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akusala quality of actions in the Pāli tradition
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Scattered through the texts of the Pāli Canon, and supplemented 
by some commentarial passages, are a series of discussions of such 
matters as the nature of action (Pāli kamma, Skt. karman), praise-
worthy and reprehensible actions, criteria for determining an ac-
tion as praiseworthy or reprehensible, and refl ections on how the 
intention and knowledge of an agent should aff ect the moral as-
sessment of an action. In these one can see a set of complementary 
principles of ethics.

These passages are helpful in ascertaining the closest Western 
analogue to the ethics of early and Theravāda Buddhism. Is it 
Utilitarianism, where actions are judged only by the amount of pain 
or happiness that they cause people, or sometimes also animals? Is 
it Kantian ethics, where the good will is central? Is it virtue ethics, 
as argued by Keown (1992), where actions are judged by the vir-
tues or vices that they express, and their contribution to character 
traits that produce a certain kind of person? Is it simply a form of 
moral realism, in which ethical statements are seen to report cer-
tain moral facts about the world, particularly that certain specifi ed 
acts are wrong? Or is it that these theories each correspond to only 
certain aspects of Buddhist ethics? As we will see, the last of these 
turns out to be the case.

Kusala and akusala actions and their roots

Kusala and akusala are the terms perhaps most commonly used for 
praiseworthy and reprehensible actions or states of mind in early 
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Buddhist texts. Kusala can be translated as “wholesome”1 or “skil-
ful,” and akusala means the opposite of this. For the time being, the 
translation “wholesome” will be used.

In the Sammādiṭṭhi Sutta is a passage (MN I.46–47), which 
identifi es typical akusala and kusala actions and makes clear what 
lies at the root of such actions:

When, friends a noble-disciple2 understands the unwholesome (aku-
sa lañ) and the root of the unwholesome (akusalamūla-), the whole-
some (kusalañ) and the root of the wholesome (kusalamūla-), in that 
way he is one of right view (sammādiṭṭhi), whose view is straight, 
who has perfect confi dence in the Dhamma and has arrived at this 
true Dhamma.
And what is the unwholesome (akusalaṃ)? … Killing living beings 
is the unwholesome; taking what is not given is the unwholesome; 
misconduct in sensual pleasures is the unwholesome; false speech is 
the unwholesome; divisive speech is the unwholesome; harsh speech 
is the unwholesome; frivolous chatter is the unwholesome; covetous-
ness is the unwholesome; ill-will is the unwholesome; wrong view is 
the unwholesome. This is called the unwholesome.
And what is the root of the unwholesome? Greed (lobho) is a root of 
the unwholesome; hatred (doso) is a root of the unwholesome; delu-
sion (moho) is a root of the unwholesome. This is called the root of 
the unwholesome.
And what is the wholesome? Abstention from killing living beings is 
the wholesome; … abstention from frivolous chatter is the wholesome; 
uncovetousness is the wholesome; non-ill-will is the wholesome; right 
view is the wholesome. This is called the wholesome.
And what is the root of the wholesome? Non-greed (alobho) is a root 
of the wholesome; non-hate (adoso) is a root of the wholesome; non-
delusion (amoho) is a root of the wholesome. This is called the root of 
the wholesome.

Here, the roots of wholesome action, literally non-greed, non-ha-
tred and non-delusion, are not just the absence of greed, hatred and 

 1 The sixth edition of the Concise Oxford Dictionary (1976) defi nes 
“wholesome” as “promoting physical or moral health.” The idea of kusala 
actions as nourishing “moral health” seems appropriate.
 2 Ariya-sāvako: noble disciple or disciple of the noble ones.
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delusion, but states which oppose them: anti-greed (generosity and 
renunciation), anti-hatred (loving-kindness and compassion) and 
anti-delusion (wisdom).3

In this passage, “the unwholesome” is explained as consist-
ing of actions of body and speech that are widely recognized as 
harmful to others, plus mental states that are likely to later lead to 
such harmful actions. The neuter term akusalaṃ is used with all 
these actions, showing it is a noun, not an adjective agreeing with 
the gender of the respective actions. This seems to indicate that 
these actions are key ingredients of “the unwholesome,” rather than 
things which happen to have the quality of being unwholesome. In 
this passage, greed, hatred and delusion, as the “roots” of harmful 
actions, are not presented as the criteria for labeling something as 
“the unwholesome,” but as the inner causes of “the unwholesome.”

However, at AN I.197, greed, hatred and delusion are not just 
causes of unwholesome action, but their very existence is an un-
wholesome situation: an arahant understands: “Formerly there was 
greed; that was an unwholesome thing (akusalaṃ). Now it does not 
exist; this is a wholesome thing (kusalaṃ)” (and the same for ha-
tred and delusion). This is also seen at AN I.201–205 which, having 
identifi ed greed hatred and delusion as each a “root of the unwhole-
some (akusalamūlaṃ),” says:

Whatever, monks, is greed, that is also is an unwholesome thing (Yad 
api bhikkhave lobho tad api akusalaṃ). Whatever the greedy one per-
forms by body, speech or mind, overpowered by greed, his thoughts 
controlled by it (pariyādinnacitto), doing to another by falsely4 caus-
ing him pain (asatā dukkhaṃ upadahati) through punishment, impris-
onment, loss of wealth, abuse, banishment, (thinking) ‘I am strong, (I 
have the) advantage of strength,’ that is also is an unwholesome thing. 
Thus these various evil (pāpakā), unwholesome states born of greed, 
with greed as cause, greed as origin, greed as condition are assembled 
together in him.

 3 As indicated by the fact that Dhs 32–34 treats them as positive pres-
ences, with 34 explaining amoha as paññā, wisdom.
 4 The context indicates that the situation concerns lying about someone, 
so that they are then subject to punishment.
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The same is then said of behaviour based upon hatred and delusion. 
The passage continues:

Such a person, overpowered by evil, unwholesome states born of 
greed, being of uncontrolled mind, in this very life lives in pain, 
with distress, unrest and fever (dukkhaṃ savighātaṃ saupāyāsaṃ 
sapariḷāhaṃ), and when the body breaks up after death, a bad destiny 
is to be expected.

The same is then said of someone overwhelmed by states born of 
hatred or delusion, all such cases being like the case of a tree de-
stroyed by parasitic creepers. On the other hand, non-greed, non-
hatred and non-delusion are each a root of the wholesome, and one 
who abandons states born of greed, hatred and delusion is released 
in this very life, like a tree that a person completely frees of para-
sitic creepers.

This holds not only that greed etc. are causes for unwholesome 
action, but are themselves included in what is unwholesome. They 
can take over the mind so as to lead a person to act in a way that 
brings suff ering on others. This, though, leads to pain and distress 
to the agent in this life, and a bad rebirth. Showing this as a causal 
sequence:

unwholesome roots
→ unwholesome actions that bring pain to others
→ harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent.

AN I.263 sees both greed, hatred and delusion and non-greed, 
non-hatred and non-delusion as “causes for the origin of actions 
(nidānāni kammānaṃ samudayāya).” Furthermore:

… whatever action is of the nature (pakataṃ) of greed (or hatred, or 
delusion), born of greed, caused by it, that action is unwholesome, it 
is with fault/blameable (sāvajjaṃ), it ripens in pain (dukkhavipākaṃ).

