the 10 kusala-mahabhumika-dharmas, namely:

1. Faith (sraddha) 6. Non-craving (alobha)
2. Energy (virya) 7. Non-hatred (advesa)
3. Equanimity (upeksa) 8. Non-injury (ahimsa)
4. Modesty (hri) ' 9. Serenity (pras^rabdhi)
5. Bashfulness (atrapya) 10. Non-heedlessness (apramada)

And the vices consist of the 18 klesa, upakles^a-, and 

akusala-mahabhumika-dharmas, namely:

1. Ignorance (moha) 10. Jealousy (irsya)
2. Heedlessness (pramada) 11. Envious Rivalry (pradasa)
3. Torpor (kausidya) 12. Causing harm (vihimsa)
4. Lack of faith (a sraddha ) 13. Malice (upanaha")
5. Sloth (sthyana) 14. Deceit (maya)
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6. Restlessness (auddhatya) 15. Trickery (satya)
7. Anger (krodha) 16. Conceit (ma da*)
8. Hypocricy (mraksa) 17. Shamelessness (ahrlkva)
9. Envy (matsarya)' 18. Arrogance (anapatrapya)

It will be noted, in accordance with the definition above, 

that the virtues and vices listed here are of both an 

intellectual and a practical or moral nature. Again it will 

be seen that some of the vices are mere negations of the 

virtues (e.g.sraddha/asraddha; ahimsa/vihimsa) while others
• •

are opposed indirectly (e.g.vTrya/kausidya). Some items 

listed separately are almost identical (e.g.sthyana and 

kausidya). Indeed, in traditional Buddhist thinking all the 

vices may be derived from the three Roots of Evil 

(akusalamula) consisting of attachment (raga), aversion 

(dosa) and delusion (moha). Likewise all of the virtues may
•

be derived from their contraries, namely the three roots of 

good or, as I will also refer to them, the three 'cardinal 

virtues 1 of generosity (araga), benevolence (adosa) and
o

understanding (amoha).° It is the nature of a virtue to be 

counteractive, to overcome the weakness and deficiency which 

is vice. This point is made by Phillipa Foot in her essay 

'Virtues and Vices':

'I shall now turn to another thesis about the virtues, which 
I might express by saying that they are corrective, each one 
standing at a point at which there is some temptation to be 
resisted or deficiency of motivation to be made good. As 
Aristotle put it, virtues are about what is difficult for men 
. . .' [1978:8]

It is the task of virtue to combat vice. What is to count as 

a vice will depend upon the theory of human nature one holds 

as well as historico-cultural circumstances and the
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prevailing mores. In the present instance we have the vices 

conveniently tabulated for us by the Abhidharma. In the 

context of Buddhist soteriology it is not difficult to see 

why these items should count as vices; they are those factors 

deemed antithetical to the state of final perfection which is 

the Buddhist ideal. The vices are obstacles to enlightenment 

and the obstacles to enlightenment are of two kinds: 

intellectual and moral. The moral vices are eradicated by the 

moral virtues, which are encompassed by the term sila; sila 

is directly antagonistic to the klesas and according to the 

DTpa, as mentioned in Chapter One, it destroys or transmutes 

them like a fire cooks food.

This is a convenient point at which to review the conclusions 

of this section. I began by suggesting that the Abhidharma is 

a technology for the analysis and classification of reality 

according to the values of Buddhist soteriology. It is not a 

value-free analysis; the purpose of the operation is to 

classify those psychological elements which are desirable, 

those which are undesirable, and those which are neutral. The 

criterion for desirability is the degree of approximation to 

the enlightened consciousness which a quality embodies or 

encourages. Delusion (moha) is therefore undesirable, as are 

attachment (raga) and aversion (dosa). The Abhidharma 

formulation of caitta-dharmas distinguishes clearly between 

those elements which are desirable and beneficial (kusala) 

and those which are undesirable and deleterious (aku/ala). I 

have suggested that these correspond to the Western notion of 

virtues and vices.
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Virtues and vices may be either cognitive or non-cognitive. 

Aristotle, for instance, as we shall see in Chapter Six, 

distinguishes between the intellectual virtues 

(aretai dianoetikai) such as insight (sophia) and practical 

wisdom (phronesis) or prudence; and the moral virtues or 

virtues of character (aretai ethikai) such as courage and 

justice. We find a similar distinction latent within the list 

of caitta-dharmas as pointed out above. I shall argue in the 

next section that this distinction may be seen in Buddhism in 

the form of an opposition between the intellectual vices 

rooted in moha, and the moral vices rooted in raga and dosa, 

In the subsequent section (v) I will apply the arguments of 

this chapter to the problem of the two different kinds of 

meditational technique (samatha and vipassanai).
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(ii) Moral and Intellectual Virtue

For the moment I wish to focus on the distinction between 

intellectual and moral virtues and vices. I suggested above 

that this may be seen in the formulation of the three root 

virtues and vices. We may illustrate this binary distinction 

as follows, using the three akusalamulani;

INTELLECTUAL VICE MORAL VICE

LOBHA 

MOHA

DOSA

All the intellectual vices are forms of cognitive error and 

stem from moha. The moral vices, on the other hand, are forms 

of non-cognitive error; they are inappropriate emotional 

responses or propensities which may be located at the polar 

extremes of the emotional continuum marked by lobha and dosa. 

Lama Govinda observes that 'lobha and dosa are only two sides 

of the same force i.e. tanha* [1974:54], And according to De
•

Silva: 'Man's desires influence his cognitive powers and his 

cognitions have an impact on his desires. There is both a 

cognitive and an emotional component to man's suffering, and 

these arise from his craving and ignorance 1 [1979:29]. 

Emphasis may be placed upon either craving or ignorance as 

causes of the arising of suffering. In the scheme of the Four 

Noble Truths it is the emotional aspect of attachment and
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clinging (tanha) which is specified under the Second Noble 

Truth. And in the formula of Dependent Origination 

(paticcasamuppada) it is ignorance (avij ja) which is the 

first link in the chain with tanha figuring as the eighth.
•

Tanha often does duty for all three of the akusalamulani as• ^^•^^^^•^^•^^•M—_ - —-- - - *>^^^^™"

the root cause of suffering:

'Whatever suffering arises, all that is because of tanha'~~ • ~

Yam kinci dukkham sambhoti sabbam tanhapaccaya [Sn. p.144],

'The world is led by tanha and carried about by it. All have 
come under the sway of this one thing called tanha.^^^^^^^^^^^^^™

_ •/
Tanhaya niyati loko, tanhaya parikissati,
Tanhaya^ ekadhammassa sabbeva vasam anvagu ti 
[S.i.39].

'From tanha arises grief, from tanha arises fear. For him who 
is totally free from tanha there is no y^f-t let- o^lo/ie, -Pe«r J

Tanhaya jayatl soko, tanhaya jayatl bhayam
Tanhaya vippamuttassa natthi soko kuto bhayam [Dh.216],

Tanha and avijja overlap, and as Johansson points out avijja 

involves both cognitive deficiency and an 'unfavourable 

attitude' or 'prejudice'. He states that 'avijja is a dynamic 

term, involving lack of motivation for Buddhist pursuits' 

[1979:137].

Linked together the three root vices form the triangle of 

tanha which is the sum of intellectual and moral deficiency
•

and the cause for the arising of suffering. The destruction 

of tanha (tanhakkhaya) is nibbana [S.38.1].
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MOHA

Although these two categories of vices may be logically 

abstracted they cannot in the final analysis be disentangled 

and isolated within the psyche. The current of tanha flows 

around all three sides of the triangle: tanha involves both a 

misconception of the good through a failure to perceive 

rightly, plus an emotional attachment or fixation in respect 

of that misconception. False views could be quickly replaced 

by right views through a process of reasoning and analysis 

were it not for the stubborn emotional attachment (lobha) to 

the wrong view and fear of and aversion (dosa) to the right 

view. The three akusala-mulani are mutually reinforcing in 

respect of what is bad and the three kusalamulani in respect 

of what is good. Nanaponika writes: 'in their positive 

aspects, non-greed and non-hate are likewise strong motives 

of good actions. They supply the non-rational, volitional or 

emotional motives, while non-delusion represents the rational 

motive of a good thought or action 1 [1965:79],

In its simplest terms the problem concerns the interrelation 

of reason and emotion in the human psyche. Reason and emotion 

cannot be disentangled and they cannot be perfected in 

isolation without resulting in psychic disequilibrium. They 

are 'washed around together 1 and must be perfected in 

conjunction. I am not suggesting, therefore, that 

enlightenment can be achieved merely through the elimination 

of moral vice; what I hope to show is that moral perfection
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no less than intellectual perfection is an integral 

ingredient in the Buddhist ideal because the capacity for 

moral sentiment is an integral part of human nature.

How is this expressed in terms of Buddhist anthropology? Both 

the nama-rxipa analysis and the more sophisticated scheme of 

the Abhidharma distinguish between the cognitive and 

affective powers or dimensions of the psyche (citta). These 

functions are subsumed under the khandhas (or cetasika- 

dhammas/citta-mahabhumika-dharmas) of sanna and vedana 

respectively. It is clearly stated in the Nikayas that these 

are powers of citta;

'Cognition and feeling are mental processes dependent on 
citta; therefore they are called functions of citta. 1

Sanna ca vedana ca cetasika ete dhamma cittapatibaddha, tasma 
sanna ca vedana ca cittasankharo ti [S.iv.293],

However, the exact nature of the relationship between vedana, 

sanna and vinnana is difficult to state with precision, as is 

pointed out in the Mahavedallasutta;

'That which is feeling, your reverence, that which is 
cognition, and that which is consciousness - these states are 
associated not dissociated, and it is not possible to lay down 
a difference between these states having analysed them again 
and again. Your reverence, whatever one feels, that one 
cognises; whatever one cognises, that one is variously aware 
of.'

„-»«•» _ —— — <«v»«%/ — nt . *MM««- . _ , —•

Ya c avuso vedana ya ca sanna yanca vinnaoam ime dhamma 
samsattha no visamsattha, na ca labbha imesam dhammanam 
vinibbhujitva vinibbhujitva nanakaranam pannapetum. Yam 
h'avuso vedeti tarn sanjanati, yam sanjanati tarn vijanati 
[M.i.293].

We suggest that in broad terras it is helpful to regard the 

khandhas of vedana and saFma respectively as denoting the
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cognitive and non-cognitive dimensions of psychic life. The 

functions of safma and vedana may be logically distinguished 

but do not correspond to any real division in the structure 

of the human subject. Each is merely a power of the psyche: 

yet as the function of each is different so is its respective 

virtue or excellence. The virtue of the cognitive aspect 

(sanna) is to see, understand and discriminate correctly; its 

vice is delusion and error. The virtue of the non-rational 

part of the psyche is to sense, feel, and respond affectively 

in an appropriate manner; its vice is to swing to the 

extremes of craving (raga) and aversion (dosa) under the 

^occ. of the ego.

The practice of the Eightfold Path cultivates a middle course 

between these two extremes, and it is suggesed at M.i.1 5 that 

it is the emotional polarisation into raga and dosa which 

underlies extreme views and attitudes of all kinds:

'Herein, Brethren, greed is evil and hatred is evil, and for 
the abandoning of greed and hatred there is the Middle Path 
which makes for vision, knowledge and leads to tranquillity, 
to awakening and to nibbana. And what, Brethren, is this 
Middle Path [...]? It is this Noble Eightfold Path. 1

Tatr'avuso lobho ca papako doso ca papako, lobhassa ca 
pahanaya dosassa ca pahanaya atthi majjhima patipada 
cakkhukaranl nanakarani upasamaya abhinriaya sambodhaya 
nibbanaya samvattati. Katama ca sa avuso majjhima patipada 
[...]? Ayam eva ariyo attharigiko maggo [M.i.1 5].

The commentary on this expands as follows:

'Greed is one extreme and hatred is one extreme, but the Path 
does not go near, does not approach the two extremes. It is 
free from these two extremes, which is why it is called the 
Middle Path. It is 'Middle' because it is between them, and a 
'Path' because it is to be followed through. One extreme is 
the pursuit of sensual pleasure and another is self- 
mortification; one extreme is eternalism and another is 
annihilationism, and this is to be explained by what has been 
said above [concerning greed and hatred].
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Maggo hi lobho eko anto, doso eko anto ti ete dve ante na 
upeti, na upagacchati, mutto etehi antehi, tasma majjhima 
patipada ti vuccati. Etesam majjhe bhavatta majjhima, 
patipajjitabbato ca patipada ti. Tatha kamasukhallikanuyogo 
eke anto, attakilamathanuyogo eko anto, sassatam eko anto, 
ucchedo eko anto ti purimanayen'eva vittharetabbam [MA.i.104]

The malfunction of vedana and sanna, which is tanha, is the
*

basic soteriological problem of Buddhism. Here one is both 

deluded as to what is the case (moha), and emotionally 

attached (raga) to the misconception and averse (dosa) to the 

truth. Immoral conduct is not simply the result of ignorance 

or of a maladjusted emotional response alone: it comes about 

through a misapprehension of the facts (most fundamentally 

involving the belief in a self) together with an emotional 

investment made on the basis of that factual error 

(attachment to the imputed self).

Let us look at the functions of vedana and sanna in more 

detail. The PTS Dictionary gives two meanings for vedana, 

namely 'feeling 1 and 'sensation'. Various classifications of 

v_ed_a_rija are given in the N_i kJ[Y_aj3: the most basic is a 

threefold one into feelings which are pleasant, unpleasant or 

neutral:

'it feels, monks, therefore it is called feeling. What does 
it feel? It feels pleasure, pain, and that which is neither 
pleasure-nor-pain..'

Vediyati ti kho bhikkhave tasma vedana ti vuccati. Kinca 
vediyati? Sukham pi vediyati dukkham pi vediyati 
adukkhamasuk ham pi vediyati. [S.iii.86f]

This is expanded into a fivefold one by making the 

distinction between bodily and mental feelings which are 

pleasant, unpleasant and neutral, and a sixfold one by 

reference to the six sense-doors. The Asl defines vedana as
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follows:

'Feeling is that which feels. It has experiencing as 
characteristic, enjoying as function, or possessing the 
desirable portion of an object as function, taste of the 
mental properties as manifestation, and tranquillity as 
proximate cause. 1

VediyatI ti vedana. Sa vedayitalakkhana anubhavanarasa 
itthakarasambhogarasa va cetasika-assada-paccupatthana 
pas'sadhipadatthana [Asl 109 PTS tr.].

Vedana is a basic psychological process and its function 

cannot be further reduced or expressed in terms of any other 

psychic operation. In this respect the Asl compares it to a 

king who alone tastes the food prepared by his many 

attendants and alone experiences its flavour [109f.]. 

According to De Silva, 'vedana may be considered as the basic 

concept for affective experience 1 [1979:77]. In its most 

fundamental sense the khandha of vedana represents the human 

capacity for affective response: it is 'the feeling component 

of our experience 1 [ De Silva 1979:18]. Its function is 

limited and specific: Lama Govinda states that 'vedana covers 

only the hedonic aspect of feeling and emotion* [1974:117]. 

However, insofar as the affective response may be positive or 

negative, vedana may be said to perform an evaluative 

function. Thus Guenther defines vedana as:

'a basic psychological function which imparts to every 
conscious content [...] a definite value in the sense of 
acceptance ('like') or rejection ('dislike') or indifference 
[...]. Thus, feeling is a kind of judging, although it does 
not establish an intellectual connection but merely sets up a 
subjective criterion of acceptance, rejection or 
indifference 1 [1976:37],

Johansson makes a similar point when he states that vedana 

'is defined in terms of feeling and clearly refers to an 

evaluating function* [1979:87]. Any affective 'evaluation*
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carried out by vedana is preconceptual and non-cognitive; the 

cognitive function of the psyche is designated by the khandha 

of sanna.

Whereas the paradigm function of vedana is to feel, the role 

of saflna is to cognise:

'It cognises, it cognises [...] which is why it is called 
cognition. And what does it cognise? It cognises blue, 
yellow, red, white. 1

The Kosa and Bhasya explain samjna as follows:
""— - ~ * - • *

'Cognition (.s.a.ni.injk) consists in the apprehension of 
characteristics.* The apprehension of different natures - 
noticing that it is blue, yellow, long, short, man, woman, 
•fr,e.n<?l, ^f\^^yj pleasant or unpleasant, etc: this is the 
faculty of cognition.'

Samjna nimittodgrahanatmika. Yavan nlla pita dirgha hrasva 
stri purusa mitra amitra sukha duhkha adi nimittodgrahanam 
asau samjnaskandhah. [1.14cd]

Cognition may be of external objects (patigha-sanna) or of
h

ideas, images or concepts (adr ivacana-sanna). Although its^_

paradigm function is to cognise the attributes of an object, 

sanna also refers in a broader sense to intellectual activity 

in general. On the problem of translating the term Mrs.Rhys 

Davids comments that 'The apparently capricious way in which 

the intension of the term sanna is varied in the Pitakas 

makes it difficult to assign any one adequate English 

rendering. 1 She notes that 'Some experts in mediaeval 

Buddhist metaphysics (Stcherbatzky, MacGovern) prefer the 

rendering 'conception' [Dhs tr:6f.n]. De Silva relates sanna 

to 'sense-impressions, images, ideas, concepts' [1979:16].
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Johansson states that 'mental representations of all the 

sense-modalities are then called sanna, including memories 

and imaginations 1 [1979:93]. Accordingly he translates sanna 

as 'ideation 1 .^ Sanna may mean simply 'an idea':

'One idea (sanna) arose in me: the end of becoming is 
nibbana*

Bhavanirodho nibbanan ti kho me [...] sanna uppajjati [A.v.9],
_. .^ ̂ ^

Sanna may thus be said to include the cognition of external 

and internal objects and the power of conceptual thought in 

general.

Vedana and sanna operate closely in conjunction. As we have 

seen, both are basic and irreducible functions of citta and 

the human predicament may be expressed in terms of a 

malfunction of these powers which manifests itself in the 

form of the root vices of attachment, aversion, and delusion. 

This is the cause of the formation of psychic complexes or 

sarikharas.

Buddhist psychology provides an explanation of how the 

operation of these two psychic faculties may be disturbed 

with the result that complexes (sahkhara) are formed leading 

to suffering and rebirth. The two input channels for the 

formation of sankharas are craving (tanha) and ignorance*^^"~™ ^—— •

(avijja)J 0 In the scheme of Dependent Origination the second 

link, sahkhara, is conditioned in dependence on ignorance 

(avij ja) [M.i.67]. S.iii.96 describes how sankharas are 

formed out of ignorance and craving:
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'In the untaught lay people stimulated by sensation that is 
born of the impact of ignorance, craving arises; from that is 
born this sahkhSra'

Avij jasamphassaj ena [...] vedayitena phutthassa assutavato 
pu^thuj janassa uppanna tanha: tatojo so sankharo, '

The soteriological goal of Buddhism is the eradication of 

sankharas and tanha, and on the night of his enlightenment
•

the Buddha declared himself to be free of both:

'My mind is free of sankharas. I attained the extinction of 
all forms of tanha 1

Visankharagatam cittam - tanhanam khayam ajjhaga [Dh. 153-4], 

However, the Buddha was not left without the capacity to 

feel or think, and the eradication of sankharas means only 

that the affective and cognitive faculties operate perfectly 

and without hindrance, such that 'in the seen there is just 

the seen', [Ud.8] etc. Sankharas are an inappropriate 

interaction of thought and feeling resulting in patterned 

forms of behaviour which produce suffering. In the 

Madhupindika-sutta Mahakaccayana explains the role of feeling
• •

(vedana) and cognition (sanna) in the formation of these 

complexes which assail the individual:

'Because of the eye and material objects, 0 Brethren arises 
visual consciousness; the meeting of the three is sensory 
impingement; because of sensory impingement arises feeling 
(vedana); what one feels one cognises (sanjanati) ; what one 
cognises one reasons about; what one reasons about one 
proliferates conceptually; what one proliferates conceptually 
is the origin of the number of perceptions and obsessions 
which assail a man in regard to mental objects cognisable by 

, past, present, and future.'

Cakkhun c'avuso paticca rupe ca uppajjati cakkhuvinhanam, 
tinnam sahgati phasso; phassapaccaya vedana; yam vedeti tarn 
safijanati; yam sanjanati tarp vitakketi; yam vitakketi tarn 
papanceti; yam papanceti tatonidanam purisam papancasannasah- 
kha samudacaranti atltanagata-paccuppannesu cakkhuvinneyyesu 
rupesu* [M.i.Sf].

According to Yasomitra, vedana experiences (anubhavati) . 

sanrina discriminates (paricchinatti), and cetana accumulates
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(abhisamskaroti) [Vyakhya 11.50 2-4]. This is the manner in 

which the process occurs in a worldly person under the sway 

of tanha. For the enlightened there is no Jtarihf, no
t

papanca,' ' and no sahkhara-formation, and the faculties of 

feeling and thought no longer give rise to the formation of 

complexes. According to S.ii.82 one free from ignorance 

produces no sahkharas either good, bad, or neutral. The fact 

that no new sahkharas are produced, however, does not mean 

that the capacity for goal-directed volitional activity is 

lost, and the Arhat retains all five khandhas until he dies:

'The five aggregates being well understood continue to remain 
although their roots are cut off.

Pancakkhandha parinnata, titthanti chinnamulaka [Thag;90].

The implication is that the capacity for volitional activity 

remains although no new sahkhcTras are created. It is only 

under the sway of tanha that feeling and thought become 

fixated and lead to the formation of sankharas. It is in the 

sankharakkhandha that we find what are nowadays known as 

'emotional complexes' and were more traditionally referred to 

as vices. The virtues, on the other hand, are healthy psychic 

dispositions directed towards the eradication of vice. When 

this process is completed the subject is in a state of 

perfect virtue, free from vices, complexes, and sahkharas. He 

is not , however, devoid of the capacity for feeling and 

sentiment, as we shall see in a moment when we consider the 

conduct of the Buddha.

I suggested above a connection between morality and the
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emotions by which emotional disequilibrium manifests itself 

in the polar moral vices of lobha and dosa. That there exists 

a relationship between morality and the emotions has long 

been recognised by moral philosphers although the nature of 

the relationship has been disputed. Some, e.g. Hobbes and 

Hume, have sought to account for morality entirely in terms 

of the emotions while others, e.g. Kant, have attempted to 

ground morality in reason alone and in a refusal to accede to 

the emotions. Buddhism is commonly identified with the 

Socratic position which holds that virtue is reducible to 

wisdom; this is a view I challenge in this thesis on the

grounds that neither of the two basic values of Buddhism is

1 ?reducible to the other. 1 * Others have regarded the reason- 

emotion bifurcation as artificial and sought a middle way 

between them: this is the position of the Aristotelian 

tradition and the view most congenial to Buddhism. For both, 

reason and feeling are complementary rather than disjunctive. 

'What affirmation and negation are in thinking 1 , says 

Aristotle, 'pursuit and avoidance are in desire 1 [ NE VI.8 

1139a22], The argument I am putting forward here, therefore, 

is not innovative or radical in the context of moral 

philosophy although it has not previously been applied to 

Buddhism.

What, then, in the context of Buddhism, is the evidence for a 

link between morality and the emotions? In speaking of the 

emotions here I am referring to that non-rational dimension 

of psychic life which manifests itself across a spectrum or 

continuum of non-cognitive responses ranging from aversion,
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hostility, anger and wrath, etc. (encapsulated by dosa), to 

attachment, craving, longing and lust, etc. (encapsulated by 

lobha). These are the extremes; the middle range of this 

continuum embraces attitudes such as benevolence, kindness, 

affection and sympathy. Katz [1979] describes these as the 

'nibbanic' emotions. We have already seen the Abhidharma 

classify the extremes as vices and the absence of extremes 

(araga etc.) as virtues. This is one piece of evidence for 

the link, although the terse Abhidharmic summary does not 

bring out the moral implications of these qualities in terms 

of their effects on others. For clearer evidence we must look 

elsewhere, and once again we turn to the Buddhist paragon of 

moral perfection - Siddhattha Gotama.

What we are seeking to discover is whether the Buddha's 

ethical perfection was underpinned by a sentiment of moral 

concern. By "moral concern 1 I mean simply non self- 

referential concern for the well-being of others. By 

'sentiment 1 I mean a non-cognitive state as distinct from the 

intellectual understanding or acceptance of the validity or 

rationality of a set of moral rules or principles. It is this

sentiment which animates moral life and its absence which
1 *}

reduces morality to prudentialism or self-interest. Is

there any evidence, then, of this other-regarding sentiment 

at the root of Buddhist ethics?

That precisely such a sentiment underlies the conduct of the 

Buddha and his disciples has been demonstrated by Harvey 

Aronson [1980]. The Buddha's moral concern is found in his
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sympathy (anukampa) for all beings. This is how Aronson 

describes the Buddha's ethical motivation:

'Gotama Buddha was a sympathetic teacher as is clear from the 
numerous references to Gotama's sympathy in the Theravada 
discourses. Etymologically, "sympathy" (anukampa) can be 
understood as the condition of "being moved" (kampa) "in 
accordance with [others]/1 or "in response to [others]" 
(anu). Though not defined in Buddha's discourses, there are 
definitions in the commentaries - "the preliminary level of 
love" (mettava pubbabhaga, DA.ii.456), or "the state of 
having a tender mind" (muducittata SA.ii.169). Similarly it 
is said to be synonymo~u~swith ^tender care" (anuddaya, 
SA.ii.169J and "simple compassion" (karunna, SA.ii.169). 
[1980:3]* 4

The Buddha's moral concern was not a consequence of his 

enlightenment: it preceded it and, indeed, motivated it. 15 

'Gotama's fundamental motive in arising and coming to be', 

says Aronson, 'was his concern for others' welfare.' He 

quotes the Buddha's own words in support:

'Monks, there is one individual who arose and came to be for 
the welfare of the multitudes, for the happiness of the 
multitudes, out of sympathy for the world; for the benefit, 
welfare, and happiness of gods and humans. Who is that one 
individual? The Harmonious One, the Perfectly Enlightened 
One.' [1980:3]

On the view put forward here, moral appreciation means caring 

about others and the effects one's acts or omissions will 

have upon them. As noted by Beehler [1978:26], this caring 

about or regard for other persons is what in the Eighteenth 

Century was spoken of as 'natural affection', but perhaps may 

best be characterised as a form of love. In the absence of 

this sentiment there can be no motive for true moral action 

since the needs of others will fail to make any claim upon 

us. One's actions can, of course, mimic those inspired by 

moral concern, but the motivation of the counterfeiter will 

inevitably be self-interest.
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The Buddha often describes his motivation in terms of 

sympathy and affection. As Aronson points out r '. . . he uses 

the term "sympathy" and its etymological relatives at least 

twenty times in connection with himself as in describing his 

motivation for arising and coming to be. He also uses it to 

motivate the monks to go out and teach others 1 [1980:15]. The 

Buddha is described as 'concerned for the welfare of his 

fellow man 1 (bahuj ana-hitanukampl) [Sn. 693] and as 

'sympathetic to all creatures' (sabbabhutanukampT) [A.ii.9]. 

And it is said of the Buddha at S.i.206:

'Compassion moves his mind. And if with mind thus satisfied, 
he spend his life instructing other men, yet he thereby is 
nowise bound as by a yoke. Compassion moveth him and 
sympathy.'

Manasa anukampitum manasa ce pasannena yad annam anusasati na 
tena hoti samyutto*. Sanukampa anuddaya ti. [PTS trans]

In the face of the above it is difficult to take seriously 

the suggestion noted in the Introduction that Buddhist ethics 

is motivated basically by the self-interested pursuit of 

pleasure. This stems from a misunderstanding of the doctrine 

of karma, which I shall deal with in the following chapter, 

and the practice of some individuals in Buddhist countries. 

The fact that sub-moral self-interest is displayed by some 

members of the Buddhist tradition is not, of course, any more 

an argument for the claim that Buddhism espouses ethical 

egoism than is the fact that because some Christians keep the 

Commandments in the hope of going to heaven Christian 

morality is merely enlightened self-interest. It should be 

clear by now that the contrary is the case, and that the
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fundamental inspiration for the Buddhist moral life is 

concern for others.

There can be no ulterior motive for ethical action in 

Buddhism in the sense that one can ask for and be given a 

non-moral reason for such action. To require such an 

incentive already indicates a lack of moral concern. Sympathy 

is not a reason in this sense: it is a non-rational sentiment 

which precedes the formulation of rationally arrived at 

objectives. One cannot become sympathetic by formulating the 

wish to do so; sympathy does not lie in the power of the 

will. A sentiment of sympathy or concern is given: it cannot 

be engendered by a cognitive act. Moral concern lies beyond 

the sphere of rationally based motivation, which is why there 

can be no such thing, strictly speaking, as a prudential 

motive for morality. If the motive is prudential self- 

interest then the action is not moral. We see from the 

conduct of the Buddha that morality is not a means to an end 

but an end in itself. It is not a means to enlightenment but 

a part of enlightenment. It was not chosen as a means to 

enlightenment since one cannot choose to care or not to care 

about others. One cannot adopt the moral life as a means to 

an end because one cannot 'adopt 1 anukampa. At best one may 

strive to cultivate it, and as the claims of self lower on 

one side of the scale so fraternal concern will rise on the 

other.

The touchstone of Buddhist ethics is concern for others. This 

concern or sympathy is not a quality which needs special

120



cultivation to arise, nor is it the prerogative of the 

religious virtuoso. 'Sympathy 1 , writes Aronson, 'is the 

fraternal concern that is present in an individual and does 

not require cultivation or meditative development' [1980:16], 

At the same time, it is possible for this sympathy to be 

cultivated and deepened, and anukampa, as noted above, is 

defined as the preliminary level of benevolence or love 

(metta) [DA.ii.456], The cultivation of feelings of concern 

for others is closely linked to the practice of the Brahma- 

viharas in samatha meditation, and it is interesting to note 

that the Brahma-viharas are particularly effective in 

counteracting those dharmas identified above as moral vices 

(klesa). Thus metta is said by the Buddha to be unique in its 

power to counteract anger by preventing its arising and 

dissipating it once arisen [A.i.4], The elimination of anger 

is produced by 'freedom of the mind through love 1 

(metta cetovimutti).

Buddhaghosa reaffirms the effectiveness of metta in 

counteracting hatred [Vism 1X.10] and describes the other 

three Brahma-viharas as efficacious in eliminating other 

vices. Compassion (karuna) counteracts harmfulness, 

sympathetic joy (mudita) counteracts displeasure and 

equanimity (upekkha) counteracts lust (raga). Since the 

Brahma-viharas counteract moral vices we are justified in 

regarding them as moral virtues. According to Vism IX.106 

they are the correct attitudes to adopt towards beings. 

Vasubandhu states that the Brahmaviharas are opposed to the 

vices such as hatred (vyapada-vipaksatah). Individually the
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four Brahmaviharas counteract hatred (vyapada), injury 

(yihimsa), discontent (ajra_t^i) f and sensual attachment 

(kamaraga) and hatred combined [Kosa 8.29ab], Each of the 

Brahmaviharas has the effect of bringing about liberation 

from certain vices: thus benevolence (maitri) causes those 

who are given to hatred to abandon it (vyapada-bahulanam 

tatprahanaya maitri), and so forth for the other three. The 

states or dispositions cultivated through the Brahmaviharas 

in samatha meditation also occur in waking consciousness in 

the course of daily life - they are not exclusive to 

meditation or to the meditator. The technique of transic 

meditation (1hana), however, is a powerful device for 

accelerating their cultivation and pervasion of the psyche. 

Love (metta) and compassion (karuna) are frequently spoken of 

as 'liberation of the mind 1 (cet ovimutti) , a condition in
<~s

which the psyche is entirely permeated with these qualities. 

The Buddha himself says:

'Monks, I see no other single cause [dhamma] by which hatred 
which has not yet arisen does not arise, or once arisen 
passes away, as freedom of the mind through love. 1

Naham bhikkhave annarn ekadhammam pi samanupassami yena 
anuppanno va vyapado n'uppajjati uppanno va vyapado pahiyati 
yathayidam bhikkhave metta cetovimutti.' [A.i.4]

I will conclude this section by summarising the position so 

far reached in terms of the overall context of Buddhist 

soteriology. The picture emerging is of Buddhist ethics 

resting upon feelings of sympathy or concern for others. This 

basic fellow-feeling or sentiment of moral concern (anukampa) 

may be deepened, expanded and strengthened through a 

technique of depth meditation involving the Drahma-viharas.
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These are healthy modes of emotional functioning cultivated 

out of anukampa, and habituation to them will deepen one's 

concern for others until it becomes the natural condition of 

the psyche in the state of enlightened consciousness 

epitomised by the Buddha.

Moral evil in Buddhism is due to the perversion of this basic 

feeling towards the extreme emotional responses of raga and 

dosa which crystallise into vice under the pressure of 

habituation. The vices stemming from this perversion, as 

might be expected, manifest themselves as emotional 

instability in the form of anger (krodha) , envy (mraksa) f
•

jealousy (Trsya) , and malice (upanaha) , etc., which are the 

result of both emotional overinvestment and cognitive error.

In this section I have attempted to do two things: 

(i) to indicate the nature of the relationship between 

intellectual and moral virtue. I have suggested that these 

are logically distinguishable but fundamentally 

interdependent. In the words of Khantipalo:

'As Parma is the cultivated intellect, so these Brahma- 
Viharas are the cultivation of the emotions. As the intellect 
has to balance in development emotion, so wisdom is 
complemented by friendliness and compassion 1 [1964:78].

And again:

'Compassion for others, a feeling with other's misery with a 
desire for their weal, is highly regarded in Buddhadharma; 
indeed, together with Parma, it forms a dyad indispensible 
for the attainment of Full Enlightenment 1 [1964:80].

(ii) to illustrate the connection between ethics and
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affective life. Without concern for others there can be no 

ethical conduct in Buddhism. This concern is non-rational 

and non-motivational in the sense that it is not preceded by 

a ratiocinative calculation of any kind. It is a basic, non- 

self-referential concern for one's fellow man.

In the course of the discussion I referred to the Brahma- 

viharas as a technique of meditation for fostering the basic 

sentiment of anukampa. I also stated in Chapter One that 

meditation (samadhi) stands between and unites the two basic 

values of ethics (sila) and insight (panna). I will conclude 

this chapter by pursuing further the role of meditation as a 

soteriological ethical technique.
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(iii) Virtue and Meditation

In the scheme of the Eightfold Path, samadhi stands between 

sila and panna and supplements them both.' ^ It is a powerful 

technique for the acceleration of ethical and intellectual 

development towards their perfection in nibbana. Since 

progress is made on two fronts there exist two kinds of 

meditational techniques. I wish to suggest, in short, that 

samatha-bhavana cultivates moral virtue and vipassana-bhavana 

develops intellectual insight.

The existence of two meditational techniques within the one 

tradition has been regarded as problematic. Paul Griffiths 

speaks of the 'unsatisfactory combination 1 of these two 

soteriological techniques, and finds evidence of uncertainty 

within the tradition as to their relative importance. He 

summarises the essentials of the problem as follows:

'There are presented in the canonical and commentarial texts 
of Theravada Buddhism two radically different types of 
meditative practice which have different psychological 
effects and issue in different soteriological goals. 1 
[1981:618]

For Griffiths these facts are problematic but in terms of the 

thesis set out here they are not. Indeed, they are exactly as 

we should expect. Griffiths' difficulty arises from the 

suppressed premise of his argument that the unique 

soteriological objective of Buddhism is panna. Any 

soteriological technique which does not issue in panna is 

therefore redundant and its existence puzzling, since 

Buddhism is not a tradition which accumulates unnecessary
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baggage. Griffiths fails to allow for the fact that nibbana 

embraces moral as well as intellectual perfection. He 

identifies the content of nibbana exclusively with panna and 

thus for him vipassana is essential while samatha is a 

curious anomaly.

Assuming for the moment that panna were the unique 

soteriological objective, would it not be a sterile and 

incomplete end for which to strive? Griffiths defines panna 

as follows: 'in terms of Pali grammar it is an awareness that 

can be contained within a t i clause, a discursive and 

intellectual understanding 1 [p.612], Later he speaks of it 

again in terms of awareness: 'Such awareness appears to be a 

kind of detached, emotionless, intuitive vision of the nature 

of things as a flux of causally conditioned point-instants' 

[p.614]. This is echoed by Johansson:

'Basically, panna seems to be a pure theoretical function of 
understanding, without a motivational power of its own.[...]

clearly 
factors'

The technique of samatha meditation exists to enrich and 

deepen the capacity for human sympathy which exists in all to 

some degree and which reached its perfection in the 

personality of the Buddha. Central to samatha practice are 

the 1 hanas or stages of trance, and immersion in the 1 hanas 

leads directly to the elimination of discursive thought. In 

this the technique contrasts sharply with vipassana where 

discriminating awareness is a sine qua non for prepositional 

knowledge of the panna kind. In samatha meditation reasoning
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(vitakka) and discursive thought (vicara) are left behind 

after the first jhana [Vism 1V.146] and in the higher stages 

the intellectual functions are progressively reduced until 

they 'wink out' (Griffiths 1 phrase) altogether in the stage 

of sanna-vedayita-nirodha.

The suppression of intellectual activity in samatha practice 

is a precise technique for gaining access to the non-rational 

emotional dimension of the psyche. It is a means of 

penetrating the deeper layers of consciousness and 

restructuring them in accordance with virtue rather than 

vice. According to De Silva, knowledge of the consciousness- 

continuum (vinnana-sota) is only within the reach of those 

who practice meditation and is achieved by entry into the 

third jhana [1979:76]. And Michael Carrithers is quite 

correct when he states that the purpose of samatha is 'to 

cultivate an attitude, not to learn a doctrine' [1983:225].^ 

Thus in the first jhana there occurs a temporary suppression 

(vikkhambhana-pahana) of sensuous desire (kamacchanda 

[=raga]); ill-will (vyapada [=dosa ]); and the remaining three 

nTvaranas [A.iv.437]. The suppression and dissolution of^^^^^^^^^r^^^^~

these vicious tendencies brings about a transformation in 

attitude towards others: the elimination of ill-will 

(vyapada) is described as follows:-

'Putting aside the fault of ill-will, he dwells with a heart 
free from ill-will, compassionate and kind to all living 
creatures he cleanses his heart of ill-will.'

'Vyapadadosam pahaya avyapannacitto viharati, sabbapanabhuta 
hitanukampT vyapadadosa cittam parisodheti.' (A.iv.437)
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That samatha and vipassana have distinct objectives has been 

recognised by others who have considered the problem of 

Buddhist meditational theory. Thus Gimello:

'It is in general a twofold discipline. On the one hand, 
there is what might be called a psychosomatic and affective 
component. This consists in arts of calming and concentrating 
the mind-body complex of the meditator, usually by the 
deliberate inducement of certain rarified states of mind. 
[...] The purpose allegedly served by these practices is that 
of quelling, if not extirpating, desire, attachment, and 
other elements of the affective life. On the other hand, 
there is an intellectual or analytic component of meditation. 
This consists in the meditatively intensified reflection upon 
the basic categories of Buddhist doctrine and in the 
application of them to the data of meditative experience 1 
[1978:187f].

Why Gimello thinks that samatha only 'quells 1 but does not 

'extirpate* desire, attachment and so forth is not clear, 

since earlier in the article [p.181] he cites a text 

suggesting the contrary:

'With his mind thus concentrated, purified, cleansed, 
spotless, with the defilements gone, supple, ready to act, 
firm and impassable [all as a result of samatha ] t he [the 
meditator] directs his mind to the knowledge of insight.' [my 
emphasis]

The passions will not be extirpated in the course of a single 

samatha session any more than a single session of vipassana 

will boost panna to the point of perfect illumination; both 

techniques are slow and gradual but each is the most 

appropriate in its own sphere. Underlying Gimello's opinion 

is the assumption that since vipassana is the only technique 

culminating in panna, jsa_m a_th a must be only partially 

effective as a soteriological tool.

Griffiths comes close to acknowledging the autonomy of the 

two techniques in the last two paragraphs of his paper. He 

compares the 'radical tension' between ignorance (avilla) and
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desire (tanha) with the 'tension' between concentrative and
•

insight meditation.

'Clearly, if ignorance is regarded as, the root of all evil 
for the Buddhist, then he should take steps to remedy this 
condition by gaining insightful knowledge. There is no better 
way of doing so than the practice of insight meditation 
[...]. If, on the other hand, craving and desire are regarded 
as the root causes of suffering, then the Buddhist should at 
once take steps to rid his mind of all desire. Once again, 
there is no better way of doing this than the practice of 
concentrative meditation . . .' [p.619].

Griffiths regards these options as exclusive alternatives and 

does not consider the possibility that there exist two 

techniques of meditation precisely because the obstacles to 

enlightenment are themselves twofold, both moral and 

intellectual. The Buddha learnt the technique of jha"na 

meditation from his own teachers and practised it himself 

first; his genius lay in supplementing it with the method of 

vipassana. Both have an essential function to perform and the 

Buddha makes this abundantly clear in a passage cited by 

Griffiths:

What is the result, 0 monks, of the development of 
tranquillity [samatha, here equivalent to samadhi]? The mind 
is developed. What is the result of a developed mind? Passion 
is abandoned [raga, here equivalent to tanha]. What is the 
result, O monks, of the development of insight [vipassana1? 
Wisdom (panna) is : developed. What is_ the result of the 
development of wisdom? Ignorance (aviila) is abandoned. 1 ' 8

Both meditative techniques are required for the eradication 

of the roots of evil and the attainment of the ethical and 

intellectual perfection which is nibbana. An image in the 

Miln illustrates nicely how meditation is the focal point and 

support of all virtuous qualities (kusaladhamma):
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'The King said: Reverend Nagasena, what is the distinguishing 
mark of meditation?
-The distinguishing mark of meditation, Sire, is being the 
chief. All virtuous qualities have meditation as the chief; 
they lean, tend and incline towards it.
-Make a simile.
-As, Sire, in a house with a ridge-pole, all the rafters go 
to the ridge-pole, lean towards it and join it, and the 
ridge-pole is pointed to as their chief - even so, Sire, all 
virtuous qualities have meditation as the chief; they lean, 
tend and incline towards it.

