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Sīla – virtue / wholesome behaviour for Development of Individual Character  

 

The Sikkhā Sutta elucidates that an individual who practises virtue (sīla) for his own benefit and for that of 

others abstains from the taking of life and encourages others in undertaking abstinence from the taking of 

life. This is the same with stealing, sexual misconduct, lying and taking intoxicants.
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In the Mahāvacchagotta Sutta, the Buddha shows wholesome behaviour as abstention from (1) killing living 

beings, (2) taking what is not given, (3) misconduct in sensual pleasures,  

(1) false speech (falsehood/lies) (musāvādā), (2) malicious speech (slanderous / insulting speech) 

(pisunāvācā), (3) harsh speech (unkind/ fierce / cruel words) (pharusāvācā) and (4) gossip (frivolous / idle / 

trivial talk) (samphappalāpā).
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In the Cunda Kammāraputta Sutta, the Buddha explains to Cunda how one is to be pure in skilful verbal 

actions. 
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  To skilful verbal actions, one is made pure in four ways by verbal actions. 

 

Cultivation of Verbal Conduct 

  

1. By abandoning false speech, abstaining from false speech, in a town meeting, a group meeting, a 

gathering of his relatives, his company, or of the royalty, by saying that he knows when he knows and 

that he does not know when he does not know, by saying that he has seen when he has seen and that he 

has not seen when has not seen. Thus, he does not consciously tell a lie for his own sake, for the sake of 

another, or for the sake of any reward. By abandoning false speech, he abstains from false speech, speaks 

the truth and holds to the truth. He is firm, reliable, no deceiver of the world.  

2. By abandoning divisive speech and abstaining from divisive speech. By refraining from telling there 

what he has heard here to break those people apart from these people here, refraining from telling here 

what he has heard there to break these people apart from those people there. Thus, reconciling those who 

have broken apart or strengthening those who are united, he loves concord, delights in concord, enjoys 

concord and speaks things that create concord.  

3. By abandoning abusive speech and abstaining from abusive speech, he speaks words that are soothing to 

the ear, that are affectionate, that go to the heart, that are polite, appealing and pleasing to people at 

large. Abandoning idle chatter, he abstains from idle chatter. 

4. By speaking in season, speaks what is factual, what is in accordance with the goal, the Dhamma, and the 

Vinaya. He speaks words worth treasuring, seasonable, reasonable, circumscribed and connected with 

the goal.  This is how one is made pure in four ways by verbal actions. 

The Sāleyyaka Sutta introduces the three kinds of bodily conduct in accordance with the Dhamma and four 

kinds of verbal conduct in accordance with the Dhamma.
4
  The three kinds of bodily conduct in accordance 

with the Dhamma, righteous conduct are (1) abandoning the killing of living beings and becoming one who 

                                                             
1
 The Book of the Gradual Sayings (AN). Vol. II. 4.99. Pali Text Society. p. 107.  

2 The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha (MN). 73. Wisdom Publication. p. 595. 
3 The Book of the Gradual Sayings (AN).  Vol. V. 10.176. PTS. p.175. 
4
 The Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha (MN). 41. Buddhist Publication Society. p. 380. 

 



2 
 

abstains from killing living beings, (2) abandoning the taking of what is not given and becoming one who 

abstains from taking what is not given and (3) abandoning misconduct in sexual desires and becoming one 

who abstains from misconduct in sexual desires. The four kinds of verbal conduct in accordance with the 

Dhamma, righteous are; (1) abandoning false speech and becoming one who abstains from false speech, (2) 

abandoning malicious speech and becoming one who abstains from malicious speech, (3) abandoning harsh 

speech and becoming one who abstains from harsh speech and  (4) abandoning gossip and becoming one 

who abstains from gossip.  

 Overall stages of developing bodily and verbal conduct as reflected in the above Suttas  

 

(1) refraining and abandoning unwholesome bodily and verbal conduct  

(2) observing, following, appreciating and encouraging wholesome bodily and verbal conduct 

(3) practicing wholesome bodily and verbal conduct in accordance with righteousness, Dhamma and 

perfection 

(4) purification of morality (Sīla Visuddhi) 

 

Five Advantages through of Morality for Individual and social development 

 

According to the Visuddhimagga, the following five benefits can be gained through the observance of the 

precepts. (i) great increase of wealth and prosperity through diligence, (ii) noble reputation, (iii) confident 

behaviour without shyness in every society, (iv) serene death after a full life-span, (v) re-birth in a happy 

state or in a heavenly world. 
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As mentioned above in the Sikkhā Sutta, an individual is to practise virtue (sīla) for his own benefit and for 

that of others – society. The Chavalāta Sutta illustrates that the individual who is engaged in the practice of 

virtue for his own benefit and for that of others is the foremost, the chief, the most outstanding, the highest 

and supreme among the four individuals mentioned in the sutta. The simile drawn for the individual who 

practises neither for his own benefit nor for that of others is likened to a firebrand from a funeral pyre, 

burning at both ends, covered with excrement in the middle, which is used as fuel neither in a village nor in 

the wilderness.
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The primary objective of Buddhist education is the development of individual and society as mentioned 

earlier. The application of the five precepts in their actual sense and purpose leads to develop individual life, 

family life, social life as well as educational, economic, professional, political, environmental, cultural and 

religious life.  One’s moral behaviour at least as five precepts safeguards even the Fundamental Human 

Rights advocated by the UN Human Rights Convention. For instance, refrain from killing establishes the 

human right which conveys that every man has the right to protect one’s life. Refrain from stealing 

safeguards the human right on protection of one’s wealth and property. The right for leading an undisturbed 

and peaceful family life by every man is established by the precept of abstinence from sexual misconduct. 

The precept of abstinence from falsehood fortifies the human right that everyone deserves the right to get 

true information. And the human right for keeping a peaceful mind is preserved by the fifth precept. Thus, 

the universally appropriate wholesome verbal and bodily conduct – sīla advocated in the Buddhist doctrine 

that has no racial, religious, national, territorial or dogmatic discrimination can be adopted and applied in 

Buddhist education that contributes to develop individual and society. The final aim of Buddhist education 

philosophy is learning (obtaining knowledge, wisdom – vijjā) and treading (practice, achievement – caraṇa) 

the path that leads to the total freedom from all types of mental ills. 
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