On the other hand, an action of the nature of non-greed etc., “is 
wholesome, it is faultless/blameless, it ripens in happiness.” 
However, while the fi rst kind of action, that born of greed etc., 
“conduces to the origin of actions (kammasamudayāya), not to the 
cessation of actions,” the second, born of non-greed etc., does the 
opposite. Wholesome actions, then, are actions which bring hap-
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piness in saṃsāra but also go beyond entrapment in action-fuelled 
saṃsāra.

The nature and relative eff ect of attachment, hatred and de-
lusion, and the role of attention

What is the nature of the three “roots” of the unwholesome, and 
what feeds them? In some passages, lobha, greed, is replaced by 
rāga, attachment or lust. This covers sexual lust, but also lusting 
after anything, including subtle meditative states. It encompasses 
the same ground as “greed” (lobha). At AN I.194, the Buddha 
calls “greed” “covetousness” (abhijjhā), calls “hatred” “ill-will” 
(vyāpādo), and calls “delusion” “ignorance” (avijjā). This sees 
the fi rst two of these as the same as the fi rst two of the three un-
wholesome mental actions – though a consciously developed line 
of thought is more of an action than the initial root that it expands 
from –, but the third as ignorance rather than the mental action of 
wrong view. Greed and hatred are aff ective, non-cognitive states 
and, as directed to certain goals, can be termed “motives.” While 
the confusion aspect of delusion can have an aff ective component, 
delusion is mainly a cognitive state, not itself a motive, in the sense 
of an impulse directed at a certain kind of goal, now or in the fu-
ture. In the Abhidhamma, it is equated with spiritual ignorance 
(avijjā), and both are explained as:

… unknowing (aññāṇaṃ) as regards dukkha (the painfulness of 
life), … the origin of dukkha, … the cessation of dukkha, … the 
way leading to the cessation of dukkha;5 unknowing as regards the 
past … the future … the past and future;6 unknowing as regards de-
pendently arisen states from specifi c conditionality (idapaccayatā 
paṭiccasamupannesu dhammesu);7 even all that kind of unknowing 
which is unseeing, non-achievement, non-wakening, non-awakening, 
non-penetration, non-apprehension, non-comprehension, non-con-

 5 The “unknowing” is not lack of information about these, but lack of 
direct insight into them.
 6 That is, relating to past lives, and to future lives yet to be produced by 
present and past karma.
 7 That is, dependent origination.
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sideration, non-refl ection, non-clarifi cation – stupidity, folly, lack of 
clear comprehension,8 delusion, bewilderment, confusion, ignorance, 
the fl ood of ignorance, the yoke of ignorance, the latent tendency of 
ignorance, the besetting of ignorance, the barrier of ignorance, delu-
sion, the root of the unwholesome (Dhs 1061, 1162; cf. Vibh 362).

Delusion, then, is a kind of ingrained misperception, a distorted 
perspective, even stupidity, a kind of general mental misorientation 
that gives a view of things – blind to dukkha etc., and conditional-
ity – in which certain motives, such as greed directed at gaining or 
holding on to something, or hatred, directed at bringing harm to 
someone, are seen to make sense. Non-delusion is the clarity and 
wisdom that sustains wholesome motives.

AN I.199–201 is another passage that probes the nature of at-
tachment, hatred and delusion, and discusses what causes them and 
their opposites.

If wanderers of other sects should ask you about the distinction, dis-
parity and diff erence among these three qualities (dhammā) – attach-
ment (rāgo), hatred (doso) and delusion (moho) – you should answer 
them thus: ‘Attachment is a small fault (appasāvajjo) but its removal 
is slow (dandhavirāgī); hatred is a great fault (mahāsāvajjo) but its 
removal is quicker (khippavirāgī); delusion is a great fault and its re-
moval is slow.’9

If they ask, ‘Now friends, what is the cause and reason for the arising 
of unarisen attachment (or hatred or delusion), and for the increase 
and strengthening of arisen attachment (or hatred or delusion)?,’ 
you should reply: ‘… For one attending unwisely (ayoniso manasi-
karoto) to (an object’s) attractive aspect (subhanimittaṃ), unarisen at-
tachment will arise and arisen attachment will increase and become 
strong. … For one attending unwisely to (an object’s) irritating aspect 
(paṭighanimittaṃ) unarisen hatred will arise and arisen hatred will 

 8 Clear comprehension is a close complement to mindfulness.
 9 While this might refer to the short-term subsidence of these three states, 
it more likely applies to their long-term eradication. In terms of the ten fetters 
destroyed by noble persons, while a non-returner destroys ill-will (hatred) 
and desire for sense-pleasures, other forms of rāga still remain for him: for 
the subtle elemental form and formless levels. These, along with ignorance 
(delusion) are only destroyed at arahantship.
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increase and become strong. … For one attending unwisely,10 unar-
isen delusion will arise and arisen delusion will increase and become 
strong.’

If they ask, ‘Now friends, what is the cause and reason for the non-
arising of unarisen attachment (or hatred or delusion), and for aban-
doning of arisen attachment (or hatred or delusion)?,’ you should 
reply: ‘… For one attending wisely (yoniso manasikaroto) to (an ob-
ject’s) unattractive aspect (asubhanimittaṃ), unarisen attachment will 
not arise and arisen attachment will be abandoned. … For one at-
tending wisely to the liberation of mind by loving-kindness, unarisen 
hatred will not arise and arisen hatred will be abandoned. … For one 
attending wisely, unarisen delusion will not arise and arisen delusion 
will be abandoned.’

Here we see that the crucial sustainer of attachment, hatred and 
delusion is attention that is ayoniso: unwise, unsystematic, inap-
propriate, not focussing on the fundamental nature of its object. 
Elsewhere, it is said that ayoniso attention supports lack of both 
mindfulness (sati) and clear comprehension (sampajañña), which 
then supports non-guarding of the sense-faculties, and this then 
supports misconduct of body, speech and mind. Wise attention has 
the opposite eff ect (AN V.113–116). Wise attention is something 
that is used in and strengthened by the various forms of Buddhist 
mind-training or “meditation.”

That wise attention feeds the roots of kusala action is refl ect-
ed in the fact that “kusala,” when applied to a person, can mean 
“skilled” or “expert.” This is seen at AN I.112, where the Buddha 
says that in a past life he had been a wheelwright. A wheel he took 
nearly six months to make was without faults, and when set roll-
ing on its own, did not fall over when the impetus ran out. One he 
had only six days to make was crooked and with faults and fl aws 
(savaṅkā sadosā sakasāvā), so it did fall over after the impetus ran 
out. Thus he says,

Then, monks, I was one skilled (kusalo) in [understanding] wood that 
was crooked, the faults and fl aws of wood. Now, monks, I … am one 

 10 Note that no specifi c object of unwise attention is specifi ed here as re-
gards delusion (or, below, wise attention as regards non-delusion).



182 Peter Harvey

skilled in the crooked ways, the faults and fl aws of body… of speech 
and mind.11

We can thus extend the causal sequence given above, to:

unwise attention
→ unwholesome roots
→ unwholesome actions that bring pain to others
→ harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent.