Raja aha: Bhante Nagasena, kimlakkhano samadhi ti?
-Pamukhalakkhano maharaja samSdhi, ye keci kusala dhamma. 
sabbe te samadhipamukha honti samadhininna samadhipona 
samadhipabbhara ti.
-Opammam karoKT ti.
-Yatha 'maharaja kutagarassa ya kaci gopanasiyo sabba ta 
ku^angama honti kutaninna kutasamosarana, kutam tasam aggam- 
akkhayati, evam eva kho maharaja ye keci kusala dhamma sabbe 
te samadhipamukha honti samadhininna samadhipona 
samadhipabbhara ti. [Miln 38],

That samatha functions as the support of ethical development 

is not a novel suggestion - it was pointed out almost thirty 

years ago by Conze:

'How then does concentration as a spiritual virtue [samatha] 
differ from concentration as a condition of the intellect 
[vipassana 3 ? Spiritual, or transic, concentration results 
less from intellectual effort than from a re-birth of the 
whole personality, including the body, the emotions, and the 
will. [...] Further, the change of outlook, on which it is 
built, can well be described as an 'ethical* one. Tradition 
is quite unambiguous on this point' [1956:20].

More recently the ethical connection has been noted by 

Gimello, who describes the input of meditative experience 

into ethical values in the penultimate paragraph of his 

article quoted earlier:

'Regarding finally the problem of the relationship between 
mystical experience and other human concerns, Buddhist 
meditation, especially as it is defined in Mahayana, suggests 
that there may be connections between them deeper than 
normally supposed. The point of Buddhist meditation, 
including the mystical experience it allows, is, as Dogen has 
said, 'not to obtain a certain thing 1 but to 'become a 
certain man 1 . Mystical experience thus has no sovereign
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autonomy in Buddhism. Rather it is seen to have important 
consequences for all areas of human life - not the least of 
which is morality - and to be judged according to those 
consequences. The mystical experience affects the moral life, 
Buddhists believe, and they therefore take the greatest pains 
in their meditative disciplines to see that its effect is the 
proper, just, and compassionate one. In so doing, they may 
offer instruction to those who examine mystical claims for 
antinomianism or the transcendence of good and evil, and may 
offer caution to those who would hold that mysticism can be a 
refuge from a life of moral responsibility 1 [1978:194 my 
emphasis].

SUMMARY

This chapter dealt with three topics. The first (i), and most 

important for understanding the place of ethics in Buddhist 

soteriology, concerned the relationship between sTla and the 

dharma-theory. The Abhidharma posits two classes of mental 

forces which produce either defilement or purification of the 

mind. I described these forces as virtues and vices in 

accordance with Western ethical terminology since they 

perform a similar role in respect of promoting or inhibiting 

the attainment of the final good. In section (ii), again in 

common with the classical Western tradition, I divided these 

forces into two groups, intellectual and moral, and argued 

that the collective interaction of the vices was the root 

from which all suffering arises. The eradication of 

this root source is synonymous with nirvana and the virtues 

are engaged in the promotion of this condition. The 

intellectual virtues remove mental obscuration (moha) and the 

moral virtues counteract the emotional complexes which 

manifest themselves in habits of attachment and aversion and 

inhibit the concern for others (anukampa) which is 

fundamental to the moral life.
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To conclude the chapter, in section (iii) the results of our 

investigation so far were applied to a practical problem, 

namely the existence of two types of meditational technique 

which has often been thought paradoxical. It was suggested 

that the two techniques exist precisely because final 

perfection can only be achieved when both dimensions of 

psychic functioning, the emotional and the intellectual, are 

purified of vice.

The notion of sTla has now been examined in some depth and 

from a number of different angles, and in the course of this 

examination I have put forward a thesis concerning its role in 

Buddhist soteriology. In the next chapter we consider an 

alternative conception to our own and discuss the 

countervailing evidence which it presents to our views.
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Notes to Chapter Two

1. Perhaps the closest equivalent is Bentham's The Springs of 
Action, which provides an exhaustive classification of states 
of mind which motivate action; ed.A.Goldworth (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1983) in The Collected Works of Jeremy 
Bentham gen.ed. J.R.Dinwiddy.

2. EB 'Cetasika' p.102.

3. On the ethical significance of rupa see Y.Karunadasa 
[1967:Ch.9]

4. EB 'Citta 1 p.169, 172

5. EB p.169

6. Api khalu kusalanam dharmanam svavipaksaprahanam karma/ 
klesopaklesanam svapratipaksaparipanthanam karma [10".13f].

7. Macquarrie [1967]

8. The Roots of <^ood have a positive force which is often 
overlooked. Poussin notes in this connection: 'Alobha, non- 
desire, advesa, non-hatred, are other than the absence of 
desire, the a'bsence of hatred, the ataraxy of the sage. We 
are often mistaken about this, forgetting that the 'non- 
friend 1 (amitra) is the enemy, that the 'non-truth 1 (anrta) 
is a lie. In the same way, non-desire and non-hatred are that 
which opposes desire and hatred 1 [1927:147].

9. For a list of terms used as translations of vedana and 
sanna by western translators see Piyananda [1974:84f],

1 0. I am indebted here to Dickwela Piyananda's thesis [1974] 
on early Buddhist psychology from which this abbreviated 
account of the process of sahkhara-formation is taken.

11. Cf. Dh.254: 'The Tathagatas are free from conceptual 
proliferation' (nippapaflca Tathagata)

12. For Aristotle's critique of Socrates on this point see NE 
Vlll.1145b.21-1147b.19; cf.Vl.13 1144b.16-1145a.10.

13. For a full-length discussion and defence of this position 
see R.Beehler [1978]. Also Bradley 'Why Should I be Moral7 'i 
Ethical Studies [1927].

14. On anukampa and friendship see Mrs.Rhys Davids [1936:301 
5]

15. For a contrary view see Jones [1979].
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16. On the role of moral purity in meditation see Parav^hera 
Vajiranana Mahathera [1975:Ch.6].

17. I disagree with him f however, when he sums up as follows: 
'The most convenient way to summarise the samatha 
meditations, of which there are traditionally forty, is that 
they are preparatory to the real work on the Buddhist path. 1 
The fact that the samatha meditations 'inculcate certain 
desirable character traits' [loc.cit] makes the technique as 
much a part of the 'real work' as vipassana.

18. [1981:619] (bracketing in original). The translation of 
panna as 'wisdom* may be misleading since wisdom connotes 
moral as well as intellectual maturity whereas paftfta is 
essentially cognitive. This translation has helped popularise 
the widespread acceptance of panna as the exclusive goal of 
Buddhism, with sila as merely a preliminary stage. Mrs. Rhys 
Davids quotes Groom Robertson to the effect that 'wisdom 1 
'... is a term of practical import; it is not mere insight, 
but conduct guided by insight [...] Good conduct is wise; 
wise conduct is good. 1 [1936:268]. According to Rajapaksa, 
the Buddha's concept of knowledge is 'not only an 
intellectual recognizing of the truth and an ability to take 
the appropriate action', but also includes 'the imaginative 
and emotional redirection of one's conception of facts and 
therefore actually taking up the proper relation to reality1 
[1975:120].

134



CHAPTER THREE

In the preceding chapters I have argued that moral and 

intellectual perfection are integral components of the 

Buddhist summum bonum. I now wish to consider an alternative 

thesis which runs flatly counter to ray own: that morality is 

at best a preliminary to enlightenment and at worst an 

obstacle to its attainment. This proposal has been put 

forward independently by Winston King [1964] and Melford 

Spiro [1970], and may also be found as an implicit assumption 

in the work of other writers. My purpose in the present 

chapter is twofold: (1) to examine the King-Spiro hypothesis 

and to offer a critique of its view of the soteriological 

relationship between ethics and nibbana; and (11) to offer an 

alternative account of the relationship between the kammic 

and the nibbanic which escapes the defects of the King-Spiro 

thesis and is consonant with canonical Buddhism.

(1) THE KING-SPIRO HYPOTHESIS

Introduction

Both King and Spiro have undertaken anthropological research 

in the field in Burma, and it may be some distinctive feature 

of Burmese Buddhism which led them to their similar 

conclusions concerning the nature of Buddhist ethics. I
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doubt, however, that this is the case, and believe that their 

theory of the structure of Buddhist soteriology stems from a 

misinterpretation of their field data rather than being 

implicit in it. King's work on Burmese Buddhism, 

A Thousand Lives Away, was published in 1964, the same year 

as his volume on Theravada Buddhist ethics 

In the Hope of Nibbana, in which he sets out in the central 

chapters the theory now to be considered. Six years later, in 

his Buddhism and Society Spiro set out in chapters 2-6 a 

theory almost identical to King's. Spiro makes no reference 

to King's work on ethics even in the second expanded edition 

of his book published in 1982.

Briefly, King and Spiro allege there are two forms of 

Buddhism (both confine their remarks to Theravada Buddhism), 

and that these two forms of Buddhism are regulated separately 

through the disjunctive values of nibbana and kamma. They 

argue, moreover, that these two values are pursued by 

distinct sociological groups, namely laity and monks. Thus 

while a layman seeks to gen-erate merit (punna) through dana 

and sila in the hope of a good rebirth, a monk seeks to 

eradicate all kamma through mental culture (bhavana) in the 

hope of putting an end to rebirth by gaining nibbana. These 

two forms of Buddhism are termed respectively (i) 'Kammatic 

Buddhism 1 (Spiro) or 'the ethic of kamma* (King); and (ii) 

'Nibbanic Buddhism' (Spiro) or 'the ethic of nibbana* or *the 

ethic of equanimity 1 (King). The basic polarities between the 

two forms of Buddhism may be tabulated as follows:-
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FORM OF BUDDHISM - GOAL - PURSUED BY - MEANS - TECHNIQUE

1. Nibbanic Nibbana

2. Kammatic

Monks destroy bhavana 
kamma

good rebirth laity produce dana-sila
punna

In the terms of this polarisation moral values are confined 

to the sphere of kammatic Buddhism and excluded from nibbanic 

Buddhism in a manner contrary to the argument of this thesis. 

In view of the fact that ethics (slla) is intrinsic to only 

one of these two divisions I shall refer to this polarity as 

'the problem of discontinuity 1 . And since it suggests that 

nibbanic values may be specified independently of moral 

perfection, I shall also describe it as a problem of value- 

disjunction. The argument for discontinuity rests upon three 

grounds: i) sociological ii) historical iii) doctrinal and I 

shall shortly examine the evidence for each in turn. Before 

doing so let us consider Spiro's own summary analysis of the 

situation. His claim is that the two forms of Buddhism were 

originally distinct and that confusion has arisen from an 

attempt made in the past to combine them. This is how he sets 

out the problem:

'It should be apparent, then, that the attempted integration 
of the doctrine of nirvana with the doctrine of karma has 
produced an inherent and complex "double-bind." Whereas 
according to the doctrine of nirvana (in which even the 
blissful life of a deva is a detour rather than a way station 
on the road to salvation), samsara and nirvana comprise two 
distinctive and discontinuousplanes of existence, by 
contrast, according to the doctrine of karma they comprise 
one hedonistic continuum, ranging from the suffering of hell 
at the one pole to the nonsuffering of nirvana at the other.
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And whereas according to the doctrine of karma samsaric 
pleasure is the just and proper reward for (Buddhist) moral 
action, according to the doctrine of nirvana this is not only 
an illusion but a snare, diverting one from the quest for 
true salvation; hence such pleasures should not be sought, 
and if achieved, should not be cathected. Hence the 
antinomies in nibbanic Buddhism: the consequence of moral 
action is a pleasant rebirth which, on the one hand, it holds 
out as a reward (while denigrating its pursuit as unworthy of 
a true Buddhist), but which, on the other hand - since all 
samsaric existence is painful - it sees as a persistence of 
suffering (although it is the harvest of action which it 
itself requires). [1982:69]

I am not alone in denying that this radical discontinuity 

exists, and the King-Spiro hypothesis has been criticised by 

Nathan Katz [1982] and Harvey Aronson [1979; 1980], Both Katz 

and Aronson attack the discontinuity on Canonical grounds 

either by adducing conflicting scriptural evidence (Katz) or 

by pointing out the misinterpretation of doctrinal formulae 

(Aronson). Neither, however, offers an alternative 

soteriological framework within which the ethical values they 

defend may be appropriately located. Katz redefines the 

discontinuity in terms of an opposition between punfia 

(Kammatic Buddhism) and kusala (Nibbanic Buddhism). I do not 

follow Katz's terminology since I shall argue later that he 

has misunderstood the precise meaning of these terms. His 

conclusion, however, which abolishes the discontinuity, is 

basically sound:

'We offer that puffna was a type of action which leads to 
pleasurable results of action and by which the laity or the 
sahghikas could develop that attitude which, when habituated, 
leads to the type of activity which we characterize as free 
and spontaneous, and which was exemplified by the Buddha and 
his arahant disciples. Far from leading to merely another 
rebirth, then, punffe could be and was used as a way leading 
to arahatta' [1982:180]

In the same vein Aronson writes:

'There is no unbridgeable breach between the "nibbanic 11 and 
the "kararaic," rather a mutually supportive mesh of the two.
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Such a relationship of love, compassion, sympathetic joy and 
equanimity to each other in meditation, to the cultivation of 
insight, and to activity subsequent to insight has been 
misunderstood by Spiro £nd King, resulting in their 
bifurcated vision of Theravada Buddhism 1 [1980:80],

Let us turn now to a consideration of the three grounds upon 

which the discontinuity thesis rests, beginning with the 

sociological evidence.

(i) The Sociological-Soteriological Rift : laity v monks

According to King and Spiro, whereas monks seek an end to 

rebirth through the practice of meditation and the 

elimination of jca_mrna_, laymen seek to generate good kamma 

through charity (dana) and morality (sTla) in the hope of a 

good rebirth. I do not wish to c\c(.\t* on a priori grounds, as 

Katz appears to, that this sociological distinction is 

necessarily invalid. It could conceivably be the case that 

such a situation obtains in Burma, and it is an issue to be 

resolved by empirical research. Let us begin with Spiro's own 

data.

In his book Spiro questions both monks and laymen as to their 

soteriological aspirations. On page 285 he tables the result 

of a survey in which monks were questioned concerning the 

functions of a Buddhist monk. Out of 20 questioned only four 

considered one of his functions as a monk to be 'to strive 

for nirvana. 1 The great majority therefore dissented from 

Spiro's conception as to ' the culturally stipulated end or 

ends for which monasticism is the culturally prescribed 

means.' When laymen were questioned the results were equally
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embarrassing for the theory. On page 81 the results of a 

questionnaire are tabulated in which 159 laymen and laywomen 

were asked the question 'What do you desire for your next 

existence?'. The 'overwhelming majority' replied 'nirvana 1 ; 

according to Spiro's statistics 61 out of 83 males gave this 

answer and 104 out of 159 males and females combined. Only 3 

out of 159 wanted rebirth in heaven and none wanted rebirth 

as a monk which, as Spiro admits, is 'more than a little 

surprising* [1982:80n]. So far, then, the theory does not fit 

the facts: monks, who are supposed to strive for nirvana , say
•

they do not; and laymen, who are supposed to desire rebirth, 

seek nirvana. Faced with this falsification of his theory 

Spiro falls back on the auxiliary hypothesis of 'normative 

and rhetorical pressures' upon his respondents. Thus:

'Given the fact that "nirvana" is a stereotypic response (and 
its meaning, moreover, obscure), it is at least plausible 
that many who offered "nirvana" as their first choice view it 
as a kind of superparadise. 1 [1982:80]

The suggestion here is that lay Burmese are unable to 

distinguish between nirvana and heaven - yet this is the
•

crucial distinction which ex hypothesi they are held to make 

if there are to be two forms of Buddhism at all. The ability 

to make this distinction is a sine qua non for the existence 

of kammatic and nibbanic Buddhism.

Not only this, but Spiro himself states earlier in the book 

that the Burmese do not view nibbana as a 'superparadise' in 

the way he suggests above. On page 59 he writes: 'Believing 

(as they do) that nirvana means extinction, most Burmese do 

not view it as a desirable goal' [my emphasis].
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And on page 76 he seeks to have it both ways:

'Since most Burmese reject the Buddhist doctrine of 
suffering, there are basically two attitudes towards nirvana 
[...] in Burma. Those who conceive of it as total extinction 
reject it as a desirable goal, while those who accept it as a 
desirable goal have transformed it into a state of great 
pleasure, a kind of superheaven. 1

To summarise: Spiro has now attributed three different 

attitudes concerning nirvana to Burmese lay Buddhists.
»

i) 'most Burmese' believe that nirvana means extinction and
*

do not view it as a desirable goal.

ii) the 'overwhelming majority' of Burmese lay Buddhists

conceive of nirvana as a superparadise and hence as a
*

desirable goal.

iii) the Burmese hold two contradictory (and heretical) views

about nirvana, namely i) and ii) above.>

Not only are these contentions mutually contradictory but no 

evidence at all is adduced in support of them. Point i) is 

contradicted by Spiro's own survey on p.81 ; ii) is merely a 

tentative suggestion ('it is at least plausible 1 ) to support 

the discontinuity thesis in the face of the conflicting 

testimony of lay Buddhists (note that no such 

reinterpretation of the conflicting testimony of monks is 

offered); and iii) simply compounds the defects of i) and 

ii). Both ii) and iii) are in any event fatal to Spiro's case 

and since there is no evidence for i) it must be concluded 

that Spiro has failed to provide sociological support for his 

double-decker soteriology.
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Looking beyond Burma the evidence from other Theravada 

Buddhist societies does not support Spiro's theory of the 

teleological divergence of the two social groups. According 

to Professor Gombrich the religious aspirations of monks and 

laymen in Sri Lanka coincide rather than diverge. He writes: 

'Most people, monks included, devote themselves exclusively 

to acts of merit (pihkam), the aim of which is a good rebirth 

in heaven or on earth 1 [1971:322], The centrality of sila in 

the lives of £rl Lahkan monks is also made plain by Michael 

Carrithers [1983]. To cite a final example, the research of 

Jane Bunnag in Thailand, which was devoted specifically to the 

relations between laymen and monks, reveals complementarity in 

respect of lay and monastic objectives. She writes:

'In practice [...] none of the Thai monks to whom I spoke 
appeared to consider Nirvana a relevant goal for which to 
strive; those who considered that salvation was attainable in 
modern times, believed that only after billions of years of 
tireless effort could they or their contemporaries achieve 
this state. [...] Thus both the Buddhist bhikkhu and the 
Buddhist householder pursue the same end, though by different 
means; each "seeks the secondary compensation of a prosperous 
rebirth" (Tambiah 1968, p.41 ) by doing good and avoiding 
evil 1 [1973:19f.].

We may conclude, then that the sociological-teleological
*

aspect of the discontinuity thesis is invalid. Generally 

speaking both monks and laymen pursue the same proximate 

religious objective, usually specified as a pleasant rebirth. 

There is no anthropological evidence to indicate that laymen 

and monks as distinctive social groupings pursue antithetical 

soteriological goals.
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(ii) The Historical 'Shift 1

Both King and Spiro consider that the bifurcation they find 

in Buddhist values was absent at the earliest times and came 

into being later. Thus there was an original pure form of 

nibbanic Buddhism, and kammatic Buddhism came into being as 

parasitical upon this r as Buddhism ceased to be the 

prerogative of renunciates and found favour with society at 

large. King states his opinion in a single paragraph:

'Roughly speaking it would seem that the tendency in Buddhism 
has been towards the "kammatization" of nibbanic values and 
the smoothing over of the contrasts between the two value- 
realms in favor of the layman. This has many roots, 
historically and doctrinally, which cannot be discussed here. 
But that it has occurred seems clear 1 [1964:174].

King also speaks of this polarity in terms of an 'original 

sharp division between the authentic Buddhist way of the monk 

(Nibbana-seeking) and the way of the layman (better-rebirth- 

seeking) that was added thereunto.' [1964:169] This is echoed 

by Spiro's claim that there occurred a 'shift from a 

nibbanic to a kamraatic soteriology, i.e., from a radical 

(otherworldly) to a proximate (worldly) salvation.' [1982:73]

No evidence at all is offered by either King or Spiro to 

support the thesis of an historical shift, and the claim 

seems to rest entirely upon an uncritical reading of Weber. 

In fact it is quite fallacious. The message of early Buddhism 

was unitary; it recognised and made provision for both the 

lay and cenobital lifestyles. The only distinction the Buddha 

made was in respect of the different capacities of beings to 

comprehend and implement the Dhamma, and for this he made
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provision in his teaching . The goal for all is nirvana 

through progress in the Eightfold Path, and although the 

aspirations of laymen may in general be more humble their 

progress in dana-sTla will in the course of time equip them 

for a deeper understanding of the Dhamma. Buddhism does not 

embrace two stark and incompatible values; it would be more 

accurate to say that it offers proximate and remote 

objectives. The sociological analysis is by no means the 

primary one here - what constitutes progress is the degree of 

understanding and practice of the Dhamma. Indeed, according 

to the earliest sources, there is no reason why a layman

should not become an Arhat, and many lay Arhats are mentioned
o 

in the Canon.

(iii) Doctrinal : Ethics and the further shore

The proponents of the discontinuity thesis regard the 

disjunction as not merely ethical but ontological. Spiro puts 

it as follows:

'From an ontological point of view, Buddhism postulates the 
existence of two planes which, like parallel lines, never 
meet. On the one hand there is samsara, the worldly (lokiya) 
plane; on the other hand there is "nirvana, the otherworldly 
(lokuttara) or transcendental plane. [...] These two planes, 
however, are not only ontologically discontinuous, they are 
also hedonistically dichotomous. The former is the realm of 
unmitigated suffering; the latter is the realm of the 
cessation of suffering 1 [1982:68],

If nirvana and samsara were ontologically dichotomous it is* •
difficult to see how nirv5na could ever be attained at all

•

for, as Spiro says, 'in the parallel planes of nibbanic
*

Buddhism, no road leads from samsara to nirvana 1 [1982:83].
•
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It would certainly be futile to exert oneself in the 

Eightfold Path since progress in the moral sphere (sTla) 

would produce kamma leading inexorably to rebirth. All kamma- 

producing activity is held to be 'subversive of salvation 1 ; 

in other words r morality is not just irrelevant to the quest 

for nibbana but counterproductive to it. All participation in 

the sphere of the kammatic, par excellence through ethical 

conduct, is therefore soteriologically retrograde.

Such, then, is Spiro's conception of the double-decker 

ontology of early Buddhism. He suggests that in the course of 

time the Burmese have 'wittingly or unwittingly 1 transformed 

this into a one-plane continuum embracing both kammatic and 

nibbanic values: 'Unlike nibbanic Buddhism, in which 

admission to nirvana requires the extinction of merit as well 

as demerit, Burmese Buddhism insists that nirvana, like 

samsara, is attained by the accumulation of merit.' [1982:84]
•

I wish to argue that in adopting this position the Burmese 

are unimpeachably orthodox.

The confusion underlying the discontinuity thesis stems from 

an overestimation of the significance of the distinction 

between lay and monastic lifestyles. Both King and Spiro set 

up a false dichotomy between merit and meditation, and 

morality and insight, as shown in the diagram above. Thus 

Spiro writes: 'Whereas in nibbanic Buddhism, salvation must 

ultimately be attained by knowledge, in kammatic Buddhism it 

is attained by meritorious action.' [1982:91]. In other words 

nibbanic Buddhism specifies panna without punna while
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kammatic Buddhism specifies punna without panfta. I shall 

argue that this conception is erroneous and inaccurate.

It has been ray contention throughout Chapters One and Two 

that enlightenment consists of the fusion of perfect 

knowledge with perfect morality. These two excellences are 

the necessary and sufficient conditions of human perfection. 

As for the ideal teacher in the Lohiccasutta, knowledge and 

meritorious action are required together; if either is 

deficient there can be no perfection. Since the discontinuity 

thesis seeks to separate insight from moral or meritorious 

action it is to be rejected as incompatible with canonical 

Buddhism. Some problems with the discontinuity thesis have 

been suggested above; let us now consider further grounds on 

which it may be criticised and what the implications of the 

theory are for the overall Buddhist soteriological strategy. 

This will lead us into an assessment of the ethical 

significance of nibbana and a reassessment of its 

relationship to kamma.

According to King and Spiro the spheres of kamma and nibbana 

are distinct and can never meet. Having said that, it should 

be pointed out that King and Spiro hold slightly different 

positions on the function of kamma and punna. Let us outline 

King's position first. King holds the weaker hypothesis that 

punna leads in the direction of nibbana but must finally be 

discarded before nibbana is attained. We may call this the 

'scaffold theory' since it envisages merit as a means of 

raising oneself upwards towards a higher goal. King writes as
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follows:

'Thus in the end the ethical significance of Karama is 
ambiguous. Or perhaps it is better to say that its ethical 
significance is relative, not absolute. For kammic evils are 
only temporary evils, and kammic goods only half-way houses 
on the way towards the truly good. Karamic goodness is the 
necessary but not sufficient condition for either the saintly 
life or the attainment of Nibbana. True perfection is 
transcendent of all kammic values. 1 [1964:67]

Yet although kamma is a halfway-house on the way to nibbana 

and a necessary condition of its attainment it is 

simultaneously and paradoxically a hindrance to 

enlightenment. Immediately after the quotation cited above 

King continues:

'indeed kamma and all that it represents are a bondage and a 
danger to the life of the saint in the final analysis. He 
must kick away from under him the laboriously built ladder of 
kammic merit by which he has risen towards sainthood, and 
take to the transcendental flight on the wings of super­ 
normal (super kammic) wisdom. [...] The abundance of that 
good Kamma itself which raises one to such a realm, and the 
love even of the highest kind of goodness to be found in the 
realm of Kamma, no matter how much preferable to the love of 
evil, bind him more subtly and dangerously than before to the 
realm of time and space, that is, birth death and suffering.'

Curiously, in A Thousand Lives Away, King adopts a very 

different position more in line with the argument of this 

thesis. He speaks of sila as a 'kammic good', but this time 

there is no reference to an antagonism between kamma and 

nibbana - quite the contrary:

'One cannot say that Sila is first perfected and then left 
behind when one reaches Samadhi and Panna stages - even 
though there is talk of rising above mere morality as one 
progresses in the meditative life. For even the meditating 
saint remains moral in his actions. Indeed his saintliness, 
at least in part, is the perfection of his morality, the 
turning from mere observance of external standards to the 
spontaneous exercise of inward virtues. So it is that 
morality is never left behind' [1964a:188].

Here progress towards enlightenment is seen quite correctly
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as a long gradual process of development and maturation with 

no sudden and abrupt leaps into the transcendent fuelled by 

the rejection of what has long been patiently cultivated.

Spiro's general stance is similar to King's first position, 

namely that kamma is fatal to the quest for nibbana. We have 

already quoted Spiro to the effect that the kammic 

consequences of moral action are 'not only an illusion but a 

snare 1 . For him any activity other than meditation is 

soteriologically deleterious:

1 ... meditation is the soteriological act of nibbanic 
Buddhism. Any other kind of action, even moral action, is 
subversive of salvation, for morality produces karma, which 
in turn causes rebirth' [1982:93].

It is Spiro's contention that the original Buddhist 

conception was of nirvana and samsara as ontologically and
» »

hedonistically dichotomous; in the course of history this 

dichotomy was transformed into a continuum such that nirvana•

and samsara now lie in the same plane and are ontologically
•

and hedonistically unidimensional. Spiro illustrates this 

'shift* diagrammatically as follows:

A B C

N N N
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Figure A illustrates the original dichotomy as postulated by 

the discontinuity thesis. Figure B depicts the 'scaffold 

theory 1 ; merit takes one part of the way and then there is a 

gap which must be crossed over by kicking away the ladder of 

punfta and leaping into the transcendent on the wings of 

panna. Figure C represents what we might refer to as the 

'continuity theory' which envisages no discontinuity between 

kamraic and nibbanic values. It is our contention that 

orthodox Buddhism has only ever recognised the last of these 

as its blueprint for liberation and that figures A and B are 

inaccurate depictions of the doctrinal position. Let us set 

out the reasons why this is so. An explanation of the defects 

of figure A will at the same time make clear the deficiencies 

of figure B.

Figure A depicts nirvana and samsara as ontologically
• •

dichotomous, yet if this were correct there would be no means 

of passing from the latter to the former. But if Buddhism has 

any raison d'etre at all it is to effect this very 

transition. It is the purpose of the Eightfold Path to bring 

about this transformation. The Eightfold Path is only linear 

in a metaphorical sense: it does not list stages which are 

passed through so much as describe the dimensions of human 

good and the technique for their personal cultivation. The 

Eightfold Path is something which is participated in rather 

than something which is followed; and by participating in the 

Eightfold Path one participates in those values, excellences 

or perfections which are constitutive of enlightenment, 

namely morality and wisdom. The following of the Eightfold
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Path is therefore the gradual cultivation of moral and 

intellectual virtue. Nibba"na is the perfection of these 

virtues and not an ontological shift or soteriological 

quantum leap. The beginning and end of this perfection must 

take place in the same continuum otherwise the process could 

never begin at all.

Needless to say, not all of those who follow the Path will 

progress at the same speed; in particular, the spiritual 

development of the layfollower would normally lag behind that 

of the virtuoso monk. As noted by Collins [1982:92ff], in 

later parts of the Canon and in the commentaries a 

distinction is made between those within the teaching who are 

learners (sekho) and those who are adepts (asekho). Various 

levels of attainment are acknowledged among the body of the 

Buddha's followers, both in the lay community and in the 

elite sahgha: nevertheless, the long-term objectives of all 

are the same and there is no ontological impediment to 

progress from the lower stages to the higher.

Spiro's inability to appreciate how the quest for nibbaha can 

begin and end in the same continuum may be due to his failure 

to distinguish between n_ i_b b aji a_ as an event in life 

(sopadisesa-nibbana) and final or post-mortem nibbana. 

According to Buddhaghosa these correspond to the extinction 

of the defilements (kilesa-parinibbana) and the extinction of 

the aggregates (khandha-parinibbaVia) [DhA.11.163]. We have 

seen in Chapter Two that the extinction of the kilesas is 

clearly an ethical objective and does not involve any kind of
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ontological transcendence. In the condition of kilesa- 

parinibbana the Buddha remains a moral subject and member of 

the moral community. The application of moral predicates to 

him was unproblematic for his contemporaries and it is 

through their interaction with him as a moral agent that the 

foundation of Buddhist ethics was laid, as we saw in Chapter 

One. It is only in the state of final nirvana that ethical•~

predication and evaluation become problematic due to the 

absence of a moral subject. Yet even here there is no real 

difficulty since for the Small Vehicle the Buddha's 

parinibbana in any event marks the end of all possible 

interaction with him; and for the Large Vehicle he still 

remains among the community of moral agents, and a moral 

relationship with him still subsists by virtue of the trikaya 

doctrine. For the Theravada the goal is the termination of 

moral relationships whereas for the Mahayana it is their 

eternal and indisoluble prolongation.
A

It is not my purpose here to enter into a discussion of the 

problems of nirvana and I wish only to show contra King and 

Spiro that there is no discontinuity between ethical 

perfection and enlightenment. In particular I wish to 

repudiate the claim that the attainment of perfection 

necessitates the transcendence or rejection of ethical values 

and marks the entry to a state beyond good and evil. In part 

this view arises from the confusion referred to above between 

nirvana as an ontic state and as a subjective experience. It
•

is relatively easy to conceive of a state of affairs escaping 

ethical predication but more difficult to do so with
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reference to the actions of a human moral subject. Some, 

indeed, would argue that nirvana was originally understood
•

exclusively as the lived experience of ethical perfection. 

The views of Rhys Davids on this matter are well known:

'Nibbana is purely and solely an ethical state, to be reached 
in this birth by ethical practices, contemplation and 
insight. It is therefore not transcendental. The first and 
most important way to reach Nibbana is by means of the 
eightfold Path, and all expressions which deal with the 
realisation of emancipation from lust, hatred and illusion 
apply to practical habits and not to speculative thought.

The notion of nibbana as a self-existent state, he suggests, 

is a product of the speculative and dogmatic categorisation 

of the Abhidhamma period. One may accept this opinion or 

not;-* our concern is not with the nature of nibbana but with 

the means by which it is reached, and for the remainder of 

this section I wish to argue against the notion of nibbana 

being attained by means of a trans-ethical shift. In terms of 

the diagrams above I am proposing that only figure C 

accurately depicts the position of orthodox Buddhism 

according to which nibbana is attained within the continuum 

of ethical perfection.

The first point in favour of figure C is that it is 

compatible with the programme of Buddhist soteriology 

envisaged in the Eightfold Path. As we have seen, this itself 

is a condensation of the stages to Arhatship described in the 

SKV. Rhys Davids comments upon these stages as follows:

"Now it is perfectly true that of these thirteen consecutive 
propositions or groups of propositions, it is only the last 
No.13, which is exclusively Buddhist. But the things omitted, 
the union of the whole of those included into one system, the 
order in which the ideas are arranged, the way in which they 
are treated as so many steps of a ladder whose chief value

152



depends on the fact that it leads up to the culminating point 
of Nirvana in Arhatship - all this is also distinctively 
Buddhist*' [Dialogues 1:59],

This sentiment is echoed by Saddhatissa, who underlines the 

fact that this continuum of perfection is internal to the 

Eightfold Path:

'The ultimate ideal aim which may serve as the ultimate 
standard of right conduct, relates, according to Buddhist 
thought, to the supramundane or lokuttara state, and the 
connection between the moralities of everyday life and this 
lokuttara state is one which is entirely covered by the 
Buddha's teachings. It is, in fact, that which is known to 
Buddhists as marga, magga, the Path, the Road, along which 
each person must travel for himself beginning with the 
practice of the common moralities up to the supramundane 
state beyond good and evil. From this point of view Buddhism 
can be said to provide the complete ethical study 1 
[1970:18f ].

While agreeing with the Reverend Saddhatissa that the 

Eightfold Path is one of cumulative perfection culminating in 

nirvana we must respectfully differ from his opinion that its
•

conclusion is 'beyond good and evil 1 , unless it is to the 

state of nirupadisesa- nibbana to which he is referring 

as, indeed, is suggested by a passage shortly afterwards:

'it must be emphasised at the outset that recognition of a 
state beyond good and evil in no way implies that a person 
who has performed a number of 'good* deeds may then relax 
morally and do anything he pleases; it merely hints at a 
state described by the Buddha when he was asked: 'Where do 
the four primary elements [...] entirely cease?' [1970:19],

The state of sopadisesa-nibb'ana is a condition of ethical 

perfection, being the end of greed, hatred, and delusion 

[S.38.1]. If it were beyond good and evil then the Buddha 

would have passed beyond the possibility of ethical 

predication and become a moral zero. Yet there is ample
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evidence that the Buddha continued to be characterised and to 

refer to himself in terms of ethical perfection. He had not 

so much transcended morality as fulfilled it; what he had 

'gone beyond 1 was the possibility of evil.

Let us consider some of the evidence. The Buddha's moral 

perfection is often referred to, and he is frequently 

described not merely as perfect in wisdom (vijj a) but as 

perfect in both wisdom and conduct (vijiacaranasampanna)
»

[e.g.Vin 3.1 ]. So perfect is the Buddha's conduct that it is 

unnecessary for him to guard against misdeeds of body, speech 

and mind.

'Three things which a Tathagata has not to guard against: a 
Tathagata friends, is pure in conduct whether of act, or 
speech or thought. There is no misdeed of any kind concerning 
which he must take care lest another should come to know of it.'

Tini Tathagatassa arakkheyyani. Parisuddha-kaya-samacaro 
avuso Tathagato, n'atthi Tathagatassa kaya-duccaritam yam 
Tathagato rakkheyya 'ma me idam paro annasiti 1 . Parisuddha- 
vaci-samacaro avuso Tathagato [...] Parisuddha-mano-samacaro 
avuso Tathagato [...] [D.iii.217].

Having achieved this state of spontaneous moral perfection 

himself, the Buddha encourages others to do the same, and 

expresses disapproval of all immoral conduct:

'I detest, O Brahman, evil conduct in body, word and thought, 
and the arising of manifold bad and evil states. 1

Aham hi Brahmana jigucchami kayaduccaritena vacTduccaritena 
manoduccaritena anekavihitanam papakanam akusalanam dhammanam

* * *samapattiya. [ Vin.3.3 ]

Moral excellence is not peculiar to the Buddha alone and is 

possessed by all who win enlightenment, although not all will 

possess the Buddha's supererogatory compassion. The conduct 

of an Arhat images that of the Buddha to the extent of an
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inability to commit immoral actions.

'A monk who has destroyed the asavas [i.e. an Arhat] is 
unable intentionally to kill a living creature, to take by 
theft that which has not been given, to have sexual 
intercourse, to tell a deliberate lie, or to take pleasure in 
things stored up, as he did before as a layman. 1

Abhabbo avuso khinasavo bhikkhu sancicca panam jivita 
voropetum [...] adinnam theyyasamkhatam adatum [..I] 'methunam 
dhammam patisevitum [...] sampajanamusa bhasitum [...j 
sannidhikarakam kame paribhunj iturn seyyatha pi pubbe 
agariyabhuto. [D.iii.235]

There are more positive formulations describing the virtues 

Arhats continue to display:

'The Arhats, as long as they live, abandon the slaying of 
creatures and hold aloof from it, laying aside the rod and 
the sword; they are modest and kind and dwell friendly and 
compassionate to all living beings. 1

Yavajivam arahanto panatipatam pahaya panatipata pativirata" 
nihitadanda nihitasattha lajjl dayapanna sabbapanabhuta-hita- 
anukampino viharanti. [A.i.211]

If the Buddha and his Arhats had truly transcended good and 

evil their conduct should not be susceptible to moral 

evaluation in terms of the moral criteria of the non-Arhat. 

Moreover, if the Arhat's perception of the world was 

ethically transparent why should immoral action be impossible 

for him? And why should actions which display moral 

perfection be the norm in his case? The only satisfactory 

solution is that at the end of the Eightfold Path the Arhat 

still stands within the same ethical continuum in which he 

began to tread the path to enlightenment.

The Eightfold Path begins with sTla but ends with sTla and 

paftna. STla is the starting point since human nature is so 

constituted that the cultivation of sTla facilitates the
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cultivation of parma. That moral discipline facilitates 

intellectual discipline is simply a fact about human nature. 

Until correct attitudes and dispositions have been inculcated 

through a process of training and discipline it is easy to 

fall prey to speculative views and opinions of all kinds. 

This does not mean there is a line leading arrow-like through 

«3ila to pafffta , or that morality is merely a means of 

limbering up for the intellectual athlete. No: morality is 

taken up first but constantly cultivated alongside insight 

until the two fuse in the transformation of the entire 

personality in the existential realisation of selflessness. 

We may say that pafma is the cognitive realisation of anatta 

while sila is its affective realisation.

In the Canon this broad scheme of development is often 

expressed using a linear metaphor as a series of separate 

stages or hurdles, like rungs on a ladder. This metaphor can 

be misunderstood if it is not remembered that each of the 

stages is part of an overall pattern of cumulative 

development. Each stage develops out of and includes the 

previous ones. As an example of this we may consider the 

Buddha's description of the scheme of progression from 

morality to enlightenment in the Anguttara-NikaVa. Here he 

describes how morality leads up to the highest goal:

'So you see, Ananda, good moral conduct (kusalani-silani) has 
freedom from remorse as object and profit; freedom from 
remorse has joy; joy has rapture; rapture has calm; calm has 
happiness; happiness has concentration; concentration has 
seeing things as they really are; [...] revulsion and fading 
of interest; [...] release by knowing and seeing as their 
object and profit. So you see, Ananda, good moral conduct 
leads gradually up to the summit.'
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Iti kho Ajianda kusalani silani avippatisaratthani 
avippatisaranisamsani, avippatisaro pamujjattho 
pamujjanisamso [...] pitij...] passaddhi [...] sukham [...] 
samadhi [...] ^yathabhuta-nana-dassa_na [...] nibbidavirago 
[...] vimutti-nana-dassana iti kho Ananda kusalani silani 
anupubbena aggaya parent! ti. [A.v.2]

Clearly the meaning here is not that all of the stages are 

passed through once and forever left behind. The state of 

samadhi, for instance, would be repeated many times even by 

Arhats. STla, too, is a central enduring feature of their 

conduct. What the text describes is a series of spiritual 

breakthroughs and the order in which they occur for one 

following the Path. This is the sequence in which these 

developments will occur; the list is in experiential order 

and functions as a spiritual handrail. It is not arranged 

according to priority of values. We may also note that the 

Buddha's statement here completely overturns the 

discontinuity thesis according to which there is no means of 

transit between sTla and nibbana.

A further illustration of the way in which the Eightfold Path 

may be arranged in experiential order may be seen in the 

RathavinTta-sutta of the Majjhima Nikaya. The text describes 

the spiritual sequence from sila to nibbana using the analogy 

of a series of chariots by which King Pasenadi of Kosala 

might travel from SavatthI to his palace at Saketa [M.i.148- 

50], The parable again emphasises the linear sequence of 

events since its purpose is to provide orientation in respect 

of subjective spiritual experience. It portrays the order in 

which personal development occurs and the stages should not 

be interpreted as being in ascending evaluative order. In the
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wider perspective of the Eightfold Path, the king's arrival 

at the palace is the product of all of the chariots in the 

relay and not just the last one. Ironically, Spiro cites as 

an allegedly erroneous conception of Buddhist soteriology an 

updated version of this parable supplied by an informant 

according to which the journey to nirvana is like a train
•

journey from Mandalay to Rangoon calling at stations 

en route. [1982:84]

I hope by this point to have established that the 

discontinuity thesis is untenable and that it is 

sociologically, historically and doctrinally erroneous. 

Nirvana and samsiTra are not ontologically dichotomous and
^*^~™ • •

there is no transcendental shift involved in the attainment 

of kilesa-parinibbaha. One final point to be dealt with here 

is the recurrent Canonical image of crossing to the further 

shore which may be thought to lend support to the 

transcendency thesis.

As mentioned in the Introduction, the parable of the raft at 

M.i.134f is commonly interpreted to mean that nibbana 

involves the transcendence of both good and evil. 6 This 

interpretation derives from the Buddha's remarks at the end 

of the parable:

'Therefore, O monks, I have taught you dhamma - the parable 
of the raft - for crossing over with, not for retaining. 
Understand, monks, from the parable of the raft, that one 
must even let go of good things, how much more so evil 
things.'

Evam eva kho bhikkhave kullupamo maya dhammo desito 
nittharanatthaya no gahanatthaya. Kullupamam vo bhikkhave 
ajanantehi dhamma pi vo pahatabbS, pag eva adhamma. [M.i.135]
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The first point to note is that although the image of fording

a stream by a raft or boat is a common metaphor in the
•j

Nikafyas / , the gaining of the further shore is normally

identified with the practice of dhamma and not its rejection. 

Consider A.v.252 where the further shore is equated with the 

Ten Good Paths of Action and symbolises moral perfection:

'Pray, Gotama, what is the hither and what the further 
shore?
-Taking life r Brahman, is the hither shore; abstaining 
therefrom is the further shore. Taking what is not given is 
the hither shore; abstaining therefrom is the further shore. 
Sexual misconduct is the hither shore; abstaining therefrom 
is the further shore. Falsehood [...] spiteful speech [...] 
harsh speech [...] idle talk [...] coveting [...] harmfulness 
[...] wrong views [...] are the hither shore and abstinence 
therefrom the further shore 1 .

Kin nu kho bho Gotama orimam tTram, kirn parimam tTran ti? 
Panatipato kho brahmana orimam tiram, panatipata veramanT 
parimam tTram. Adinnadanam kho brahmana orimam tTram,
IT , » » « *•'

adinnadana veramanT parimam tiram. Kamesu micchacaro orimam 
tiram, kamesu micchacara veramanT parimam tTram. Musavado

, r « •*- • »

[...] pisuna vaca [...] pharusa vaca [...] samphappalapo 
[...] abhijj3 [...] vyapado [...] micchaditthi [...].

Similarly, in A.v.232 the further shore symbolises the 

practice of the Eightfold Path and not its abandonment:

'Pray, Gotama, what is the hither shore and what the further
shore?
-Wrong view, Brahman, is the hither shore, right view the
further shore. Wrong thinking, speech, action, livelihood
effort, mindfulness, concentration, wrong knowledge and wrong
release are the hither shore. Right view and the rest are the
further shore. 1

Kin nu bho Gotama orimam tTram, kim parimam tTran ti? 
Micchaditthi kho brahmana orimam 'tiram, sammaditthi parimam 
tiram. Micchasahk^ppo - micchavaca - micchakammanto - 
micchajivo - micchavayamo - micchasati - micchasamadhi - 
micchananam - micchavimutti.

It is made perfectly clear here that sTla along with samadhi
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and panna are part of the further shore and are not left 

behind on the hither side after enlightenment. The standard 

Canonical symbolism of the further shore is a way of life in 

accordance with the Dhamma, in other words the implementation 

and practice of the Buddha's teachings. Why, then, in the 

passage quoted above [M.i.134f], does the Buddha speak of 

leaving behind both dhamma and adhamma? The answer must be 

sought in. the context in which the passage occurs, and an 

examination of this reveals that the Buddha was using the 

parable in this instance to make a more specific point.

The passage occurs in the Alagaddupamasutta or 'Parable of 

the Water Snake 1 [ M.i.1 30-1 42 ] in which the Buddha censures 

the monk Arittha for stubbornly holding a wrong attitude 

towards dhamma. The Buddha then warns the assembled company 

against those like Arittha who master the dhamma in a 

mechanical fashion but do not exert themselves to understand 

or implement it:

'Herein, monks, some foolish men master dlia_mma_: the 
Discourses in prose, in prose and verse, the Expositions, the 
Verses, the Uplifting Verses, the 'As it was Saids 1 , the 
Birth Stories, the Wonders, the Miscellanies. These having 
mastered that dhamma do not test the meaning of these things 
(dhamma) by intuitive wisdom (panna ) , and these things 
(dhamma) whose meaning is untested by intuitive wisdom do not 
become clear; they master this dJia_mma_ simply for the 
advantage of reproaching others and for the advantage of 
gossiping, and they do not arrive at that goal for the sake 
of which they mastered dhamma. These things (dhamma) badly 
grasped by them conduce for a long time to their woe and 
sorrow. What is the reason for this? Monks, it is because of 
a wrong grasp of things [M.i.1 33 ]•

Idha bhikkhave ekacce moghapurisa dhammam pariyapunanti, 
suttam geyyam veyyakaranam gathara udanam itivuttakam jatakam 
abbhutadhammam vedallam; te tarn dhammam pariyapunitva tesam 
dhammanam pannaya attham na upaparikkhanti, tesam te dhammt 
pannaya attham anuparikkhatakam na nijjha"nam khamanti. Te 
uparambhSnisarasa c'eva dhammam pariyapunanti itivadappamok 
kh3 nisamsa ca, yassa c'atthSya dhammam pariyapunanti

• * •
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tanc assa attham nanubhonti, tesam te dhamraa duggahita 
dlgharattam ahitaya dukkhaya samvattanti, tarn kissa hetu: 
duggahitatta bhikkhave dhammanam.

After this the Buddha compares the danger of grasping dhamma 

wrongly to the danger of grasping a water-snake at the wrong 

end, and then immediately introduces the parable of the raft. 

In this context the raft parable can only be taken as a 

further illustration of the danger of grasping dhamma 

wrongly. It is those like Arittha, I suggest, who are 

depicted in the raft parable as the man who carries the raft 

along on his head or shoulder instead of putting it to its 

proper use. In other words, the Buddha is objecting to the 

misuse of dhamma rather than assigning to it a merely 

provisional validity. It may be noted that Nagarjuna gives a 

similar warning in Chapter 24 of the Madhyamika-karika; a
s _

wrong grasp of the doctrine of Sunvata, he cautions, is like 

picking up a snake at the wrong end. Here again it is the 

misuse of the teaching which is objected to rather than the 

body of the teaching itself.

So far so good, but what did the Buddha mean here by dhamma? 

Beyond this point there are two possible interpretations of 

the parable: one is that of the commentary and the other is 

my own. Neither suggests that the abandoning of dhamma has 

anything to do with the transcendence of ethics.

The commentary takes the putting aside of adhamma" to mean the 

abandonment of attitudes such as those of Arittha, whom it 

mentions by name. And it takes the abandonment of dhamma to
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mean the excessive attachment to meditative experience. 9 This 

suffers from two drawbacks: i) in the sutta itself Arittha is
^^^^^^^^M^^B ^ «

criticised for his attitude to dhamma and nothing is said 

about him with respect to adhamma; ii) there is no particular 

reason to connect dhamma here with meditative experience.

The alternative interpretation of dhamma and adhamma I wish 

to suggest has the merit of being closer to the text. In the 

sutta the Buddha gives dhamma a particular meaning and 

identifies it with the pitakas. In fact the mastery of dhamma 

is explained as the mastery of the Canon, the divisions of 

which are listed at length. The specific usage of the term 

dhamma in this context is noted elsewhere by Buddhaghosa 

[ Asl;38 ]. The plural forms at the end (dhamma/adhamma), I 

suggest, merely broaden out the implications of the parable 

into a general condemnation of wrongful attitudes to good 

things (dhamma) of all kinds.

What is being criticised here specifically, then, is the 

empty, mechanical knowledge of scripture displayed by 

Arittha, and when the Buddha speaks of going beyond dhamma it 

is to urge the monks to go beyond the vacuous pharl saical 

learning of men like Arittha into the fulness of religious 

praxis. The going beyond of dhamma, then, means primarily the 

going beyond of scriptural knowledge and rote learning. 

Instead of carrying it around as a useless adjunct like a 

raft out of water one should test the scriptural teachings 

(dhamma) against one's own experience and reflect with 

discrimination (pannaya) upon the meaning. More generally in

162



the parable, the Buddha is warning against a narrow fixation 

upon the external form of good things at the expense of a 

personal lived experience of their worth.

It matters little which of the above interpretations is 

thought the more convincing. The important point is that the 

Raft Parable should not be read as implying that the values 

embodied in the Eightfold Path with its scheme of morality, 

meditation and wisdom are to be transcended or rejected. In 

short the Raft Parable provides no justification for the view 

that ethics is to be left behind.

The first half of this chapter has consisted of a critique of 

views which regard enlightenment as transcendent of ethical 

values. The second part of the chapter is more constructive 

and sets out to show how ethical or kammic values are 

compatible with the soteriological goal of nibbana.

163



II THE KAMMIC AND THE NIBBANIC REVISITED
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(i) iBtroduction

The central claim of the discontinuity thesis is that kamma 

and nibbana are incompatible, antagonistic, and antithetical. 

The sociological, historical and doctrinal evidence adduced 

in support of this claim has been examined, criticised and 

rejected. The first half of the chapter has been devoted to 

the rebuttal of a false view; the second consists of an 

attempt to provide a more satisfactory account of the 

relationship between kamma and nibba'na which does no violence 

to the position of Canonical Buddhism.

The relationship of kamma to nibbana is the relationship of 

ethics to soteriology and I suggest that far from being 

incompatible there is an integral and inalienable 

relationship between moral goodness and enlightenment. I will 

demonstrate the nature of this relationship through an 

examination of the two key terms of moral (kammic) 

commendation - kusala and punna - and show how they relate to 

each other and to nibbana. To anticipate I will provide a 

brief account of the functional interdependence of these two 

terms.

Kamma is a value-free description of a class of actions which 

are of soteriological importance. All kammic actions stand in 

a relationship to the summuro bonum and the moral status of
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this relationship is defined by the terms kusala and akusala. 

Karamic acts (these may be physical or mental) which are 

kusala are in harmony with nibbanic values. Kammic actions 

are cumulative and transformative and their performance 

either extends or reduces the scope of the actor's 

paticipation in nibbanic goods. Acts which are morally good
A

or bad (kusala/akusala) may also have non-moral consequences 

which themselves may be evaluated in terms of non-moral 

criteria such as material benefits, happiness, pleasure, etc. 

Th^se non-moral secondary consequences of kammic acts are 

described as punna (if desirable) and papa (if undesirable). I 

describe these as 'secondary 1 consequences since the primary 

effect of a moral act is the transformation of the moral 

status of the agent viz-a-viz the source of final value (i.e. 

nibbana).

There is no discontinuity between kusala and nibbana; nibbana 

does not begin where kusala ends nor is kusala in opposition 

to nibbana. On the contrary, kusala is used predicatively 

with specific reference to nibbanic values. In Pali 

literature the use of the term kusala in a moral context, 

whether as adjective or substantive, always denotes approval 

with reference to the criterion of the summum bonum.' ° In 

brief, whatever is in accordance with nibbana is kusala and 

whatever is opposed to it is akusala.

The sphere of nibbana is the sphere of the virtues and the 

sphere of samsara is the sphere of the vices. The three
*

Cardinal Virtues are the kusalamulani and the three Cardinal
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Vices arc the akusalamulani. Nibbana itself is defined with 

reference to these as the end of greed, hatred and delusion 

[8.38*1]. Good kamma (puftrfa) is generated through the 

kusalamulani and bad kamma through the akusalamulani. 

Prescinding from the views of King and Spiro I wish to 

suggest that Nibbana is reached precisely via the performance 

of kusala actions which entrain punifa, as the following

diagram shows:-

SAMSARA^- AKUSALA
i 
i

V

Lobha

Dosa

Moha

KAMMA

Alobha 

Adosa 

Amoha

Punffa /r-

KUSALA—> NIBBANA

Papa

Here, moral action (kjimmaj which is virtuous (kusala) 

directly promotes participation in Nibbanic goods while 

simultaneously engendering punna. Moral action of a vicious 

or evil (akusala) nature, however, leads directly to Samsaric 

imperfection or disvalue and is accompanied by papa. If King 

and Spiro were correct, we would expect to find the Buddha 

warning monks against kusala and puftfia since these would lead 

away from nirvana. In fact the evidence is to the contrary
•

and we find the Buddha speaking in positive terras of both 

kusala and punna. He urges monks to abandon what is akusala

and cultivate what is kusala;

'Monks, you should abandon what is evil (akusala). It can be 
done. I would not say you should do it if it could not be 
done. [...] If abandoning evil conduced to loss and sorrow I 
would not say 'abandon evil'. But since it conduces to profit 
and happiness, I therefore say 'abandon evil 1 . 
Monks, you should cultivate what is good (kusala). It can be
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done. I would not tell you to do it if it could not be done. 
[...] If cultivating the good conduced to loss and sorrow I 
would not say 'cultivate the good 1 . But since it conduces to 
profit and happiness, I therefore say 'cultivate the good*.

Akusalam bhikkhave pajahatha. Sakka bhikkhave akusalam 
pajahitum. No ce tarn bhikkhave sakka abhavissa akusalam 
pajahitum naham evam vadeyyam akusalam bhikkhave pajahatha ti 
[...] Akusalafi ce h'idam bhikkhave pahinam ahitaya dukkhaya 
samvatteyya naham evam vadeyyara 'akusalam bhikkhave 
pajahatha 1 ti. Yasma ca kho bhikkhave akusalam pahlnam hitaya 
su^khSya samvattati tasmaham evam vadami 'akusalam bhikkhave 
pajahatha 1 ti. 
Kusalam bhikkhave bhavetha [etc...] [A.i.58]

The Buddha also states that the kusalamulani eradicate the 

akusalamulani and lead to nibbana. In the person who 

cultivates the kusalamulani;

'. . . the evil demeritorious states born of greed, hatred 
and delusion are abandoned, cut down at the root and made 
like a palm-tree stump, unable to grow again or arise in the 
future. In this world he lives undisturbed, free from trouble 
and strife and attains nibbana in this life. 1

Evarupassa bhikkhave puggalassa lobhaja [... dosaja, ... 
mohaja] papaka akusala dhamma pahina ucchinnamula 
talavatthukata anabhavakata ayatira anuppadadhamma ditth'eva 
dhamme sukham viharati avighatam anupayasam aparilaham 
ditth'eva dhamme parinibbayati. [A.i.204]

And again, the Buddha tells the monks not to suspend what is 

kusala but to increase it:

'Monks, I do not recommend a suspension of things which are 
kusala, much less a reduction. I favour an increase in things 
which are kusala and not a suspension or a decrease.'

Thitim p'aham bhikkhave na vannayami kusalesu dhammesu pageva 
parihanim; vuddhinca kho 'ham bhikkhave vannayarai kusalesu 
dhammesu no thitim no hanim [A.v.96].

Note that the Buddha is addressing monks and not laymen, 

which indicates quite clearly that what is kusala is not to 

be eschewed by the nibbana-seeker. And indeed neither is 

punna as we see from the following:
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'Monks, do not fear punna, it is another name for happiness. 
That which is punnaTs pleasant, enjoyable, lovely, 
delightful. 1

Ma bhikkhave pufffianam bhayittha; sukhassetam bhikkhave 
adhivacanam, itthassa kantassa piyassa manapassa, yad idam 
pufiftani. [It.14-15]

Having established that neither kusala nor punna are hostile 

to nibbana let us consider the meaning of these two terms 

further, each in turn, and also their role in Buddhist ethics 

viz-a-viz the final good.

(ii) Kusala

Kusala is not opposed to nibbana; it is opposed to what is 

akusala or kilesa. The etymologies of kusala which 

Buddhaghosa provides indicate that kusala is opposed to what 

is contrary to nibbana , i.e. evil and vice:

'But to come to word definitions: kusalas are so called in 
that they cause evil things to tremble [ku+ /sal- Comm], to 
shake, to be disturbed, to be destroyed. Or, kuaa are those 
(vices) which lie in a person in a base form [ku+ J"sT]. And 
kusalas are so called because they lop off, cut off (kusa + 

Vlu] what are known as immoralities (akusalas). Or, knowledge 
is called kusa [ku+ /"so] because of the reduction or 
eradication of contemptible things, and kusala [kusa+ fla] is 
so called because things should be taken, grasped, set in 
motion by that kusa. Or just as the kusa grass cuts a part of 
the hand with both edges, so also certain things cut off the 
vices in two portions, both in their natural manifestation 
and in their latent potentiality. Therefore kusalas are so 
called because they cut off what is base like the kusa 
grass.'

Vacanattho pan'ettha kucchite papadhamme salayanti calayanti 
kappenti viddhamsentl ti kusala. Kucchitena va akarena 
sayantT ti kusa. Te akusalasahkhate kuse lunanti chindantl ti 
kusala. Kucchitanam va sanato tanukaranato osanakaranato 
ftanam kusare nana. Tena kusena latabba ti kusala gahetabba 
pavattetabba ti attho. Yatha va kusa Obhayabhagagatam 
hatthappadesam lunanti evam ime ti pi uppannanuppannabhavena 
ubhayabhagagatam sahkilesapakkham lunanti tasma kusa viya 
lunantl ti pi kusala. [AsJ.:39, PTS*tr.].

169



Kusala describes those qualities or states which are 

intrinsically related to nibbana. In the RathavinTtasutta. as 

noted earlier, the Buddha describes how good noral conduct 

(kusalani sflani) leads gradually to the highest state. Not 

only slla is described as kusala but all qualities which are 

nibbanically orientated. In a well-researched article on the 

meaning of kusala and punna Premasiri says of kusala;

'The kusala states are sometimes enumerated as the four bases 
of mindfulness (cattaro satipatthana), the four modes of 
right endeavour (cattaro sammappadhana), the four bases of 
psychic power (cattaro iddhipada), the five faculties 
(pancindriyani) , the five powers (pancabalani), the seven 
factors of enlightenment (sattabollhahga) and the eightfold 
path (ariyo-atthahqiko-maggo). In the same context it is said 
that when a monk, at the eradication of defilements enters 
and abides in the freedom of mind and freedom through wisdom 
in this very existence, having realised it by his own super 
knowledge, that state is the highest of kusala states 
[1976:67f].

Here the state of Arhatship is described as kusala. The 

Buddha too is described as one endowed with kusala, Ananda 

says of him 'The Tathaqata [...] is one who has discarded all 

states that are akusala and is possessed of states that are 

kusala* (sabbakusaladhammapahTno [...] tathagato kusaladhamma 

samannagato ti) [M.ii.116], The Buddha was considered as one 

who had discarded numerous akusala qualities and cultivated 

kusala ones (aneke papake akusale dhamme pahlne [...] aneke 

ca kusale dhamme bhavanaya paripurikate) [Ud.66]. There is no 

sense in which kusala qualities are jettisoned prior to 

enlightenment - quite the contrary, for it is in nibbana that 

they reach their full perfection. Kusala qualities are to be 

cultivated and perfected, not cultivated and abandoned. 

Premasiri summarises as follows:
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'Kusala is generally referred to as a quality that should be 
cultivated. It is said that the cultivation of kusala 
conduces to happiness and welfare. The Buddha is referred to 
as one who has cultivated that which ought to be cultivated 
and eliminated that which ought to be eliminated, which may 
be understood amongst other things as a reference to his 
cultivation of kusala and elimination of akusala* [1976:71],

Kusala qualities partake of nibbana, and their cultivation 

transforms an ordinary man (puthuljana) into an Arhat. Such 

qualities both reflect and promote the final good - they are 

virtues, and this is the best translation for dharoma kusala. 

Kusala as a substantive is best rendered as 'virtue 1 . The 

virtues are those qualities which, when finally perfected, 

are constitutive of the final good, and when kusala is used 

substantively of the summum bonum the most appropriate 

English equivalent is 'the good 1 or 'goodness*. Thus the 

Buddha declares that an Arhat is 'endowed with virtue' 

(5.JL m.E5. n.H£.i.u>>s a_l.a_m) f 'is of the highest virtue 1 

(paramakusalam), and has 'attained the highest perfection 1 

(uttamapattipattam) [M.ii.25] The cultivation of virtue 

promotes the final good through the eradication of moral and 

intellectual vice in the form of lobha, dosa and moha. 

Nibbanic ends can only be furthered by specific qualities or 

traits which are intrinsically good (virtuous). By means of 

virtuous qualities such as faith (saddha), shame (hiri), 

remorse (ottappa), energy (viriya) and understanding (pafina), 

what is wrongful is renounced (akusalam pajahati) and the 

good is cultivated (kusalam bhaveti) [A.iv.353]. 11

The cultivation of virtue is accompanied by pleasant results, 

and in the commentaries on the Suttas, kusala is often
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defined as 'productive of happy result 1 (sukha-vipaka). 1 ^ 

The essence (rasa) of virtue is the destruction of vice, and 

through the destruction of vice pleasant consequences 

(sukhavipaka) are experienced. I shall argue below that these

pleasant consequences are what is designated by the term
i '"'"ipunna .

The relationship between kusala and nirvana is nicely 

illustrated by Vasubandhu using health (arogya) as a metaphor 

for virtue and its culmination in nirvana [ Kosa;lV.8b-9a 3. 

Under the umbrella of kusala Vasubandhu distinguishes first 

of all the goal of nirvana itself, followed by the cardinal
•

virtues, virtuous dispositions of mind, and virtuous actions.

These four categories are explained as follows:

1 ) Nirvana : the supreme good or absolute goodness
•

(paramarthatas). It is the end of all suffering and is 

likened to the condition of perfect health (arogya).

2) The Virtues : dispositions which are intrinsically 

(svabhavatas) good and promote the state of final perfection. 

These are the kusala-mahabhumika-dharmas and are compared to 

a curative herb (ausadha).

3) Attitudes or states of mind (caitta) which become good 

through association with the virtues (samprayogatas tad yuk- 

tjim). These are compared to a drink mixed with a curative 

herb.

4) Actions performed as a result of the virtues. These are 

compared to the milk of a cow which has consumed a drink 

mixed with a curative herb.
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In 1) above nirvana is described as absolutely good (s'ubhah
• ^

moksah paramatah), and referred to as a kusaladharma. The
» » • —^—-__ --.-,_ —

Theravadin Abhidhamma f however, defined nibbana as neither 

kusala nor akusala but avvakata. Thus we find the Kathavatthu 

[19.6] taking a negative line on the question whether or not 

nibbana can be described as good (nibbanadhatu kusala ti?). 

The Andhakas claimed that nibbana could be described as good 

(kusalam) because it was not bad (anavalla). The Theravadin 

replies that nibbana is beyond all predication because it 

cannot be said to possess any of the factors we would 

normally describe as good such as faith (saddha) , energy 

(viriya) and mindfulness (sati) etc. The disagreement here 

can be resolved by distinguishing between the two kinds of 

nibbana as mentioned previously. The use of the term 

nibbanadhatu suggests that the Theravada are thinking of 

anupadisesa-nibbana. The virtues of faith and energy etc. 

cannot be predicated of such a state but only of a person.

I think that enough has now been said to establish that 

kusala and nibbana are in no way discontinuous, and that 

kusala conforms to the western notion of virtue. Something 

remains to be said of punna, and to this we now turn.

(iii) Punna

Premasiri is quite right to point out that kusala and punna 

are related but not synonymous. He writes: 'There is reason
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to believe that in the Canonical period kusala signified 

something different from punfta although there are instances 

in which there is overlapping of the senses' [1976:67]. We 

suggest that he is mistaken, however, in his view that kusala 

and punfta refer to different classes of actions with 

different sets of consequences. He states:

'. • . it becomes clear that acts of punna were conceived in 
early Buddhism as deeds of positive merit, which bring about, 
as their consequences, enjoyment of a sensuous kind, but not 
generally of a spiritual kind. Kusala on the other hand 
emphasizes the non-sensuous, spiritual bliss, which results 
from it, and culminates in the eradication of the defilements 
of raga (lust), dosa (hate) and moha (delusion). Hence the 
term that is invariably used in specifying the good actions 
which lead to the spiritual bliss of nibbana is kusala, 
whereas the term more frequently used for specifying the good 
actions which J-ead to sensuous enjoyment and happiness in 
samsara is punna 1 [1976:69],

Premasiri does not, however, explain by virtue of what these 

two classes of actions are distinct and how they come to have 

such different consequences. It is difficult to see where 

such an explanation could begin, since both kusala and punna 

can only be specified in relation to the kusalamulani. How 

can actions stemming from the same source result in such 

different sets of consequences? And how can 'deeds of 

positive merit* fail to be virtuous (kusala)?. If they are 

not inspired by the Cardinal Virtues then they cannot be 

meritorious. Neither Premasiri, nor Katz who follows him in 

this view, produce any textual evidence to show that kusala 

and punna were opposed in this way, and on a point of such 

soteriological significance we would expect copious citations 

from the suttas and commentaries. Had this distinction 

existed surely the Buddha would have been at pains to point
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it out lest his followers condemn themselves to samsara in
•

the belief that they were striving for nibbana.

Instead we submit that puffna and kusala do not describe two 

kinds of actions. They emphasise different aspects of one and 

the same action. Premasiri himself comes close to admitting 

this:

'That the use of kusala and punna in the Nikayas is sometimes 
overlapping is a fact that may be admitted. That a deed which 
was considered to be punfta was also considered to be kusala 
and vice versa is also admissible on the evidence of the Pali 
Nikayas. For this reason there are instances in which punfla 
and kusala are used in the NikcLyas as if they were synonyms 1 
[1976:72],

If the two terms overlap to this extent it is most unlikely 

that they refer to separate classes of actions. On the 

contrary, the reason for the overlap is that every virtuous 

action is both kusala and puffna.

The meaning of kusala has already been made clear: kusala and 

akusala describe the moral status of actions and dispositions 

yiz-a-viz. the summum bonum. Puftna, on the other hand, 

describes the experiential consequences of moral activity 

suffered by the agent. Punna refers to the felt consequences 

of an increase or decrease in virtue on the part of the moral 

actor. Since £.ibb£na_ is the end of suffering the 

participation in nibbanic goodness will be accompanied by a 

reduction in suffering (or an increase in happiness). Indeed, 

happiness and the accumulation of puftna are equated (sukho 

punnassa uccayo) [Dh.118], The accumulation of vice, on the 

other hand, will lead to an increase in suffering.
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What has sown confusion here is the fact that while kusala 

may be predicated of an Arhat, puftna may not. The explanation 

for this may be along the following lines. An Arhat is 

perfect in virtue and for him the experiential consequences 

of virtue cannot fluctuate. As he has maximised his ethical 

potential there can be no increase or decrease in his virtue 

or in his happiness. He is completely good, and happiness, 

according to Buddhism, is tied to goodness. Since his 

goodness can neither increase nor decrease neither can his 

happiness and hence neither can his punna« Pufina is kusala- 

dependent, and when kusala is perfect and complete, puftna, as 

an experiential indicator of moral progress, is redundant. 

Punna is a function of progress in kusala; since an Arhat no 

longer progresses in kusala it is meaningless to speak of him 

as producing punna. There will, of course, still be secondary 

consequences to his virtue in that he will enjoy the love and 

respect of many people, etc. The point is that the quantum of 

these consequences cannot be increased or decreased as they 

can for a non-Arhat. The punfta-psipa continuum is therefore 

meaningful for the non-Arhat but meaningless for the Arhat.

The Arhat has gone beyond the stage when it would be 

meaningful to speak of an increase or decrease in his 

happiness: he has gone beyond the possibility of punna and 

p3pa (punnanca papanca bahetva). The actions of an Arhat are

avyakata since they are no longer morally 

transformative; he has participated to the fulness of his 

capacity in the supreme good; he has done what needed to be 

done and there is nothing further for him to achieve. His 

actions display moral excellence since the sphere of nibbaha
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is also the sphere of kusala; the sphere of punna, however, 

is now left behind.

The sphere of punfta is also the sphere of rebirth, and prior 

to enlightenment the experiential consequences of moral 

actions are suffered through the course of a series of lives. 

The continuum of life extends through death and the hedonic 

content of the new arising is spoken of in terms of punna 

[e.g.S.i.18; Dh.18], All kusala/purma actions, i.e. all moral 

deeds, have consequences for the agent both in the present 

life and in future lives. The Buddha severely criticised the 

akiriyavadins who denied this. Let us look briefly at what 

these consequences might be. We may take sila as our example 

although the consequences of dana are similar [A.iii.39]. The 

five benefits of si la which have already been listed in 

Chapter One are specified as follows:

1. A large fortune produced by working diligently.

2. A good reputation.

3. Entering confidently and unconfused into any assembly.

4. An unconfused death.

5. A happy rebirth in heaven.

We may note at once that all of these are secondary 

contingent consequences of moral actions and as such come 

under the rubric of punna. The primary effect of sila is 

deontic in that through sTla one participates in what is good 

and right. This is true of all Buddhist virtues and is 

signified by their designation as kusala. As regards the 

contingent non-moral consequences of ethical action listed
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above it will be noted that apart from the final one there is 

nothing particularly Buddhist about them. The same 

consequences might well be expected by a contemporary Greek 

who cultivated the classical virtues of Prudence, Justice, 

Temperance and Fortitude.

The benefit of a good rebirth is likewise contingent .upon 

moral status. It is noteworthy that at the moment of death 

there is said to occur a vision (kammanimitta) of the 

significant moral actions which will be determinative in 

respect of the forthcoming rebirth, and an intimation of the 

realm in which rebirth will occur (gatinimitta). It should 

not be thought, pace King and Spiro, that sila produces kamma 

which entails rebirth and that therefore the object is to 

cease from sila. Rather, rebirth occurs since perfection has 

not been achieved - rebirth is the opportunity to strive for 

perfection. The effect of sila in modifying the condition of 

rebirth is a contingent consequence of morality - its primary 

effect is to deepen one's participation in nibbanic values. 

Thus our moral choices determine what we are as well as the 

circumstances in which we find ourselves.

In Kantian terms the relationship between kusala and purffia is 

the relationship between the bonum supremum and the bonum 

consummatum. For Kant the concept of the Highest Good (summum 

bonum) embraces two components in a synthetic relationship. 

First there is moral perfection or virtue as the supreme end 

(bonum supremum) or unconditional condition which is subject 

(instrumental) to no other. To this may be added the totality
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of non-moral goods (summed up as 'happiness 1 ) into a whole 

known as the bonum consummatum or complete good.^ Kant's 

view, stated in its simplest terms, is that it would be 

irrational if virtue were not conjoined with happiness, with 

the latter experienced in proportion to the former. In 

Buddhism the mechanism which ensures this conjuction is 

karma, while for Kant it was left in the hands of God. He 

writes:

'For to be in need of happiness and also worthy of it yet not 
to partake of it could not be in accordance with the complete 
volition of an omnipotent rational being, if we assume such 
only for the sake of argument. Inasmuch as virtue and 
happiness together constitute the highest good for one 
person, and happiness in exact proportion to morality (as the 
worth of a person and his worthiness to be happy) constitutes 
that of a possible world, the highest good means the whole, 
the perfect good, wherein virtue is always the supreme good, 
being the condition having no condition superior to it, while 
happiness, though something always pleasant to him who 
possesses it, is not of itself absolutely good in every 
respect but always presupposes conduct in accordance with the 
moral law and its condition 1 .

Applying Kant's distinction in the present context, the bonum 

supremum is virtue (kusala) and the bonum consummatum the 

conjunction of virtue with happiness (kusala plus punna).

(iv)

Let us now summarise our views in respect of kamma. Kamma 

means action in the sense of 'religious 1 action, i.e. action 

which is soteriologically potent. Such action can either 

promote or hinder liberation. Hamma_ describes one's 

accumulated potential in this action with respect to the 

final goal. At one point King, taking a lead from Mrs.Rhys
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Davids, comes close to recognising this when he writes: 'in 

this context to gain merit means to become increasingly more 

worthy, to gain more and more spiritual capacity which will 

enable one to achieve sainthood in the end. 1 [1964:55] He 

speaks of good kamma as 'the quantitative enlargement of the 

self, by which he means 'the long process of character- 

formation which, according to Buddhism, has preceded the 

appearance of the saint or Buddha, or for that matter, even 

the more-than-average good man.' [1964:60] 'This facet', he 

continues a few pages later, 'clearly modifies the crassness 

of the merit doctrine in the direction of a strengthening of 

the concept of cumulative worth, or intrinsic goodness, as 

its essential meaning. 1 [1964:63] Yet King cannot free 

himself from the notion that kamma is hostile to liberation 

and falls back inevitably upon the 'scaffold theory' of 

kamma. [p.67]

If kamma does describe a cumulative progress towards moral 

perfection, as I believe it does, it would explain why the 

Buddha is said to be endowed with all the virtues and 

perfections instead of being a moral blank. This is because 

he has not after all transcended the sphere of 'kammatic* 

Buddhism; he has attained the highest possible degree of 

excellence and is saturated with virtues and good qualities. 

His perfection is extolled in ever more elaborate terms by 

the Ma.hayana. There is a continuum of development of which he 

marks the summit; it is in this sense that he is lokuttara - 

not beyond the world but the best in the world.
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Kamma in Buddhism is not a form of sympathetic magic by which 

the universe rewards moral action with material wealth. It is 

not an occult power but an aspect of Dependent-Origination; 

stated simply it is the postulate or principle that moral 

actions have consequences (kamma-niyama)« The generation and 

experience of kammic acts and their primary consequences 

which are internal to the agent all take place within the 

five khandhas. As mentioned in Chapter Two, this may be 

described in terms of the eradication of sahkharas. There is 

in addition a subset of secondary external consequences 

entrained by moral acts which are quantifiable in hedonistic 

terms (punna/papa). When the individual santana is completely 

purified in Arhatship, moral actions no longer act to 

eliminate vice and hence there is no corresponding increase 

in happiness and therefore no punna is produced by the 

actions of an Arhat.

181



SUMMARY

In this chapter I have attempted two things: first to set out 

and criticise the theory articulated by King and Spiro (and 

held by many others) that ethical action is incompatible with 

the goal of nibbana; and second, to provide a more 

satisfactory account of the relationship between ethics 

(sTla) and the goal of final human perfection (nibbaha). My 

critique of King and Spiro proceeded largely by pointing to 

the internal inconsistency of the theory and the 

unsatisfactory nature of the data adduced in support of it. I 

concluded that Spiro's arguments from sociological, 

historical and doctrinal evidence was unsound and to be 

rejected.

In restating the nature of the kamma-nibbana relationship I 

focussed upon the meaning of the key ethical terms kusala and 

punna. I established that kusala was internally related to 

nibbana and promoted rather than opposed its attainment. 

Since punna is a product of kusala it follows that punna 

cannot be an obstacle to enlightenment as the discontinuity
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thesis maintains. I offered clarification of the meanings of 

kusala and punna in accordance with Canonical and 

commentarial usage.

Before turning to the Mahayana in the next chapter it may be 

helpful to provide a summary of the main conclusions reached 

so far. In the discussion up to this point I have attempted 

to clarify the relationships between:

(i) morality (slla) and insight (panna) on the one hand, and 

the Supreme Good (nibbana) on the other. The evidence from 

Chapter One, mainly from the SKV, establishes that morality 

and insight are both integral components of the 

soteriological goal.

(ii) slla and panna; in Chapter Two it was argued 

that ethical excellence (sTla) is the perfection of the 

affective potential of human nature and intellectual 

excellence (panna) is the perfection of the cognitive side.

(iii) sTla and nibbana; in Chapter Three I argued that 

ethical perfection is attained through the cultivation of 

moral virtue (kusala) and that through the moral virtues one 

participates in the excellence of nibbana. Allied to progress 

in moral virtue are the contingent consequences described as
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punfia.
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Notes to Chapter Three

1. Cf.Holt [1981:67ff ].

2. Saddhatissa [1970:120]; Katz [1982:181-5] citing Rhys 
Davids et al.

3. PTS Dictionary 'NibbSna* . Emphasis in original.

4. loc« cit

5. Those who do include Horner [1936:473; Holt 
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Coomaraswamy and Horner [1982:180-186]. On the theme of 
rivers and oceans cf. pp.1 86-1 92. On water symbolism Katz 
[1982:41-46]. On river imagery Collins [1982:247-261]

8. Cf. A.v.254f; v.257f, where the same items and their 
contraries are defined as dhamma and adhamma respectively: 
thus one proceeds from adhamma to dhamma.

9. Pa panca sudanl 11.109: "Dhamma pi vo pahatabba 1 : ti ettha 
1 dhamma ' ti samathavipassana 1 .

10. E.g. A.v.66; Ud.66; M.i.115; A.v. 1f.

11. Other virtuous qualities and their opposites listed at 
A.v.86f as the cause of good and bad actions are: alobho, 
adoso,amoho f yonisomanasikaro. All virtuous qualities are 
permutations of the three Cardinal Virtues.

12. A Table showing the commentarial olef i/\ «>io^$ of kusala 
may be found in the Introduction to U.Narada's translation of 
the Patthana [PTS edn.].

13. Critique of Practical Reason ll.ll.i 110-114.
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14. Loc.cit 110f.
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CHAPTER FOUR

In this chapter we are concerned with developments in 

Mahayana slla and we will approach these through a 

consideration of the Mahayana's own assessment of its 

superiority to the Hlnayana in this respect. This task will 

occupy us in section (11) and will involve an examination of 

the innovative ethical categorisations introduced by the 

Mahayana which distinguish it from the Small Vehicle: here we 

consider both the normative ethics of the Great Vehicle and 

the apparently transmoral doctrine of Upaya. Section (1) will 

examine the value-structure of the Mahayana in terms of the 

ideals embodied in the six Perfections (pHramitas). It will 

become clear that there was no Copernican revolution in 

Buddhist ethics with the advent of the Mahayana and that its 

innovations in this field are best understood as a supplement 

to the morality of its predecessor rather than a rejection of 

it. It is fair, however, to speak of a 'paradigm shift 1 by 

which the Mahayana recalibrated the value-structure of the 

Small Vehicle.

In the Mahayana, ethics (slla) is classified as one of the 

six Perfections (paramitas) and we consider it first of all 

under this aspect.

187



(1) The Perfections

In Mahayana sources the virtues are known as Perfections 

(paramitas). The six Perfections bear some resemblance to 

the five Indriyas of the Pali Canon consisting of Faith 

(saddha), Energy (viriya), Mindfulness (sati). Meditation 

(samadhi) and Insight (panna). It will be noted that sila 

does not occur as one of the indriyas although it is found in 

the list of ten paramis in the Jatakas; these are said to 

comprise the qualities that make a Buddha (Buddha-karaka- 

dhamma). 1 There are six fundamental or Cardinal Virtues 

although the list is sometimes extended to ten. The list of 

ten is as follows:

1 . Generosity (dana)
2. Morality (sila)
3. Patience (ksanti)
4. Energy (virya)
5. Meditation (samadhi)
6. Insight (prajna)
7. Skilful Means (upaya-kausalya)
8. Vow (pranidhana)
9. Strength'(bala)
10. Knowledge (jnana)

The first six are of greater importance than the final four 

and are frequently discussed at length while the others are
o

merely mentioned .

The Mahayana scheme of the six Perfections may be related to 

the scheme of Sila, Samadhi and Panna described in Chapter 

One. This relationship is explained in the commentary to the 

MSA where it is stated that the first three paramitas
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correspond to adhisTla, the fifth to adhicitta. and the sixth 

to adhipra-jna, while the fourth (vlrya) is shared in common 

by all three divisions 3 . The equivalence between the six 

Perfections and the tikkhandha of sila/samadhi/panna may be 

seen in the following diagram:

SILA SAMADHI PANNA

J.I T
dana/slla/ksanti samadhi prajna

T——————————— virya ———————————————

As in the Small Vehicle, final perfection is conceived of as 

bilateral, and a distinction is made between the moral 

perfections and the perfection of insight or knowledge. We 

may note the change in terminology introduced by the 

Mahayana: whereas the Small Vehicle defines its basic values 

as panna and sila the Mahayana refers to these as prajna' and 

upaya or p r a j na and karuna. The terminological change 

reflects a new emphasis on the function of moral virtue as a 

dynamic other-regarding quality. As before, Mahayifna sources 

are conscious of the importance of both of these components 

as constituents of the final good:

'For pure Bodhisattyas, their mother (matr) is the perfection 
of wisdo~m ( pra j nTparami tj ), their 'father (pitr ) is 
skil^fulness in means (up3yakausalya); the Leaders o'f the 
world (nayaka) are born of such parents. 1 [ VKNS Vll.6.1.] 4

So essential is this interdependence that in the absence of 

either element the result is bondage rather than liberation.
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This is clearly stated at VKNS IV.16 where four possible 

combinations of the two elements are set out:

1) 'Wisdom not acquired through skil ful means 
(upayanupatta-prajna) is bondage ^(bandhana).

2) On the contrary, wisdom acquired through skil^ful means 
(upayopatta-pralna) is deliverance. ^

3 ) Ski 1^ ful means not acquired through 
wisdom (prajflanupcTttopcTya) are bondage.