Why is the moral tone of an action seen to cause certain kar-
mic results? It is said that wrong view leads on to wrong resolve 
(saṅkappa), and this to wrong speech and thus wrong action, while 
right view has the opposite eff ect (AN V.211–212). As wrong ac-
tions thus come from the misperception of reality, they can be seen 
to be “out of tune” with the real nature of things. As they thus “go 
against the grain” of reality – though they may be the sort of thing 
that many people do –, they naturally lead to unpleasant results. 
Thus it is said to be impossible that wrong conduct of body, speech 
or mind could produce a “ripening that was agreeable, pleasant, 
liked,” or for right conduct to produce a “ripening that was disa-
greeable, unpleasant, not liked” (MN III.66).

Corrupt actions of unwholesome volition with painful ripen-
ing

As is well known, at AN III.41512 it is said, “It is volition (cetanā), 
monks, that I call karma. Having willed (cetayitvā), one per-
forms an action (kammaṃ karoti) by body, by speech, by mind.” 
Moreover: “the ripening (vipāka) of action is in this life, in the next 
life, or subsequently.”

Here, the identifying feature of human “action” is specifi ed as 
the will or volition (cetanā) that is expressed in a performed action 
of body, speech or mind (an active line of thought). This seems to 
be a recognition of the fact that an unwilled movement of limbs is 

 11 Cousins (1996: 143–144) discusses this and similar passages, linking 
such passages to the skill required in meditation.
 12 Cf. Asl 88.



Factors related to the kusala/akusala quality of actions 183

not, as such, a human “action,” and how an action is morally char-
acterised typically depends on the volition that it expresses. Cetanā 
encompasses the general motive for which an action is done, its im-
mediate intention (directed at a specifi c objective, as part of fulfi ll-
ing a motive), and the immediate mental impulse which sets it go-
ing and sustains it (Keown 1992: 213–218). Buddhaghosa explains 
it thus (Vism 463):

‘It wills (cetayati),’ thus it is volition (cetanā); ‘it collects (abhisanda-
hati)’ is the meaning. Its characteristic is the state of volition (cetanā). 
Its function is to strive (āyūhana-). It is manifested as co-ordination. 
It accomplishes its own and others’ functions, as a senior pupil, a head 
carpenter etc. do. But it is evident when it occurs in marshalling of 
associated states in connection with urgent work, remembering and 
so on.

At AN V.292–297, what are elsewhere described as unwholesome 
actions are seen to express an unwholesome volition:

There are, monks, corrupt and harmful actions (kammanta san dosa-
vyāpatti) of unwholesome volition (akusalasañcetanikā) with painful 
consequences (dukkhudrayā), ripening in pain (dukkhavipākā): three 
of body, four of speech, and three of mind. …

These actions are the above three forms of wrong action, four 
forms of wrong speech, and three forms of wrong thought. In the 
following delineation of these, both the overt action and inner mind 
state are described:

There is a person who kills living beings; he is cruel and his hands are 
blood-stained; he is bent on slaying and murdering, having no com-
passion for any living being.
He takes what is not given to him, appropriates with thievish intent …
There is one who is a liar … he utters deliberate lies …
He utters divisive speech … He is fond of dissension …
He is given to frivolous chatter …
There is a person who is covetous; he covets the wealth and property 
of others, thinking: ‘Oh, that what he owns might belong to me!’

There is also one who has ill will in his heart. He has corrupt men-
tal resolve (manasaṅkappo): ‘Let these beings be slain! Let them be 
killed and destroyed! May they perish and cease to exist!’
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He has wrong views (micchādiṭṭhiko) and a perverted way of seeing 
(viparītadassano): ‘There is no gift, there is no off ering, there is no 
(self-)sacrifi ce (that is, these have no worth); there is no fruit (phalaṃ) 
or ripening (vipāko) of actions well done or ill done (that is, how one 
behaves does not matter, it has no eff ect one one’s future); there is no 
this world, no other world (that is, this world is unreal, and one does 
not go to another world after death); there is no mother or father (that 
is, there is no point in respecting the people who established one in 
this world); there are no spontaneously arising beings (that is, beings 
without parents in some rebirth worlds); in this world, there are no 
renunciants and brahmins who are faring rightly, practising rightly, 
who proclaim this world and the world beyond, having realized them 
by their own super-knowledge (that is, spiritual development is not 
possible; people cannot come to have direct meditative knowledge of 
rebirth into a variety of kinds of world).’

Such actions lead to rebirth in hell. On the other hand there are 
“benefi cial (sampatti) actions of wholesome volition, with happy 
consequences, ripening in happiness: three of body, four of speech, 
and three of mind.” These are to abstain from the above ten kinds 
of action and where appropriate do the opposite kind. For exam-
ple, “there is a person who abstains from the destruction of life; 
with rod and weapon laid aside, he is conscientious and kindly and 
dwells compassionate towards all living beings.” This then leads to 
a heavenly rebirth.

Here the volitions involved in unwholesome actions are them-
selves unwholesome, and the actions “corrupt and harmful,” They 
have “painful consequences (dukkhudrayā), ripening in pain 
(dukkhavipākā).” The term for “ripening,” vipāka, is usually used 
for future karmic results for the agent of an action,13 but the term 
for “consequence,” udraya, may refer to the more immediate ef-
fects of an action on anyone.

The causal sequence now becomes:

 13 An action is often likened to a “seed” and its karmic result to the “fruit” 
(phala) or “ripening” (vipāka) of this.
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unwise attention
→ unwholesome roots
→ unwholesome actions, of unwholesome volition, that are cor-
rupt and bring pain to others
→ harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent.

How intention and perception of relevant facts aff ects the 
moral assessment of an action

In certain Vinaya passages, it becomes clear that how a monk per-
ceives the facts of a situation aff ects whether or not he breaks a rel-
evant monastic rule fully, partially, or not at all and, by implication, 
whether and by how much the act is unwholesome. Most monastic 
rules can also only be broken when the act is intentionally done 
(Harvey 1999: 273–280). Vin IV.124–125 concerns the rule against 
intentionally killing a non-human living being, and comes after a 
story of a monk shooting crows with arrows:

Whatever monk should intentionally (sañcicca) deprive a living being 
of life, there is an off ence of expiation. …
‘Intentionally’ means a transgression committed knowingly ( jāna na-
to), consciously (sañjānanto), deliberately (cecca). …

It is then said that there is an off ence of expiation when:

a) he thinks that it is a living being when it is a living thing, and de-
prives it of life.

There is a lesser off ence of wrongdoing when: 

b) he is in doubt as to whether it is a living being, and deprives it of 
life.
c) he thinks that it is a living being when it is not a living being, and 
acts to ‘kill’ it.
d) he is in doubt as to whether it is not a living being, and deprives it 
of life.

There is no off ence when:

e) he thinks that it is not a living being when it is a living being,14 

 14 As when one misperceives a crow as a patch of shade; not as when one, 
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f) he thinks that it is not a living being when it is not a living being.
g) ‘if it is unintentional; if there is no mindfulness (asatiyā) (of what 
is being done); if he does not know;15 if he is not meaning death; if 
he is mad, if he is the fi rst wrong-doer (i.e. a monastic rule cannot be 
broken before there is such a rule).’

The causal sequence now becomes:

unwise attention 
→ unwholesome roots
→ unwholesome actions, of unwholesome volition, that are inten-
tional, corrupt and bring pain to others, in a way that is antici-
pated by correct perception of the immediate facts of the situation 
→ harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent.

Unwholesome acts as with fault/blameable, criticised by the 
wise, not to be done

In the Lakkhaṇa Sutta, it is said that the past karmic cause of the 
Bodhisatta having smooth skin, to which dust does not stick – this 
being an indication of his great wisdom –, was that he used to en-
quire of renunciants and brahmins:

What is it that is wholesome (kusalaṃ), what is it that is unwhole-
some? What is with fault (sāvajjaṃ), what is not? What course is to be 
followed (sevitabbaṃ), what is not? What, if I do it, will be to my last-
ing harm (ahitāya) and pain (dukkhāya), … what to my lasting benefi t 
and happiness? (DN III.157).

This sees understanding the distinction between what is wholesome 
and unwholesome as linked to wisdom, just as the above Sam mā-
di ṭṭhi Sutta associates it with right view. It also sees being “with 
fault” as closely linked to unwholesomeness, and clearly sees both 
as not to be pursued. Cousins (1996: 148) comments that:

for example, recognises a worm as a worm, but does not count it as a “living 
being.”
 15 That is, does not know that his action might kill a living being.
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In the great majority of cases … whatever other terms are associated 
with kusala, the term which is always present, usually immediately next 
to kusala, is blameless (anavajja).

There is a small uncertainty in how best to translate sāvajja and 
anavajja. Cousins (1996: 139) sees anavajja, as “(originally) not 
reprehensible, blameless; (later) faultless.” Margaret Cone (2001: 
245) says that avajja means, as an adjective, “blameable; low, in-
ferior,” as a noun, “what is blameable; imperfection, fault,” and 
sāvajja as an adjective meaning “blameable; faulty.” Perhaps a word 
which captures both aspects of the adjectival meaning is “wrong,” 
with “right” for anavajja. While micchā and sammā are also trans-
lated this way, at AN V.242, the micchā and sammā path factors 
are respectively called, among other things, sāvajja and anavajja.

It is not surprising, then, that an unwholesome action is also 
criticised by the discerning or wise (viññugarahitā).16 Of course 
blame from those who are not wise may not be appropriate: the eight 
worldly phenomena that one needs equanimity in the face of are 
gain and loss, fame and shame, blame and praise (nidā, pasaṃsā), 
and pleasure and pain (e.g. DN III.260). As king Pasenadi says in 
the Bāhitika Sutta (MN II.114):

… we do not recognise anything of value in the praise and blame 
(vaṇṇaṃ vā avaṇṇaṃ) of others spoken by foolish and ignorant people 
who speak without having investigated and evaluated; but we recog-
nise as valuable the praise and blame of others spoken by wise, intel-
ligent and sagacious (paṇḍitā vyattā medhgāvino) persons who speak 
after having investigated and evaluated.

The relevance of criticism from the wise is seen in the Kālāma 
Sutta, the popular name for the Kesaputta Sutta (AN I.188–193), 
which sees greed, hatred and delusion as the states identifi ed:

… when you know for yourselves, ‘these states (dhammā) are un-
wholesome (akusalā) and with fault (sāvajjā), they are criticised by 
the wise (viññugarahitā); these states, when undertaken and practised, 
conduce to harm (ahitāya) and pain (dukkhāya)’ …

 16 There is also reference to “virtues dear to the noble ones” (ariyakantehi 
sīlehi) (SN V.343).
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They should, therefore, be abandoned (AN I.189). This is because 
a person:

… overpowered by greed (hatred or delusion), his thoughts controlled 
by it, will destroy life, take what is not given, engage in sexual mis-
conduct, and tell lies; he will also prompt others to do likewise. 

Hence they “conduce to his harm and pain for a long time.” States 
of non-greed, non-hatred and non-delusion have the opposite quali-
ties and eff ects. Indeed, one “devoid of covetousness, devoid of ill-
will, unconfused,17 clearly comprehending, ever mindful, dwells 
pervading … the entire world with a mind imbued with loving-
kindness,” i.e. he can develop in meditation and be calm and con-
fi dent.

The causal sequence thus becomes:

unwise attention
→ unwholesome roots 
→ unwholesome actions, of unwholesome volition, that are inten-
tional, corrupt, with fault, and bring pain to others, in a way that 
is anticipated by correct perception of the immediate facts of the 
situation, and which are criticized by the wise, not to be done 
→ harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent.

Unwholesome actions as also bringing injury to others, fu-
ture karmic pain, affl  iction to self and others, and a bad ef-
fect on one’s character

A sutta which gives a series of near equivalents of the term akusala, 
and then for kusala is the Bāhitika Sutta (MN II.114–115).18 Here 
Ānanda explains, in response to questioning by king Pasenadi that:

1. An action of body (or speech or mind) which is ‘censured (opā ram-
bho) by wise (viññūhi) renunciants and brahmins’ is:

 17 These suggest the overcoming, or at least suspension, of greed, hatred 
and delusion. Note, though, that such a disciple is only said to be free of en-
mity and ill will (perhaps temporarily), not delusion.
 18 Anālayo (2007) compares this to a Madhyamāgama parallel sutta which 
he also translates from the Chinese.
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2. ‘Any bodily behaviour (kāyasamācāro) that is unwholesome 
(akusalo),’ which in turn is:
3. ‘Any bodily behaviour that is with fault (sāvajjo),’ which in turn is: 
4. ‘Any bodily behaviour that is injurious (savyāpajjho),’ which in 
turn is:
5. ‘Any bodily behaviour ripening in pain (dukkhavipāko),’ which in 
turn is:
6. ‘(a) Any bodily behaviour, great king, that leads to one’s own affl  ic-
tion (attabyābādhāya), or to the affl  iction of others, or to the affl  iction 
of both, and (b) on account of which unwholesome states increase and 
wholesome states diminish.
– Such bodily behaviour is censured by wise renunciants and 
brahmins.’19

The passage goes on to say that behaviour uncensured by wise re-
nunciants and brahmins is behaviour that is wholesome. And then, 
in response to the king’s questions, he explains that wholesome ac-
tions are faultless ones; these are ones that do not bring harm; these 
are ones that ripen in pleasure. Furthermore, these are any that:

… does not lead to one’s own affl  iction, or to the affl  iction of others, or 
to the affl  iction of both, and on account of which unwholesome states 
diminish and wholesome states increase. – Such bodily behaviour is 
uncensured by wise renunciants and brahmins, great king.

Here the faultiness (3) of an action is explained in terms of item 4: it 
being associated with vyāpajjha: injury, harm, trouble. Presumably 
this refers to the injury caused to others by killing, stealing, etc. 