4) On the contrary, skilful means acquired through 
wisdom (prajffopSttopaya)are deliverance.'

The four possibilities are then enlarged upon:

1 ) 'When a Bodhisattva subdues himself (atmanam niyamati) by 
the practice of emptiness (s^unyata)^ signlessness (animitta) 
and wishlessness (apranihita), but abstains from adorning his 
body with the primary and secondary physical marks 
(laksananuvyanlana), from adorning his Buddha-field (buddha- 
kseLra'-alamkara) and from helping beings ripen (sattva- 
paripScana )'^this is wisdom not acquired through skil ful 
means and it is bondage. w

2) When a Bodhisattva subdues his mind (svacittam niyamati) 
by the practice of emptiness, signlessness and wishlessness 
and, at the same time, adorns his body with the primary and 
secondary marks, he adorns his Buddha-field and helps beings 
ripen, this is wisdom acquired through skilful means and it 
is deliverance.

3) When a Bodhisattva settles (avatisthati) into false views 
(drsti), the invasion of the passions' '(klelaparyutthana), the 
r e's" £ d u a 1 tendencies ( anusaya ) , affection (anunaya) and 
aversion (pratigha), but does not transfer to perfect 
enlightenment the good roots that he has cultivated, these 
are skil^ful means not acquired through wisdom and it is 
bondage.

4) When a Bodhisattva rejects (jahati) false views, the 
invasion of the passions, residual tendencies, affection and 
aversion, and transfers to perfect enlightenment the good 
roots he has cultivated without producing pride (qarva), 
these are skil^ful means acquired through wisdom and it is 
deliverance.' TvKNS lV.16f]

In 1 ) a bodhisattva turns his back on beings and seeks his 

own liberation in the manner of the Sravakas. Even though he
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knows the doctrine of ^unyata he fails to understand the 

sameness (samata) of all beings existentially as a result of 

affective inhibition. His development is unbalanced and his 

search for an individual enlightenment is doomed to failure. 

In 2) this error is not made and the wisdom the bodhisattva 

has gained is put at the service of all beings through his 

use of skilful means.

In 3) a bodhisattva is caught up in the emotional confusion 

of samsara and labours in vain because his actions are not
•

guided by insight.

In 4) a bodhisattva is not hampered in his activity by 

delusion and is able to direct his actions appropriately and 

efficiently towards supreme enlightenment.

Since two of the above four possibilities constitute 

deliverance (numbers 2 and 4) it seems that one may begin 

from either wisdom or means to arrive at the perfection of 

both. If, however, there is any imbalance between the two and 

one is stultified the result is bondage and not liberation. 

sGam-po-pa explains why neither prajna nor upaya are adequate 

by themselves:

'Why then, if this awareness [prajfia 3 is enough, should 
beneficial expediency [upaya] as expressed by liberality and 
the other perfections be necessary? The answer is that 
awareness [prajna] alone is not enough [...] Any bodhisattva 
who resorts to the one without the other falls into a one­ 
sided Nirvana, into the desired peace and quietism of the 
£ravakas> and is, as it were, bound to this Nirvana.'
^^^^™*^^^^^^^^^™^^^"^^^^ ^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^»^^

And vice-versa;

'if we resort to beneficial expediency [upaya] without 
discriminating awareness [ prajfia], we do not go beyond the 
level and the path of unintelligent ordinary beings but 
remain bound by the chains of samsara.* [Jewel 1970:203]

•
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The simile is given of a man walking: prajna is the eyes and 

upaya is the feet, and no progress is possible unless the two 

work in harmony. The same image is found in the Asta;

'Just as f Kausika, people born blind [...] cannot, without a 
leader, go along a path and get to a village, town or city; 
just so, Giving, Morality, Patience, Vigour and Trance cannot 
by themselves be called 'perfections', for without the 
perfection of wisdom they are as if born blind. 1 
[tr.Conze 1975:136]

The Prajnaparamita literature naturally seeks to emphasise 

the importance of prajna, but also points out the dangers of 

excess in this respect. According to the Prajna-paramita- 

upadesa-sutra;

'If one practises only prajna and not the other five dharmas, 
good qualities (guna) will be lacking (...). Whoever follows 
prajna alone falls into false views (mithyadrsti) 1 [Quoted by 
Poussin VMTS p.623] ' "

Without the first five perfections (upaya) there cannot be

complete enlightenment but only the limited enlightenment of
*• 

the Sravakas. The M.Av describes how morality is practised in

three different ways by the followers of each of the three 

vehicles, and states that only when it is accompanied by

great compassion ( m a.h.Jl.k.a..r u. B a.) , s k i 11 - i n- m e a ns^_ •

(upayakausalya), and the non-abandonment of all beings does 

it produce the perfect purity of the bodhisattva-stage. For 

followers of the Sravaka- and Pratyekabuddha-yanas, however, 

morality is merely the cause of personal happiness and an 

auspicious rebirth, and does not benefit others [2.7],

For the Mahayana slla is at one and the same time a source of 

purification and happiness for the practitioner and an
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example and benefit to others. This feature is brought out in 

the Dharma-prabhava section of the Bo.bhu which lists the 

consequences of each of the perfections. According to this 

[p.72] sila has a fourfold advantage:

i) the bodhisattva abandons immorality (dauh£llyam 
prajahati)

ii) he ripens other beings by his equanimity and power of 
attraction (samanarthataya ca samgraha-vastuna sattvah 
paripacayati) "

iii) he offers security to all beings by not obstructing them 
(sarva-sattvanam ca sarva-prakarair avihethanataya abhayam 
anuprayacchati)

iv) he obtains a heavenly rebirth after death (kayasya 
bhedat sugatau svarqaloke devesupapadyate).

At the same time other sources confine themselves in a more 

Hlnayanic spirit to listing the purely personal advantages of 

sila. The MSA [XV1.19] lists six qualities of sila;

1) It has for its end a state of peace (samabhavanta )

2) It produces good rebirth and stability of mind 
(sugati-sthiti-dayaka )

3) It is a foundation for all virtues 
(sarvagunanam pratistha)

* *

4) It is calm (santa ) through pacifying the defilements 
(klesa-paridaha-santya)

5) It is without fear (nirbhTta )

6) It is associated with the production of merit 
(punya-sambhara-samyuta )

The function, advantages and benefits of sTla are described 

throughout the Mahayana literature either as benefitting 

oneself or oneself and others.^ j n its attitude to morality 

the Mahayana demonstrates both change and continuity with 

respect to the Small Vehicle. This will become apparent in
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the course of this chapter and particularly in the following 

section^ where we examine the Mahayana classifications of 

sila.
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(11) Classifications of Mahayana Morality

Our attention for the rest of this chapter will be directed 

to the ways in which the Mahayana distinguishes its own 

morality from that of the Small Vehicle. Signs of 

dissatisfaction with the rigidity of the latter are already 

in evidence among the Mahasamghikas, who maintained the 

freedom of a sotSpanna to commit any offence save the five 

anantariva [Bareau 1955:67]. The Gokulikas also felt that the 

vinaya rules were inappropriate to the conduct of a 

bodhisattva [Dutt 1970:73]. The M.Samgr provides a
•

convenient summary of the superiority of Mahayana morality 

to that of the Hinayana. According to this the morality of 

the Mahayana can be summed up (samasatah) as superior in four
*

ways:

1• In its divisions (prabheda-visesa)
•

2. In its communal and non-communal rules (sadharana-
asadharana-siksa-visesa)——_ • • •

3. In breadth (vaipulya-vilesa)
*

4. In depth (gambhirya-visesa)
•

This fourfold classification will provide a convenient basis 

for our discussion of Mahayana morality, and each point will 

be dealt with in turn. We will explore the content of each 

category through a variety of sources, although the content

of point 1 (prabheda-visesa) will be supplied entirely byt
reference to the Bo.bhu, and will then be compared briefly 

with rival Mahayana and Theravada disciplinary codes. Each of 

the divisions will be considered in some detail with the
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exception of the third since this is merely a general 

statement of the overall superiority of Mahayana ethics. In 

brief, point 1 relates to an innovative threefold 

classification of sTla, and point 2 to the degree of latitude 

in the infringement of moral norms allowed to a bodhisattva. 

Point 4 embraces the fundamental and radical innovation of 

the notion of skilful means (upaya-kausalya) as a category of 

trans-moral action. A summary of the four points of 

superiority may be seen in Table 1 (over).
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1. Superiority in Divisions 
(prabheda-vis'esa)

(i) Temperance (samvara-slla)
•

(ii) Pursuit of the Good (kusala-dharma-samgrahaka-s'ria) 

(iii) Altruism (sattva-artha-kriya-sila)

2. Superiority in Communal and Non-communal Rules 
(sadharana-asadharana-siksa-visesa)

(i) Serious Offences (prakrti-savadya)
*•

(ii) Minor Offences(pratiksepana-savadya)

3. Superiority in Breadth 
(vaipulya-visesa)

(i) Multiple and Extensive Rules 

(ii) Gain of Immense Merit

(iii) Disposition to procure welfare and happiness 
of all beings

(iv) Establishment of Supreme and Perfect 
Enlightenment

4. Superiority in Depth 
(gambhirya-visesa)

(i) The use of Skilful Means (upaya-kausalya)

TABLE 1

The Classifications of Mahayana Morality in terms of its 
Superiority to the Hlnayana (according to the M.Samgr)
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(i) Superiority in Divisions

This is the most important of the four 'superiorities' and 

will be dealt with at greatest length since it is the 

foundation for the other three. According to the M.Samgr, as
*

noted above, the morality of the Mahayana is distinguished 

by virtue of its comprehensive classifications and scope 

(prabheda-visesa). The whole scheme of Mahayana ethics is 

encapsulated within this classification within which three 

facets or aspects may be distinguished:

(a) morality as temperance or restraint 
(samvara-sila)

(b) morality as pursuit of the good 
(kusala-dharma-samgrahaka-sila)

(c) morality as altruism or supererogation 
(sattva-artha-kriya-sila)

We learn from the M.Samgr [VI.2] that the first is the
*

support (nisraya) for the other two. The second is the 

support for the qualities of a Buddha 

(Buddhadharmasamudaqama) , and the third is the support for 

the maturation of beings (sattva-paripacana). The superiority 

of the Mahayana in this respect, as the commentary explains, 

lies in the fact that the Sravakas possess only the first of 

these three divisions. Accordingly, they are ignorant of the 

important third division and do not practise morality for the 

benefit of other beings.

This threefold classification is widely accepted by Mahayana 

sources^, but the fullest and most detailed exposition of it
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is given by the Bo.bhu. In general, as pointed out by N.Dutt, 

the Moral rules of the Mahayana are not conveniently grouped 

together in a Vinaya after the fashion of the Small Vehicle 

but are to be found in a variety of sources. 'Thus 1 , he 

writes, 'we clearly see that the Mahayanists depended upon 

the rules scattered in the Mahayana texts and did not possess 

a code of the Vinaya rules' [1930:292]. And the Hobogirin 

comments:

'The discipline of the Bodhisattvas never achieved the 
canonical uniformity which the Discipline of the Hearers had 
in the Small Vehicle: swayed by diverse tendencies it 
constantly oscillated between them. 1 '

There are, however, certain texts which deal more 

specifically with moral conduct than others. Dutt continues:

'The only Mahayanic works accessible to us that can be called 
a code of disciplinary rujLes are the Chinese Brahmajala Sutra 
and the two works of Santideva, viz Siksasamuccaya and 
Bodhicaryavatara.'

Rather surprisingly Dutt omits all reference to the 

Bodhisattvabhumi which embodies a more systematic code of 

disciplinary rules than either of the two works of Santideva. 

Indeed, the Sila-patala of the Bo.bhu, occupying 52 pages in 

Wogihara's edition, is by far the most important locus for 

information on Mahayana sila. The text in fact describes 

itself as a 'bodhisattva-pitaka' [157.15] and it provides a 

comprehensive if in places somewhat radical statement of 

Mahayana ethics. It can, with some justification, be regarded 

as one of the earliest and most influential texts on Mahayana
o

ethics and discipline. 0 First of all let us look at the 

explanation which the text gives of the threefold 

classification of Mahayana sTla; following this we may 

consider its significance as a bodhisattva-pitaka.
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(a) Morality as Temperance (samvara-slla)
•

In the explanation of the first category (samvara-^ila)
•

[14U1-144.1 ], it is said that a bodhisattva established 

therein abandons the world even if he possesses universal 

dominion (cakravarti-raiyam). He looks upon such dominion as 

if it were a piece of grass or ordure (amedhya). Moreover, 

his renunciation is undertaken out of purity of resolve 

(asayavisuddhata) and not, as with some inferior persons 

(nihlna-purusa), out of the desire to earn their livelihood
•

as renunciates. Nor is his motive the enjoyment of those 

pleasures which will accrue from the practice of samvara-
•

sila, and he looks upon all pleasures as they really are, 

namely as the entrance to an abyss of great and manifold 

terrors. Apart from the future pleasures which may arise from 

his good conduct, the bodhisattva takes no delight in present 

ones such as wealth and honour. He looks upon such things 

with true discrimination as if they were vomited-up food 

(vantasanam iva). Turning away from such worldly matters he 

delights in solitude.

The bodhisattva is strict in his observance of the training- 

precepts (siksapada) and does not tolerate evil speech or the
•

slightest evil thought. When his mind is distracted by 

behaviour of that sort he experiences intense remorse 

(tivram vipratisaram) and Sees 

(adlnava-darsanam). In future cases, when evil words and 

thoughts have barely had time to arise he recalls that vision
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of wretchedness and renounces those evil acts and thoughts. 

By constant exercise of renunciation (pratisamharana-
» •

abhyasata) he begins to take pleasure in not performing evil 

actions and in opposing them. By following all the siksapadas
*

of a bodhisattva he becomes restrained with the immeasurable 

(apraaeva) and inconceivable (acintya) restraint of body and 

speech.

So much in relation to himself. In relation to others the 

bodhisattva established in samvara-IIla does not seek out
*

their faults (dosa) and inner weaknesses (antara-skhalita).
*

He has no malicious or hostile thoughts in the presence of 

v'loi^n-t' (raudra) beings. Instead, on the basis of great 

compassion, the bodhisattva experiences thoughts of sympathy 

and the desire to be of service. He has no thoughts of 

physical violence, angry scolding (akrosa-rosa) or rebuking
•

(paribhasana).
•

When a bodhisattva is established in samvara-sila he becomes
.^^^^•••^^^^^^•^^•^•MM^^^M^vr ^

endowed with the fivefold faculty of non-heedlessness 

(apramada) by which he makes amends for offences (apattim) 

committed in the past and resolves not to repeat them. In 

summary it is said that he conceals his good points and 

reveals his sins; he is satisfied with little, patient in 

suffering, of unwearied nature, not ar^«o r (anuddhata), n»f 

£<ck)e (acapala) and of calm deportment (prasanterya-patha). 

When equipped with ten factors summarised from the discussion 

he is well-restrained (susamvrta-silT). The ten factors are:
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1. Disregard for past pleasures (atltesu-kamesu-nirapeksata)
2. Not delighting in future pleasures(anaqatesu-kamesu- 

anabhinandata)
3. Delight in living in solitude (praviveka-vasabhirati)
4. Purity of speech and thought (vag-vitarka-parisodhanata)
5. Non-degradation of the self (atmanah-aparibhavanata)
6. Gentleness (sauratya)
7. Patience (ksanti)
8. Heedfulness'(apramada)
9. Purity of conduct (acara-vis'uddhi) 

10. Purity of livelihood (1'iva-visuddhi)

(b) Morality as the Pursuit of the Good (kusala-dharma-
X ^-samgrahaka-sila)

•

This is defined as : 'Whatever good (kusalam) a bodhisattva 

accumulates (acinoti) by body or speech towards the great 

awakening (mahabodhaya) after having taken up the morality of 

restraint 1 [139.1-3], A bodhisattva who has established his 

morality through the practice of samvara-slla bases himself 

upon it and makes efforts in learning (srute), contemplation 

(cintayam), in calming meditation (samatha) and in insight- 

meditation (vipasyana). Apart from meditation there are 

numerous ways in which the bodhisattva accumulates what is 

good in this respect. He treats and serves his preceptor 

respectfully and attends the sick with compassion. As regards 

society at large he congratulates any well-said thing and 

pleases others when he speaks. He forgives others every 

transgression, always makes the proper resolutions (samyak- 

pranidhana) and pays respect to the three jewels. He is
•

zealous and always resolved towards what is good (kusala- 

pakse).
*

He is vigilant (apramada) in body and speech and guards the
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_siksapa_da_s_ by mindfulness ( s m r t i ), conscientiousness
• •

(sampralanya) and conduct. He guards the doors of the senses, 

knows moderation in eating, stays awake in the early and 

later parts of the night, serves virtuous persons (satpurusa-
•

sevl) and relies on his spiritual friends (kalyana-mitra- 

samnisritah). He looks out for his own faults and rectifies
• •

them by confessing his transgressions (atyaya). In short, the 

effect of kusala-dharma-samgrahaka-s'ila is the accumulation, 

preservation and increase of good qualities (dharmas) of the 

kind outlined above.

The bodhisattva who conducts himself in this way does not 

consider bodily pleasures and takes no delight in immorality 

and the klesas and upaklesas such as anger and hatred. He is 

said to know five things as they really are: (i) the 

advantage of the result of good (kusala-phala-anusamsa); (ii)
•

the cause of good (kusala-hetu); (iii) the cause and result 

of good (kus'a la-he tu-phala); (iv) error and non-error 

(viparyasa__aviparyasa) ; (v) the obstacles to the 

acquisition of what is good (kusala-samgrahaya ca antaraVa).
•^•^•——•——••^.•^M^^^^-^——^M^^HM^

By basing his efforts on these five factors and relying on 

the Paramitas the bodhisattva quickly acquires what is good 

(ksipram eva kusala-samgraho bhavati).

(c) Morality as Altruism (sattva-artha-kriva-sila)

This third and most important category goes by two names, 

being alternatively referred to as 'the morality which shows 

favour to beings' (sattvanuqrahakam s'llam). Both appellations
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convey quite clearly the function of this category, which is 

subdivided into 1 1 sections or varieties (akara) to be 

acquired one by one.

1) Taking part in the various be^t.£'<-"* I activities of 

beings (sattva-krtyesu arthopasamhitesu vicitresu sahayl-
• • • « •

bhavah). This covers a multitude of activities, such as
»

accompanying beings along the road (adhva-qamanagamane), 

thinking and reflecting on what is to be done, and sharing in 

meritorious actions and misfortunes.

2) Taking care of the sick. As well as physical disabilities 

psychological disorders are also to be taken into account. 

The bodhisattva leads the blind and communicates to the deaf 

by sign-language (hasta-samvacikaya). He carries along those
•

without limbs. For those less seriously afflicted he removes 

the torment of lustful desires (kama-cchanda) and the other~ 7T

vices* He gives aid to travellers by offering them a seat and 

massaging their limbs (anga-prapidanena).
r

3) Appropriate teachings (nyaya-upadesa) in secular and 

sacred matters (laukika-lokottaresu arthesu). Here the*•**"™ - * • 7*^"

bodhisattva instructs beings in a suitable way so that they 

will abandon evil conduct. He tries to instil faith and right 

views into those who have fallen by the wayside so that they 

may eventually transcend all suffering.

4) Being grateful for past services and undertaking 

appropriate service in return. This involves remembrance of 

those who have previously rendered service by treating such 

persons courteously. He offers help even when it is not

requested, dispel s the sorrow of evil and provides support.w
5) Protecting beings from the diverse causes of fear. The
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bodhisattva makes himself the protector (araksaka) of beings__^_^_______ »

against such manifold perils as wild animals, whirlpools, 

kings, thieves, opponents and inhuman demons.

6) Dispelling the grief in troubles (vyasana) of a domestic 

nature involving possessions (bhoga) and relatives (jnati).

7) Providing the means of subsistence (upakarana) to those
*

who are without them.

8) Attracting a following (gana-parikarsana) through the
• • •

morality of attraction (parigraha-silena). The bodhisattva 

gathers a flock around him and provides his followers with 

the equipment of the religious lifej namely a robe, an 

almsbowl, a bed and medicines for the sick. He also provides 

them with religious teachings.

9) The morality of being in sympathy with beings 

(cittanuvartana-sila). Being in sympathy with beings the 

bodhisattva knows their thoughts and natures. This enables 

him to behave appropriately in the presence of difficult 

beings. He greets and addresses others even if they do not 

speak to him. He does not become angry with others and has no 

desire to reproach them, although he may censure them out of 

his compassion for them. He does not mock or ridicule others. 

In general, he constantly considers the condition and state 

of mind of others by being in sympathy with them.

10) The morality of collecting good qualities (bhuta-guna- 

samharana-s^ila). Here a bodhisattva gladdens others by
• •

discoursing with them on the virtues of morality (sila), 

faith (sVaddha), renunciation (tvaga) and wisdom (prajna). He 

also rebukes (avasadayati) beings who transgress but with a 

mind that is affectionate and unfailing in concern. He acts
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from sympathy (anukampa) and for the good (hita) of beings. 

11) The use of magic powers (rddhi-bala) for the propagation
*

of the faith (buddhasasana-avataraya). The motives of the 

bodhisattva here are to shock (uttrasayitu-kamah) and convert 

(avarlayitu-kamah) beings. To do this he makes visible the
•

evil destinies (apayan) of beings of evil conduct, revealing 

the horrors of the many different hells. As a result of this 

the spectators desist from their evil ways. In addition he 

conjures up (abhinirmimTya) a great bodhisattva such as 

Vajrapani or a huge and powerful demon (yaksa) in order to
4 .

discipline irreverent people in the assembly. He also brings 

them under control through a display of magic powers such as 

creating many forms of himself and passing through solid 

objects like walls and mountains.

By performing miracles such as these he is able to win over, 

gratify and gladden his audience. The onlookers in turn 

develop those virtues which they previously lacked and enter 

into the fulness of morality (silasampadi).
•

It is clear from the Bo.bhG that in the Mahayana sila has 

three functions or aspects: (a) temperance, continence, 

restraint and self-control (samvara); (b) a subjective 

personal moral perfection linked to intellectual cultivation 

in the quest for enlightenment; (c) an objective recipient- 

orientated dimension which embraces the needs of others. It 

is principally the addition of the third factor which raises 

the Mahayana moral edifice over the head of its predecessor 

and allows it to claim superiority in scope (prabheda-
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visesa).
•

One result of this shift in the centre of gravity in Buddhist 

ethics was the drawing up of a new Rule or code of conduct 

for bodhisattvas. The Bo.bhu sets out a code consisting of 52

rules (siksapadas) in the form of a 'bodhisattva-pitaka 1• .

which is arranged in four sections as follows:-

A. 4 PARAJAYIKA-STHANIYA-DHARMA 

Prohibited

1. Self-vaunting (atmotkarsana) and reviling others
(parapamsana) by one who is eager for gain and worldly 
honours" (labha-satkara).

2. Not sharing possesions (dharma) and not distributing
one's goods (amisa) because of selfishness (matsaryat).

3. Reacting angrily "and striking others,
4. Abusing the bodhisattva-pitaka (i.e. the present text) 

and establishing false doctrines.

B. 

Prohibited

1. Failure to perform some daily act of reverence towards 
the three jewels,

2. Toleration of the discontent (asamtusti ) produced by the 
desire for wealth and honour (lab'ha-'s'atkara).

3. Disrespect towards a senior monk
4. Refusing an invitation to a home or to a monastery.
5. Rejecting valuable offerings such as gold, silver and 

jewels,
6. Refusing to teach the dharma to those who request it.
7. Inciting immoral beings to evil. ,
8. Observing the pratiksepana-savadya of the Sravakas in the 

face of the conflicting needs of others. The three 
pratiksepana-savadya are: 
il deafriricr little (alpa"rthata )
ii) being free from responsibilities (alpakrtyata ) 
iii) being free from cares (alpotsuka-viharata ).
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c.
The following are permitted;

1. (a) Taking the life of someone about to commit an act 
entailing immediate retribution (anantarya-karma) 
in order to prevent them suffering the evil consequences 
of that act.
(b) Causing a cruel ruler to fall from his position of 
authority

2. (a) Repossessing property taken from the Samgha or a 
stupa
(b) causing monks who abuse their positions of authority 
to lose their rank.

3. Having sexual intercourse with an unmarried woman in
order to prevent her producing thoughts of hostility if her 
advances are rejected.

4. Telling a lie in order to save the lives of beings or to 
save them from bondage and mutilation.

5. Separating beings from evil friends and bad company.
6. Using harsh speech to discourage beings from evil.
7. Indulging in singing, dancing and idle chatter to 

convert beings who are attracted by these things.

D. 

Prohibited

1. Having recourse to the 5 false means of livelihood 
for a monkjnamely:
i) obtaining alms by hypocrisy (kuhana) 
ii)boasting of religious qualities (lapana) 
iii) hinting at something desired as a 
donation (naimittikata ) 
iv) getting something by means of 
threats (naispesikata )
v) getting a "gift by referring to a similar gift received 
from others (labhena labham niscikirsuta ).

2. Being excitable (avyupasant'a~ laughing, sporting and 
making a row (samkilikilayate) in the company of others.

3. Teaching that a bodhisattva should not strive for nirvana 
and should not be frightened by the klesas and upaklegas.

4. Paying no heed to well-founded words of rebuke 
(apasabda ).

5. Failing to serve the interests of other beings in order 
to avoid unpleasantness.

6. Returning abuse with abuse, anger with anger, blows with 
blows, or quarrels with quarrels.

7. Failing to make amends to others after transgressing 
against them.

8. Refusing an offer of appeasement by others.
9. Nursing a grudge (krodhasaya ) against others.
10. Gathering a following with the desire to be served and to 

obtain material benefit.
11. Sleeping too much.
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12. Being excitable (samrakta-citta) and spending time in 
groups.

13. Failing to seek proper instruction in mental discipline.
14. Failing to counteract lustful desires (kama-cchandas)
15. Being excessively devoted to trance. *
16. Claiming that a bodhisattva should not listen to the 

teachings of the £ravakayana.
17. Not exerting oneself in the bodhisattva-pitaka and

instead exerting oneself in the STravakayana or in the 
teachings of the heretics (tlrthika-s'astresu).

18. Being content and pleased in following the "teachings of 
the hereticsj

19. Abusing the bodhisattva-pitaka
20. Exalting oneself and criticising others in public.
21. Failing to attend the settling of a discussion 

(samkathya-viniscaya) relating to the dharma.
22. Ridiculing or injuring a preacher of the dharma (dharma- 

bhanaka)
23. Failing to act as a companion to beings in their 

activities.
24. Failing to nurse a being who is sick.
25. Failing to teach right conduct to beings engaged in 

wrongful conduct.
26. Not being mindful of what is done for one (akrtajna)
27. Failing to counteract the sorrow of beings due to 

domestic calamities (j nati-bhoga-vyasana)
28. Failing to provide the necessities of life to those who 

request them.
29. Failing to teach and admonish an assembly after 

establishing one and failing to beg for the 
equipment of a monk (pariskara).

30. Failing to consider the needs of others.
31. Failing to extol the virtues and good qualities of others 

and not applauding things which are well said.
32. Failing to censure, punish or expel those who have 

transgressed.
33. Failing to use magical powers to astonish and convert 

beings.

This marks the end of the list of siksapadas. The final 11
»

above are items also included under the heading of Sattva- 

artha-kriya-sila. The breakdown of the list of siksapadas, in
^•^M«H»««^MWHM>a~«__«^^^~««———•*•»•••———~~ *

which only the first category is given a title, is as follows

209



A. 4 Parajayika-sthaniya-dharma 

B. 8 

C. 7 

D. 33

52

The Silapatala of the Bo.bhu presents itself as the
•

alternative code of conduct for a bodhisattva in contrast to 

the Vinaya and Patimokkha of the Sravakayana. We will 

consider the degree of overlap briefly below and more fully 

in the following sections. The single most striking feature

in the whole chapter is the group of seven injuctions (group
A

C above) which explicitly authorise the breaking of the 

precepts in certain circumstances. The bodhisattva is said 

to commit these offences 'by way of skill-in-means 1 (upaya- 

k <a u_ jf a 1^ e^ n a_), and the whole notion of premeditated 

transgression by a bodhisattva is closely tied up with the 

notion of upaya. This interrelation will be considered more 

fully in section (iv) below.

For the moment let us return to the text of the Bo.bhu and 

compare it with its counterpart in the Small Vehicle, namely 

the Patimokkha. In the first place the number and division of 

the rules are different. The Patimokkha of the Theravada 

contains 227 rules divided up into eight sections whereas in 

the Bo.bhu the list is much shorter, and the only category 

common to both is the four Parajika or Parajayika-sthanlya-
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dharma. This is the category which contains the most serious 

offences for the Theravada. Let us place the two groups side 

by side and see how they compare:

PATIMOKKHA BODHISATTVABHUMI

1. sexual relations

2. taking what is not given

3. Taking human life

4. Claiming superhuman powers

1a. self-vaunting

2a. not sharing one's 
possessions

3a. Causing injury

4a. Abusing the
bodhisattva-pitaka 
or causing schisms,

Obviously item 1a must be different or else it would 

contradict the later authorisation of sexual intercourse in 

certain circumstances (C.3). Item 2a is a kind of mirror- 

image of 2 in that holding on to one's own possessions 

deprives others of them just as much as removing them from 

another's possession. 3a and 3 are almost identical, but 

again taking life is authorised in the Bo.bhu. The fourth 

items both relate to practices which are likely to cause 

disturbances in a monastic community.

The remaining 48 rules of the Bodhisattva-pitaka bear only 

the most superficial resemblance to the other 223 rules of 

the Patimokkha. The long list of rules relating to robes, 

deportment and etiquette (the 75 Sekhiya dharoma) which occur 

in the latter are omitted. Another noteworthy difference 

between the two codes is the provision for exoneration in the 

Bo.bhu. Three categories of seriousness are distinguished
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with allowance made for extenuating circumstances. There are 

five possibilities in all:

(1) The breaking of a s* iksapada with no extenuating
•

circumstances. This results in a 'serious offence 1 (klista
» •

apatti ) .

(2) If the offence is due to idleness or sloth (alasya- 

kausTdya ) the offender is guilty of a 'non-serious offence 1 

(aklista apatti ) •
••^^H^^^^^^^H^^^^MM^na^MM^^W^^ft^^Hi^M^^^M^^^^B

(3) There is no offence (anapatti ) for one who is sick 

(glana) or whose balance of mind is disturbed (ksipta-citta).
*

(4) There is no offence if the bodhisattva performed the 

prohibited act specifically to subdue and discipline beings 

and to remove them from what is bad and establish them in 

what is good.

(5) There is no offence if one is obeying a decision of the 

Sahqha.

In the Patimokkha there are three general exonerating 

conditions, namely if the offence was committed (i) 

unintentionally (asancicca) ; (ii) in circumstances of 

diminished responsibility (unmattaka ) ; or (iii) by a fiftf-doef 

(adikammika) [e.g.Vin .3.78]

It should not be thought that the Bodhisattva-pitaka was^^^^ —•^•^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^•^^w

adopted as a normative code of religious conduct in Mahayana 

countries. On the contrary; in Tibet the Mulasarvastivada 

Vinaya was followed and in China the Brahmajalasutra, both 

of which insist upon strict compliance with traditional 

disciplinary norms. In China the 'Bodhisattva-Pratimoksa* (Yu

212



Chia Chieh Pen) enjoyed considerable prestige up to the time 

of the T'ang dynasty when it was eclipsed by the popoularity 

of the Brahma-jalasutra (Fan Wan Ching) which acknowledges 

more explicitly the virtue of filial piety. It must also be 

borne in mind that only the latest of the four Chinese 

translations (that of the T'ang dynasty) includes the 

category of permitted offences. The ordinances of the 

Brahmaialasutra are summarised in Table 11, and a concordance 

of its provisions and those of the Bo.bhu will be found in 

Table 111.

In this section we have seen in what respects the Mahayana 

considers its ethical horizons to be wider than those of the 

Small Vehicle. We have also looked at a new code of conduct 

drawn up on the basis of its altruistic inspirations. In the 

following section we will consider how the Mahayana considers 

itself superior to the the Hinayana in respect of rules and 

observances which both adhere to.
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TABLE II 

The Rules of Discipline of the Brahmaj alasutra

The Ten Pratimoksas
9

1 . Taking or failing to protect life
2. Stealing
3. Sexual relations
4. Lying
5. Commerce in alcohol
6. Speaking about the offences of laymen, monks or nuns
7. Self-vaunting and denigrating others
8. Avarice
9. Showing aversion and refusing apologies
10. Speaking ill of the Triratna

The 48 Secondary Offences

11. Failing to salute and greet a co-religionist
12. Taking alcohol
13. Eating meat
14. Eating garlic and onions
15. Failing to exhort a sinner to repentance
16. Failing to attend to the needs of a visiting teacher and 

failing to ask for the Dharma
17. Not attending a recitation of the Dharma
18. Rejecting the sutras and vinaya of the Mahayana 

and turning instead to inferior and heretical ones
19. Not taking care of the sick
20. Possessing weapons
21. Acting as a messenger in affairs of state or 

military affairs
22. Dealing in slaves and other prohibited trades
23. Calumny
24. Arson
25. Instructing heretics
26. Unmethodical teaching of the Dharma
27. Misuse of one's influence with those in authority
28. Teaching without understanding
29. Quarrelling or gossiping
30. Failure to protect living beings
31. Returning aversion with aversion or blows with blows
32. Failure to ask for instruction out of laziness or pride
33. Failure to give teaching out of laziness or pride
34. Devoting oneself to false teachings while the 

true teaching of the Mahayana is available
35. Failure to carry out monastic duties by one 

in a position of authority
36. Failure to offer hospitality to visiting monks
37. Acceptance of invitations by individual monks 

rather than by the whole Samgha
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38. Acceptance of invitations out of turn
39. Wrong livelihood, such as divination
40. Leading the lay community into wrongful action
41 . Neglecting to protect and guide those who do wrong
42. Trading in weapons or appropriating property
43. Watching battles, listening to music, and playing 

games of chance
44. Not being mindful of the rules of discipline 

and not holding fast to the Mahayana
45. Not making vows to perform good deeds
46. Failing to vow not to break the precepts
47. i) Not carrying the 18 items of equipment

when travelling
ii) Not reciting the 58 rules on Uposatha days 

iii) Travelling at prohibited times of the year
48. Not observing the monastic hierarchy 

calculated according to length of time in 
the Order

49. Not applying oneself to the good of others, 
especially in times of difficulty

50. Showing preference or discrimination in the admission of 
novices

51. Giving wrong teachings out of a desire for gain or 
honour

52. Preaching to non-believers or heretics for gain
53. Having a desire to violate the rules of the Order
54. Failing to make copies of the sutras and vinaya
55. Failing to convert beings
56. Preaching in an incorrect manner
57. The passing of restrictive laws by the secular 

authorities against the interests of the Samgha
58. Speaking against the Dharma
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TABLE III

Concordance of Offences between the Brahma") alasutra and the
Bodhisattvabhumi

BRAHMAJALASUTRA REGULATION NO BODHISATTVABHUMI

1. Taking life

2. Stealing

3. Sexual Relations

2

3

5. Self-vaunting 7
6. Avarice 8
7. Refusing to apologise 9
8. Speaking ill of the 10 

triratna
9. Failure to greet 11
10. Not attending to a 16 

preacher
11. Not attending a 17 

recitation

12. Rejecting a sutra 18 
of the MahaySna

13. Not nursing the sick 19

14. Quarrel & gossip 29
15. Returning aversion 31 

with aversion
16. Not requesting 32 

teaching
17. Failure to teach 33

18. Heeding false 34 
teachings

19. Concerning 37 
invitations

20. Wrong livelihood 39
21. Not guiding 41 

wrongdoers
22. Not working for 49 

the good of others

23. Not making converts 55
24. Speaking against the 58 

Dharma
25. Leading layfolk into 40 

evil

C1a Taking life
(ALLOWED) 

C2a Repossessing property
(ALLOWED) 

C3 Sexual Relations
(ALLOWED)

A1/D20 Self-vaunting 
A2 Not sharing 
D8 Refusing to appease 
A4/ Abusing the 
D19 Bodhisattva-Pitaka 
B3 Failure to greet 
D22 Ignoring a preacher

D21 Not attending the 
resolution of a 
disputed point

D17 Turning to the 
Sravakayana

D24 Not nursing the 
sick

D2 Making a row
D6 Returning abuse 

with abuse
D1 3 Failure to seek 

instruction
B6 Refusing to teach

D18 Heeding the
Sravakayana 

B4 Concerning
invitations

D1 Wrong livelihood 
D25 Not guiding

wrongdoers
D22 Failure to be a 
D24 companion and nurse 
D30 to the sick 
D33 Not making converts 
B1 Not reverencing the

triratna 
B7 Leading immoral

beings into evil
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(ii) Communal and non-communal rules

This second kind of superiority relates to the distinction 

between serious offences (prakrtisavadya) [=PS] and minor 

offences (pratiksepanasavadya) [=PKS]. According to this the 

morality of a bodhisattva is similar to that of a Sravaka in 

one respect but different in another. The similarity is that 

both are forbidden to commit serious or mortal sins [PS], and 

the difference is that the bodhisattva is allowed to commit 

venial or minor sins [PKS] while the Sravaka is not [M.Samgr 

VI.3].

Neither of these terms occur in Pali sources^ although they 

are known to Vasubandhu [Bhasya !V.29ac], Even in Mahayana 

sources there is no clear agreement as to the degree of 

discretion allowed to a bodhisattva in the commission of 

minor transgressions, and we find various formulations of the 

principle allowing different degrees of laxity in different 

areas. The serious offences [PS] are instanced in MSU VI.3 as 

'murder (pranatipata), theft (adattadana), and illicit sexual 

relations (kamamithyacara) etc. which stem from passion 

(raga)'. [42b.7-16] The complete list would probably relate 

to the five precepts although it could also relate to the Ten 

Paths of Action. Two examples of minor offences are also

given namely cutting the grass (trnachedana) and venturing

1 ? out in the rainy season .

The principle is formally laid down here that a bodhisattva 

is allowed to commit minor offences. But in addition to being
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released from a restriction he is also charged with an 

additional obligation which the Sravaka does not bear. What 

is wrongful for the Sravaka may not be wrongful for a 

bodhisattva, but the converse is also true and the 

bodhisattva now has a duty to commit a minor offence if the 

interest of beings is at stake. An example is given in the 

commentary: if a Sravaka goes out in the rainy season he 

commits an offence, but if a bodhisattva does not go out he 

may be guilty of an offence if the interests of beings 

required him to go forth.

A summary statement on what is permissible for a bodhisattva 

is given in the M.Samgr;
•

'In short (samasatah), bodhisattvas can perform and carry out 
any bodilyvocal" or mental act (kayavagmanaskarman) 
favourable for beings (sattvopakaraka) provided it is 
irreproachable (niravadya). This is how the superiority 
relating to communal and non-communal rules is to be 
understood 1 [M.Samgr:V1.3].

•

The key phrase in the above statement is 'provided it is 

irreproachable'. The commentaries illustrate what this means, 

first of all with a paraphrase:

'This (niravadya) means any act which assures the welfare 
(hita) and happiness (sukha) of beings without thereby 
arousing the passions such as greed etc. (ragadiklesa), 
either in oneself or in another. All these acts a bodhisattva 
may perform.' [MSU on VI.3]

And second with an example:

'It may come about that while being favourable to beings an 
act may not be irreproachable: for example, having illicit 
relations with a woman belonging to another. To exclude this 
kind of act the author says 'provided it is irreproachable. 1 
[MSB on VI.3]

As far as the M.Samgr and its commentaries are concerned,
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then, PS offences relate roost probably to the Ten Bad Paths 

of action, and PKS offences to breaches of the 'lesser and 

minor 1 precepts of the Vinaya.

The Bo.bhu discusses the conduct of a bodhisattva with 

reference to the PKS offences and also provides examples of 

PS offences. First of all it states that a bodhisattva must 

observe the regulations which are categorised as PKS just as 

rigorously as the Sravakas, but then goes on to allow a 

certain amount of leeway, as in the M.Samgr. The relevant
•

passage is quoted below:

^A bodhisattva practises the same discipline (siksa) as the 
Sravakas without any difference at all with respect to the 
minor offences [PKS] which have been established by the Lord 
in the Pratimoksa [and] in the Vinaya, [but] on the basis of 
thinkingofothers (para-cittanuraksa ), for the production 
of faith in those without it and for'the increase of faith in 
-those who [already] believe. Why is that? Because even the 
Sravakas, who put their own interest first (atmartha-paramah) 
are not without concern for the protection of others, and 
they train in the siksas for the production of faith in those 
without it and the increase of faith in those who believe. 
How much more so the bodhisattvas who are devoted to the 
interests of others! 1 [164.19-165.1]

The text then goes on to mention the exceptions where a 

bodhisattva is concerned:

'But a bodhisattva does not practise the same siksa as the 
Sravakas in relation to the minor offences [PKS] concerned 
with desiring little (alpfrthata ), being free from 
responsibilities (alpakrtyata ) and free from cares 
(alpotsuka-viharata ), which have been laid down by the Lord 
for the j>ra"vakas. Why is that? Because it is fitting 
(sobhate) for a Sravaka, who puts his own interest first and 
is not concerned for the interests of others, to desire 
little, be free from responsibilities and free from cares as 
far as the interest of other people is concerned. But it is 
not fitting for a bodhisattva, who places the interests of 
others above all else, to desire little, be free from 
responsibilities and free from cares as far as the interest 
of other people is concerned.' [165.2-9]

The passage goes on to illustrate this by saying that a
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bodhisattva should accumulate property and distribute it to 

others. He should collect hundreds and thousands of robes 

(civaraka), bowls and silken coverings and if he fails to do 

this and remains aloof like the Sravakas, then he offends

against the 8th siksapada of the Bodhisattva-pitaka and is• •
guilty of a serious offence (klistam-apattim). As far as the

* *

PS offences are concerned, and of which more later, the 

following are listed as falling into this category:

1. Taking life
2. Taking what is not given
3. Improper sexual conduct
4. Telling lies
5. Separating friends
6. Harsh speech
7. -Singing, dancing and idle talk

The Kosa [lV.34cd] classifies the fifth precept as a minor 

offence [PKS], suggesting that the previous four precepts are 

serious offences [PS], It also draws a distinction between 

things which are immoral (dauhsilya) and things which 

although not immoral in themselves have been prohibited by 

the Buddha (buddhena pratisiddhcc) [lV.122bc]. The example 

given of the latter is eating at the wrong time 

(vikalabhojana), the sixth of the ten precepts, from which it 

would seem that Vasubandhu regards PKS offences as breaches 

of the minor monastic rules.