 19 The Chinese parallel refers in turn to conduct that is: i. (= 1 above) “de-
tested by recluses and brahmins,” ii. (= 2) “unwholesome,” iii. (= 3) “consti-
tutes an off ence,” iv. (cf. 1) “is detested by the wise,” v. (~= 6) “harms oneself, 
harms others, harms both; that destroys wisdom and fosters evil; that does 
not [lead to] attaining Nibbāna, does not lead to knowledge, does not lead to 
awakening, and does not lead to Nibbāna” (Analāyo 2007: 158–159). Here, 
item i and iv are close in meaning and v specifi cally refers to hindering the 
attainment of nibbāna, while 4 and 5 of the above are not listed. The passage 
adds that those who carry out such conduct do not know, according to reality, 
what should or should not be undertaken, accepted, eliminated or accom-
plished (Analāyo 2007: 159–160). Analāyo sees v/6. as the “basic defi nition” 
(2007: 168).
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This is implied by the Kālama Sutta and by the fact that avyāpajjha 
means to be peaceful and friendly. An injurious action is then ex-
plained as item 5: an action “ripening in pain (dukkhavipāko).” The 
term vipāka usually refers to future karmic results, so here 5 gives 
not so much the meaning of 4 as refers to its inevitable consequenc-
es for the agent. Item 6a then links 5 back to affl  iction (byābādha): 
to self, others, or both. “Affl  iction” to others cannot be referring to 
future karmic results, as the affl  iction that one person’s actions may 
bring to other people cannot mean karmic results that come to them: 
such results come to the agent of actions, not those they act on. This 
also implies that the “affl  iction” to self refers to immediate harm to 
oneself. Indeed at MN I.342–349, a person who is a “self-tormentor 
(attantapo),” is one who infl icts harsh asceticism on himself,20 an 
“other-tormentor” is a butcher, hunter or executioner, while one 
who torments both is an ascetic king who has large animal sac-
rifi ces done by enforced and suff ering workers. Nevertheless, 6b 
brings another reference to the future, not in terms of karmically 
caused pain for the agent of present actions, but in terms of the af-
fect on their character or virtue: an increased disposition to further 
unwholesome actions and decrease in wholesome traits. This can 
also be seen at DN II.279–280, which says that any bodily or verbal 
behaviour, or the pursuit of goals (pariyesana) should be avoided if 
it leads to the increase of unwholesome dhammas and decrease of 
wholesome ones, but followed (sevitabba) if it leads to the decrease 
of unwholesome dhammas and the increase of wholesome ones.21 
Here, dhammas most likely refer to mental states.

The causal sequence thus becomes:

unwise attention 
→ unwholesome roots 
→ unwholesome actions, of unwholesome volition, that are in-
tentional, corrupt, with fault, bring pain and injury to oneself or 

 20 Nevertheless, SN IV.338–339 says that a person who (generally) “affl  icts 
and torments (ātāpeti paritāpeti) himself” may still develop a wholesome 
state.
 21 My thanks to the reviewer of this paper for drawing my attention to this 
passage.
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to others in a way that is anticipated by correct perception of the 
immediate facts of the situation, criticized by the wise, not to be 
done 
→ harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent, and un-
wholesome character tendencies.

Affl  ictive, dark action with affl  ictive, dark ripening

Item 6a above is also a feature of other passages. In the Amba-
laṭṭhikārāhulovāda Sutta (MN I.415–419), the Buddha advises 
his son Rāhula, now a novice, to refl ect before an action of body, 
speech or mind and ask himself:

Would this action that I wish to do with the body lead to my own af-
fl iction (-attabyābādhāya), or to the affl  iction of others, or to the af-
fl iction of both? Is it an unwholesome bodily action with painful con-
sequences (dukkhudraya-), with painful ripening (dukkhavipāka-)? 
(MN I.415).

If the answer is “yes,” he should not do the action, if “no,” he can 
do it. He should likewise break off  an action if he realises during 
its performance that it is leading to these eff ects and, if after an 
action he refl ects that it has led to such affl  iction and has painful 
consequences and ripening, he should confess it and undertake not 
to repeat it. Along with 6a, factor 5 is mentioned, and “painful 
consequences” is probably equivalent to 4.

The concern not to bring affl  iction to self or other is also seen 
in the Veḷudvāreyyā Sutta (SN V.353–356), which urges a noble-
disciple to refl ect using a negative version of the golden rule:

I am one who wishes to live, who does not wish to die; I desire hap-
piness and am averse to suff ering. Since this is so, if someone were 
to take my life, that would not be pleasing and agreeable to me. Now 
if I were to take the life of another – of one who wishes to live, who 
does not wish to die, who desires happiness and is averse to suff ering 
– that would not be pleasing and agreeable to the other either. What is 
displeasing and disagreeable to me is displeasing and disagreeable to 
the other too. How can I infl ict upon another what is displeasing and 
disagreeable to me?
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On the basis of this, it is said that a person abstains from the three 
forms of wrong action and four forms of wrong speech, as well 
as exhorting others to do so, and praising such abstinence. The 
context of the passage is that the Buddha is asked by some brah-
mins for a teaching that will help them live happy lives of many 
children, beautiful possessions and good rebirths. That is, just as 
one does not like to be affl  icted oneself, do not affl  ict others – and 
this abstinence will bring one future good fortune. Indeed, whether 
he is presently in pain or happy, the wise person does not do any 
of the three forms of wrong action, four forms of wrong speech 
or three forms of wrong mental action, as these will ripen in pain 
(dukkhavipāka) in the future; rather, he or she does actions that 
ripen in happiness (MN I.313–315).

In the Kukkuravatika Sutta, the focus is on not affl  icting oneself, 
as here the Buddha addresses an ascetic who models his behaviour 
on that of a dog (i.e. he affl  icts himself), and explains that this con-
duct will lead to rebirth as an animal or in hell. He then explains 
that there are four kinds of action (MN I.389–391), the fi rst three 
of which are:

• ‘action that is dark22 and with a dark ripening’ (kammaṃ kaṇhaṃ 
kaṇhavipākaṃ): one ‘generates an activity’ (saṅkhāraṃ abhisaṅkharoti) 
of body speech or mind that is ‘affl  ictive’ (sabyābajjahaṃ) and hence 
is reborn in an ‘affl  ictive’ world such as hell, with affl  ictive contacts 
and affl  ictive, painful feelings. AN II.234 explains dark actions as 
breaking the fi ve precepts.

• ‘action that is bright (sukkaṃ) with a bright ripening:’ generating un-
affl  ictive activities, so as to be reborn in an unaffl  ictive world, such 
as that of the Subhakiṇṇā heaven (of the elemental form level). AN 

 22 Cf. DN I.163 refers to “those things that are unwholesome, and reckoned 
as such, with fault (sāvajjā), to be refrained from (asevitabbā), unbefi tting 
noble ones (nālamariyā), dark (kiṇhā, vl. kaṇhā) …,” with the opposite kinds 
of things as e.g. “bright” (sukkā). At SN V.104, the nutriment for the arising 
and development of the discrimination of dhammas factor of awakening is 
giving wise attention to: “dhammas which are wholesome and unwholesome, 
with fault and faultless, inferior and superior (hīnapaiṇītā), dark and bright 
with their counterparts (kaṇhasukkasappaṭibhāgā).” These four pairs also 
occur at SN I.129 and AN III.165; cf. AN IV.363.
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II.234 explains bright actions as keeping the fi ve precepts, and AN 
II.235 explains them as the ten right actions ending in right view.

• ‘action that is dark-and-bright with dark-and-bright ripening:’ gene-
rating a mixture of affl  ictive and non-affl  ictive activity, so as to be 
reborn in a world that is both affl  ictive and non-affl  ictive, such as the 
human world.

This passage makes clear that while the nature of an action’s kar-
mic ripening corresponds to the nature of the action, it does not de-
termine its nature. For example a “dark” action is not to be counted 
as dark because it has a dark karmic result; rather, it has a dark 
result because it is itself dark: causing affl  iction here and now.23 Its 
having dark karmic results is a sign of its dark, affl  ictive, unwhole-
some nature, but not the criterion for its being unwholesome in the 
fi rst place. Nevertheless, the passages we are examining in this ar-
ticle hardly neglect to mention karmic results, in the form of pleas-
ant or unpleasant experiences, – perhaps as additional motivating 
or demotivating factors for the actions –, and of course do concern 
themselves with the immediate (non-karmic) eff ects of actions on 
both others and oneself.

The causal sequence thus becomes:

unwise attention 
→ unwholesome roots 
→ unwholesome actions, of unwholesome volition, that are inten-
tional, dark, corrupt, with fault, bring pain and injury to oneself 
or to others in a way that is anticipated by correct perception of 
the immediate facts of the situation, criticized by the wise, not to 
be done 
→ dark harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent, and 
unwholesome character tendencies.

The fourth kind of action at MN I.389–391 is:

 23 Adam (2005: 68) sees the “affl  iction” aspect which makes an action 
“dark” as its “obscuring the mind” and the “dark” (or “bright”) aspect as 
concerning both “the moral quality and the epistemic character of the action 
itself” (2005: 69). An epistemic aspect is possible here, but I do not see any 
direct evidence for it.
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• ‘action that is neither dark nor bright with neither-dark-nor-bright ri-
pening, action that leads to the destruction of action:’ the ‘volition for 
abandoning (pahānāya yā cetanā)’ the above three kinds of action.

AN II.236 explains this kind of action as right view through to 
right concentration, and Asl 89 explains it as both the seven fac-
tors of awakening (bojjhaṅgas) and the Noble Eightfold Path. 
AN III.384–385 sees nibbāna as neither dark nor bright, in the 
sense of neither a bad nor good rebirth. As we have seen above, 
AN I.263 sees actions born of non-greed, non-hatred and non-
delusion – i.e. wholesome actions, as leading to the cessation of 
(saṃsāra-fuelling) actions. Adam (2005: 72) tentatively identifi es 
the person who does the fourth kind of action as the noble per-
sons who have not yet attained arahantship.24 While the fi rst of 
these he mentions is the stream-enterer, we should also probably 
include the “person practising for the fruit that is stream-entry” 
(sotāpattiphalasacchikiriyāya paṭipanno), who is close to becom-
ing a stream-enterer.25

Wholesome action is in one aspect “bright” action that also 
leads to “bright” future results in saṃsāra, but at the level of “path” 
actions it enables a person to go beyond even the “bright” aspects 
of saṃsāra.

 24 However, at AN V.244–245: right view through to right liberation is the 
sukkamagga in contrast to wrong view through to wrong liberation as the 
kaṇha-magga. This implies either that “bright” may sometimes exclude and 
sometimes include the path, or that only the path’s lokuttara form is beyond 
both “dark” and “bright.” On this fourth kind of action, see Harvey (2000: 
43–46).
 25 AN IV.372 sees them as no longer an ordinary person (puthujjana), SN 
V.23 sees one who is “rightly practising” (sammāpaṭipanno) as having the 
eight factors of the magga, and SN V.25 sees the eight factors of the magga 
as what being a renunciant (sāmañña), a samaṇa, entails, whose fruits are 
the stream-entry-fruit up to the arahantship-fruit. As the magga leads to not 
only the three higher fruits, but the fi rst one, stream-entry, then those en-
gaged in the magga include the fi rst kind of paṭipanna person. Such a person 
is endowed with its eight factors to some degree (Harvey 2011).
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Affl  ictive action that obstructs wisdom and leads away from 
nibbāna

The Dvedhāvitakka Sutta (MN I.115–116) echoes the Bāhitika 
Sutta’s item 6a, but also expands on 6b. Here the Buddha explains 
that before his awakening, while still a Bodhisatta, he had divided 
his thoughts (vitakkas) into two groups: those of sensual desire, ill-
will and cruelty, and those of renunciation, of non-ill-will, and of 
non-cruelty.26 Whenever one of the fi rst group of thoughts arose, he 
understood that it:

… leads to (saṃvattati) my own affl  iction (attabyābādhāya), to oth-
ers’ affl  iction, and to the affl  iction of both;27 it obstructs wisdom 
(paññānirodhiko), causes diffi  culties (vighātapakkhito), and leads 
away from nibbāna (anibbānasaṃvattaniko).

With each of these refl ections, such a thought subsided and was 
then abandoned. 

The character-forming eff ect of the nature of one’s thoughts is 
then emphasised: “Monks, whatever a monk frequently thinks and 
ponders on (anuvitakketi anuvicāreti), that will become the incli-
nation (nati) of his mind ….” It is then said that when one of the 
second group of thoughts arose, he understood:

‘This does not lead to my own affl  iction, or to others’ affl  iction, or to 
the affl  iction of both; it aids wisdom, does not cause diffi  culties, and 
leads to nibbāna. If I think and ponder upon this thought even for a 
night, even for a day, even for a night and a day, I see nothing to fear 
from it. But with excessive thinking and pondering, I might tire my 
body; and when the body is tired, the mind becomes disturbed, and 
when the mind is disturbed, it is far from concentration’. So I steadied 
my mind internally, quieted it, brought it to singleness (ekodikaromi), 
and concentrated it.28 Why is that? So that my mind should not be 
disturbed.

 26 The objects of these last three “thoughts” are the same as of the three 
forms of “right resolve” (sammāsaṅkappa), the second factor of the noble 
eightfold path.
 27 At SN IV.339, it is said that attachment, hatred or delusion lead to will-
ing (ceteti) for the affl  iction of oneself, others or both.
 28 That is, he attained a jhāna, especially the second of these, in which 
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Here the emphasis is on mental action that does not lead to affl  ict-
ing oneself or others (presumably through harmful verbal or physi-
cal actions) and which does not make the mind incline away from 
wisdom or nibbāna. That is, the concern with future results is not 
in regard to karmically induced pleasures or pains, but on the char-
acter trait of wisdom that enables one to go beyond any karmically 
shaped state. This links with action that is “neither dark nor bright,” 
and clearly relates to the right resolve factor of the Eightfold Path, 
itself counted as part of wisdom (MN I.301). The suspension of 
thought by meditative concentration, even wholesome thought, in-
dicates the more subtle aspects of wholesome/skilful states.

The causal sequence thus becomes:

unwise attention 
→ unwholesome roots 
→ unwholesome actions, of unwholesome volition, that are inten-
tional, dark, corrupt, with fault, bring pain and injury to oneself 
or to others in a way that is anticipated by correct perception of 
the immediate facts of the situation, criticized by the wise, not to 
be done 
→ dark harm and pain in this and later lives to the agent, and 
unwholesome character tendencies, obscuring wisdom and 
moving one away from nibbāna.