Although there is no precise formulation in our sources as to 

which offences fall into which of the two categories there 

does seem to be a measure of agreement concerning the types 

of offences falling into each category. The serious offences 

[PS] are transgressions of what we might call the 'core
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morality 1 of Buddhism seen in the Five Precepts. The minor 

offences [PKS] are transgressions of the 'lesser and minor' 

precepts which regulate monastic life. We might say that 

whereas PS offences are judged to be universally morally 

wrong, PKS offences are local and specific transgressions of 

rules applying to a particular group, namely the Sangha.

In claiming superiority in communal and non-communal rules, 

the Mahayana is pointing to its flexibility in respect of PKS 

offences in contrast to what it must have regarded as 

excessive legalism on the part of the Small Vehicle. The 

shift in priorities from a personal quest for salvation to 

concern for the needs of others meant that in certain 

circumstances conflict would arise between the monastic 

lifestyle and the need for action in the world. The Mahayana 

allowed monks a limited degree of flexibility in these 

situations subject to the twofold stipulation that (i) the 

act should benefit others; and (ii) it should be performed 

from an irreproachable (niravadya) motive. Care is taken 

specifically to exclude from this provision acts of a grave 

or serious nature, and there is no suggestion that a breach 

of the fundamental moral precepts would be countenanced 

under any circumstances.

The further elaboration of the principle enunciated here is 

to be found in the notion of skilful means; this extends the 

proviso granted in respect of PKS offences to PS offences, 

and to this we shall turn in a moment.

221



(iii) Superiority in Breadth

The third kind of superiority claimed by the Mahayana is 

superiority in breadth or scope (vaipulya-visesa). This is
»

said to be fourfold:

1. Its multiple and extensive rules 
(nanapramana-siksa-vaipulya)

• •

2. The gain of immense merit
(apramana-punya-parigraha-vaipulya)

» •

3. The resolve to procure the welfare and happiness 
of all beings (sarva-sattva-hitasukha- 
krivasaya-parigraha-vaipulya)

4. The establishment of supreme and perfect 
enlightenment (anuttara-samyaksambodhi- 
nisraya-vaipulya)

As stated earlier this is merely a summary classification. 

The first three items may be seen as corresponding to 

samvara-s^ila, kusala-dharma-samgrahaka-sTla, and sattva-
» •

artha-kriya-slla respectively, while the fourth describes 

their culmination in enlightenment. We may pass over this 

without further comment to the fourth and final 

distinguishing feature of Mahayana sila.
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(iv) Superiority in Depth

The final qlassification relates to the bodhisattva's skilful 

means (upaya-kausalya). This is the single most important 

innovation of Mahayana ethics. Stated briefly, it authorises 

a bodhisattva to commit the ten kinds of evil action (dasa- 

akus'ala-karmapatha), to gain immense merit thereby, and 

rapidly to attain supreme and perfect enlightenment. 

Furthermore, a bodhisattva may perform acts of deception and 

inflict suffering on beings if it leads them into discipline 

(vinaya). Obviously, this makes the PS versus PKS distinction 

redundant, since a bodhisattva is here given the authority to 

commit even the most serious offences. It must be borne in 

mind, however, that the discussion of the distinction between 

PS and PKS offences takes place solely under the rubric of 

communal and non-communal rules. By virtue of this a 

bodhisattva is authorised to commit minor offences. The 

licence to commit serious offences is only granted in this 

fourth section and is specifically associated with the notion 

of skilful means. The authority to transgress moral precepts 

is linked to the development of skill-in-means; if this 

faculty is not developed then a follower of the Mahayana is 

entitled to infringe only the minor regulations of the 

disciplinary code if the interest of others requires it. The 

Buddha himself had authorised the modification of these 

regulations [D.ii.154].

Mahayana sources allow varying degrees of latitude to a 

bodhisattva when performing his saving work. Yet not
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infrequently, and paradoxically, these are often the same 

sources which elsewhere insist upon the strict observance of 

the precepts. Consider, for instance, BCA 1V.1:

'Thus a son of the Buddha firmly takes up the thought of
enlightenment; henceforth he should strive unfailingly not
to violate the precepts. 1

Evam grhltva sudr^jjham bodhicittam jinatmajah; s'iksanatikrame 
yatnam 'kuryat nityam atandritah.

And compare this with V.84 of the same text:

'Having So onc^&r * J-oocC , [a bodhisattva] should 
always be diligent in the interests of others. Compassionate, 
he should even commit a sin if he perceives this to be in the 
interests of others. 1

Evam buddhva pararthesu bhavet satatam utsthitah; 
nisiddhamjapyjanujnatam krpalorjarthadarsinah.

What is a bodhisattva to make of this conflicting advice? 

Prajnakaramati's comment on the latter verse is as follows:

'Thus, having realised the highest truth, he should always be 
zealous in procuring the welfare and happiness of beings. And 
if someone should object, 'How can he avoid committing an 
offence (apatti) while engaged in what is forbidden?' [the 
reply is that] the Lord has taught that what is forbidden may 
be performed by one who perceives with the eye of knowledge a 
special benefit for beings therein. And the teachings of the 
Lord bring about salvation.

•y
But the foregoing [exemption] does not apply to everone: only 
to [cases of] the exercise of compassion in itsA highest 
degree by one who is of a compassionate nature, who is 
without a selfish motive, solely concerned with the interests 
of others and totally dedicated to this [ideal]. In this way 
there is no offence for one who is engaged in the exercise of 
skilful means (upaya-kausalya), who works for the interests 
of others with wisdom (pra-jna) and compassion (karuna) '

«

Evam anuttaram jnatva sattvanam hitasukhavidhanaya nityam 
arabdha-vTryo bhavet/ pratisiddharthe pravrttau katham na 
sapattika iti cet/na/kva ciryhisiddham api sattvartha-visesam 
prajfiacaksusa pasyatah karanlyataya anujnatam bhagavata/ 
sanihsaranam' ca bhagavatah sasanam/ taccapi na sarvasya/ api 
tu krpaloh karuna-prakarsapravrttitaya tatparatantrasya para- 
rthaikarasasya svaprayojanavimukhasya/ iti prajnakarunabhyam 
udbhutapararthavrtter upaya-kusalasya pravartamanasya *napat- 
tih. [Pafilika 1*38.16-139.6]
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This is a key statement of the principle sanctioning a breach 

of the moral code in certain well-defined circumstances. For 

the moment I wish to consider further the way in which this 

'permissive 1 attitude is revealed in Mahayana sources. I will 

then consider the evidence for the opposite 'hard line 1 

position.

Other more loosely formulated expressions of the principle 

stated by Prajftakaramati above occur throughout the Mahayana. 

'If he sees greater advantage for beings', says the Siksa
•

[93.12], 'let him transgress the rule.' (atha tato'py adhikam
»

sattva'rtham pasyet, siksam niksipet). According to the
• * *

Upayakausalya-sutra, quoting the Buddha:

'If a bodhisattva should produce a root of good in a single 
being and be guilty of a transgression which would send him 
to hell for 100,000 kalpas, then he should commit that 
offence and bear the pain of hell and not forsake the good of 
that single being.' [|iksa 93.20-22]

•

Bodhisattvas are encouraged to engage in sexual activity:

'They purposely become courtesans in order to attract men, 
and after baiting them with the hook of lust establish them 
in the Buddha-knowledge.'

Samcintya ganika bhonti pumsam akarsanaya te; ragankuram ca 
samlobhya buddhajnane sthapayanti te." [Siksa 173.19f]

In the Su.Sam the bodhisattva Maragocaranulipta creates 

magical duplicates of himself to satisfy two-hundred 

goddessess in the retinue of Mara since he perceives they are 

ripe for salvation [MCB 13:200]. A little later the Buddha 

explains that it is through the bodhisattva's magical power 

that he is able to do this, while all the time remaining in 

the state of suramgamasama'dhi [MCB 13:222].
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The Siksa links the transgression of moral norms to the 

possession of perfect insight (pralna);

'Even if, Kasyapa, a being should be involved in these ten 
paths of evil action, yet if he accepts the Tathagata's 
teaching on causation, if he recognises that there is no such 
thing as a self or a being or an animating principle (jlva) 
or a person (pudqala); and if he recognises that all dharmas 
are unmade, unproduced, of the nature of illusion (maya) and 
non-defilement and pure by nature, and if he accepts that all 
dharmas are fundamentally pure, then I predict no evil 
destiny for that being.' [Siksa :96 7-12]

Here it is knowledge which absolves one from blame, yet at 

other times the scales tip towards compassion and acts which 

are motivated by attachment to others are said to be 

blameless* Raga is elevated to a virtue and dosa is the only•••^•^^^^w

vice, as we see in the Upalipariprccha-sutra;
^H^»^^^___^^^^^^^——KHHMB^M^^^B^^MHI^——^V^^^^Hm^-B,^___^^»

'if, Upali, a bodhisattva, a great being, who is established 
in the Mahayana, should commit offences due to attachment 
(raga) as numerous as the sands of the Ganges, and if he 
should commit just one offence out of aversion (dvesa) by the 
standard of the bodhisattva-vehicle [...] that offence of 
aversion outweighs all the others. Why is that? It is because 
aversion, Upali, leads to the abandonment of beings [whereas] 
raga leads to their attraction (samgrahaya). Therefore there 
is neither danger nor fear for the bodhisattva in that vice 
(klesa) which leads to the attraction of beings. [...] So I 
say to you, Upali, that any offence due to attachment (raga) 
is no offence at all. As the excellence of one who wins over 
beings has already been referred to, the present instruction 
refers to one whose intentions are compassionate.' [Siksa 92 
4-10]

The same passage is also quoted in the Bodhisattva-

Pratimoksa-Sutra [Dutt 1931:283f] which indicates the
•

popularity of the principle it enshrines. And the Siksa 

expresses the principle more concisely in a slightly later

passage:

'And so in cases where there is advantage for beings, an
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offence arising from attachment (raga) is declared to be no 
offence 1 (eva m/a nyasmip sattvarthopaye sati ragaja 
apattizfcnapattii/ukta.) [Siksa 94.9]^^^^^^^^^^^^^^»

Here the emphasis is upon a close emotional relationship with 

others and there is no reference to a doctrine of absolution 

through prajna.

It will be seen from these examples that the freedom allowed 

to a bodhisattva is enormous and a wide spectrum of 

activities are permitted to him, from going out in the rainy 

season to depriving a being of life. We have seen that the 

Bo.bhu authorises the latter (C.1 ) and the bodhisattva even 

derives great merit from the deed (bahu ca punyam prasuyate).
~"""^ . *

When actions of these kinds are performed there are usually 

two provisos which must be satisfied: (i) that the prohibited 

action will conduce to the greater good of those beings 

directly affected by it; and (ii) that the action is 

performed on the basis of perfect knowledge (prajna) or 

perfect compassion (karuna). In the case of perfect 

knowledge the rationale seems to be that from the point of 

view of ultimate truth there is no such thing as a rule or a 

being; and in the second case from the standpoint of relative 

truth the interests of others are all-important and must be 

furthered whatever the cost to oneself.

Yet despite this apparent relaxation of the rules there is a 

countervailing insistence in Mahayana literature upon the 

strict observance of the precepts. Sometimes, as noted above, 

both attitudes are found within the same text and a 

bodhisattva is encouraged both to be vigilant in preserving
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the precepts at all costs and yet to break them whenever he 

sees an advantage in doing so. The need for vigilance in the 

precepts is explained by the BCA; it is not that the 

bodhisattva himself will perish but that his lack of exertion 

in keeping to the rules will cause him to fail the others 

whom he has vowed to save:

'And this is why any failing by the bodhisattva is extremely 
serious: by his fa'iling he places the welfare of all beings 
in jeopardy.

Bodhisattvasya tenaivam sarvapattir gariyasi, yasmad 
apadyamano'sau sarva^sattvarthahanikrt [1V.8].

By virtue of his vow the bodhisattva has a responsibility 

towards other beings and the worst thing he can do is fail in 

his responsibility towards them. The fact of his own 

transgression is only of incidental importance: the really 

serious matter is the consequence and repercussions of his 

failing upon others. The duty of a bodhisattva is to all 

beings, so the seriousness of his failing is multiplied 

accordingly. This is emphasised in verse 10:

'One is doomed by destoying even the welfare of a single 
being: what, then, [of doing the same] to all those beings 
who dwell in the immensity of space? 1

Ekasyapi hi sattvasya hitam hatva hato bhavet; 
asesakasaparyantavasinam kimu dehinam.

Such is the reasoning which leads a bodhisattva to avoid 

scrupulously even the most minor transgressions - namely that 

there is no such thing as a minor transgression when the 

context of his field of activity is seen as infinite. To 

avoid potentially catastrophic consequences a bodhisattva 

must be ever vigilant in the perfection of morality.
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Moreover, a bodhisattva cannot himself attain enlightenment 

by merely developing bodhicitta, but must also practise the 

bodhisattva-samvaras and siksas laid down by the Buddha
* *

[BCA;91ff]. Nor should a bodhisattva dissuade others from the 

observance of the Pratimoksa claiming that simply to read the
•MH^-^^^-^W^MOT^—n.w^.

/ ___

Mahayana sutras is sufficient [Siksa;38.5-8; BCA;146f3.
*

The BJS insists upon the scrupulous observance of all its 

injunctions. If any of the the Pratimoksas are transgressed
•

the consequences are severe: all good qualities are lost 

along with the ten stages of perfection (bhumi), and rebirth 

will occur in one of the three inferior realms where the 

offender will not hear of the triratna for two or three 

kalpas. The Pratimoksas are not to be transgressed even to 

the extent of a grain of dust [p.39],

Other statements of the hard-line position occur in various 

Mahayana sources. The Ratnavali advises: 'For your own sake 

always speak the truth, even if it should cause your death or 

ruin your kingdom; do not speak in any other way. 1 [v.274] 

This sentiment is echoed by sGam-po-pa who counsels us 'to 

keep to the truth and never willingly tell a lie not even for 

the sake of our life. 1 [Jewel;145]

In some aspects the Rule of the Mahayana was even more severe 

than that of the Hlnaya"na. Meat eating, for instance, only 

frowned upon by the latter^ was prohibited outright by the 

former. The Lank argues strongly in favour of vegetarianism, 

regarding it as a way of life more suitable for a bodhisattva
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[244ff]. In other aspects the discipline of the monks of 

the Mahayana was no less rigorous than that of their Hfnayana 

brethren. A comment of I Tsing's, who was greatly interested 

in matters of Vinaya, reveals how seriously conformity to 

monastic discipline was taken in China:

'The homeless mendicants should strictly confine themselves 
to the rules of the Vinaya. If they are not guilty of 
transgressing them they are acting in conformity with the 
sutra. If there be any transgression of the precepts their 
obedience is at fault. As priests, they should not even 
destroy one stalk of grass, though the temple be covered with 
it. They should not even steal a grain of rice, though they 
be starving in a lonely field. [Record;! 95]

According to I.Tsing the Mahaya*na had no Vinaya of its own 

and shared that of the Hinayana. It seems there was 

considerable interest in the study of the Vinaya in China, 

perhaps even too much if we are to give credence to his 

lament:

'In China the schools of the Vinayadharas are also 
prejudiced, and lecturers and commentators have produced too 
many remarks on the subject [...]. Consequently one's 
aspiration (after the knowledge of the Vinaya) is baffled at 
the beginning, and one's attention flags after attending to 
but one lecture. Even men of the highest talent can only 
succeed in the study after becoming grey-haired, while men of 
medium or little ability cannot accomplish their work even 
when their hair has turned perfectly white. 1 [ibid;15f]

So far we have seen that the Mahayana on the one hand accords 

the precepts only a token and provisional status, but on the 

other displays an almost obsessive rule-worship which equals 

or exceeds the legalism it condemns in the Hinayana. What is 

to be made of its puzzling and paradoxical statements and 

injunctions? The sanctioning of transgressions is closely 

bound up with the complex notion of 'skilful means' (upaya-
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kausalya), and to unravel the complex notion of upaya it will 

be helpful to distinguish two principal meanings of the term. 

First of all, as we saw when discussing the Perfections, 

upaya stands for the cultivation of moral qualities as 

encompassed in the first five Perfections. In this sense 

upa"ya and prajna go together very much like slla and panna, 

and upaya and slla cover roughly the same ground. Upaya here 

refers to normative ethics, and we may refer to this as

The second sense of upaya, which we may call upaVap. is not 

the possession of the common man, but is the property of 

those who are already perfect in ethics and insight; it is 

the upaya of bodhisattvas of the seventh stage (upaya- 

kausalya-bhumi) and beyond, whose powers and perfections are 

supernatural. Upaya2 is the province. of the Buddhas and 

Great Bodhisattvas (Bodhisattva-Maha"sattvas) and it is only 

they who have the knowledge and power to use it. It is by 

virtue of upaya2 that bodhisattvas transgress the precepts 

from motives of compassion and are said to do no wrong.

The two aspects of upaya distinguished above govern firstly a 

bodhisattva's own personal development and perfection and 

secondly his relationship to others as a harbinger of 

salvation. The Bo.bhu distinguishes two aspects of upaya 

along similar lines; these are internal (adhyatma) and 

external (bahirdhS), and each has six divisions as follows:
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INTERNAL

1 . Directed towards the acquisition of all Buddha-dharma_s

2. Compassionate concern for all beings

3. Perfect knowledge of all conditioned things

4. Desire for that knowledge which is unexcelled 
enlightenment

5. An undefiled passage through samsara
«

6. Zeal in the desire for the Buddha-knowledge 

EXTERNAL

1. From the small good roots of beings a bodhisattva 
produces great results

2. He causes immense good roots with little effort

3. He removes obstacles which keep beings away from 
the Buddha's teachings

4. He makes those who are only halfway cross over

5. He ripens those who have already crossed

6. He delivers those who are already ripened.

According to this scheme a bodhisattva first of all perfects 

himself and then radiates his perfection towards others. Part 

of his perfection is from the start a concern for others, yet 

he is able to display this more fully and effectively once he 

has achieved perfection himself. According to the MSA the 

value of the Perfections is twofold: firstly to purify the 

performer and secondly to ripen other beings by attracting 

them to the faith [XVI.13]. After a bodhisattva has perfected 

his moral conduct he continues to practise it not out of a 

desire for merit but to instruct other beings. The MPPS puts 

it as follows:
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'But he does not aspire for any fruit from his morality, 
which he could enjoy in Samsara, and it is only for the 
purpose of protecting and maturing beings that he courses in 
the perfection of morality 1 [tr.Conze p.535].

While a bodhisattva is engaged in the process of self- 

cultivation through the paramitas he is concerned only with 

upaya-j , and only after he has achieved the perfection of 

wisdom and means does the possibility of upaya2 arise. Upaya-i 

is concerned with normative ethics but upayap is not.

As far as upaya-j is concerned, we have seen that the Mahayana 

allows bodhisattvas-in-training a slight degree of latitude 

in respect of PKS offences. This does not amount to a 

slackening in discipline and there is even evidence that the 

Mahayana became stricter in its discipline than the Hlnayana. 

Upaya-j does not enjoin laxity in moral practice but rather 

the greater recognition of the needs and interests of others. 

One's moral practice is now for the benefit of oneself and 

others by means of example. Through its emphasis on karuna
»

the Mahayana gave full recognition to the value of ethical 

perfection, making it explicit that ethics and insight were 

of equal importance for a bodhisattva. Upaya^, then, 

constitutes the acceptance by the Mahayana of the binary 

nature of final perfection which it felt the Hlnayana had 

failed to recognise or emphasise sufficiently.

Turning to upSyaot we submit that this is the provenance of 

the Buddhas and Great Bodhisattvas and does not concern 

normative ethical conduct. The great bodhisattvas are
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embodiments of supreme value, and in their compassion- 

inspired antinomian conduct we see a symbolic statement of 

the importance attached by the Maha"yana to concern for 

others. In the doctrine of U£5y__a 2 this is elevated to the 

status of a supreme principle which overrides all other 

considerations. In order to make clear that upaya2 is not a 

doctrine for universal consumption or application, its 

practice is linked to the advanced stage of the seventh 

bhumi. By the seventh bhumi, bodhisattvas are perfect in the 

two divisions of the first six Perfections, namely ethics and 

insight. In a sense the final four Perfections are a 

recapitulation of the first six, since once again we see the 

bodhisattva demonstrating ethical perfection (upaya) in 

conjunction with perfect knowledge (jnana). We may go so far 

as to aggregate stages seven (upaya), eight (pranidhana) and 

nine (bala) to the sphere of ethics and contrast these with 

the tenth stage which concerns knowledge (j nana). Thus the 

binary division within the first six perfections is imaged 

within the additional group of the latter four.

After reaching the dual perfection implicit in the first six 

Perfections the bodhisattva has reached the upper limits of 

human perfectibility. In Paramitas seven to ten he stands 

upon the threshold of the transcendent, and at this point the 

Great Bodhisattvas symbolise the supreme ideals of Wisdom 

(prajna) and Compassion (karuna). We see both these values 

epitomised in the two great Bodhisattvas of the Mahayana 

tradition: ManjusrT as perfect wisdom and Avalokitesvara as 

perfect compassion. Most commonly in the Mahayana, Wisdom and
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Compassion are invoked together, but at other times 

henotheistically with the result that either one or the other 

is lauded as the supreme good. In this respect Dayal detects 

a shift with the passage of time:

'In the early Mahayana, Wisdom and Mercy are regarded as 
equally important [...] In fact, Wisdom is considered to be 
somewhat more important than Mercy [...] The glorification of 
Wisdom reaches its climax in the Madhyamika school of 
philosophy [...] But the later Mahayana emphasises Mercy more 
than Wisdom [...] As the ideal gains ground, the bodhisattva 
Avalokitesvara increases in importance till he becomes the 
supreme and unique bodhisattva. The Mahayana slowly passes 
from the ascendency of Mafijusri to the reign of 
Avalokitesvara [...] Karuna (mercy, pity, love, compassion) 
and its personified symbol, Avalokitesvara, are all-in-all. 
This is the last word and the consummation of the Mahayana. 1 
f1932:44ff]

In the doctrine of upaya 2 we see the scales tip in favour of 

karuna, which now operates without the checks and balances of 

rationally derived ethical principles which it would be the 

task of prajna to elaborate. Prajna, in fact, is pressed into 

the service of karuna through the identification of its1~~"" " ~" »

content with sunyata, the emptiness of all phenomena. Given 

the universal absence of inherent existence postulated by the 

emptiness teachings of the Mahayana there is nothing to 

impede the activity of karuna, which is now allowed to exert 

itself without restriction. Upaya2 then, is the outcome of 

the blending of karuna with a particular interpretation of 

the content of praina.

The doctrine of upaya2 is a fusion of ethics and metaphysics. 

In terms of ethics the Mahayana wishes to emphasise the 

importance of karuna. In terms of metaphysics it wishes to 

draw attention to emptiness as the true mode of being of
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phenomena. While the former emphasises moral values the 

latter, paradoxically, undermines them. The justification for 

the employment of upaya thus proceeds along the lines that 

the precepts cannot be broken since there is no such thing 

(ultimately) as a precept. This is the tack taken by 

VimalakTrti in his encounter with Upali [VKNS III.31-7] and 

it is a paradox which the Perfection of Wisdom literature and 

the Mahayana sutras delight in exploiting. The doctrine of 

upaya2 is an exploration of the perplexing relationship 

between ethics and metaphysics, or the spheres of relative 

and ultimate truth; symbolically the relationship is 

hypostatised in the paradoxical nature and activity of the 

Great Bodhisattvas who on the one hand have intuited the 

profound truth of the emptiness of all dharmas, yet on the 

other continue to display supreme moral concern for all 

beings.

But is the upaya2 -inspired behaviour of the moral heroes of 

the Mahayana to be taken as a model for imitation in everyday 

life? As I have interpreted the doctrine above it does not 

have direct normative implications of this kind, and my 

grounds for this belief are as follows:' 5

i) In Mahayaha literature upaya2 is invariably the province, 

of the Buddhas and Great Bodhisattvas alone. Their actions 

are located in the domain of myth and symbol [Pye 1978:Ch.4], 

which alerts us to the fact that it is not to be taken as 

applicable in normal circumstances. It is never employed by 

the common man in a normative context, 

ii) There is no evidence that upayap was adopted as a basic
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principle of ethics in Mahayana countries, and there is clear

evidence that in the Far East at least it was not [ Pye

1978:Ch.8], That certain exceptional deeds in history were

justified by appeal to the principle seems to be the

exception rather than the rule. [5.(iii) infra]

iii) The Mahayana, as we have seen, continued to be rigorous

in its observance of the basic precepts. There is no evidence

that the basic principles of ethics were sacrificed to the

situational demands of upaya. In many cases the Mahayana is

stricter rather than laxer in its observances.

iv) The section of the Bodhisattva-pitaka, which explicitly
»

authorises breaking the precepts (section C), or 

dispensations like it, do not appear to have been 

incorporated into the disciplinary codes of Mahayana 

countries.

In sum, the upaya of the Great Bodhisattvas underlines the 

importance of ethics in human perfection. It is an 

overstatement of its importance as a reaction to the 

undervaluation of ethics by the Small Vehicle. The Mahayana 

emphasises the importance of concern for others to correct 

the imbalance between sila and panna which had occurred 

within the Small Vehicle and to restore the equilibrium in 

terms of praifta and upaya.

SUMMARY

We may summarise the Mahayana ethical developments as 

follows:
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1. The MahSyana was critical of the failure of the Small 

Vehicle to recognise the importance of ethics in soteriology.

2. It redressed this deficiency by emphasising that ethical 

perfection (upaya) involving concern for others (karuna) was 

of equal importance to insight (prajna).

3. The Mahayana formulated an expanded tripartite conception 

of ethics embracing: a) self-restraint (samvara); (b) the
*

pursuit of the good (kusala-dharma-samgrahaka-sila); and (c) 

concern for the welfare of others (sattva-artha-kriya-sila).

4. It allowed a degree of flexibility such that minor 

variations in monastic practice were permissible in 

circumstances where the needs of others demanded it.

5. The continued ascendency of ethics and its relation to 

metaphysics were, explored symbolically in the figures of the 

Great Bodhisattvas and their antinomian conduct (upaya2). 

Such conduct is to be taken as metaphorical rather than 

practically didactic.

The -purpose of this chapter was to explore the theme of 

change and continuity in the soteriological role of ethics in 

the Great Vehicle. We have seen that the Mahayana describes 

itself as ethically superior to the Hlnayana in four ways and 

we have explored each of these in turn. We now have 

sufficient data on £tJLa. from sources internal to the 

tradition to support the thesis concerning the soteriological 

role of ethics outlined so far. In the following chapters we 

assess our findings in the light of Western theories of 

ethics in an attempt to characterise the overall structure of 

the Buddhist ethical system.
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Notes to Chapter Four

1. On these 10 Perfections see B.C.Law [1934-5.l.p.689 ]; Vism 
IX.124. ———

2. For further listings see: Su.Sam;26-38; VKNS 1.3; MSA 
Ch.16.v.14; VMTS pp.620-638 (tr.Poussin ). On the Paramilf^ 
in general see Dayal [1932:Ch.V] ———

3. MSA;100.11 ff. The same division is followed by sGam-po-pa 
[Jewel 1970:148]

4. Sometimes the 'Thought of Enlightenment 1 (bodhicitta) is 
included as a third factor e.g. M.Av 1.1. According to M.Av 
1.2 compassion (karuna) is the seed of Buddhahood since it 
provides the motivation to gain enlightenment for the benefit 
of others.

5. Cf. Jewel pp.149,170f; Lank VI9 3-5; Suhrll 
v.11; Asta p.71; M.Samgr iv.7; Silaparikatha'v.11 .

6. MJ3A tr. Levi p.190f.v37; BPMS. tr. Dutt [1931:269]; 
Hobogirin 'Bosatsukai' (listing many Chinese sources); Dayal 
1978:196 n.203; M.Samgr VI.2-6; IV.9.

*

7. 'Bosatsukai' p.142.

8. Four translations of this 'Bodhisattva-Pratimoksa', as it 
became known, were made into Chinese, of which Hsuan-Tsang's 
T'ang version, the P'u Sa Chieh Pen (also known as the Yu 
Chia Chieh Pen) seems closest to the present text. The other 
three versions omit the exoneration in respect of serious 
offences discussed infra. See EB 'Bodhisattva-Pratimoksa'.

^M^^B^B^^^MB^ 
•

9. Cf. Siksa 168
•

10. T.1484 translated by Kumarajiva in 406. According to the 
H5bogirin this 'has remained in China the most popular work 
on the Discipline of the Large Vehicle down to the present 
day. 1 [ 'Bosatsukai 1 p. 146],

11. The phrase 'pakatam papam* occurs in Pali [PTC 
III.1.p.3] in the sense of a 'wicked deed 1 with no special 
technical meaning. It refers to such actions as stealing, 
showing disrespect to a thupa, etc.

12. It will be recalled from Chapter One that damage to 
plants and vegetation is prohibited by the Patimokkha, e.g. 

Pacittiya 11 and Sekhiya 74.

13. See Siksa 144.14; 131.13; Poussin [1929:63f]; Ruegg 
[1980:234-41]'; Kapleau [ 1 983:passim].

239



14. Bo.bhu 261-272. The divisions are en umerated 
incorrectly by Lamotte [VKNS p.19n.68],

15. In the following chapter [V.(iii)] I consider the 
alternative possibility.
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CHAPTER FIVE

'The ultimate end [...] is an existence exempt as far as 
possible from pain [...] secured to all mankind [...] and 
[•••] to the whole sentient creation. 1

J.S.Mill

'I teach only suffering and the end of suffering 1
The Buddha

'Woe to those who creep through the serpent-windings of 
Utilitarianism.'

Imraanuel Kant

I now wish to place the scheme of Buddhist ethics described 

thus far in the context of Western ethical theory and see if 

a useful analogue may be found to further our understanding 

of the Buddhist ethical enterprise. There is a need for 

caution in imposing the classifications of one religious 

system on another, as David Snellgrove has pointed out 

[1956]. Michael Pye also warns that 'there is admittedly a 

problem about the correlation of Mahayanist ethics and 

western approaches to ethics' [1978:14]. Neither of these 

writers makes any attempt to offer a theoretical 

interpretation of Buddhist ethics, and while there is 

undoubtedly a need for caution we must at some point make a 

tentative venture into the field. At the present time, as 

pointed out in the Introduction, there is little in the way 

of existing research to rely on and our conclusions will of 

necessity be provisional. Nevertheless, the progress of
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future research will be considerably assisted if we are able 

to elucidate a general pattern, scheme or framework within 

which Buddhist ethics may be located. In his 1978 sketch of 

Mahayana ethics Hindery speculated as to what its general 

ethos might be:

'There are enough references to precepts, virtues, and moral 
models to suggest that MB [ = Mahayana Buddhism] involves a 
moral perspective not merely as a worldview, but directly as 
a system. In either case ongoing research may uncover the 
phenomenon that MB morality contains no precepts and values 
which cannot be found in alternate or even stronger forms in 
other major ethical traditions. On the other hand, it may 
more profoundly realise that a new moral gestalt or ethos 
ensouls this ethics with a unique and still unappreciated 
dynamic, one symbolised by bodhisattvas, who go on living for 
others and surrender not to death, and by savior Buddhas with 
extended hands 1 [1978:248],

In this Chapter and the next we explore these possibilities, 

and consider two Western models which bear at least a 

prima facie relationship to Buddhism, namely Utilitarianism 

and Aristotelianism. In this Chapter I discuss the 

resemblances between Buddhism and Utilitarianism, and in the 

next Chapter the resemblances between Buddhism and 

Aristotelian ethics. The present Chapter is arranged as 

follows: first (i) I will summarise the main features of 

utilitarian ethical theory and then (ii) assess its 

similarities with Buddhist ethics. Finally (iii) I will 

consider a specific Western ethical model - Situation Ethics 

- a utilitarian hybrid based on agapistic principles which 

may be thought to resemble certain features of Mahayana 

ethics.
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(i) Utilitarian Theories of Ethics

Stated in its simplest form a Utilitarian theory of ethics is 

one in which 'the good is defined independently from the 

right, and then the right is defined as that which maximises 

the good 1 [Rawls 1980:24]. The content of the good is 

derived from intuition or common sense and is regarded as a 

utility to be increased. This utility may be variously 

defined, e.g. as pleasure (most commonly), wealth, or as 

various other forms of satisfaction left undefined 

('preference utilitarianism 1 ). The right act, then, is that 

act which of all available alternatives will maximise the 

good as previously specified, that is to say, the act which 

will produce the greatest happiness (or other good) for those 

affected by its consequences.

There are many varieties of utilitarian ethical theory, but I 

will concentrate here on the classical formulation of the 

doctrine as developed by Bentham and Mill. After describing 

the main features of this paradigm we will be in a position 

to assess the correspondence between it and Buddhist ethics. 

All variations of the classical doctrine are in any event 

marked by their common acceptance of the 'Principle of 

Utility1 . Let us begin by considering the definition of this 

principle given by Bentham in An Introduction to the 

Principles of Morals and Legislation:

'The principle of utility is the foundation of the present 
work: it will be proper therefore at the outset to give an 
explicit and determinative account of what is meant by it. By 
the principle of utility is meant that principle which
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approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according 
to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or 
diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in 
question: or, what is the same thing in other words, to 
promote or oppose that happiness. I say of every action 
whatsoever? and therefore not only of every action of a 
private individual, but of every measure of government 1

As a social reformer it was with 'measures of government 1 

that Bentham was primarily concerned, and his version of 

utilitarianism played an important role in the political 

culture of Britain in the first half of the 19th century. 1 As 

Maclntyre points out, the philosophy can be applied most 

successfully to institutions such as prisons and hospitals 

where it is possible to have a rough idea of how many 

people's lot will be bettered or worsened by particular 

measures [1967:237]. Yet at the same time, Bentham believed 

that public policy could only be shaped and implemented 

effectively if it took account of the facts of human nature 

as testified to by the psychological constitution of 

individual human beings. The most important feature of this 

constitution he took to be the fact that men are motivated to 

do whatever they do by their desires, and that these desires 

are for the experience and increase of pleasure and the 

avoidance of pain. He begins his Magnum Opus with the 

following magisterial statement:

'Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two 
sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to 
point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what 
we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, 
on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to 
their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in 
all we think: every effort we can make to throw off our 
subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it' 
[11].
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The consequences of actions are therefore valued to the 

extent that they terminate in sensations of pleasure, or 

conversely, inhibit the experience of pain. Such is the 

utility to be promoted, and Benthara made this clear in his 

exemplification of a utility:

'By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it 
tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or 
happiness, (all this in the present case comes to the same 
thing) or (what comes again to the same thing) to prevent the 
happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the 
party whose interest is considered 1 [12].

As stated above, then, 'ought 1 and 'right* are defined with 

reference to the 'good* [13 (S.10)]. If one asks 'Why should 

I seek to maximise the good? 1 the answer is that human nature 

is so constituted that this is inevitably what people do 

anyway: utilitarianism simply acknowledges this as the basic 

factor in human motivation.

It is the simplification or reduction of the complexities of 

ethics to a simple factual basis which gives utilitarianism 

its initial appeal. Matters of value become simple matters of 

fact. Judging the Tightness of competing courses of action is 

an exercise in calculation, a cost-benefit analysis in the 

coinage of pleasure and pain. Pleasures and pains may come 

from a variety of sources, and Bentham lists 14 sources of 

pleasure and 12 sources of pain 2 . Against this check-list 

must be considered such factors as the intensity and length 

of the sensation which is experienced or anticipated. To 

assist in this calculation Bentham elaborated a 'felicific 

calculus' [1970:Ch.4] according to which pleasures and pains
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may be measured and quantified: intensity, duration, 

certainty or uncertainty, propinquity and remoteness, 

fecundity, purity and extent (the last applies when more 

than one individual will be affected by the consequences).

The principle of utility, Benthara argued, provides a secure 

foundation for morals and legislation: it demystifies moral 

judgements and provides an empirical standard for objective 

scrutiny in matters of right and wrong. It is, moreover, of 

universal application, since human nature is similarly 

constituted the world over. Although morality and law vary 

between cultures they should in principle conform to one 

standard alone, namely that of utility. If they do not they 

stand in need of correction. The principle of utility is 

inviolate. 'Systems which attempt to question it, 1 writes 

Bentham, deal in sound instead of sense, in caprice instead 

of reason, in darkness instead of light. 1 [11]

Utilitarians are concerned only in respect of consequences 

(hence utilitarianism is a 'consequentialist* theory of 

ethics); and the felicific calculus is simply a device for 

quantifying consequences of actions in terms of pleasure. For 

Bentham pleasure was an homogenous category which allowed for 

no differentiation or grading in respect of different kinds 

of pleasure. Opponents were quick to point out that on this 

basis the pleasure of the opera is no better than the 

pleasure of an animal in the farmyard - hence Carlyle's curt 

dismissal of utilitarianism as 'pig philosophy'. Bentham 

himself was unmoved by this: 'Prejudice apart', he wrote,
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'the game of push-pin is of equal value with the arts and 

sciences of music and poetry. If the game of pushpin furnish 

more pleasure, it is more valuable than either.' 3

Bentham's psychology, derived from Hartley, was of the crude 

mechanical and associationist kind and drew much criticism. 

The task of refining the psychological foundation of 

utilitarianism and fending off its critics passed along with 

Bentham's mantle to J.S.Mill.

Mill attempted to overcome the defects inherent in Benthara's 

unitary notion of 'pleasure 1 (Bentham provided 58 synonyms 

for this) by making a distinction between 'higher' and 

'lower' forms of pleasure [1957:8f], The higher forms, such 

as the study of philosophy, are to be preferred to the lower 

forms such as the pleasures of 'wine, women and song'. Mill 

sought to introduce the notion of a continuum of pleasures 

with the higher outweighing the lower: 'it is better to be a 

human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be 

Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied' [1957:9]. As is 

often pointed out, however, once Mill introduces this 

distinction he has begun to introduce non-utilitarian values. 

What can be greater than pleasure for a utilitarian other 

than more pleasure? If appeal must be made to other values, 

such as aesthetic quality, to account for human motivation, 

then the ideal of a single standard to which human drives are 

reducible is an illusion. Mill suggests that factors such as 

pride, liberty, power, excitement and dignity may make a 

human being unwilling to settle for pleasure alone - all of
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which ex hypothesi should not be more desirable alternatives. 

As Alan Ryan notes: 'To say that Socrates prefers his way of 

life f even if he is constantly dissatisfied, is to say that 

he thinks it better, not that he thinks it more pleasant 1 

[1974:111]. If something may be better irrespective of 

hedonistic associations it must be acknowledged that pleasure 

and pain are not the final arbiters of human values.

Yet such a claim is precisely the attraction of 

utilitarianism, that it simplifies conflicting moral systems 

by converting their divergent values into the tidy currency 

of pleasure. If it cannot do this then it fails to be 

comprehensive and must give up its claim to be grounded in a 

universal feature of human nature.^ To escape from this 

dilemma Mill falls back on the notion of certain qualities or 

actions, such as those which are dignified, noble or 

courageous, as being indirect means for maximising general, 

as opposed to individual, welfare. Actions which are normally 

praised on non-utilitarian grounds, such as self-sacrifice, 

are explained as being useful in general to society at large. 

In this way Mill is able to claim that utilitarianism is 

altruistic: one's own good counts for no more than anyone 

else's, and so the aim of utilitarian ethics is the good of 

all and not merely the happiness of the agent.

In Utilitarianism Mill is at pains to stress the unselfish 

character of his ethical system. First of all he restates 

Bentham's principle of utility as the 'Greatest Happiness
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Principle 1 as follows:

'According to the Greatest Happiness Principle [...] the 
ultimate end, with reference to and for the sake of which all 
other things are desirable (whether we are considering our 
own good or that of other people), is an existence exempt as 
far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in 
enjoyments, both in point of quantity and quality 1 [1957:11],

Notice that Mill, perhaps more conscious of the definitional 

problems associated with pleasure than Bentham, has subtly 

reversed the priority in the letter's statement of the 

principle by placing the exemption from pain before the 

increase in enjoyments. He goes on in the above passage to 

derive the principles of ethics from the Greatest Happiness 

Principle in the way Bentham had done:

'This, being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end 
of human action, is necessarily also the standard of 
morality; which may accordingly be defined, the rules and 
precepts for human conduct, by the observance of which an 
existence such as has been described might be, to the 
greatest extent possible, secured to all mankind; and not to 
them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to the 
whole sentient creation' [loc.cit].