Further refl ections on the terms kusala and akusala

Having surveyed what the suttas have to say on these terms and 
related ones, what do the commentaries say? The Atthasālinī 
(Asl 38–39; cf. Cousins 1996: 141–142) gives this explanation of 
the phrase “kusala states” (kusalā dhammā) at the start of the 
Dhammasaṅgaṇī:

The word ‘kusala’ means healthy (ārogya), faultless (anavajja), skilled 
(-cheka), ripening in happiness (sukhavipākesu). In such passages as, 
‘Is your reverence well (kusalaṃ)? Is your reverence free from ail-
ment?’ etc., kusala means healthy. In such passages as, ‘Venerable 
sir, what bodily behaviour is kusala? Great king, it is bodily behav-

vitakka and vicāra, related to “thinking and pondering,” are absent.
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iour that is faultless (anavajjo)’ (Bāhitika Sutta, above); and again in, 
‘Venerable sir, the Blessed One’s way of teaching Dhamma in regard 
to kusala states is unsurpassed’ (DN III.102), kusala means faultless.
In such passages as, ‘You are kusala at the diff erent parts of a chariot’ 
(MN II.94); ‘Graceful women who have been trained are kusala in 
singing and dancing’ (Jat VI.25) etc., kusala means skilled.
In such passages as, ‘Monks, it is by the building up of kusala states 
(that this puñña increases)’ (DN III.58), and ‘from being accumulated 
(upacitattā) from the doing of kusala actions,’ kusala means ripening 
in happiness.
Now here, in the phrase ‘kusala states,’ either ‘healthy’ or ‘faultless’ 
or ‘ripening in happiness’ is applicable.
… But in regard to word-defi nitions: kusalas are so called as they 
cause contemptible evil things (kucchite pāpadhamme) to tremble (sa-
layanti), to shake, to be disturbed, to be destroyed …

Asl 62–63, on a ‘kusala state of mind (citta)’ that is connected with 
knowledge, says:

‘Kusala:’ kusala in the sense of destroying contemptible states 
(kucchit ānaṃ salanādīhi); or in the sense of healthy (ārogyaṭṭhena), 
or in the sense of being faultless (anavajjaṭṭhena), or in the sense of 
produced by skill (kosallasambhūtaṭṭhena).
To illustrate: in ‘How are you? Are you kusala sir?,’ kusala is used to 
mean healthy, i.e. not being ill or sick or unwell in body. So in mental 
states it should be understood in the sense of ‘healthy,’ i.e. absence 
of sickness, illness or disease in the form of the defi lements (kilesa).
Moreover, from the absence of the fault of the defi lements (kilesavaj-
ja-), blemish (dosassa) of the defi lements, torment (darathassa) of the 
defi lements, kusala has the sense of faultless.
Wisdom (paññā) is called skill (kosallaṃ). Kusala has the sense of 
produced by skill from being produced by skill.

At DN-a 883 (on DN III.102), Buddhaghosa explains the meaning 
“healthy” as that used in the Jātaka method of exposition, “fault-
less” as that used in the Suttanta method of exposition, and mean-
ings used in the Abhidhamma method as being: “produced by skill,” 
“freedom from distress (niddharatha)” and “ripening in happi-
ness.” Cousins (1996: 139–140) comments that “freedom from dis-
tress” is otherwise neglected, and says on “ripening in happiness,” 
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“the commentators do not in fact often explain the word kusala as 
having this sense.” He also points out that the ṭīkā on this passage 
explains “produced by skill” as “caused by appropriate bringing to 
mind” (yonisomanasikārahetuka), i.e. by what is referred to above 
as “wise attention.” Cousins (1996: 149) comments that this last 
meaning is not found only in the Abhidhamma, but “it is intended 
to suggest that this is in some way a higher or more profound ex-
planation of kusala, or at least one which is more strictly correct.”

Here, then, something that is kusala:

a) is morally/spiritually healthy in being unaff ected by defi lements, 
i.e. by greed, hatred or delusion.
b) is faultless in being free of defi lements.
c) destroys contemptible states.
d) in the case of kusala states connected to knowledge, and perhaps 
less directly in other cases, is produced by skill, by wisdom.
e) more generally, it ripens in happiness.

a)–c) support the translation “wholesome,” d) and the non-delu-
sion-aff ected aspect of a) support “skilful,” and e) supports some-
thing like “benefi cial.”

Cousins (1996) traces the meaning of kusala/kuśala in pre-Bud-
dhist and Buddhist sources and summarises thus:

1. An original meaning [applied to a person] of ‘intelligent’ ‘wise;’
2. Expert in magical and sacrifi cial ritual (in the [pre-Buddhist] 
Brāhmaṇas); for brahmins, of course, this would precisely constitute 
wisdom.
3. a) Skilled in meditational/mystic (/ascetic?) practices (in the early 

Pāli sources and, no doubt, in other contemporary traditions), in-
cluding skilled in the kind of behaviour which supported meditation, 
etc., i.e. śīla [keeping moral precepts], etc.

 b) Skilled in performing dāna [giving] and yañña [sacrifi ce], now 
interpreted in terms of central Buddhist ethical concerns; and as-
sociated with keeping the precepts and so on.

4. Kusala in later Buddhist and Jain sources becomes generalized to 
refer to something like wholesome or good states.

So there is no reason to doubt that by a later period (i.e. in the com-
mentaries and perhaps later canonical sources) kusala in non-techni-
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cal contexts means something which could be translated as “good” 
(Cousins 1996: 156).

This emphasises “skilful” as the earlier meaning, but it is by no 
means clear from the above survey that, in the suttas, there is 
stronger evidence for this than “wholesome” – moreover, this latter 
meaning cannot simply be equated with “good,” as Cousins im-
plies, as this English term has a rather wide meaning, as Keown 
argues, though in support of this as the translation for kusala (1992: 
119–120). Nevertheless, “skilful” is certainly part of the meaning 
of the term in the Sutta passages examined here.

Kusala and sīla, samādhi, paññā

It is notable that both the English term “morality” and the Pāli 
word sīla concern only physical and verbal action: sīla is explained 
as the right speech, right action and right livelihood aspects of the 
Noble Eightfold Path (MN I.301). All aspects of the path are kusa-
la, though, so this term covers more than sīla or moral conduct: it 
also covers aspects of the path pertaining to samādhi and wisdom 
(Cousins 1996: 144–146). Accordingly: the fi rst jhāna is typically 
said to be “detached from akusala states” (DN I.73); the four jhānas 
and other meditative states are referred to as kusala dhammas (Vin 
I.104 and Vin III.91); the kusala dhammas that the Buddha teach-
es about are the seven sets later known as the 37 bodhipakkhiya 
dhammas (DN III.102); and the four right eff orts, which pertain 
to the samādhi aspect of the path concern the ending of akusala 
dhammas and development of kusala ones (DN II.312). Moreover, 
the fi rst two of the three forms of right mental action, non-cov-
etousness and non-ill-will, also pertain to mind training, and the 
third, right view – as either right belief on karma and rebirth etc or 
noble wisdom (MN III.71–72, below) – pertains to wisdom.

Sīla is only part of the path, but the foundation of it all:

So you see, Ānanda, wholesome virtues (kusalāni sīlāni) have free-
dom from remorse as object and profi t; freedom from remorse has 
gladness; gladness has joy; joy has tranquillity; tranquillity has hap-
piness; happiness has concentration; concentration has seeing things 
as they really are; seeing things as they really are has turning away 
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and non-attachment; turning away and non-attachment have release 
by knowing and seeing as their object and profi t. So you see, Ānanda, 
wholesome virtues lead gradually up to the summit (AN V.2).

Sīla restrains overt unwholesome actions: those of body and speech 
(though the mindfulness needed for the more detailed monastic 
sīla also involves mind-training too). Samādhi counteracts men-
tal unwholesome actions that are expressions of greed/attachment 
and hatred/ill-will, as well as cultivating their opposites, and paññā 
digs out the deep roots of greed and hatred and of delusion/igno-
rance and related wrong view.