Notice also that Mill refers to 'rules and precepts' whereas 

Bentham spoke only of actions (I will return to discuss the 

significance of this distinction later). We might also note 

the characteristic Buddhist sentiment in the final clause 

with the reference to 'the whole sentient creation*. A 

knowledge of Indian religious ideas may have come to Mill 

through his father, James, who amongst his other talents was 

an historian of India. James Mill spent eleven years writing 

the History of British India and was appointed examiner in 

the East India Company. 5 The younger Mill became an 

assistant in his father's office at India House at the age of
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seventeen.

At several points in Utilitarianism Mill castigates those who 

would use utilitarian principles to pursue their own self- 

interest: "As little is there an inherent necessity that any 

human being should be a selfish egotist, devoid of every 

feeling or care but those which centre in his own miserable 

individuality 1 [p.13]. 'The utilitarian morality,' he writes, 

does recognise in human beings the power of sacrificing their 

own greatest good for the good of others.' [p.15] It does not 

only recognise this power but seeks to encourage it:

'. . . the happiness which forms the Utilitarian standard of 
what is right in conduct, is not the agent's own happiness, 
but that of all concerned. As between his own happiness and 
that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be strictly 
impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator. In the 
golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit 
of the ethics of utility 1 [16].

In expecting impartiality between the satisfaction of one's 

own needs and those of others Mill is denying the first 

principle of utilitarianism, namely the self-interest axiom. 

If men are so constituted that they seek only their own 

pleasure, how can they also be disposed to sacrifice their 

own satisfaction to that of others? If it is suggested that 

one should serve the interests of others in the expectation 

of receiving reciprocal benefit then the result is a contract 

theory of morality adrift fron the psychological moorings of 

utilitarianism.

I will return to the problems of utilitarianism later with 

specific reference to Buddhism. For the present I wish to
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focus upon the distinctions between the forms of the doctrine 

put forward by Bentham and Mill which in the course of time 

have developed into Act Utilitarianism [AU] and Rule 

Utilitarianism [RU] respectively. I will briefly outline 

these two forms of the theory together with a third member of 

the utilitarian family, Negative Utilitarianism [NU], since 

it is these three forms of the theory which bear the most 

resemblance to Buddhism. After this I shall pass over to 

consider to what extent Buddhism may be related to these or 

cognate schema.

(a) ACT UTILITARIANISM

AU is the form of utilitarianism advocated by Bentham. 

According to this principle, what is right can be decided by 

a direct appeal to the principle of utility. One must seek to 

establish the amount of non-moral good (e.g.pleasure) to be 

generated by a specific individual performing a specific 

action in a specific situation. AU does not seek to lay down 

general guidelines for similar situations - each situation 

must be treated as unique and be given an independent 

evaluation of its consequences. Both direct and indirect 

consequences must be taken into account, the latter including 

an assessment of the likely influences of the act upon 

others. Modern advocates of the theory include J.J.C.Smart 

and (in a modified form) Joseph Fletcher. Smart summaries AU

as follows:

'Roughly speaking, act-utilitarianism is the view that the 
Tightness or wrongness of an action depends only on the total 
goodness or badness of its consequences i.e. on the effect of
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the action on the welfare of all human beings (or perhaps all 
sentient beings)'[1973:4].

Hodgson offers the following definition of the AU principle:

'An act is right if and only if it would have best 
consequences, that is, consequences at least as good as those 
of any alternative act open to the agent 1 [1967:1],

And David Lyons characterises AU in the following way:

'Roughly speaking, [...] Act-Utilitarianism is the theory 
that one should always perform acts the effects of which 
would be at least as good as those of any alternative. These 
are right actions; all others are wrong. It is one's duty, or 
over-all obligation, to perform right acts only; and thus if 
one act has the best consequences, that act is the thing to 
be done.' [1970:9].

There is thus no disagreement as to the basic principle of AU 

among supporters (Smart) and oppponents (Hodgson, Lyons) of 

the doctrine. Let us now attempt to define RU.

(b) RULE UTILITARIANISM

The beginnings of RU may be found in the work of Mill. As we 

have seen, he speaks of the utility of rules rather than 

acts, and emphasises the importance of rules in regulating 

conduct rather than focussing upon independent decisions in 

individual situations. In order to know what to do we should 

appeal to a rule rather than continually recalculate the 

consequences of certain types of actions. The rules 

themselves, however, will be arrived at on the basis of 

utilitarian considerations: rules must be chosen because they 

are conducive to the general greater good and for no other 

reason. When they cease to be effective in this way they must
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be modified or replaced. The principle of utility is still 

the ultimate standard but is now appealed to at the level of 

rules rather than at the level of individual acts. RU is 

defined by Smart, Hodgson and Lyons as follows:

Smart: 'Rule-utilitarianism is the view that the Tightness 
or wrongness of an action is to be judged by the goodness and 
badness of the consequences of a rule that everyone should 
perform the action in like circumstances. 1 [1973:9]

Hodgson: 'According to the ethical systems which come under 
the name rule-utilitarianism, an act is right if it is in 
accordance with a rule the following of which has, or would 
have, good (or the best) consequences.' [1967:5]

Lyons: 'By rule-utilitarianism I shall mean that kind of 
theory according to which the Tightness or wrongness of 
particular acts can (or must) be determined by reference to a 
set of rules having some utilitarian defence, justification, 
or derivation.' [1970:11]

Once again there is agreement on the basic principle. Let us 

now characterise a final form of utilitarianism relevant to 

our enquiry, NU.

(c) NEGATIVE UTILITARIANISM

Earlier we noticed a subtle shift in Mill's statement of the 

principle of utility away from that of Bentham by placing 

exemption from pain before the increase of pleasure in his 

definition of the 'Greatest Happiness Principle.' All forms 

of utilitarianism recognise that pleasure and pain are 

correlatives. Benthara's 'two sovereign masters' are pain and 

pleasure (in that order) and his statement of the principle 

of utility embraces the prevention of 'mischief, pain, evil, 

and unhappiness'[1970:12]. Mill states that every supporter 

of the principle of utility 'from Epicurus to Bentham' has
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understood it to apply to 'pleasure itself, together with 

exemption from pain 1 [1957:5], He defines the 'ultimate end* 

as 'an existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as 

rich as possible in enjoyments.' [1957:11]

Smart, taking his cue from Popper, describes the doctrine of 

NU as holding 'that we should concern ourselves with the 

minimum of suffering rather than with the maximisation of 

happiness ' [1973:29]. Popper himself enumerates NU as the 

second of the three most important principles of 

humanitarianism and equalitarian ethics [1962:1.235 n6]. It 

is:

'The recognition that all moral urgency has its basis in the 
urgency of suffering or pain. I suggest, for this reason, to 
replace the utilitarian formula 'Aim at the greatest amount 
of happiness for the greatest number', or briefly, 'maximise 
happiness', by the formula 'The least amount of avoidable 
suffering for all', or briefly, 'minimise suffering 11 .

Smart points out that Popper's utilitarianism here is 

inconsistent with his other two principles, namely toleration 

and the opposition of tyranny, which he appears to hold on 

non-utilitarian or deontic grounds. And as noted above, the 

general formulation of the principle of utility already 

enshrines the ideal of decreasing suffering as well as 

augmenting pleasure. In seeking to 'replace' the standard 

formula with his new one Popper merely narrows down the 

original by ruling out the injunction to maximise happiness. 

It is also unclear what is meant by 'suffering'. If it means 

'pain' f which seems to be Popper's intention, then he can be 

understood as calling for a new emphasis in our ethical 

priorities. This would involve tackling the basic and obvious
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instances of human suffering before turning our attention to 

improving the lot of those who are not in such manifest dire 

straits* If it is to include mental pain, dissatisfaction and 

discontent the matter becomes more complex. Would there be a 

duty, for instance, to minimise the suffering of someone who 

was merely envious of the good fortune of others? Actual 

physical suffering does indeed have a prior claim on our 

moral sensibilities, as may be seen from the response to 

national disaster appeals, 'in my opinion, 1 says Popper, 

'[.*.] human suffering makes a direct moral appeal, namely, 

the appeal for help, while there is no similar call to 

increase the happiness of a man who is doing well anyway.' 

[1962:i.284 n2]

Again, it is easier to agree on what is a case of physical 

suffering than it is to agree on which particular aspect of 

happiness should be maximised. It is this clear and simple 

awareness of the good to be brought about that gives NU its 

appeal. Drawing an analogy between ethics and natural science 

Popper argues that it is simpler to formulate objectives 

negatively: 'It adds to clarity in the field of ethics if we 

formulate our demand negatively, i.e. if we demand the 

elimination of suffering rather than the promotion of 

happiness. Similarly, it is helpful to formulate the task of 

scientific method as the elimination of false theories (from 

the various theories tentatively preferred) rather than the 

attainment of established truths' [1962:i.285 n2]. As 

H.B.Acton points out, however, while the moral claim of
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suffering may be more urgent, it is not necessarily more 

important than our obligation to those who are not in 

immediate distress [1963:94].

In restating the principle of utility Popper is then, I 

think, encouraging us to concentrate our minds on the clear 

and indisputable facts of suffering and tackle the most 

urgent and practical problems first. This advice is similar 

to that given by the Buddha and I now turn to a consideration 

of the ethical form of the Buddha's teaching in the light of 

the utilitarian theories outlined above.
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(ii) BUDDHISM AND UTILITARIANISM

There is an obvious similarity between the objectives of NU 

and Buddhist soteriology in that both aim at the reduction of 

suffering. In fact Buddhism goes somewhat further and seeks 

an end of suffering altogether. Popper's call for the 

'elimination 1 of suffering must be seen as a call for the 

minimisation of suffering since it would otherwise lead to 

undesirable consequences. For instance, as Ninian Smart has 

argued, it would be the duty of a powerful ruler on NU 

grounds to destroy the human race if this could be done 

painlessly thus eradicating suffering once and for all 

[1958:542f]. Again, in the absence of a theory of rebirth, 

suicide would be a commendable choice. Indeed, according to 

Maclntyre, one of the earliest exponents of NU, Hegesias, had 

to be prevented from teaching at Alexandria due to the number 

of suicides among his audience [1967:101f]. Nevertheless, 

both Buddhism and NU are committed at least to the reduction 

of suffering.

The notion of suffering in Buddhism includes mental and 

physical suffering, which are encapsulated in the term 

dukkha. The goal of diminishing dukkha is common to all forms 

of Buddhism, and the Buddha himself made 'suffering and the 

end of suffering 1 the primary focus of his teaching. 

According to the Ratnavali, pleasure and pain are 

in any event correlative:
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•just as a lessening of pain 
Is fancied to be real pleasure 
So a suppression of pleasure 
IB also fancied to be pain*

[v.362 tr. Hopkins 1975].

The whole of the Buddhist universe, in fact, can be conceived 

of as strung out across a hedonistic continuum ranging from 

the lowest hell through the heavens to nibbana, at which 

point suffering ceases forever. Movement within this 

continuum is regulated by kamma.

Kamma as commonly understood (i.e. as distinct from the 

account of it given in Chapter Three) is the principle that a 

rcoral antecedent will have a hedonistic consequence. That is 

to say r that a moral or immoral act (or volition) will have a 

result which can be quantified in terms of pleasure and pain 

experienced by the actor. Kamma is therefore a primary 

mechanism for the reduction of suffering. Not all suffering, 

however, is due to kamma, and the Buddha also recognised the 

possibility of purely adventitious misfortune.

On the understanding of kamma outlined above there is a clear 

similarity between Buddhist ethics and consequentialist 

theories such as utilitarianism which grade moral action in 

terms of the non-moral utility subsequently produced. A 

further similarity might be seen between the Buddhist 

precepts (listed in Chapter One) and the forms of RU. On this 

basis the precepts would be respected because of their 

utility in maximising desirable consequences (i.e.
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diminishing dukkha). At first blush, therefore, we may be 

tempted to categorise Buddhism as a system of NRU. I believe 

this would be a mistake for reasons I shall now outline.

1. Unlike utilitarian theories Buddhism does not define the 

right independently from the good. There exists a clear 

conceptual relationship between the two, and what is right 

cannot be defined except by reference to what is good. 

Nibbana is the good, and Tightness is predicated of acts, 

intentions, etc. to the extent which they participate in 

nibbanic goodness. The right and the good in Buddhism are 

inseparably intertwined. If an action does not display 

nibbanic qualities then it cannot be right in terms of 

Buddhist ethics whatever other consequences it might have. We 

have already seen this demonstrated in the relationship 

between kusala and nibbana. An action is judged to be kusala 

to the extent that it is harmonious with nibbanic values, and 

not to the extent that its consequences display or produce 

these qualities. In Buddhism there is no ex post facto 

conferral of Tightness upon actions as there is in 

utilitarianism. An action is right or wrong from the moment 

of its inception - its nature is fixed by reference to 

nibbanic values and it cannot subsequently change its status. 

Wrong (akusala) acts cannot turn out 'in the event 1 to have 

been right by virtue of their proximate or remote effects; 

nor can right (kusala) acts turn out to have been wrong in 

view of their consequences. For a utilitarian theory of 

ethics, however, both of these are real possibilities since 

Tightness and goodness are separately defined. One of the
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peculiar features of utilitarianism is that it has no 

preference between acts which are conventionally regarded as 

good and evil so long as they achieve the same end.

In Buddhist ethics it is what precedes an act not what 

follows it that determines its rightness. An act is right if 

it is virtuous, i.e. performed on the basis of liberality 

(araga), benevolence (adosa) and understanding (amoha). It is 

the preceding motivation (cetana) which determines the moral 

quality of an act and not its consequences. In Buddhism acts 

have bad consequences because they are bad acts - they are 

not bad acts because they have bad consequences, as a 

utilitarian would maintain**.

2. If kamma is understood in the way outlined above, that 

is, as the principle that a moral cause will produce only a 

non-moral effect (i.e. as merely punna) , then moral goodness 

will have no intrinsic soteriological value. On this reading 

kamma partakes of the nature of samsara and is therefore, as 

King and Spiro point out, hostile to nibbana. At best it 

could play a subsidiary role in selecting a suitable locus 

for rebirth at which point another scale of values would come 

into play revolving around paftfta. Ethics would be irrelevant 

to enlightenment, at best a preliminary to samadhi and panna 

and of instrumental value only. The arguments of the 

preceding chapters have, I think, established that this is an 

unsatisfactory model of Buddhist soteriology.

3. If the means-end model of kamroa is accepted, since the
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hedonistic results of kamma are experienced uniquely by the 

individual who initiates the moral action, Buddhism must be 

regarded as a form of ethical egoism. This holds that an 

individual's one and only basic obligation is to procure for 

himself the greatest amount of good. The Buddhist moral 

injunctions would therefore be guidelines as to the most 

efficient way of generating merit for oneself, since the 

hedonistic results of kamma are experienced uniquely by the 

individual who initiates the moral action. Such a situation 

would be especially paradoxical in the case of Buddhism: on 

the one hand ethical egoism advocates prudentialism as the 

essence of the moral life, while on the other Buddhism 

regards the exclusive pursuit of self-interest as the root of 

all suffering. Even if merit were gained in the service of 

others, the fact that others were served would be irrelevant. 

It would just be a feature of the natural order that certain 

kinds of activity produced merit.

The above interpretation would also give rise to a 

philosophical difficulty in connection with the moral status 

of the doctrine of kamma. Assuming that the basic moral 

imperative for Buddhists is to minimise suffering for oneself 

or for oneself and others [A.ii.95], and that only acts (or 

intentions) of a certain kind will bring this about by means 

of an obscure but inflexible metaphysical law, then there 

seems to be no scope for an independent moral evaluation of 

the proffered norms. In fact the moral element is quite 

removed. It would just be a peculiar fact about the world 

that certain kinds of activity produced merit, just as it is
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the case with other laws of nature that, for example, heavy 

objects fall to the ground. In this context moral rules would 

have the same status as other prudential rules like 'Always 

remove the radiator cap slowly 1 . The rules describing kammic 

consequences would merely presuppose a more obscure 

metaphysical connection; they would simply be a curious 

feature of the universe that the Buddha stumbled across and 

used to his advantage.

The problem here is analogous to the one faced by medieval 

Christianity in determining whether acts were good because 

God commanded them or whether God commanded certain acts
•y

because they were good.' How could one know, for instance, if 

in following God's Commandments one was merely obeying the 

laws of a tyrant? Perhaps God's Commandments ought to be 

rejected as the arbitrary fiat of a divine despot, despite 

the threat of eternal suffering being inflicted in 

retribution. To obey the Commandments merely out of fear and 

the hope of personal reward cannot be a morally adequate 

reason for regarding them as just and right.

Similarly, if the precepts or guidelines fashioned according 

to the workings of the law of kamma are observed in the hope 

of personal benefit or gain such a motive, although entirely 

rational in a prudential sense, is hardly an adequate 

foundation for a system of ethics. In these circumstances the 

Buddhist precepts would rest on a non-moral foundation: while 

they might provide effective guidelines towards prosperity 

and personal satisfaction, Buddhism as a religion could make
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no claim to embody a moral teaching.

Yet it seems clear that Buddhism regards certain acts as bad 

for reasons other than the fact that they have bad 

consequences. Let us perform a thought-experiment and 

postulate that the law of kamma has changed, and that evil 

consequences no longer inevitably follow a breach of the 

precepts, e.g. an act of murder. Assuming that no evil 

consequences of any kind followed such an act, Buddhism would 

be forced to abolish the First Precept on RU grounds. It is 

quite conceivable, on utilitarian principles, that the taking 

of innocent life could in many circumstances be the 'right 1 

act - e.g. taking one life to save ten. But is it 

conceivable, in the context of Buddhism, that murder is only 

wrong because of an accident of nature? And if, in fact, 

evildoers flourished, would evil be commended as the best 

policy to follow?

The answer to the above questions must be in the negative. 

Buddhist moral standards are not geared to sensations of 

pleasure and pain or material prosperity. Buddhism has a 

concept of moral goodness which is independent of all 

hedonistic kammic associations, and this standard is embodied 

in the Buddha himself. He is the embodiment of perfect virtue 

and has eradicated all vice. If moral goodness could be 

predicated only in terms of kammic consequences we could not 

characterise the Buddha as morally good since his actions are 

avyakata. But we have seen that time and time again he 

describes himself in terms of moral perfection. Utilitarian
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systems do not recognise moral goodness and have no concept 

of intrinsic moral worth. If Buddhism is utilitarian then 

Buddhahood could not be a moral ideal.

Let us bear in mind here the distinction made between kusala
j^ j^» _

and punna in Chapter Three. Kamraic actions do indeed have 

hedonistic consequences but this is not where their moral 

value resides. Let me give three examples to illustrate how 

punna may be related to but not identical with moral value. 

First we may draw an analogy between punna and praise and 

blame. Imagine that someone performs a virtuous action and as 

a result of this is praised by and earns the respect of many 

people. What was it that made the act virtuous: the praise 

which followed it or the intrinsic value of the act itself? 

For a utilitarian it is the praise but for a deontologist and 

a Buddhist it is the intrinsic (kusala) worth of the act 

itself. Approbation is pleasant - this is punna or the 

secondary consequence of the action; but approbation is not 

the criterion of moral goodness - this is to be established 

on independent grounds. Praise and blame and good and bad 

kamma follow along as a consequence of moral and immoral 

actions but they do not act retrospectively to legitimate or 

condemn the moral quality of the action which engendered 

them.

A second example might be the relationship between crime and 

punishment. A man commits murder and is sentenced to life 

imprisonment. Is it the sentence which makes murder a crime 

or is murder a crime because it is thought to be wrong
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legally and morally on other grounds? Clearly the sentence is 

retributive (and perhaps also deterrent), and is not 

determinative in respect of what is illegal.

To give a final example an analogy might be drawn between 

kamma and the concept of grace in the Christian tradition. In 

one form of the doctrine (the Augustinian), doing good leads 

to an increase in grace in the form of an empowerment to 

overcome moral evil. Although God bestows his grace as a 

consequence of morally good actions it is not the receipt of 

grace which makes the actions morally good. There is an 

essential relationship between goodness and grace, just as 

there is between goodness and merit (punfla)/ but neither 

grace nor merit determine moral goodness. The moral status of 

actions is determined not by the consequences which follow 

but by the intention which precedes.

4. Kamma is only one consequence of ethical action. We may 

refer to it as an internal consequence since it affects only 

the individual who performs the action. Human actions, and 

particularly moral actions, however, are not performed in a 

vacuum, and there are also consequences in the world at large 

which we may refer to as external consequences. Assuming that 

Buddhism is utilitarian, which sets of consequences are to 

count in our calculations?

For the moment let us assume that it is the first set only. 

On this understanding Buddhism becomes a form of ethical 

egoism, and moral action becomes a means to further the
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private interests of the individual. This leads to the

paradox that other-directed dispositions such as compassion

(karuna) benevolence (metta) and sympathetic joy (mudita) are
* - -—

cultivated for selfish purposes. The practice of the Brahma- 

Viharas would present a formidable psychological double-bind 

since one could only wish others well to the extent that 

one's interests were thereby furthered. The four 

1 i11imitables' would be severely limited in such 

circumstances.

Let us consider now that both sets of circumstances are to 

count: the internal set being karmically guaranteed and the 

external set to be assessed as best one is able. In these 

circumstances one acts wherever possible in a manner which 

will benefit both oneself and others. On the application of 

utilitarian principles difficulties will arise here both in 

respect of quantification and in terms of conflict between 

the two sets of consequences. Quantification is difficult 

since, failing the power of the divine eye (dibba-cakkhu), 

the workings of kamma remain obscure and difficult to fathom. 

It is r accordingly, very difficult to know what the kammic 

consequences of any action will be. Let us assume, however, a 

situation in which telling a deliberate lie will result in a 

good deal of 'environmental' happiness and involve only a 

minor amount of suffering for the actor (and perhaps very 

little or none at all if he has a good stock of merit). Since 

greater overall happiness would be produced by telling the 

lie it would, for a Buddhist Act Utilitarian [BAU], be the
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right course of action. But would a Buddhist countenance the 

overturning of the precepts on a regular basis in such a 

fashion, and where is the Buddha's advice that we should do 

so?

While a BAU would face the above dilemma, a Buddhist Rule 

Utilitarian [BRU] would attempt to evade it by arguing that 

the precepts were instituted by the Buddha specifically 

because, in general, best consequences are achieved by 

following them. Given the complex functioning of kamma it is 

always best to follow the rules laid down by someone who 

understands such things better. But in making this move there 

is a price to be paid, namely the abandonment of any claim to 

personal authenticity and moral vindication. The Buddha's 

'Commandments' are now followed like those of the despotic 

Christian God without any expectation that one will 

understand the principles which support them or be in a 

position to assent to them this side of enlightenment. Until 

such time the question is closed and the possibility of 

authentic moral action is withdrawn.

5. For utilitarians motive is irrelevant whereas for 

Buddhists it is crucial. For utilitarians a good motive may 

be defined as one which produces an increase in the specified 

utility. This may occur through the medium of actions or not 

- a motive which produces a happy state of mind may be a good 

motive for a utilitarian even if it is a criminal motive. In 

utilitarian systems motive cannot be evaluated apart from its 

consequences. There cannot, therefore, be any such thing as a
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good or bad motive until its consequences have been 

quantified.

Utilitarians do, however, evaluate agents and motives 

analogically, and Smart explains how these descriptions are 

to be understood:

'A good agent is one who acts more nearly in a generally 
optimif ic way than does the average one. A bad agent is one 
who acts in a less optimific way than the average. A good 
motive is one which generally results in benificent actions, 
and a bad motive is one which generally ends in maleficent 
actions. 1 [1973:48]

[continued over]
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Mill specifically rejects the view that the Tightness of an
o

action depends upon the motive from which it is done . He 

distinguishes, as does the law r between motive and intent. 

Motive is 'That which moves or prompts a person to a 

particular course of action, or is seen by him as the 

ultimate purpose or end he seeks to achieve by that action. 1 

It is to be distinguished from intent r which is 'the more 

immediate foreseen end to which he directs his acts.'^ Yet 

for Mill neither intent nor motive have intrinsic moral worth, 

which contrasts sharply with the Buddha's insistence upon the 

morally determinative status of cetana. A utilitarian may 

accept that certain motives, such as benevolence and 

generosity, do tend to further the production of happiness in 

society. This, however, is merely a fortuitous conjunction, 

and there is no necessary connection between the two* For 

utilitarians, then, there are no intrinsically good motives, 

while for Buddhism araga, adosa and amoha are intrinsically 

good motives irrespective of the question of consequences.

I suggested earlier that of the three kinds of utilitarianism 

outlined above, Buddhism bore a prima facie resemblance to 

NRU. I adopted this as a working hypothesis which I now take 

to have been discredited. This conclusion applies to the 

substantive morality of the Buddhist tradition as a whole. 

However, there is one aspect of Mahayana morality we have 

considered which seems to be congenial to an analysis along 

AU lines, namely the doctrine of upaya, and I shall return to 

this at the end of the chapter.
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In the above discussion I have argued that Buddhism cannot be 

characterised adequately either in terms of utilitarian 

theories of obligation or in terms of utilitarian theories of 

value. Thus neither the maximising obligation nor the notion 

of a utility maximised are the central concerns of Buddhist 

ethics. In reaching this conclusion we have considered three 

forms of utilitarianism: AU, RU, and NU. Of these three AU is 

the purest form of the utilitarian principle and there are 

good arguments that the other two (and further variants) can 

be collapsed into the first.1 ** RU is basically a time-saving 

form of AU and NU is effectively included in the principle of 

utility by both Bentham and Mill. However, no form of 

utilitarianism can adequately characterise Buddhist ethics 

since it is not founded upon a maximising principle.

In respect of value theory Buddhism has little in common with 

utilitarianism since it is not basically concerned with the 

generation and experience of states of affairs. Indeed, the 

constant regeneration of experience is precisely what 

Buddhism seeks to avoid. Even pleasurable states are, in 

Bradley's words, 'merely a perishing series of moments 1 ; they 

are transient, superficial and ultimately valueless. For 

utilitarianism when one series of pleasurable states 

terminates another should be generated as quickly as 

possible; for Buddhism this grasping at what is impermanent 

is the root cause of suffering.

Bernard Williams makes the point that its commitment to the 

pursuit of states of affairs is one of the basic weaknesses
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of consequentialism. It is a devaluation of human meaning and 

human worth. If the goal of human life was merely the 

experience of pleasurable states who would not plug into the 

philosophers 1 experience machine at once?^ ̂ Williams 

criticises utilitarianism for its failure to take seriously 

the value of human integrity and to overlook this in its 

headstrong pursuit of goods [1973:82;99-1 03], Utilitarianism 

regards moral feeling as merely a quotient in a calculus, and 

this leads to emotional alienation and a loss of personal 

integrity. Williams writes:

'Because our moral relation to the world is partly given by 
such feelings, and by a sense of what we can or cannot 'live 
with 1 , to come to regard those feelings from a purely 
utilitarian point of view, that is to say, as happenings 
outside one's moral self, is to lose a sense of one's moral 
identity; to lose, in the most literal way, one's integrity.' 
[1973:103f]

To conceive of moral value in terms of states of affairs is 

to trivialise it and ultimately deny it. It is to make it 

superficial, but in Buddhism moral value is not like this - 

it is dynamic and transformational. It is a cumulative 

process involving the recognition of and transformation of 

moral sentiment rather than its alienation, and is not merely 

cashed in as karma-vipaka. E.H.Johnston recognised this many

years ago:

Karman is thus a more vital conception in earlier Buddhism 
than it was reduced to later; it is not merely vipaka, the 
recompense in a future existence of the good and evil deeds 
committed in past existences, as held by the Vaibhasikas, but 
it is the creator of the individual's moral character from 
the religious standpoint.' [1937:37]

It is hardly conceivable that Buddhism should locate
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intrinsic value in karma-vipaka: as a transient series of 

states it is the epitome of anicca. Nor does it need a 

Buddhist to realise the ultimate disvalue of such pleasurable 

sensations; in an essay which must stand as the decisive 

refutation of hedonistic utilitarianism Bradley writes:

'Pleasure and pain are feelings, and they are nothing but 
feelings. [...] This means that they exist in me only as long 
as I feel them, and only as I feel them, that beyond this 
they have no reference to anything else, no validity, and no 
meaning whatever. They are 'subjective' because they neither 
have, nor pretend to, reality beyond this or that subject. 
They are as they are felt to be, but they tell us nothing. In 
one word, they have no content: they are as states of us, but 
they have nothing for us. 1 [1927:94]

The kind of states described above are ephemeral, whereas the 

moral life in Buddhism finds teleological fulfilment in 

nibbana. For Buddhists the virtues are of value because they 

are not an infinitely perishing series of states: on the 

contrary, their cultivation is part of a continuing 

cumulative development. It is, moreover, a series with a 

definite telos, as it must be if morality is to be meaningful 

in human life. No series of states as envisaged by 

utilitarianism can meet this requirement. Bradley again:

'The practical end, if it is to be a practical goal and 
standard, must present itself to us as some definite unity, 
some concrete whole that we can realise in our acts, and 
carry out in our life. And pleasure (as pain) we find to be 
nothing but a name which stands for a series of this, that, 
and the other feelings, which are not except in the moment or 
moments that they are felt, which have as a series neither 
limitation of number, beginning nor end, nor in themselves 
any reference at all, any of them, beyond themselves [...] 
And it is clear at once that this is not what is required for 
a practical end. 1 [1927:95]

The characterisation of Buddhist ethics as utilitarian is 

unsatisfactory for the reasons outlined above. Buddhist
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ethics can only be correctly understood when seen as 

inextricably linked to the practical end of all Buddhist 

endeavour* In the following chapter we turn to an ethical 

system which gives due weight to teleology - Aristotelianisnu 

It is here, I believe, that the best hope lies of making 

intelligible the structure of the Buddhist ethical programme. 

Before taking leave of utilitarianism there is one aspect of 

Mahayana morality to which we must return - the doctrine of 

upaya.
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(iii) Skilful Means and Situation Ethics

In many ways the Mahayana concept of 'skilful means 1 (upaVa- 

kausalya) seems susceptible to analysis along AU lines since 

rules are frequently disregarded if the subsequent benefit 

for beings is thought to warrant it. In particular, with its 

increasing emphasis upon karuna the Mahayana ethos comes to
•

resemble the Christian ethic of agapism. This is founded upon 

the injunction to love god and one's neighbour [Matt.22: 37- 

40] which is given precedence over all other obligations. 

Agapism may take many forms, but it is commonly coupled with 

a maximising obligation along utilitarian lines to promote 

the well-being of one's fellow man. Such, in essence, is the 

system of Situation Ethics [SE] espoused by Joseph Fletcher - 

a form of act-agapism in which each ethical decision must be 

assessed afresh in the situation or context in which it 

arises with the goal of maximising the wellbeing of one's 

neighbour. It seems, in terms of structure at least, that 

there is a similarity here with the ethical implications of 

the doctrine of upaya.

As described in chapter 4 upaya has two forms, a normative 

and a non-normative one. The normative one is that which is 

taken by Buddhists as a model for imitation and 

implementation, and which involves the personal cultivation 

of the first five Perfections. The non-normative version of 

the doctrine is the upaya displayed by the Great Bodhisattvas 

which involves them in forms of antinomian conduct and which, 

I have suggested, is best interpreted according to
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metaphysical and not ethical principles. Nevertheless, there 

is undoubtedly a tension within the Mahayana and a tendency

for its ethics to be dominated increasingly by the single
— /• '—value of karuna. Aryasura and Santideva eulogise karuna and

• *

exalt it above all other virtues. Santideva quotes the 

DharmasangTti-sutra to the effect that a bodhisattva needs 

only karuna to gain all the attributes of Buddhahood:
*

'The Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, the Great Being, said this 
to the Lord. 'A bodhisattva. Lord, should not practise too 
many things. One virtue (dharma) alone, Lord, should be 
faithfully served and fully perfected by him, in which all 
the virtues of a Buddha are encompassed. And what is that? - 
it is great compassion (mahakaruna). It is through Great 
Compassion, O Lord, that all^ the Buddha-qualities are 
encompassed for bodhisattvas. 1 [Siksa 151:14-18]

On the translation of karuna Dayal has this to say:

'It should be rendered into English by such words as 'love 1 , 
'pity 1 , 'mercy 1 , 'compassion 1 , and all their synonyms, or 
approximate synonyms put together. No one word can convey an 
adequate idea of what karuna means. It is mentioned in an 
enormous number of passages" in all the principal treatises. 
It is perhaps the word that occurs most frequently in 
Mahayana literature. 1 [1932:178]

As more and more emphasis is placed upon the welfare of 

others as the sole end, the means employed to achieve it are 

questioned less and less. One of the results of this is that 

begins to be taken as normative (let us call this

upaya 3 ). Thus the benefits arising from the death of gLang-

dar-ma are regarded by many Tibetans as sufficient
1 7 justification for his assassination. ' ^ This tension within

the Mahayana is still being worked out today, and in a recent 

publication Geshe Kelsang Gyatso hints at a view of Mahayana 

ethics not too dissimilar from the Situation Ethics of Joseph 

Fletcher [ 1 980: IJI-H; itb-**] Let us set out Fletcher's system in
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more detail and then consider the similarities and 

differences between it and the upaya doctrine.

Fletcher accepts that SE is 'a radical departure from the 

conventional wisdom and prevailing climate of opinion 1 

[1966:13] but sees it as a rediscovery of the essential 

Christian values which have been overlaid by centuries of 

casuistry. SE claims that in practice, in any situation 

demanding ethical choice, the right decision cannot always be 

ordained beforehand in a code of laws or deduced from those 

laws; nor can it be reached by coming to the situation empty- 

handed with no principles at all. The correct orientation for 

ethical decision, argues Fletcher, should be taken with 

reference to the single principle of love. He writes:

'Christian situation ethics has only one norm or principle or 
law (call it what you will ) that is binding and 
unexceptionable, always good and right regardless of the 
circumstances. That is 'love 1 - the agape of the summary 
commandment to love God and the neighbor* [1966:30],

This is the 'First Proposition' of SE: 'Only one thing is 

intrinsically good; namely, love: nothing else at all 1 

[1966:57].

This is not to say that the traditional moral guidelines are 

never satisfactory - in fact it might turn out that they are 

followed most of the time - but only that if there is 

conflict between them and the demands of love in the 

situation the latter must prevail. Traditional moral 

principles therefore become rules of thumb for ethical 

decision-making.
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Fletcher is opposed to any kind of ethical system-building 

but we must be clear about exactly what he objects to in this 

practice. Although he fastens mainly onto the impracticality 

of applying pre-cast rules equitably he also denies, as a 

utilitarian, the intrinsic validity of the rules themselves. 

He writes: 'The situationist never says, 'Almsgiving is a 

good thing. Period! 1 but only 'Almsgiving is a good thing if 

...' [1966:26], Thus when SE ignores a rule against stealing 

it does not only allow stealing but also regards it as 

correct, right and desirable.

Fletcher distinguishes between what he calls an ontological, 

intrinsic ethic (the view that what is good is enshrined in 

the rules) and an existential, extrinsic one (the view that 

what is right depends on the situation). SE clearly belongs 

in the second category, 'We are to tell the truth, 1 writes 

Fletcher, 'for loves sake, not for its own sake. If love 

vetoes the truth, so be it. Right and wrong, good and bad, 

are things that happen to what we say and do, whether they 

are veracious or not, depending how much love is served in 

the situation 1 [1966:65].

It is clear that love occupies the central place in SE and it 

is important to qualify this rather nebulous term. It is used 

in SE as the equivalent of agape, which in turn is defined as 

'goodwill at work in partnership with reason 1 . It is to be 

distinguished sharply from romantic love (eros) and love in 

friendship (philia) which have narrower objectives. While 

these two are emotional agape is a disposition of the will
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and an attitude of mind [1966:79]. Agape is non-reciprocal. 

It is one-way but not uni-directional and its target is not 

restricted to one group. It even extends to enemies. In short 

it is an altruistic other-directed disposition which seeks no 

reciprocation.

The most obvious point of contact between SE and AU is in 

their rejection of action-guiding principles and norms. Each 

and every ethical decision is to be reviewed afresh in the 

light of its projected consequences. In view of this an 

opponent might claim that SE demands 'more critical 

intelligence, more factual information, and more self- 

starting commitment to righteousness than most people can 

bring to bear 1 [1966:81]. To this the reply is that we must 

rely on our own faculties more than before and make greater 

efforts to find out the facts before acting. As Fletcher puts 

it: 'Situation ethics puts a high premium on our knowing 

what's what when we act 1 [1966:84].

Knowledge, therefore, is the essential counterpart of love. 

As Paul Ramsey puts it, love must 'figure the angles'; 

prudence must be relied on to find 'absolute love's relative 

course'. Each decision-making situation is unique, and the 

solution needs to be found from within the context of that 

situation once it has been examined and correctly understood. 

For the act to be right, one's assessment of the 

circumstances and the consequences of the action must be 

correct: if the desired goal is achieved (the maximum 

distribution of love) the act was right; if it is not
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achieved, the act was wrong. 'Our situation ethics 1 , writes 

Fletcher, 'frankly joins forces with Mill' [1966:115]. The 

Principle of Utility is modified from 'the greatest good of 

the greatest number 1 , to 'the greatest agape of the greatest 

number. 1 Love's aims are the increase of love itself in the 

world, and courses of action are selected on the basis of an 

'agapeic calculus' modelled on Bentham's 'hedonistic calculus.

To conclude this summary we may recapitulate the main points. 

SE takes as its central principal that only one thing, love 

or agape, is intrinsically good. Love is to be linked with 

reason to determine the right course of action in any 

situation. The right act is defined as that which furthers 

the increase of love beyond any of the alternatives, even at 

the expense of infringing moral norms. According to Fletcher 

SE is founded upon six Propositions, as follows:

(1) Only one 'thing 1 is intrinsically good; namely love: 

nothing else at all.

(2) The ruling norm of Christian decision is love: nothing 

else.

(3) Love and justice are the same, for justice is love 

distributed, nothing else.

(4) Love wills the neighbour's good whether we like him or

not,

(5) Only the end justifies the means; nothing else.

(6) Love's decisions are made situationa1ly, not 

prescriptively.

I think it is fair to say that a case could be made out
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according to which the upaya doctrine, if read as referring 

to normative ethics (upaya 3 ) , could be regarded as 

structurally similar to SE. Like the latter it would be 'a 

radical departure from the conventional wisdom and prevailing 

climate of opinion 1 , but would doubtless regard itself as a 

rediscovery of the basic ideal of compassion displayed by the 

Buddha but overlaid by centuries of religious conservatism. 

breaks free of the code of laws passed on through

tradition and approaches the situation of ethical decision 

not empty-handed but armed with a revised scale of values in 

which compassion (karuna) is predominant. The bodhisattva who
*

is motivated by karuna will seek the well-being of his fellow
»

creatures at all times and in all situations. He will, 

furthermore, choose that course of action which has best 

consequences irrespective of moral norms which might obstruct 

it. It is, of course, assumed that the act will promote the 

wellbeing of others, and this is where prajna plays its part 

in 'figuring the angles 1 . In SE love finds its metaphysical 

justification in the nature of god, but no such equivalent 

resource is claimed in the case of karuna; it may, however,
•

be possible to find such a ground in the absolutist 

metaphysics of the Mahayana.

Instances of consequentialist validation along SE lines are 

not hard to find in MahaySna literature. Normally these 

consequences are thought to be beneficial insofar as they 

involve the maturation (paripacana) or spiritual development 

of beings. 1 3 Let us look briefly at a couple of examples from 

the Lotus Sutra. In the parable of the burning house in
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chapter 3 the old man tries to trick his sons into coming out 

of the burning house by promising them various kinds of toy 

carts which he knows they desire. On coming out there are no 

carts to be found, but the old man later gives them carts 

superior to the ones he promised. The question is then asked 

whether the old man was guilty of a falsehood, and Sariputra 

defends him saying he was not r ' and adding that what is 

important is not the truth or falsity of the means but the 

quality of the original intention of the old man which was 'I 

will get my children to escape by a skilful means'. 1 ^ The 

principle at work here is made explicit at the end of the 

chapter: 'There is no falsehood in preaching three vehicles 

to attract all living creatures, and afterwards saving by the 

great vehicle only. 5

Again in the Lotus, a physician tricks his sons into taking 

medicine which is good for them.' 6 The question is then asked 

if in so doing he was guilty of a falsehood, upon which the 

Buddha declares: 'I also am like this. Since I became a 

Buddha [...] for the sake of all the living I have declared 

by my power of skilful means that I must enter nirvana, and 

yet no-one can rightly say that I have perpetrated a 

falsehood.' 17

Further examples of moral legerdemain are to be found in this 

Sutra and elsewhere. 18 What these instances reveal is the 

introduction of a new pattern of ethical validation in which 

prajna is made subservient to karuna. What counts now is not 

objective truth or falsity - such as the truth-value of
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statements which it would normally be the task of prajna to 

determine - but that one's actions be motivated by 

compassionate concern for other beings. Thus the Buddha can 

claim that in the use of upaya he has not acted falsely since 

what is to count as true or false has now been redefined in 

terms of the aims of compassion. In the conceptual scheme of 

upaya the logic of truth and falsehood is made subordinate to 

the higher value of karuna; what saves beings is true, what
*

fails to save them is false.

As stated in Chapter Five, the use of upaya is normally the 

prerogative of the Buddhas and Great Bodhisattvas. The 

prerequisite for its employment is a lofty and elevated stage 

of perfection measured in terms of advanced progress in the 

Perfections (paramitas). Unlike SE f upaya2 is not intended 

for universal consumption. It may be the case, nonetheless, 

that the BE principle of upayaj was invoked for normative 

justification. To establish whether or not such justification 

was and is invoked would require a study of historical 

sources coupled with anthropological research into present- 

day behaviour, attitudes and mores in the culture concerned, 

a project which lies beyond our present scope.

At this point we may summarise the principal attitudes

adopted by the Mahayana with respect to the precepts:

1 ) Absolutism: all of the precepts are absolute moral rules

and are not to be infringed under any circumstances.

2) Modified Absolutism: the core precepts are absolute moral

rules but the 'lesser and minor 1 precepts are prima facie

obligations which may be varied in the light of competing
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moral claims. This is the distinction between prakrti- and
*

pratiksepana-savadya offences.
* •

3) Situational (Upaya^); the upaya of the Great Bodhisattvas 

is to be taken as a model for imitation and a paradigm for 

ethical choice. We may characterise this alternatively as 

Agapistic Act-Utilitarianism [AAU],

One final point concerning the equivalence of SE and up ay a 

needs to be made. For Fletcher a loving motivation and a 

successful outcome provide absolute moral justification - it 

is by reference to these two criteria that we determine the 

Tightness of actions. We see in the passages cited from the 

Lotus Sutra above that a similar position is found within the 

Mahayana: a lie which benefits others is not a lie. At other 

times, however, motivation on the basis of karuna and
•

beneficial consequences for one's fellow man do not provide 

absolute justification since the bodhisattva is left to 

suffer the negative karmic consequences of his actions [e.g. 

Siksa 93.20-22). This indicates that certain acts were felt
•

to be intrinsically wrong despite their beneficial outcome, 

or else why should there be retribution? If so, the 

implication is that there is a further criterion of Tightness 

which escapes the considerations of motivation and 

consequences. In view of this it may be better to see, in 

these antinomian exploits, the Mahayana underlining the 

importance of altruism and supererogation while still 

reserving a deontological basis for its moral validation. 

Some acts, therefore, remain intrinsically wrong regardless 

of the quality of motivation or the ensuing benefits.
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Notes to Chapter Five

1. Harris [1980:38],

2. [ 1970:Ch.5.2.] The 14 pleasures are of sense, wealth, 
skill, amity, a good name, power, piety, benevolence, 
malevolence, memory, imagination, expectation, association 
and relief. The 12 pains are of privation, the senses, 
awkwardness, enmity, an ill name, piety, benevolence, 
malevolence, memory, imagination, expectation, and 
association.

3. Collected Works ii.253 (Bowring's edition).

4. Smart [1973:14-25] attempts to minimise the disagreement 
between Bentham and Mill on this point by focussing on the 
'infecundity' of the lower forms of pleasure (i.e. since 
Bentham would in any event regard Mill's 'lower pleasures' as 
'infecund' they are in fact in agreement.) This is 
unconvincing in view of Bentham's specification that 'the 
amount of pleasure being equal' etc. (supra.)

5. Ryan [1974:7].

6. The issues here are related to the debate between Bastow 
[1969] and Gudmunsen [1972] on the relationship between the 
'Way' and the 'Goal'. This is not conducted in the context of 
utilitarian ethical theory but may be illuminated by these 
considerations. The argument of this thesis supports Bastow 
and opposes the view of Gudmunsen that 'Ethics gets in the 
Way'.

7. Cf. Plato Euthyphro; Nielsen [1973:Ch.1].

8. Cf. the discussion in Ryan [1974:113].

9. The Oxford Companion to Law by David Walker [Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1980]; 'intention'; 'motive'.

10. See Lyons [1970].

11. On Smart's electrode-operator argument [1973:18ff] cf. 
Finnis* discussion of Nozick's experience machine [1983:11.3],

12. It is interesting to recall that specific exoneration is 
given by the Bo.bhu in connection with sedition [C.1b],

13. On patterns of validation in the Theravada see Little & 
Twiss [1978:236-247].

1 4. Pye [1 978:37f ].

15. Pye [1978:39],

16. This parable occurs in chapter 15 of the Sanskrit version
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and in chapter 16 of KuraarajTva's translation

17. Pye [1978:57].

18. Pye [1978;passim3; Dayal [1932:248ff].

19. Siksa tr. 163; Jewel 122.
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CHAPTER SIX

'For Aristotle only the wise are virtuous and only the 
virtuous wise 1

Anthony Kenny [1979:80]

'For often we think about things in India . . . '

Aristotle [MM:1899.21]

In spite of their different social and cultural contexts 

there are many formal parallels between the ideal of human 

perfection conceived by the Buddha and that envisaged by 

Aristotle. Both regard human nature as a complex of 

intellectual and emotional factors and consider that the 

final good for man lies in the full development of human 

potential in both these dimensions. For both f again, this is 

a gradual, cumulative process. The state of perfection 

finally reached - nibbana for Buddhism and eudaimonia for 

Aristotle - is characterised by happiness and is the final 

goal of human striving. The comparison with Buddhism, 

however, applies only to the state of kilesa-parinibbana; in 

Aristotelian ethics there is no condition comparable to the 

state of khandha-parinibb'ana. Our concern is therefore 

limited now, as before, to perfection in this life.

Such perfection is the telos of all human striving and while 

there are inevitable cultural differences in its 

characterisation in India and Greece there is a broad measure
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of agreement in respect of its formal content. Essentially it 

consists in man fulfilling his function as man through the 

development of his potentiality in accordance with a specific 

conception of a goal or end. The similarity is an abstract 

conceptual one; the form in which this perfection manifests 

itself will |be culture-dependent and the qualities or 

perfections attached to this ideal may be various and 

dissimilar.

As well as a shared concept of an ideal end they also have in 

common a programme for its realisation involving the 

furtherance of human potential through the medium of certain 

practices known as virtues. The virtues fall into two major 

categories corresponding to the two complementary dimensions 

of the human psyche, namely the intellect and the emotions. 

The concept of a virtue has been admirably analysed by 

Alasdair Maclntyre [1981;passimj. In simple terms a virtue is 

a quality which facilitates the achievement of an end. In 

connection with Aristotle Mclntyre writes: 'The virtues are 

precisely those qualities the possession of which will enable 

an individual to achieve eudaimonia and the lack of which 

will frustrate his movement towards that telos.' [1981:139]

But the virtues are not simply instrumental means to an end 

which transcends them. What is distinctive about the virtues 

is that they participate in and constitute the end. As 

Maclntyre says:

'But the exercise of the virtues is not in this sense a_ means 
to the end of the good for man. For what constitutes the good 
for man is a complete human life lived at its best, and the
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exercise of the virtues is a necessary and central part of 
such a life, not a mere preparatory exercise to secure such a 
life. We thus cannot characterise the good for man adequately 
without already having made reference to the virtues. 1 
[1981:140]

I have argued that in Buddhism morality is not merely a means 

to an end. The Buddha displayed this clearly in the exercise 

of the moral virtues after his enlightenment - they were 

indeed a necessary and central part of his life. All Buddhist 

virtues are derived from the three root or cardinal virtues 

of generosity (a.i£bjha_), benevolence (a.d.o.saj, and 

understanding (amoha), and the final good for man is 

specified precisely in terms of the elimination of their 

corresponding vices [S.38.1 ]. It is because of this internal 

relationship between virtue and the summum bonum that the 

Aristotelian and, as I will argue, Buddhist ethical schemes, 

are teleological rather than consequentialist.

The main body of Aristotelian ethical theory is to be found 

in three treatises: the Nicomachean Ethics [NE]; the 

Eudemian Ethics [EE]; and the Magna Moralia [MM3. The order 

of composition seems to have been in the reverse of the 

order in which I have listed them, with the NE constituting 

Aristotle's mature reflections on ethics. The MM is probably 

a summary or report, not in his own hand, of Aristotle's 

earliest lectures on ethics, while the EE is a genuine work 

of Aristotle's preceding the composition of the NE. There 

are three chapters common to both the EE and the NE and it 

seems likely that these chapters (V-V11 of the NE and 1V-V1 

of the EE) were originally written for the EE. 1 Also
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important for an understanding of Aristotle's ethical theory 

and its relation to his psychology is his treatise on the 

nature of the soul, the De Anima.

The points of contact between Buddhist and Aristotelian 

ethics which I wish to develop are as follows: 

(i) The Goal : I will argue that eudaimonia and nibbana are 

functionally and conceptually related in that both constitute 

the final goal, end and summum bonum of human striving. It is 

not suggested that they are experientially identical or have 

the same metaphysical or soteriological consequences (e.g. 

the end of rebirth). For Aristotle the goal of human 

perfection has no transcendental implications: it is a 

perfection to be manifested in this world alone and 

specifically in the social context of the polis. After the 

death of Plato in 384 Aristotle moved rapidly away from the 

notion of a transcendent reality enshrined in the doctrine of 

the Forms, and his concern with ethics is empirical and 

pragmatic. Ethics, for Aristotle, is a subdivision of the 

architectonic science of politics, and his quest overall is 

for meaning and fulfilment in the concrete social and 

political situation in which the individual finds himself 

located. We shall find, therefore, no point of contact 

between Aristotelian ethics and the transcendent dimension of 

nibbana.

(ii) Anthropology : The goal or terminus of human 

perfection described as eudaimonia r or (kilesa-parinibbana), 

is conceived of as embracing a bilateral perfection. The
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parameters of the goal are determined by the facts of human 

nature and its potential for development. I will briefly set 

out Aristotle's psychology/ his doctrine of the soul, and 

compare this with Buddhist anthropology. I will conclude that 

both espouse a binary theory of human nature and human good. 

Having considered the nature of the goal and the relevant 

facts about human nature we will also comment upon the method 

by which human nature is to be transformed so as to approach 

its telos. The transformation is made through the medium of 

the virtues, and I will consider the nature of the 

relationship between the virtues and the goal. After dealing 

with points (i) and (ii) above I will focus in (iii) on a 

single point of contact between the two systems, namely their 

conception of moral choice and its operation.

The faculty of moral choice for Aristotle is pro unrests and 

for Buddhism it is cetana; for both it is the pivot around 

which virtue and vice revolve. I hope to demonstrate the 

conceptual similarities in respect of the operation of this 

faculty in each case and thereby to establish a point of 

contact between Aristotelian and Buddhist ethics. The 

exploration of further specific points of contact will be a 

task for future research. Finally, in (iv), I will conclude 

the chapter with a few general remarks about the role of 

desire and the affective faculties in Buddhist soteriology.

In sum, in this chapter I will outline similarities in 

respect of the goal or end, the starting point, and the means 

of passing from the latter to the former. I am not suggesting

290



that we will find anything approaching complete agreement 

between the Buddha and Aristotle on these points, although 

there are many similarities and interesting points of 

contact. It does appear, however, that Aristotelianism 

provides a useful Western analogue which will be of use in 

elucidating the foundations and conceptual structure of 

Buddhist ethics.
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(i) Eudaimonia

Aristotle's starting point is the goal-directed nature of 

human activity. All deliberate human action, he observes 

[NE1.1], aims at some goal or end. Some of these goals are 

ends in themselves while others are means to still higher 

ends. Men are not always clear about what their higher ends 

are and sometimes act in a confused and contradictory 

manner. The mature and responsible man, however, (to whom 

Aristotle addresses his lectures [NE1.3 1095a.1]), will seek 

to clarify his values and arrive at some conception of where 

his happiness, fulfilment, wellbeing, and flourishing lie. It 

is this final long-term end of flourishing which is 

constitutive of Aristotle's notion of eudaimonia, and it is 

this end which gives meaning and direction to individual 

lives. 2

This final or second-order end need not be unitary and may 

embrace a range or cluster of primary or first-order ends. 

These first-order ends, however, will be selected on the 

basis of their conformity with the second-order end and will 

be pursued to the extent that they form a harmonious 

combination with other first-order ends. Eudaimonia as a 

second-order end, therefore, provides an orderly framework 

for the pursuit and attainment of subordinate or first-order 

objectives. In other words, one will select and participate 

in objectives according to and to the extent that such 

objectives are conducive to one's overall long-term 

flourishing or eudaimonia. Aristotle puts it as follows:
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If, then r there is some end of the things we do which we 
desire for its own sake (everything else being desired for 
the sake of this), and if we do not choose everything for the 
sake of something else (for at that rate the process would go 
on to infinity, so that our desire would be empty and vain), 
clearly this must be the good and the chief good. Will not 
the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence on life? 
Shall we not, like archers who have a mark to aim at 
be more likely to hit upon what is right? 1 [NE 1.2 1094a18- 
25]

Aristotle goes on to characterise further this good 

achievable by action: it must be final (teleion), self- 

sufficient (autarkes), that is to say which 'when isolated 

makes life desirable and lacking in nothing 1 [NE 1097 b1 4- 

15]; again it must be 'most desirable of all things, without 

being counted as one good thing among others 1 [ NE 1097b16- 

17]. In short, as Cooper puts it, the final human good will 

have the following three characteristics: (i) it is desired 

for its own sake; (ii) everything else that is desired is 

desired for the sake of it; (iii) it is never chosen for the 

sake of anything else [1975:92].

Eudaimonia, as a second-order end, must not be confused with 

the notion of a dominant end. As an example of the latter, a 

man who identifies his final good exclusively as the 

wielding of power may aim to become wealthy, cultivate the 

friendship of influential people, take up a career in 

politics and marry into the aristocracy. All of these things 

will be for him first-order ends since they are chosen to 

increase his power (the dominant end). This does not, of 

course, prevent him enjoying them in themselves, and not 

until these things frustrate the dominant end will they be
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perceived as disvalues. Yet it is clear that they may do 

exactly that: things which are generally recognised as basic 

human goods, such as friendship and affection, may all too 

easily stand in the way of power. The person who desires 

power may find it can only be purchased at the expense of 

subverting truth, honour and friendship. And if power is 

truly a dominant end for him he will not hesitate to 

sacrifice these things. Such a conception is essentially 

utilitarian. Since a dominant end may conflict with and 

exclude other goods such a notion cannot adequately 

characterise eudaimonia. Eudaimonia (and Nibbana) are 

inclusive of other goods rather than opposed to them. Many 

people, however, organise their lives around a dominant end 

and fail to take into account the pejorative effect this may 

have on their overall wellbeing or flourishing.

To lack even a dominant end is the mark of a confused person: 

faced with a plurality of competing appetites and goals among 

his first-order ends he will be without a criterion for 

choice and be pulled in different directions. Thus, says 

Aristotle:

'everyone who is able to live according to his own choosing 
sets up some goal (tina skopon) for the good life - honour, 
or reputation, or riches, or intellectual cultivation - by 
looking to which he will perform all his actions (since not 
to organise one's life with a view to some end is a sign of 
great stupidity)' [EE1.2 1214b4-14 tr. Cooper]

To have one's actions geared towards a dominant end, then, 

would be a step in the right direction. But geared towards 

w hich end? Aristotle mentions four possibilities above: 

honour, reputation, wealth, and intellectual cultivation.
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Must one be selected at the expense of the others, and if so, 

on what basis is the evaluation to be made? Again, could any 

of these things alone constitute the complete good for man 

which Aristotle conceives eudaimonia to be? It seems not, 

since any of these concrete goods could be supplemented by 

the addition of another. Would it not be better, for example, 

for a millionaire to be wise as well as rich? Eudaimonia, 

then, cannot be defined as a single dominant end after the 

manner of utilitarianism. This is how Aristotle puts it:

'The self-sufficient we now define as that which when 
isolated makes life desirable and lacking in nothing; and 
such we think eudaimonia to be; and further we think it most 
desirable of all things, without being counted as one good 
thing among others - if it were so counted it would clearly 
be made more desirable by the addition of even the least of 
goods; for that which is added becomes an excess of goods, 
and of goods the greater is always more desirable. 
Eudaimonia, then, is something final and self-sufficient, 
and is the end of action.' [NE 1097b 13-22]

'Aristotle explicitly recognizes 1 , says Cooper with reference 

to this passage, 'that flourishing must be conceived of as 

including a number of good things rather than as dominated by 

a single end.' [1975:99]

Let me summarise Aristotle's line of thought so far. Human 

action is goal directed; men pursue many and varied goals, 

but let us imagine there is one goal which constitutes the 

final good for man. What will this goal be like? It will not 

involve the random pursuit of multiple goods (a plurality of 

first-order ends), nor even one particular good amongst 

others (a dominant end). Rather it will include a number of 

good things (yet to be defined) in harmonious combination: 

this is how we are to understand eudaimonia or human
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flourishing.

I believe that the formal characterisation of eudaimonia 

provided by Aristotle can be applied to nibbana 3 . Aristotle 

has to argue for his characterisation of eudaimonia whereas 

the Buddhist tradition provides a ready-made and (formally) 

unambiguous characterisation of nibbana. Whatever else 

nibbana is, it is indisputably the summum bonum of Buddhism 

and may be characterised, like eudaimonia in the way 

described above: (i) it is desired for its own sake; (ii) 

everything else that is desired is desired for the sake of 

it; (iii) it is never chosen for the sake of anything else. 

This formal equivalence of eudaimonia and nibb'ana seems 

unexceptionable, and in fact involves little more than the 

conceptual unpacking of the notion of an inclusive final goal,

So far I have discussed only the formal structure of 

eudaimonia as a second-order end and said nothing about its 

content, since this information must await a consideration of 

Aristotle's anthropology in the following section. Since an 

account of the Buddhist conception of the final goal as 

consisting of sila and panna has already been provided we may 

take this opportunity to illustrate why nibbana can only be 

understood as a second-order end and not in terms of the 

dominant-end model.

A common view of Buddhist soteriology makes dominant a single 

end, namely knowledge or insight (pafTna). This is an idea 

which I have constantly challenged in this thesis on the
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grounds that it does not adequately embrace the fulness of 

human perfection which constitutes nibbana. The conception of 

nibbana has suffered from an intellectualistic interpretation 

which has led to it being identified with a purely cognitive 

condition. This is an impoverishment of its true meaning.

It is the failure to acknowledge the ethical dimension of 

nibbana that lends plausibility to the utilitarian 

characterisation of Buddhist ethics. In the discussion of 

utilitarianism in the previous chapter I considered whether 

Buddhism was utilitarian with specific reference to the 

relationship between moral action (kamma) and its non-moral 

hedonistic consequences (kamma-vipaka). This is the most 

obvious sense in which Buddhism might be thought of as 

espousing a maximising policy, namely with respect to 

physical pleasure or material gain. I gave grounds for 

objecting to this interpretation in particular and to the 

characterisation of Buddhism as utilitarian in general. 

However, we may now consider in the context of eudaimonia 

another slightly different utilitarian conception of Buddhism 

in line with the interpretation of panna as a dominant end. 

The proposal now is that Buddhism is utilitarian and that the 

value it seeks to maximise is panfta.

Let us assume, along with the intellectualist interpretation, 

that panna is the final goal of Buddhism. This immediately 

raises the question of the role of sila. As we have seen, 

Buddhism sets great store upon propriety and moral virtue, at 

times to an almost obsessive degree. It puts a premium upon

297



correct deportment, particularly in the case of monks and the 

emphasis seems to be upon a particular mode of being as right 

and proper, an end in itself rather than a means to an end. 

The model for imitation is the Buddha himself, as we saw in 

Chapter One, and at no time does he suggest through his 

actions or words that correct moral conduct is to be 

sacrificed in favour of other goals, objectives or 

advantages. In other words, ethical goodness is not a first- 

order end which may be subverted by a dominant end. A monk 

behaves properly because such conduct is right and good, and 

not as the result of a utilitarian computation of kammic 

consequences relative to the production of other goods. 

Rationalisations of conduct in terms of kammic expectations 

carry little conviction.

There is, of course, nothing inconsistent in the suggestion 

that although panfla is the supreme goal (the dominant end), 

other ends are acknowledged and pursued as well (first-order 

ends). If so these other ends must do nothing to frustrate 

the pursuit of panna. Yet on this reading morality (and any 

other first-order end) would be secondary and subsidiary, and 

could make no claim upon the agent which conflicted with 

panfla. A dominant end functions to regulate choice, and in 

any conflict between morality and knowledge it would always 

be morality that was sacrificed. If one's stock of merit was 

sufficiently large there could be no objection to killing and 

other moral evils which (in the unlikely event) were 

instrumental to the acquisition of knowledge.
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Again, on this reading, it is difficult to see why morality 

should be important at all beyond a certain limited point. 

Its function here would be twofold: one cosmological and the 

other psychological. The first function would be to provide a 

suitable form of rebirth, let us say as a human being; and 

the second would provide the necessary peace of mind for 

intellectual pursuits. Once these goals had been achieved 

there could be no incentive whatsoever to cultivate non- 

intellectual goods. If panna were a dominant end, once the 

minimum moral investment for a suitable rebirth had been 

made, morality should be sacrificed to knowledge at every 

opportunity. No amount of moral good (since it is merely 

instrumental) would be important enought to forego the 

attainment of the smallest amount of intellectual good. 

Intellectual pursuits should always be given priority and 

since intellectual realisation is purely an individual matter 

one's own interests must always come first. Indeed, it may be 

truer to say that it was the overestimation of intellectual 

goods which led to the narrow self-interest of the Arhat 

ideal and not self-interest which led them to seek a private 

salvation. Yet the Buddha recognised a plurality of human 

social goods such as friendship (kalyanamittata) , which he
•

went so far as to characterise as the whole of the religious 

life,^ and in view of this it is unlikely that he regarded 

social intercourse as merely a subordinate end to 

intellectual cultivation. Friendship has many dimensions, and 

to regard it as a means to an end is to deny what is most 

vital to it, namely the core of altruism and concern for the 

other's good without which it cannot survive. If the Buddha
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regarded social goods as meriting the sacrifice of at least 

some intellectual good, as it appears he did, then panna 

cannot be a dominant end.

Furthermore, generosity (dana) and compassion (karuna) are
V

psychologically impossible if engaged in on a means-end 

basis: in such circumstances these things become mere 

counterfeits of human goods. There is nothing to suggest that 

the Buddha commended them only with the proviso that they be 

abandoned in favour of intellectual advancement however 

small; indeed, Buddhaghosa recommends that if a choice is to 

be made it is sTla that should be cultivated in preference to 

pafina [Vism 1.136].

We may conclude, then, that the intellectualist thesis of 

panna as a dominant end cannot account for the value which 

Buddhism places upon morality. The goal of moral perfection 

is not subordinate to the goal of intellectual perfection: 

rather both are coordinate parts of the final end.

To conclude this section we might enquire how the 

Aristotelian ethical system is to be classified. It is not 

utilitarian since it recognises a plurality of goods which 

cannot be traded off against a single utility. 'Eudaimonia 1 , 

says Aristotle, 'is composed of certain good things [...] it 

is nothing else beside these, it is these 1 [MM 1184a26-29). 

By partaking of these good things one partakes of the end, 

and one may be said to flourish to the extent that one 

participates in the basic goods constitutive of eudaimonia.
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Morality is not a means to the end of happiness; rather 

happiness supervenes on excellent activity 'like the bloom on 

the cheek of youth 1 . Here lies the difference between 

Aristotle and utilitarianism, that Aristotle does not 

separate the right from the good whereas utilitarianism does. 

Cooper writes concerning Aristotle:

'For although he does hold that virtuous action is a means to 
eudaimonia, or human good, eudaimonia is itself not specified 
independently of virtuous action; on the contrary, eudaimonia 
is conceived of as identical with a lifetime of morally 
virtuous action . . . ' [1975:88]

Nor must we fall into the other extreme and classify 

Aristotle among the deontologists:

'it does not follow, of course, that Aristotle must be 
classed as a deontologist: for although he agrees with Kant 
in rejecting maximisation schemes of all kinds in favor of a 
definitely structured life, he does not think of moral 
constraints themselves as imposed on persons without regard 
for (and even despite) their own good, as Kant [...] tends to 
do. In Aristotle's theory, human good consists (partly) in 
virtuous action . . .' [1975:88]

So how, then, should we classify Aristotle's ethics? I 

suggest that it is best described as teleological, if we 

understand this term as excluding consequentialist theories. 

For Aristotle there is an end or telos of human activity, 

namely the development of human potential, and although this 

goal may be only imperfectly realised its pursuit is an end 

in itself. By teleological, then, we should understand the 

continual expansion of individual capacity towards the goal 

of complete moral perfection. Buddhism too, is best 

understood as a teleological system which provides the 

framework for personal cultivation and accomplishment through 

a series of lives structured in accordance with a specific 

conception of human nature and its telos. I will turn now to
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a consideration of other points of contact between the two 

systems and particularly to the starting point from which 

progress towards the telos is commenced.
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(i i) Anthropology

In the preceding section it was argued that eudaimonia and 

nibbana are not to be conceived of as identical with a single 

human good and must embrace a plurality of first-order ends. 

I will now outline the Aristotelian conception of the 

foundation upon which the choice of these ends will be 

determined by reference to Aristotle's doctrine of human 

nature, which he conceives of as having two principal 

facets.

The purpose of Aristotle's ethical enquiry is to determine 

the good for man (to anthropinon agathon), i.e. in what his 

flourishing consists. And in order to determine the good for 

man, says Aristotle, we must know something of the nature of 

man [NE 1.13]. Since man is a composite being 

(sunthetos ousia) his good will lie in the perfection of 

those elements of his nature which admit of perfectibility. 

Since matter is ethically neutral, human virtue is the virtue 

'not of the body but of the soul 1 [ NE 1.13]. Eudaimonia is 

therefore defined as an activity of the soul in accordance 

with perfect virtue [NE.1.7], and an analysis of the powers 

of the soul will indicate the spheres in which this virtue 

may be achieved.

To understand how Aristotle arrives at his binary conception 

of human perfection we must consider his theory of the 

bipartite division of the soul and show how this is related 

to the final goal of human flourishing.
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Greek notions of the soul (psyche) are no less complex and 

varied than their Indian counterparts. However, at the risk 

of overgeneralisation, we may say that a simple conception of 

the psyche would be as something which plants and animals 

possess but inanimate objects, such as rocks, do not.** Man, 

as the highest of the animate creatures, also possesses the 

faculty of reason or intellectual power known as nous.

Aristotle's views on the soul changed during the course of 

his life, but his mature position is that of the De Anima . 

For Aristotle the soul is the form of an animate body, it is 

the organisational principle which gives form to substances. 

Substances are compounds of form and matter, and the soul or 

psyche is the form of living organisms, such as the human 

body. Matter is the potential and soul is the form (eidos), 

essence (ousia), definition (logos) , or actuality (energeia 

or entelecheia) of this potential. Just as matter and form 

are inextricably related, so are the soul and the body. Man 

is composite (sunthetos) but body and soul are aspects of the 

same substance. Body and soul are related non-dualistically: 

the soul does not stand over against the body as a separate 

thinking thing, and psychological phenomena are essentially 

psycho-physical. Aristotle explains the relationship between 

soul and matter by the use of a metaphor familiar to 

Buddhism. 'There is no need to enquire', he says in the 

De Anima, 'whether the soul and the body are one any more 

than there is to enquire whether the wax and the shape given 

to it by the stamp are one, or generally the matter of
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anything and that of which it is the matter 1 [B.I .412b6-8 ]. 

However, Aristotle does suggest in the De Anima that the 

reasoning faculty of the soul (nous) may have an independent 

existence from the soul-body aggregate and be separable from 

it. He does not, however, specify what kind of individuality
Qwould belong to a mind thus separated.

In De Anima 11 Aristotle acknowledges different degrees of 

sophistication of the psyche according to a hierarchy of 

faculties or powers. The five powers in ascending order are 

nutrition, appetite, sensation, locomotion, and thought. The 

lower the form of life the fewer of these powers it 

possesses: plants, for example, possess only the first while 

only man possesses them all. The second power, that of 

appetite (orexis), is the genus of which desire or lust 

(epithumia), passion or anger (thumos), and wish or volition 

(boulesis) are the species.10 The third, sensation, includes 

the five senses, the input from which is processed by a 

'common sense 1 , which is a faculty of nous. The power of 

thought in general has two applications, one theoretical and 

the other practical.

This rather complicated scheme of the powers of the soul 

collapses into a neat binary division according to which the 

soul has a rational part and a non-rational part [D.An.111]. 

We may most easily think of this in terms of the distinction 

between the cognitive and affective or in the simplest terms 

the head and the heart. This distinction is not entirely 

clear-cut and some powers of the soul may straddle both
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sides: this is true of the power of sensation, and Aristotle 

also speaks of an 'imaginative 1 part of the soul as 

belonging to both sides. Before going any further let us 

illustrate the main terms and distinctions introduced so far 

in the form of a diagram [Fig.1 ] f>

Intellectual perfection, the excellence of nous, has two 

aspects: theoretical wisdom (sophia) and practical wisdom 

(phronesis). Sophia is that power of nous responsible for the 

'perception of self-evident truths, such as the geometrical 

axioms'. It is 'concerned only with permanent truths, which 

man is powerless to change. 1 ^ The best English equivalent 

for nous in this sense is 'intuition'^ or 'insight'. There 

is a close similarity between sophia and panna, the latter 

being essentially concerned with the realisation of the 

truths of anicca, dukkha, and anatta.^ 4

The second aspect of intellectual virtue lies in practical 

wisdom (phronesis). Practical wisdom is the perfection of the 

rational part of the mind in its capacity to select right 

means to good ends. The distinction between sophia and 

phronesis is an abstract one and they are best conceived of 

as different modes or operations of nous. As Finnis points 

out, these two functions should not be compartmentalised:

'Do not be misled by Aristotle's talk of two 'parts' of the 
intellect, the theoretical and the practical; or by 
Aristotelian and Thomist talk about 'the theoretical 
intellect and the practical intellect*. Despite these ways of 
talking, Aristotle and Aquinas were well enough aware that 
each of us has only one intelligence, only one capacity 
(power, ability ...) of understanding. So the differences 
between 'theoretical' and 'practical 1 understanding are
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simply operational differences. And there are these 
differences between one's intellectual operations simply 
because there is a difference of objectives. One is thinking 
theoretically (i.e. 'speculatively 1 , which need not mean 
conjecturally) when one is concerned primarily with 
discerning the truth about some topic. One is thinking 
practically when one is concerned primarily to discover or 
determine what to do, to get, to have or to be 1 [1983:1 Of].

Phronesis is a productive agent in human flourishing and is 

crucially involved in the cultivation of moral virtue: it 

proceeds by deliberation and terminates in choice. It is 

concerned with a particular thing to be done and the 

selection of means to ends. It channels the non-rational 

drives of the soul towards correct moral choice, and it is 

this pragmatic function which distinguishes it from sophia or 

intuition. Aristotle distinguishes between them in the 

following manner: the intuitive mode of nous 'is of the 

limiting premisses (horoi) for which no reason can be given, 

while practical reason is concerned with the ultimate 

particular, which is the object not of scientific knowledge 

but of perception 1 [NE VI.8 1142 a25-7].

The objects of sophia are theology (or metaphysics), 

mathematics, and physics [NE VI.8 1142 a17-18], while the 

object of phronesis is 'not knowledge but action 1 [ NE 1.3 

1095 a5-6]. They deal respectively in what is necessary and 

what is contingent. Both, however, aim at truth: the 

contemplative intellect aims at truth, while the practical 

intellect aims at 'truth in agreement with right desire'. It 

must be assumed, although Aristotle does not say this in so 

many words, that phronesis also includes an intuitive 

appreciation of the goodness of ends 15 . Knowing an end as
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good f practical wisdom calculates the means of attaining it 

and this process of calculation issues in the choice 

(prohairesis) of a course of action.

Sophia and phronesis, then, are intellectual virtues, and as 

such may be distinguished from the moral virtues. Allan 

summarises as follows:

'Sophia and phronesis are virtues of the mind; they are 
produced by teaching; and they consist in knowledge of true 
rules - accompanied, in the case of phronesis, by skill in 
applying such rules intuitively to given situations. [...] 
From these intellectual virtues, we have to distinguish the 
virtues of character (justice, bravery, temperance, etc) 
which, according to Aristotle's view, are essentially correct 
emotional dispositions, produced by training or habituation 
begun in early youth. These virtues, each in its proper 
sphere, consist not in knowledge of true principles, but in 
habits of liking and aversion* [1970:126f],

These 'habits of liking and aversion' (cf.raga and dosa) are 

the twin poles of the emotional magnet and the nature of the 

field generated between them determines our non-cognitive 

potential. The structured disposition which this potential 

acquires is our character, and the virtues and vices are 

dimensions of our character. If a disposition is in accord 

with reason and conduces to human flourishing it is a virtue: 

if it is not in accord with reason and is detrimental to 

human flourishing it is a vice. Thus the 'character* of an 

individual may include both virtues and vices at the same 

time, and their manifestation will depend upon particular 

factors in the environment (situations or objects) drawing an 

emotional response. Moral virtue consists in making the 

appropriate response in different situations: this response 

will be in accordance with reason and in harmony with the
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good for man. Vice is the failure or inability to respond in 

this way.

Let us now consider Aristotle's definition of ethical virtue. 

It is:

'A state of character (h e x i s) concerned with choice 
(prohairesis) lying in a mean, i.e. the mean relative to us, 
this being determined by a rational principle, and by that 
principle by which the man of practical wisdom (phronimos) 
would determine it 1 [NE 11.6 11 06b36-11 07a2 ].

Virtue is a settled disposition to choose rightly. 

Aristotle's further insight was that the right choice 

normally lies in a mean between extremes: bravery, for 

instance, is the mean between rashness and cowardice. There 

is no need for us to consider Aristotle's doctrine of the 

mean here and we may take him simply to be recommending the 

'middle way 1 as the correct emotional orientation.

This is a good point at which to update our earlier diagram 

to take into account the subsequent discussion and illustrate 

Aristotle's conception of the operation of moral choice in

terras of the powers of the psyche. Figure 2 illustrates the
A

interaction of the two parts of the soul in the sequence 

leading to choice (prohairesis). On the one hand the non- 

rational appetitive aspect (orexis) provides the stimulus to 

action from within the emotional spectrum of lust, anger and 

wish. On the other hand the rational part of the soul, 

through the faculty of Practical Wisdom (phronesis) evaluates 

the ends to be attained by action and deliberates as to the 

means. The whole process terminates in choice (prohairesis), 

and choices made in accordance with the true goal or end
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(telos) of man will be conducive to human flourishing 

(eudaimonial.

The concept of eudairoonia with which we began this discussion 

has now received some colour. We are now in a position to 

understand the definition in the EE that 'flourishing is the 

activity of a complete life in accordance with complete 

excellence' (zoes teleias energeia kat'areten teleian) 

[11.1.1219 a38-9], 'Complete excellence 1 means all the 

excellences of the psyche, or at least those which are 

distinctly human (powers of the nutritive faculty such as 

breathing are therefore excluded). Since the psyche is binary 

there are two categories of excellence, namely those 

pertaining to the mind (dianoetike) i.e. sophia and 

phronesis; and those pertaining to the character (ethike), 

such as the moral virtues of courage, temperance and 

generosity, etc. It should be remembered that Aristotle's 

discussion of the psyche and his categorisation of its powers 

is simply heuristic: in reality its nature does not permit of 

a clinical dissection and it has no 'parts'. Thus, as Allan 

points out [1970:127], the separation of the virtues of 

character from phronesis, which is a virtue of the mind, is a 

logical, not a real one. In fact, phronesis cannot be 

attained without moral virtue, and moral virtue without 

phronesis is blind.

The above is a brief sketch of the relation between 

Aristotelian psychology and Aristotelian ethics. The 

relationship between ethics and psychology in Buddhism is
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broadly similar. For Buddhism, as for Aristotle, human nature 

is a compound of mental and physical elements. On the one 

hand there is physical form (rupa), and on the other the four 

psychic (nama) faculties of vedana, sanna, sankhara, and 

vinnana 16 . In terms of the psyche the basic human predicament 

is likewise emotional and/or intellectual deficiency 

epitomised by craving (tanha) and ignorance (avil 1 a"). This^"•^^•^y^™*^^

deficiency leads to the formation of complexes (sahkharas) 

which bring about rebirth until they are dissolved. As 

explained in Chapter Two, the virtues dissolve sankharas and 

the vices aggravate them. For both Buddhism and Aristotle 

human perfection lies in the balanced operation of the 

cognitive and affective aspects of the psyche, in other words 

in the correct operation and harmonious interpenetration of 

reason and emotion.

In the final analysis, and for Aristotle just as much as 

Buddhism, it is not possible to completely disengage the 

moral from the intellectual; the cognitive faculties are 

crucially involved in moral virtue. As seen in Chapter One, 

the two are 'washed around together 1 . In the following 

section I will consider in more detail how these faculties 

interact in the concrete situation of moral choice.

The discussion in this section has allowed us to glimpse the 

anatomy of the telos elaborated within the context of 

Aristotelian doctrine of the soul. It establishes the 

essential dimensions of human flourishing but says nothing
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about the form this will take in specific situations. The 

manner in which this perfection is achieved will vary 

according to cultural and historical context, and the 

conceptions of the forms in which human flourishing manifests 

itself are many and varied. These forms will vary according 

to the selection of first-order ends and basic goods, and as 

these evaluations shift so too will the conception of which 

particular traits or qualities are to count as virtues. 

However, whichever ends are selected the structure of 

participation through the virtues remains the same. The 

virtues are the means to the gradual realisation of the end 

through the incarnation of the end in the present. Living in 

accordance with the end is, to borrow a phrase from Cooper, 

'a progressive articulation of the end itself. It is a 

project which is progressively realised through time in the 

transformation of personality. Whereas Aristotle allows for 

only one lifetime, in Buddhism this slow maturation takes 

place over the course of many lives - there is no 'sudden 

enlightenment 1 without prior cultivation, and liberation 

does not supervene, to borrow a phrase from Aristotle, 'like 

an adventitious charm. 1

The end must lie within the parameters of human 

perfectibility, and to establish where these lie requires 

the co-operation of anthropology. Anthropology can illumine 

our understanding of human potential by establishing the 

facts about human nature. Since the final good must embrace 

all human potential for excellence, anthropology can help us 

to adumbrate the form this good will take. Thus from the
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knowledge that the psyche is bipartite we can determine that 

neither part of the soul can be excluded arbitrarily from 

eudaimonia. But this is as far as anthropology, or any other 

factual enquiry, can take us. It may help to describe the 

form of the good but it cannot determine its content. To 

derive judgements of value from a factual description of the 

soul would be a form of the Naturalist Fallacy. It would make 

ethics depend upon theoretical rather than practical wisdom 

whereas the concern of ethics is not primarily with a 

theoretical understanding of human potential but with 

practical problems of moral choice and action. A purely 

descriptive, non-evaluative analysis of man cannot deal in 

the currency of human good; by itself it provides only a thin 

one-dimensional picture of human nature. A rounded conception 

of human nature and human good will require contributions 

from both disciplines. As Finnis puts it, 'Ethics is not 

deduced or inferred from metaphysics or anthropology. But a 

mistaken metaphysics or anthropology will block one's 

reflective understanding of the way in which one participates 

in the human goods' [1983:22].

What we learn from the fact of the soul's bipartition, 

therefore, is that the final good for man cannot be 

unilaterally exclusive. In the context of Buddhism, neither 

panna nor sila by themselves can constitute complete human 

flourishing. Let us now consider in more detail a specific 

point of contact between Aristotelian and Buddhist ethics 

which will help to illustrate the interaction of these two 

faculties.
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(ill) The Psychology of Moral Choice: Cetana and 
Prohairesis

In the preceding section we saw that Aristotle distinguishes 

between the cognitive and affective aspects of the psyche and 

subdivides the cognitive functions into theoretical and 

calculative applications. The binary model of reason and 

emotion is a useful conceptual tool f and can be used 

heuristically to further our understanding of Buddhist ethics 

by depicting the faculties of the Buddhist psyche (citta) in 

terms of the Aristotelian framework discussed so far. In both 

cases the excellence of reason is to be found in intuitive 

insight and the excellence of the emotions in moral 

perfection. Buddhism has no single term which is the 

equivalent of phronesis and it does not explain how correct 

moral decisions are arrived at in terms of its psychology 

with the precision we find in Aristotle and Aristotelian 

exegesis. Nevertheless, the material exists out of which such 

an explanation can be fabricated. This is essentially a task 

for further research but I will make a start in this section 

by focussing on the key ethical terras in each case, namely 

cetana and prohairesis.

Figure 3 illustrates the distinctions made in Buddhist 

psychology, as discussed in Chapter Two, between the 

cognitive faculties and processes (sanna) and the affective 

ones (vedana). We saw there that patterned dispositions or 

complexes (sankha"ra) are formed from the interrelationship of 

the cognitive and affective powers of the psyche. The
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rational powers of the mind may be thought of as having two 

applications: one concerns the intuition or understanding of 

principles or propositions (which may involve critical 

thought and analysis) through the faculty of paftfla; and the 

other concerns the practical application of reason in respect 

of things to be done. In the Abhidhamma the latter operation 

involves the six secondary (pakinnaka) psychic functions
» •

(cetasikas) of vitakka, vicara, adhimokkha, viriya, piti and 

chanda.^ ^ Practical reasoning involves deliberation, which 

embraces initial attention to the matter in hand (vitakka), 

reflection upon it (vicara), and an intellectual decision or 

resolution (adhimokkha). The implementation of the resolution 

depends upon an impetus from the affective faculties to bring 

about the end envisaged through commitment (viriya), 

eagerness (pTti) and the desire or will to realisation 

(chanda). These two complementary processes are fused in 

cetana, the compass-needle of moral choice which is deflected 

in accordance with the psychic field created around it. 

Assuming that one both understands what is good and also 

desires it, the moral course will lie towards virtue (kusala) 

and final perfection (nibbana).

The outcome of the process described above is choice 

(cetana). Cetana is very much like prohairesis and stands at 

the crossroads of reason and emotion. Cetana is often 

regarded as a purely cognitive function as the translation of 

it by 'intention 1 and 'volition' indicate. This narrowing of 

its meaning has been criticised by Poussin and Guenther. 18 

Instead, cetana is best pictured as the matrix in which the
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push and pull of the rational and emotional aspects of the 

psyche are funnelled in the direction of moral choice. It is 

a function of the total personality and not merely its 

cognitive operations. This might be expected in view of its 

identification with kamma; if cetana* was predominantly 

cognitive it would lack the dynamic transformative energy 

necessary for moral (kammic) development. Without the thrust 

of emotional commitment the appreciation of good ends remains 

static or takes the form of a vague and diffuse benevolence. 

In this sense meaning well or having good intentions is 

merely the counterfeit of moral character. 'Thus 1 , writes 

Phillipa Foot, 'it seems right to attribute a kind of moral 

failing to some deeply discouraging and debilitating people 

who say, without lying, that they mean to be helpful* 

[1978:4]. We may note that the Kvu [V11.4] widens the meaning 

of dana to include something given as well as the intention 

to give. Thus dana, and the other virtues, involve not merely 

the bare realisation that a practice is good, but also the 

instantiation of the practice. The implementation depends 

upon a personal commitment which involves more than purely 

intellectual assent to its goodness. In short, cetana 

describes not merely intention but the total posture of the 

personality, both cognitive and affective.

In view of the above, cetana is not to be confused with the 

Western concept of the will as a faculty distinct from the 

intellect and the emotions. This is neither a Greek nor an 

Indian idea, and its origin in Western intellectual history 

can be found in the writings of St.Augustine, 'it is
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generally accepted 1 , writes Dihle, 'in the study of the 

history of philosophy that the notion of will, as it is used 

as a tool of analysis and description in many philosophical 

doctrines from the early Scholastics to Schopenhauer and 

Nietzsche, was invented by St.Augustine' [1982:123],

Augustine's purpose in elaborating the concept of will 

(voluntas) was to forge a link between his trinitarian 

theology and his anthropology such that the power of the will 

became the subjective reflection in human psychology of the 

creative energy of the divine logos. Such a position was 

in line with the biblical statement that man was formed in 

the image and likeness of the creator, and it is through the 

power of the will, Augustine argued, that man either turns 

towards or away from god. The will, as a distinct spiritual 

faculty ultimately independent of sensuous and intellectual 

life, becomes the seat of choice between good and evil. Dihle 

writes:

'From St.Augustine's reflections emerged the concept of a 
human will, prior to and independent of the act of 
intellectual cognition, yet fundamentally different from 
sensual and irrational emotion, by which man can give his 
reply to the inexplicable utterances of the divine will' 
[1982:127]. 19

It is likely that the origination of the philosophical 

concept of voluntas by Augustine was influenced and 

facilitated by the Latin language and its comparative lack of 

psychological refinement. Jurisprudential developments in the 

notion of voluntas as a hermeneutical concept in Roman law 

also served to blunt its psychological and philosophical
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precision by allowing it to be applied indiscriminately to 

motivation of all kinds. 20 Greek, on the other hand, 

recognises no such faculty as the will in its psychological 

terminology. There is no Aristotelian expression for 

'freedom of the will 1 , and Aristotle is sometimes criticised 

for failing to develop an adequate theory of the will 

although, as Hardie notes, 'he did ! not do badly without it 1 

[1980:163]. Kenny replies to this charge as follows:

'This criticism of Aristotle depends upon a certain view of 
the nature of the will. According to a view familiar in 
modern philosophical tradition, the will is a phenomenon of 
introspective consciousness. Volition is a mental event which 
precedes and causes certain human actions: its presence or 
absence makes the difference between voluntary actions. The 
freedom of the will is to be located in the indeterminacy of 
these internal volitions. The occurence of volitions, and 
their freedom from causal control, is a matter of intimate 
experience [1979:vii],

Neither prohairesis nor cetana are mental events in the sense 

of purely cognitive functions. A theory of the will as 

defined above is not to be found in Aristotle or Buddhism, 

and perhaps for good reason. Kenny continues:

'It is true that this account of the will is not to be found 
in Aristotle. This is not to Aristotle's discredit, for this 
whole conception of volition and freedom has been subjected, 
in our own time, to decisive criticism by philosophers such 
as Ryle and Wittgenstein. Philosophers who accept the 
criticisms of this school have attempted to build afresh a 
philosophical theory of the springs of human action which 
will be free of the confusions involved in the theory 
familiar in modern philosophical tradition. The resulting new 
structures bear a remarkable resemblance to what we find in 
Aristotle's Ethics* [1979:viif].

Buddhism is similar in not relying on a theory of the will to 

support its notion of moral responsibility. Karunaratna

writes:

'The expression "freedom of will" or its equivalent is not 
found in the suttas or other authentic texts recording the 
teachings of the Buddha and its use in modern expositions
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only reflects an unstated wish to interpret Buddhist thought 
in terms of the categories of Western thought 1 . 1

Responding to the charge that the possibility of developing a 

positive psychology of will has been neglected by Buddhist 

scholars, De Silva writes:

'This certainly is an important area to be explored. But the 
word 'will 1 is semantically troublesome [...] The semantic 
position here is important: the term 'will 1 is so vague that 
it cannot be identical with the more diversified, specific 
and analytical Buddhist terms' [1979:78].22

Cetana is not a discrete mental faculty transcending thought 

and feeling - it is the particular configuration or 

deployment of psychic potential which is found within the 

individual human subject. The Asl defines it as follows:

'Volition [Cetana] is that which co-ordinates, that is, it 
binds closely to itself associated states as objects. 1

CetayatI ti cetana: saddhim attana sampayuttadhamme arammane 
abhisandahati ti attho [111 PTS tr.].

CetanaT describes the general moral stance or posture adopted

by the psyche and its orientation with respect to ends. In
") ^ this sense it is synonymous with sahkhara zj and is both

conditioned and conditioning. In all the major Abhidharraic 

classifications it is given as one of the basic and 

omnipresent factors of psychic life (mahabhumika-dharma) and 

its influence is felt in all aspects of mentation. It may be 

thought of as referring to the underlying, perhaps 

unconscious, motivations and drives inherited in the form of 

predisposing complexes (sankharas). These inherited attitudes 

and dispositions will carry through to influence specific 

moral choices and decisions made in the present, which will 

in turn predispose the subject further in line with the 

pattern of choices made. Cetana may be directed towards good
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or evil -it is the predominant cause of moral and immoral 

acts, and the other mental factors play only a minor 

supporting role: according to the Asl, cetana is exceedingly 

energetic (atireka-vayama) and makes a double effort (diguna- 

ussaha) and a double exertion (diguna-vayama) [Asl.111 3,
•

The imagery used to describe cetana illustrates its 

organisational and directional function. In the Asl [loc.cit] 

it is compared to a landowner who takes 55 strong men 

(cetasika-dhammas) into the fields to reap, where he 

supervises them and energetically works alongside them. It is 

also said to be like a chief disciple, head carpenter or 

general who takes the initiative in action and is followed by 

the other students, carpenters or soldiers [Asl 111f], It 

both initiates and sustains activity and focusses the whole 

personality upon the task or object in hand. In this respect 

it is both dispositional and operational - it predisposes to 

action and leads to a result. Vasubandhu brings this out when 

he defines karma as cetana and the act which follows it 

(cetana tat krtam ca tat) [ Kosa 1V.1 ]. According to the
• •

Sarvastivada a complete act involves both volition and bodily
*•* *

or vocal action. Aung points out that the Abhidhamma 

distinguishes two aspects of cetana; one which is co-present 

with the other cetasikas (saha-jata-cetana) as an organising 

and orientating influence; and another which issues in a 

moral result (nanakkhanika-cetana) in specific circumstances
•

[Abhs tr.:16,193].

CetanS embraces a continuum which runs from predisposition
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through choice to action. The orientation of cetana and the 

choices and actions it leads to will be determined by the 

interrelation of cognitive and affective potential on both 

conscious and unconscious levels* Thus Karunaratna:

'Cetana or the will which is conditioned by affective and 
cognitive elements (vedanS, saftfta) may either function as the 
closely directed effort on the part of the individual or it 
may function, as it often does, without conscious 
deliberation by him 1 .25

In an article on the concept of the will in early Buddhism, 

Bruce Matthews [1975] brings out the complex interaction of 

the psychic faculties involved in volitional action:

'In my investigation of a concept of will in the Nikayas, I 
have found that the most meaningful and useful definition is 
one that straddles the traditional conative, affective and 
cognitive 'roles 1 , that embraces such terms as viriya 
(energy, striving), chanda (desire, intention), and dvarani- 
sugguttani (guarding the doors of the senses)' [1975:152],

Here cetana is not the central focus of the discussion and 

Matthews concentrates rather on the affective inputs to 

volition (what he refers to as 'the positive characteristics 

of the early Buddhist concept of will') in order to rebut 

the assertion that all desire is thought wrongful and to be 

extirpated [infra S.(iv)]. At the same time, he is clear 

that if the concept of will is to be used in Buddhism at all 

it must be understood as embracing both emotional and 

rational faculties. Matthews draws a distinction between the 

impetus to action and the rational canalization of the 

impetus into a moral course:

'I justify this definition by arguing that if 'will' is 
characterized as simply 'energy' or 'striving', much of its 
moral and essentially ethical nature is lost, and likewise if 
it is characterized only in ethical terms, it loses that 
sense of positive drive so apparent in much of the Buddhist 
maqga, or soteriological path 1 [1975:153].
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Poussin, too, draws attention to the breadth of meaning of 

cetana;

'We have said that an act is essentially cetanlT, and 
translated this as 'volition 1 . But the notion that the word 
cetana covers is complex and it is only recently that the 
translation as 'volition 1 has been proposed.

Buddhist language/ in addition to cetana, has a rich 
terminology. The Sarvastivadins believe that: 1. Chanda, 
'wish* defined as 'desire to act', 2. manasikara, the 'act of 
attention' by which we ply or bend thought towards the 
object, and also 'judgement 1 , 3. adhimoksa, which is 
something like approbation or approval, are simultaneous with 
cetana. Add vyajna 'effort 1 , nisraya 'decision', as much in an 
intellect ua 1* a s a volitional sense, ja d h_ y ja v a_ s^S v_a_, 
'resolution 1 . Add vitarka which, following 'wish , triggers 
off 'effort', which the schools sometimes make into a certain 
sort of cetana, volition, and sometimes a certain sort of 
prajna or 'knowledge*. The list is not complete, and its mere 
extent points to the absence of a term which exactly covers 
the idea of the will' [1927:135f].

As may be seen from the following statement, Poussin was 

clear that cetana was neither an exclusively intellectual nor 

emotional faculty. He does not consider that it may be an 

interaction of the two and concludes instead that it is a 

separate power of the mind corresponding to the Augustinian 

notion of the faculty of the will:

'The relations between intelligence, passion and volition are 
mysterious, and the Buddhists did not give a methodical 
exposition of them. We are sure, at least, that cetana, which 
is action, is not confused with desire or passion; it is not 
of the emotional order. On the other hand, if it belongs to 
the understanding, it is not confused with 'view 1 or opinion. 
Our doctors know that the will, although they name it badly, 
is distinct from motives of an intellectual order, from 
desires and from aversions' [1927:138].

There is no English term which satisfactorily includes all 

the meanings of cetana. Guenther suggests that 'stimulus, 

motive or drive' are the most appropriate equivalents 

[1976:42f]. However, while this expresses well the
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participation of the emotions it falls into the other extreme 

of ignoring the role of reasoning which 'volition* and 

'intention 1 capture rather better. Many English terms have
o c

been suggested for cetana;^ 0 the important point is that any 

translation must bring out precisely which point in the 

cetana-continuum is being referred to.

Prohairesis similarly involves the co-operation of reason and 

desire. Aristotle says that prohairesis is 'either desireful 

reason (orektikon nous) or reasonable desire (orexis 

dianoetike) [NE VI.2 1139 b4-5]. Echoing this Kenny states 

that 'Prohairesis is at one and the same time desiderative 

thought and deliberative desire* [1979:94]. According to 

Gauthier:

'For him [Aristotle], an intention [prohairesis] is right 
when reason has so pervaded desire that this latter is drawn 
toward the very object that reason prescribes. This pervading 
of desire by reason is virtue itself, and this is why virtue 
rectifies intention' [1967:16].

Hardie distinguishes three ways in which Aristotle uses the

term prohairesis which are similar to the range of meanings

of cetana;

i) the desire to do an action

ii) the decision to do an action

iii) the initiation of an action. [1980:164],

Gauthier understands Aristotle as using the term in this 

inclusive sense such that the three components occur

together:

'It is necessary to recall that for Aristotle an 'intention 1 
necessarily expresses itself in action, for it is identified 
with 'decision'. Aristotle has only one word, prohairesis, to
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designate both the one and the other, A contradiction has 
often been seen here - does Aristotle not teach that decision 
has means for its object, whereas intention is obviously 
directed towards an end? [...] This is to forget that an 
Aristotelian 'decision 1 is only directed to means in order 
better to be directed to the end. It is a sufficiently 
powerful desire for the end, so clarified by deliberation to 
make us take means to reach the end successfully; and if it 
is distinguished from the wish for the end which is boulesis, 
this is not because wish is directed toward the end, but 
because this wish is directed toward the end too weakly to 
take the means to reach it successfully. Indeed, it does not 
even know if 'those means exist. Thus what Aristotle means to 
say in making moral intention a prohairesis is that it is an 
effective act; the entirely Platonic wish or boulesis is not 
yet moral intention for him. Only the desire for the end 
which expresses itself in action is moral intention, and this 
is why virtue necessarily implies the decisive intention 
which is prohairesis and the exterior act which is praxis 
[...]. The first does not occur without the second 1 
[1967:16f ].

It would seem to be true of cetana also that the intention 

and the praxis are constantly conjoined. To resolve the 

matter a detailed examination of the uses of the terra would 

be required and I cannot embark on that here. We may, 

however, consider Guenther's opinion on the matter:

'We see that cetana not only arouses mass activity but also 
sustains it so that certain definite results appear. This 
shows beyond doubt that the translation of cetana by 
'volition* is against all evidence [...]. In its most sharply 
distinguished sense volition designates merely the act of 
making a choice or decision, but it rarely suggests the 
determination to put one's decision or choice into effect. 
Volition is thus the very reverse of cetana which everywhere 
is said to put something into effect' [1976:43f],

We may note, however, that what is put into effect need not 

be physical action, as Guenther seems to assume, and that the 

use of the term 'volition' may not be so inaccurate as he 

suggests. The Buddha seems to have held the view that the 

process of cetana was followed by a praxis of some kind, and 

that after deliberation (cetayitva) there was inevitably
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action (kammam karoti). However, he distinguishes three types 

of praxis; bodily (kayasa), vocal (yacasa) and mental 

(manasa). Cetana, then f inevitably reaches a terminus with 

moral implications, but the morally determinative praxis may 

be purely mental in form. When cetana is used in this sense 

the translation of it by 'volition1 may not be misleading.

While cetana is morally determinative, action without cetana 

is not ethically charged. This is not an idea which is 

peculiar to Buddhism. The English criminal law, for example, 

considers both the mental state of the accused and his overt 

actions. It draws a distinction between the mens rea and the 

actus reus; the latter is the physical action and the former 

is 'the state of mind which must be present in an accused if 

his overt action is to constitute a crime, and if he is to be 

held responsible for it.' 27 Kenny's explanation of mens rea 

brings out a point of difference between cetana and 

prohairesis;

'in general, an enquiry into the mens rea of an accused is an 
enquiry into his reasons for acting as he did. When we say 
that someone acted for a certain reason, we are attributing 
to him both a cognitive and an affective state: a desire for 
a certain state of affairs to be brought about, and a belief 
that a certain manner of acting is a way of bringing about 
that state of affairs. Cognitive states of mind are those 
which involve a person's possession of a piece of information 
(true or, as the case may be, false): such things as belief, 
awareness, expectation, certainty, knowledge. Affective 
states of mind are neither true nor false but consist in an 
attitude of pursuit or avoidance: such things as purpose, 
intention, desire, volition. Some mental states, of course, 
are both affective and cognitive: hope and fear, for 
instance, involve both an expectation of a prospective state 
of affairs and a judgement of the state of affairs as good or 
evil. Very various cognitive and affective states may 
constitute mens rea in different crimes and in different 
circumstances [1978:46].
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In law, generally speaking, mens rea by itself does not 

constitute a crime unless accompanied by actus reus. 

Prohairesis, too, (which Kenny translates as 'purposive 

choice') embraces both roens rea and actus reus. Cetana, 

however, seems to allow for purely mental states as morally 

determinative, which means that for Buddhism a covert mental 

state will satisfy the requirement of actus reus, at least as 

far as moral action is concerned. In monastic jurisprudence,

however, an overt actus reus is required for there to be a
9 ft transgression of the Vinaya. ° In the sphere of legal

responsibility mens rea acknowledges a gradation of 

blameworthy states of mind from wilful intention through
9 Qrecklessness and negligence down to blameless inadvertence. r

Motive alone, however, is not the sole criterion of 

Tightness. As Poussin points out, following the Kosa, the 

ritual slaying of animals is not meritorious merely because 

Brahmins believe it to be so; nor is euthanasia for aged 

parents morally right even though it is the custom in certain 

countries [1927:30], There is an objective standard of 

Tightness discoverable and attainable through the partnership 

of reason and right desire. For cetana to be virtuous it must 

conform to these requirements, and even acts performed from a 

good motive are wrongful if based on moha [Kosa lV.68d].

We have noted that moral responsibility and moral choice are 

determined by the total personality with its cognitive and 

affective faculties. Cetana, prohairesis, and mens rea are 

defined with reference to that core of the personality which
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is the final resort of explanation for moral action and which 

is ultimately definitive of moral status. To say that reason 

is involved in this complex is not to say that moral choice 

is essentially calculative: on the contrary, virtue is seen 

most clearly in one who chooses promptly and intuitively what 

is right. 30 In such a person the desire for the good is 

instinctive and the choice of right means can be made 

immediately without the distorting influence of egotistical 

considerations. As Clark notes:

'The Buddhist and the Aristotelian saint alike are not 
pressed by self-control to do what is right, nor do they 
accompany their actions with verbal conclusions about what 
they ought to be doing - the conclusion of the practical 
syllogism is for them, as for animals, an action (De Motu 
701a10f), not as it is for most of us a murmured 
encouragement to virtue' [1975:189],

The comparison with Aristotle has, I hope, enabled us to 

understand something of the theoretical structure of Buddhist 

ethics and its grounding in human anthropology. In this 

section I have sought to elucidate the nature of the 

relationship between reason and emotion and the way in which 

their interaction in a particular way constitutes moral 

excellence or virtue. In the course of this I considered the 

function and meaning of cetana and compared it with 

Aristotle's understanding of prohairesis. In both cases moral 

choice was seen to be a function of the emotional and 

intellectual disposition of the agent.
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(iv) The Desire for the Good

Cetana, then, involves a moral conclusion which may or may 

not manifest itself in bodily or vocal action. Let us assume 

that a choice is made in favour of virtue, i.e. in accordance 

with Buddhist values. This will be a rational choice 

motivated by a desire for what is good and deriving its 

validation ultimately from the final good for man (nibbana). 

It may seem odd in a Buddhist context to speak of 'desire* in 

this context, and I wish now to clarify briefly the role of 

the affective faculties in the pursuit of the final

It is an oversimplification of the Buddhist position to 

assume that it seeks an end of all desire. Such a view, 

however, is not uncommon. Poussin succumbed to it for a time, 

confessing in 1927 *I believed for a long time that a 

Buddhist should not desire Nirvana before coming to recognise 

that the desire for what is good (kusaladharmacchanda) is 

necessary and important 1 [1927:152], The eradication of 

desire would be an artificial suppression of the affective 

side of human nature and result only in apathy. What Buddhism 

seeks an end of is desire for what is not good and for what 

is in some sense extraneous to man's nature, that is to say, 

desire which is perverted by ignorance (avi11a). It seeks an 

end to the desire for false values (vipallasa), and the 

replacement of worthless objectives by an orientation of the 

personality towards what is truly good.
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There are two aspects to the rectification of desire: first 

the curbing of its excessive forms through temperance or 

restraint (samvara); and second the channelling of desire 

towards that which is identified as good after a programme 

of correct rational analysis. Buddhism has never sought the 

complete eradication of desire. Even the Buddha was not free 

of desires, although he was, of course free from desire 

motivated by delusion (selfish desire). His desire for the 

wellbeing of others remained throughout his life, and he 

tells us that as far as others are concerned he desires 

their good, welfare, and freedom from bonds.^2 'Purposeful 

activity 1 (sankheyyakaro) is said to be one of his 

characteristics [Sn.351 ]. As Mrs.Rhys Davids points out, in 

the work of the earlier translators the single English word 

'desire 1 is made to do duty for no less than 17 Pali words 

including tanha, 'not one of which means desire taken in its
•

ordinary general sense but rather in that of perverted, 

morbid, excessive desire' [1898:54], This excessive desire 

is the result of want (akankha) becoming craving (tanha),
•

desire (chanda) becoming lust (chanda-raga)» lusts of the 

flesh (kama-raga) and sensual delight (nandi-raga) 

[1898:49]. In the same vein she writes in her Introduction 

to the Dhs;

'Now we cannot afford to impoverish our ethical (and 
aesthetical) concepts by squandering this term [sc. 'desire'] 
outright on tanha» and thereby, so to speak, making the devil 
a present of all desire - even of that dhammachanda that 
drove Prometheus to fight Zeus, that drove the Buddha from 
home to the Bo tree, that drove Christ to bring down heaven 
to earth. Much harm hereby has been wrought by translators, 
whose cheapening of the word 'desire' has justified the 
superficial criticism which perennially speaks of Buddhist 
ethics as the 'negation 1 or 'extinction of all desire" 
[Dhs tr.:244f].
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Failing to distinguish the various forms of desire has led to 

confusion as to the overall Buddhist objective. 33

Desire, even in its extreme form of craving (tanha), is not 

merely a free-floating emotion which attaches itself willy- 

nilly to a succession of objects. It is desire for things 

under a certain description, namely that it would be good to 

have, possess and enjoy those things. It is the conception of 

them as good things which provides the stimulus and 

motivation for pursuing them. It is not simply that one has a 

quotient of amorphous desire that can be satisfied by 

indiscriminate means. On the contrary, these and other 

things are felt wants insofar as they are conceived of as 

good. 'Emotions 1 , writes Maclntyre, 'are intentional, that 

is, they presuppose beliefs and we cannot characterise the 

emotion except in terms of the relevant object of belief 1 

[1971:245]. The goal of eliminating desire per se is 

unintelligible, since there is no such thing as desire as a 

brute fact. To aim at the destruction of 'desire 1 is to tilt 

at windmills. It is not desire that is to be eradicated but 

the desire for things mistakenly conceived of as good 

(desirable) when they are not. What is required is insight 

(paftfta) into the unworthy nature of these objectives and 

their replacement by worthwhile (good) ends.

There are many and varied conceptions of what is good. The 

job of practical wisdom (phronesis) is to identify what is 

truly good (and hence truly desirable) and to pursue it 

intelligently. Things which are truly good will participate
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in and promote human flourishing while things which are bad 

will be deleterious and prejudicial to it. Virtue (kusala) 

involves both a correct identification of the good and a 

participation in it r and it is from this participation that 

arises the emotionally-toned satisfaction and delight in the 

good. Here the emotional response is quite appropriate. 

Tanha, on the other hand, is essentially an incorrect
•

evaluation and inappropriate emotional response - it is the 

counterfeit of correct emotional participation. If there is 

no emotional response (and this vacuity is what many 

mistakenly believe Buddhists to aim at) then a dimension of 

human experience is arbitrarily denied. In fact Buddhist 

sources point out the joy and satisfaction of the religious 

life both in the pre- and post-enlightenment condition 

[Collins 1982:192], The importance of participation by the 

total personality in aims and objectives is recognised not 

only by Buddhists. Thus Finnis:

'Typically, success in the attainment of any goal is itself 
an experience, indeed an experience which is pleasurable and 
satisfying. What matters to us, in the last analysis, is not 
the emotional experience of getting knowledge, but coming to 
know; not the emotions of friendship, but being a friend 
[...]. But in each case, there is typically an emotional 
aspect to participation in one or other of these goods, and 
that emotion or feeling is one aspect of their reality as 
human goods. True, a participation in these goods which is 
emotionally dry and subjectively unsatisfying is still good 
and meaningful as far as it goes. But these goods are not 
participated in fully unless they are experienced as good. 
That characteristic human experience of good we call emotion 
or (intensional) feeling. Such full participation in good is 
the opportunity made possible by our bodily/intellectual 
nature, given favourable circumstances 1 [1983:47f].

Human good cannot be complete if it is only participated in 

by the intellect; to be fully realised it must be seen as 

good and felt as good, and this involves an appropriate
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emotional response. Aristotle's doctrine of the mean (which 

we have not dealt with here) is essentially an attempt to 

establish where an appropriate emotional response lies. 'I 

take the doctrine 1 , writes Richard Norman, 'to be a thesis 

about the proper relation between reason and feeling' 

[1983:50], Norman regards the Aristotelian thesis as lying 

midway between the extreme positions typified by Plato and 

D.H.Lawrence. For Plato, reason (logos) must assert 

authoritative control over the other two parts of the soul 

(desire and anger). For Lawrence, on the other hand, 'reason 

should keep out of the way, and leave room for the free and 

entirely spontaneous expression of the feelings' [1983:51 ]. 

Aristotle adopts a middle position and so, essentially, does 

Buddhism, although we also find in the latter positions 

closer to both extremes. Thus we find talk in the Theravada 

of extirpating the passions as if they had an autonomous life 

independent of reason; and in the Mahayana by the time of 

Santideva raga is spoken of as a virtue and becomes almost a 

sine qua non of enlightenment. 3 Neither Aristotle nor the 

Buddha accepted these extremes, and Norman can be read as 

referring to both when he says of the former:

'I want to suggest that we can usefully see Aristotle as 
questioning the necessity of this antagonism. For Aristotle, 
feelings can themselves be the embodiment of reason. It is 
not just a matter of reason controlling and guiding the 
feelings. Rather the feelings can themselves be more or less 
rational. Reason can be present in them*[1983:52).

To say that feelings are rational means that they are 

appropriate to the situation. For Aristotle strong emotions 

such as anger could be appropriate in certain circumstances, 

and we may notice that 'righteous anger' also has a place in
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Christianity. For Buddhism, however, this is an extreme 

emotional response. The ideal in Buddhism is a gradual 

attenuation of responses of this kind and given its extended 

time-scale for human perfectibility, such a goal is thought 

to be attainable and admirable.

For Aristotle, the correct response (the mean) is to be 

determined by the man of practical wisdom (the phronimos). 

For Buddhists the phronimos is the Buddha, and it is his 

choice which determines where virtue lies. Buddhist ethics, 

as we have seen, is founded on his conduct. The goal of 

Buddhist soteriology is the transformation of character in 

accordance with this ideal, so that all choices and actions 

will be virtuous like those of the Buddha. Phronesis and 

virtue are inseparable in action and are almost inseparable 

conceptually. Aristotle sometimes contrasts them by saying 

that virtue makes the end right and phronesis adopts the 

right means. In practice, however, as Ackrill notes, the two 

cannot be disentangled:

'Since the pursuit of an objective involves thinking of it, 
while carrying out things necessary to be done depends on 
having a desire to do them, thought and desire seem to be 
involved with one another at each stage of effective 
deliberation and action. Both have to be faultless if a man 
is to be either phronimos or morally good; and if they are, 
he is both phronimos and good 1 [1973:29].

In this chapter we have considered the overall ethical 

structure of Buddhism in the light of the Aristotelian model. 

Both are teleological systems, and we examined their 

conceptions of the final goal or telos, the starting point in 

untutored human nature from which one moves towards this
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telos, and the mechanism of moral choice by which progress 

towards this goal is made. A more detailed investigation of 

the points of similarity and difference must be the subject 

of further research.
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Notes to Chapter Six

1. The facts concerning the composition of these works are 
disputed. I am following Cooper [1975:xi], For a more 
cautious opinion see Hardie [1980:6,9 ], who has more recently 
admitted that the latest research favours Cooper [1980:359]. 
Cf. Kenny [1979:ixf], The translations of Aristotle's works I 
have relied on are in the series edited by Sir David Ross 
[1908]. A useful summary of the central portions of most of 
the texts relevant to our present enquiry (excluding the MM) 
may be found in Ackrill [1973],

2. The translation of eudaimonia as 'flourishing 1 continues 
to gain ground over the less satisfactory 'happiness 1 
favoured by earlier translators. 'Happiness 1 connotes a less 
stable emotional condition than the long-term structured 
participation in virtue which is eudaimonia.

3. All references to nibbana in this context are to 'nibbana- 
in-this-life' (sopadisesa-nibbana). The notion of nibbana as 
a collection of basic goods is considered and rejected by 
Gudmunsen without reference to Aristotle [1973:42-46], His 
reasoning seems to be that all nibbanic goods (e.g. nibbanic 
'peace') are 'qualitatively* and 'existentially 1 distinct 
from their worldly counterparts.

4. The same has happened to Aristotle's eudaimonia. Cooper's 
work [1975] is an attempt to counteract this interpretation.

5. S.V.2; On the duties and obligations of an individual in 
society see Weeraratne [1976:Ch.3].

6. Allan [1970:Ch.6].

7. On the stages of his development and the dispute 
concerning the intermediate position see Hardie [1980:Ch.V].

8 Cf.Hardie [1980:72].

9. It is not my purpose here to enter in detail into this 
intriguing but recondite aspect of Aristotelian anthropology. 
However, the similarity between the Buddhist and Aristotelian 
conception of man as a psycho-physical aggregate with a 
detachable conscious component bears further examination.

10. Cf.Kenny [1979:13]

11. Allan [1970:49].

12. ibid:126
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13. ibid;49

14. supra p.126

15. For a discussion of the issues here see Hardie [1980] 
Ch.Xl, especially p.227: 'The end, according to Aristotle, is 
an object of desire, and it moves us by being the object of 
thought or imagination. Hence practical wisdom, if it is to 
be complete and not headless, must include the intuitive 
thought of the end as well as the intellectual powers 
required for the discovery of means. 1

16. The 'psychic 1 (n£ma) faculties are sometimes listed as 
fivefold, e.g. at S.ii.3: 'Feeling, cognition, volition, 
contact of the senses with their objects (phassa), and 
at£?J?tion: tj1686 are th^ psychic (nama) faculties' (Vedana, 
sanna, cetana, phasso, manasikaro; idam vuccati namam).

*

17. On the meaning of these terms see Asl 142-145; Govinda 
[1974:1191| Guenther [1976:49-60].

18. Guenther [1976:43n]; Poussin Kosa lV.2n. and infra. 
Mrs.Rhys Davids also admits, 'I regret the rendering of 
cetana by 'volition 1 in the later editions of my Buddhist 
Psychological Ethics (1923)' [1936:276].

19. Cf.p.132: 'But it seems to be clear without further 
explanation that a notion of will, as distinct from both 
irrational impulse or decision on the basis of knowledge, was 
indispensable in the theory of St.Augustine 1 . Augustine also 
believed that the will would invariably choose the worst due 
to the corruption of human nature in the Fall, and that only 
with the help of God's grace could man choose rightly.

20. The role of the Latin language in the formation of the 
concept of the will is discussed at length by Dihle 
[1982:132ff].

21. EB 'cetana' p.91.

22. De Silva prefers to analyse the specific conative 
terminology of Buddhism 'against the background of the 
concept of sahkhara* [loc.cit]. He translates 'attakara* as 
'free will"1 and rpurisakara' as 'personal endeavour 1 
[op.cit;7]. Cf.jayatilleke [1971:54]: 'On this occasion the 
Buddha says that there is such a thing as 'an element of 
initiative' (arabbha-dhatu) and as a result one can observe 
beings acting with initiative and this says the Buddha is 
what is called 'the free will of people 1 (sattanam atta- 
karo). He also goes on to say that there is an 'element of 
origination 1 (nikkama-dhatu), an 'element of endeavour 1 
(parakkama-dhatu), an element of strength (thama-dhatu) and 
an element of perseverance (thiti-dhatu) and an 'element of 
volitional effort 1 (upakkama'-dhatu) , which makes beings of 
their own accord act in various ways and that this showed 
that there was such a thing as free will (A.iii.337,338) 1 .

23. 'What, monks, are the formations? There are six kinds of
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intentions: the will for form, sound, smell, taste, touch and 
mental objects 1 (katama ca bhikkhave sahkhara? Chayime 
bhikkhave cetanakaya, rupasaficetana, sadda-gandha-rasa- 
photthabba-dhamma saficetanS, ime vuccanti bhikkhave sankhara* 
[S.111.60].

24. On their theory of the four stages of an act see Kosa 
1V.68C.

25. EB 'cetana* p.90.

26. Karunaratna lists: 'will, volition, intention, 
motivation, conation, drive, stimulus, disposition, 
determination, effort, choice, resolve, arrangement, 
organisation, aspiration, purposive intellection, mental 
construction and formative tendency* [EB. 'cetana* p.86].

27. The Oxford Companion to Law by David Walker (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1970).

28. Bareau writes: 'From the point of view of the Buddhist 
legislator, responsibility is far more closely associated 
with the execution of the crime than with criminal intention 1 
[1956:221 ].

29. On exonerating conditions in the Vinaya see Little & 
Twiss [1978:222-5]; supra p.212

30. Cf.Foot [1978:4f].

31. Further references to the positive role of desire in the 
NikSyas may be found in Matthews [1975],

32. 'Puriso atthakamo hitakamo yogakkhemakarao ti kho 
bhikkhave Tathagatassa etara adhivacanam arahato 
sammasambuddhassa 1 [M.i.118].

33. Cf. the fruitless debate between A.L.Herman and others 
in PEW [vol.29 No.1 1979; vol.30 No.4 1980] on the so-called 
'paradox of desire'. If all desire is wrong, it is 
suggested, then desire for the Dhamma is wrong. Herman 
devotes a long section of his recent book [1983:320-324] to 
the same misconceived debate. In fact this very question is 
dealt with in the Canon [S.v.271ff] where Ananda makes it 
clear that desire for nibbana is not a hindrance to its 
attainment. Cf.A.v.346f where a passion for the Dhamma 
(dhamma-ragcL) and delight in the Dhamma (dhammanandi) 
are said to lead upwards to enlightenment.

34. Siksa 92.4-10
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CONCLUSION

As statements of the conclusions reached have been provided 

in the course of the discussion my summary here will be 

brief. Our three objectives stated in ,the Introduction [p.2] 

were as follows: i) to enquire into the meaning and content 

of slla; ii) to relate sTla to the overall conception of 

human good culminating in liberation as expounded by the 

Buddha; iii) to put forward a hypothesis concerning the 

formal characterisation of the Budhist ethical system.

These objectives overlap to a considerable degree, and this 

has been reflected in the structure of the discussion in the 

course of each chapter. Broadly speaking, however, the first 

received specific attention in Chapters One and Four, with 

separate reference to sources from the Small and Large 

Vehicles respectively. The substantive preceptual content of 

moral codes and related classifications was examined both as 

an end in itself and for the light it could shed upon our 

further objectives. Of particular interest here were the 

reformulated moral codes elaborated by the Mahayana and the 

pattern of ethical push and pull which seemed to lead in two 

directions at once. It sought to excel the sTla of the 

Sravakas both in the rigour of its discipline and in its 

devotion to the service of others, and this tension found 

stability of a kind in the tripartite ethical structure 

consisting of sTla as temperance (samvara), pursuit of the 

good (kusala-dharma-samgrahaka-s'Tla), and altruistic concern
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(sattva-artha-kriya-sila).

The exploration of our second objective ran thread-like 

through Chapters One to Four. The binary pattern of human 

good consisting of slla and pa fin* a was located in the SKV and 

traced throught to its systematic formulation by the 

Abhidharma in Chapter Two. The role of samadhi in this binary 

scheme was also outlined at this point. In Chapter Three we 

sought to challenge an alternative conception of Buddhist 

value theory and the/soteriological telos which posited a 

fundamental cleavage between the twin spheres of human good. 

The relegation of ethics to the 'kammic 1 and its divorce from 

the 'nibbanic 1 was resisted as a distorted representation of 

Canonical teachings and contemporary practice. The commonly 

adduced Canonical support for this view, such as the Parable 

of the Raft, was examined and reinterpreted in a manner 

which, in our submission, is more consonant with the original 

sources and the overall scheme of Buddhist soteriology. The 

bilateral scheme of human good proposed so far was also found 

to be evident in Maha*y¥na sources in the scheme of the 

Perfections (paramitas) and the emphasis on Wisdom and Means 

(prajna and upaya) as the two essential qualities of a 

bodhisattva.

While noting the bilateral spheres of human good as 

fundamental, our sources also evince a shift in the pattern 

of emphasis given to each. The historical development of the 

Buddhist tradition may in fact be regarded as fuelled by the 

inner dynamic of this synthetic relationship. In the Small
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Vehicle we see the ascendancy of Paftfta and in the Large 

Vehicle the rise of Karuna to the point where it eclipses the
»

former and achieves the status of a supreme ideal. This 

development triggers the appearance of antinomian doctrines 

both in a metaphorical form (upaya2> and possibly also 

prescriptively ordained (upaya3 ) . !

Our final objective was to put forward a formal 

characterisation of the Buddhist ethical system, and to this 

purpose we turned our attention in the final two chapters. We 

considered first of all the possibility of Buddhist ethics as 

a member of the utilitarian family of ethical theory, to 

which the closest approximation would be a form of NRU. This 

was rejected on a number of grounds and we concluded that the 

resemblance between Buddhist and utilitarian ethics could not 

be maintained on closer investigation. The possibility still 

exists, however, that a form of the upaya doctrine

may lend itself to a characterisation as a utilitarian hybrid 

along the lines of the Situation Ethics of Joseph Fletcher. 

Further anthropological and textual research would be needed 

to determine the basis for such a claim.

Finally, in Chapter Six, we turned our attention to what 

seems to be the most promising and fruitful candidate for a 

Western analogue to Buddhist ethics, namely the ethical 

theory of Aristotle. Both Aristotle and the Buddha were alike 

in eschewing metaphysical notions and directing their 

attention to the practical and empirical. The central concern 

of both is with the telos of human nature and the means of
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attaining it. The abstract similarities of the two systems 

were explored in Chapter Six together with a test-case 

examination of a specific point of contact with respect to 

moral choice and intention. For Aristotle the good for man is 

something to be participated in but never completely 

attained, whereas for the Buddha the goal of full perfection 

was achievable over the course of many lifetimes through the 

patient cultivation of the Noble Eightfold Path.

In the Introduction [p.32] I promised to return at this point 

to the question of the theoretical clarification of Buddhist 

ethics in the terminology of Western philosophical ethics and 

summarise reasons for the characterisations I outlined in 

advance. My reasons for the characterisations offered will 

have become apparent in the course of the discussion but we 

may state them now once again as follows. The description of 

Buddhist ethics as egotistic must be rejected on the basis of 

the discussion in Chapter Two where the Buddha's moral 

perfection was seen to be motivated by sympathy (anukampa) 

and fraternal concern. The widely-held view of Buddhist 

ethics as egotistical stems from an instrumentalist 

conception of kamma and a linear soteriology which regards 

js T\l a_ as a step to be 'got over 1 . The alternative 

characterisation of Buddhist ethics as altruistic is more 

appropriate but requires qualification in view of the 

personal soteriological consequences of ethical development 

which are not to be lost sight of. Moral development in 

Buddhism never occurs at the expense of one's own long-term 

good: it benefits both oneself and others. In terms of the
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patterns of validation offered by Little & Twiss [1978:236] 

we may accordingly strike out the possibility of 'unqualified 

intrapersonal teleology 1 ( i.e. ethical egoism). The two 

remaining possibilities of 'qualified intrapersonal 

teleology 1 and 'qualified extrapersonal teleology' are both 

inadequate by themselves since the dominant pattern of 

validation in Buddhism recognises the simultaneity of one's 

own and the other's good.

On the issue of Relativism and Absolutism we again steer a 

middle course which acknowledges variation within a 

structured pattern of the pursuit of human good. The good for 

man is not arbitrary - it is governed by the facts of human 

nature and the inalienable characteristics of the world we 

inhabit, such as impermanence and change. A position of 

extreme relativism is therefore ruled out. Yet within these 

confines forms of life and codes of conduct may vary to some 

degree, a fact acknowledged by the Buddha, and the basic 

goods may be participated in in a variety of ways; the 

absolutism is, accordingly, attenuated and qualified.

Finally, we may characterise Buddhist ethics as objectivist 

and naturalist, a position consonant with the empiricism of 

the Buddha. Ethical judgements are objective since criteria 

are provided for an assessment of their Tightness and 

wrongness [Jayatilleke 1970b; Weeraratne 1976:58-65 ] 

independently of subjective moral perception or preference. 

And Buddhist ethics is naturalist in view of the account of 

moral action which may be given in terms of the psychological
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constitution of the moral subject [Chapter Two]. My reasons 

for characterising Buddhist ethics as teleological rather 

than consequentialist have been fully set out in the course 

of the last two chapters.

As mentioned in the Introduction, at this stage of the 

enquiry our conclusions must remain tentative and 

provisional. My purpose in this thesis has been to map out 

the ethical landscape of Buddhism as a preliminary to 

research in more specific areas in the hope that such 

research will be illumined by a greater awareness of the 

geography of the whole.
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