Puñña, apuñña and pāpa

Actions of dāna, sīla and bhāvanā (meditative cultivation) are 
also bases for eff ecting “puñña” (puññakiriyavatthu; DN III.218; 
AN IV.214; It 51) and unwholesome actions are often described 
as “apuñña.” As an adjective, Cousins sees puñña as the “fortune-
bringing or auspicious quality of an action” (1996: 153), while as 
a noun “it is applied either to an act which brings good fortune or 
to the happy result in the future of such an act (1996: 155).” Thus 
we see:

Monks, do not be afraid of puññas; this, monks, is a designation for 
happiness, for what is pleasant, charming, dear and delightful, that is 
to say, puññas. I myself know that the ripening of puññas done for a 
long time are experienced for a long time as pleasant, charming, dear 
and delightful. After developing a heart of loving kindness for seven 
years, for seven eons of evolution and devolution, I did not come back 
to this world ... (being reborn in a delightful heaven for that time; It 
14–15, cf. AN IV.88–89).

As an adjective, puñña can be seen as “auspicious,” “bringing good 
fortune,” hence “karmically fruitful.” As a noun it refers to the 
auspicious, uplifting, purifying power of good actions to produce 
future happy results, or sometimes to such results themselves. The 
opposite of puñña is apuñña, which one can see as meaning “(an 
act of) karmic unfruitfulness” or “karmically unfruitful,” i.e. pro-
ducing no pleasant fruits, but only bitter ones.
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A synonym for apuñña is pāpa, which is often given with pu-
ñña as its opposite (e.g. Sn 636). Pāpa is often translated as “evil,” 
but really means that which is “infertile” (SN IV.315), “barren,” 
“harmful” (Cousins 1996: 156) or “ill-fortuned” (Cousins 1996: 
148). A good way of rendering these meanings would be to see 
pāpa as an adjective as meaning “(karmically) deadening,” and as 
a noun as “(karmic) deadness,” meaning that what is so described 
has a deadening eff ect on the psyche, making it more constricted 
and lifeless, rather than having an uplifting, fruitful eff ect. The 
term pāpa is fairly frequently used with akusala. AN I.201–205, 
above, talks of being “overpowered by pāpa, unwholesome states 
born of greed” and SN V.417 says “do not think pāpaka, unwhole-
some thoughts (vitakke); that is sensual thought, thought of ill-will, 
thought of harming.” To have done the kusala is to have “not done 
what is pāpa” (Vin III.72). The foolish person (bāla) who has done 
misdeeds, whose past pāpa deeds “envelop” him, thinks:

‘I have not done what is good (kalyāṇaṃ),29 I have not done what 
is wholesome, I have not made myself a shelter from anguish 
(bhīruttaṇaṃ). I have done what is pāpa, I have done what is cruel 
(luddaṃ), I have done what is wicked (kibbisaṃ) …’

Thus he contemplates the bad rebirth he is heading for (MN III.165; 
cf. AN II.174). Dhp 116 says:

Make haste in doing good (kalyāne); check your mind from pāpa;
For the mind of one who is slow in doing the karmically fruitful 
(puññaṃ) delights in pāpa.30

 29 Cone sees kalyāṇaṃ as meaning “what is good, excellent; virtuous ac-
tion …” (Cone 2001: 665). At AN II.222–223, pāpa is to do the ten bad deeds 
starting with killing. Kalyāṇa is to refrain from these. Or these are respec-
tively wrong view to wrong liberation, and right view to right liberation.
 30 Note that, just at the English terms “evil” or “bad” can refer both to 
immoral actions and bad things that happen to one, and puñña can refer to 
both bad actions and their fruits, pāpa can refer to both actions and things 
that happen to one: “Even a pāpa person sees good fortune (bhadraṃ) as long 
as the pāpa does not ripen (paccati); but when pāpa ripens, then the pāpa 
person sees pāpas” (Dhp 119).



202 Peter Harvey

Clearly, the referent of the term puñña overlaps to a considerable 
extent with that of kusala, but it emphasises the aspect of a good ac-
tion that is its power to bring future happy karmic results. Cousins 
comments that in Buddhist canonical texts, puñña “occurs much 
less frequently than kusala” (1996: 154) and suggests that it “was 
almost certainly not a technical term in the thought of the Buddha 
and his early disciples. It was no doubt a part of the background of 
beliefs current at the time” (p. 155).

One can say that in terms of the causal sequence described in 
this paper, doing an action with an orientation towards its being 
puñña – a puñña-centric action – emphasises its future karmic re-
sults: the happiness that the action will in time engender in one. 
Typically, in the suttas, such action is associated with giving and 
other aspects of lay religiosity (Cousins 1996: 154). Doing an ac-
tion with an orientation to its being kusala – a kusala-centric action 
– focuses more on the nature of the action itself, and its roots, and 
its ongoing eff ect on character, perhaps with wisdom and nibbāna 
in mind. Ironically, though, the greater the concern with puñña, 
the lesser the degree of the good result. It is said that, “the mental 
aspiration of a moral person (sīlavato) is eff ective through its pu-
rity (suddhattā)” (DN III.259), in terms of the rebirth aspired to in 
giving a gift, but for such an aspiration to truly work, it should not 
be itself the sole motive of the giving. If a person gives something 
to a monk “with longing (sāpekkho), with the heart bound (to the 
gift; paṭibaddha-citto), intent on a store (of karmic fruitfulness; 
sannidhipekho), thinking ‘I’ll enjoy this after death’ (imaṃ pecca 
paribuñjissāmi ti),” it is said that he will be reborn for a while in 
the lowest of all the heavens. A series of what seem to be meant as 
progressively higher motives is then outlined: giving because one 
feels “it is auspicious (sāhu) to give!;” wishing to continue a fam-
ily tradition of giving; wishing to support those who do not cook 
for themselves; because great sages of the past were supported by 
alms; because giving leads to mental calm, joy and gladness; or 
because giving enriches the heart and equips it for meditation (AN 
IV.60–63). Giving from the last of these motives is then said to lead 
to rebirth in the fi rst heaven of the realm of (elemental) form, where 
the brahmās dwell. Thus doing a good action simply because it is 
seen to have pleasant results is not the highest of motives – it is 
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better to value goodness in itself, and the peace and wisdom that it 
facilitates. Accordingly, Buddhaghosa says on sīla:

That undertaken just out of desire (-kāmatāya) for fame is inferior; 
that undertaken just out of desire for the fruits of karmically fruitful 
actions (puññaphala-) is medium; that undertaken for the sake of the 
noble state thus, ‘This is to be done’ is superior (Vism 13).

– with all three involving forms of chanda, or desire-to-do.
Any akusala action will also be apuñña, and vice versa. Any 

puñña action will also be a kusala one, i.e. be harmless, and con-
tribute to skilful, wholesome, faultless states. Even to give from 
desire for the future karmic benefi t of this is kusala to a degree 
– desire is not necessarily akusala, as is shown by the fact that 
chanda can be a kusala state, it being the basis of one of the four 
bases of spiritual success, the iddhi-padas (e.g. DN II.213–214). A 
person may initially focus on generating puñña, perhaps by acts of 
dāna, only to contribute to his or her future worldly happiness, but 
then also to help give a supporting basis for the path to nibbāna. 
That said, there remains a question of whether all kusala actions 
are also puñña ones.

The three aspects of the nidāna of saṅkhāras are puñña’bhi-
saṅkhāras, apuñña’bhisaṅkhāras and āneñja’bhi saṅ khā ras (DN 
III.217). The last of these are actions leading to the formless realms 
(in meditation or rebirth) (Vibh 135), and while such actions will 
involve kusala states of mind, they lead to a state in which there is 
only neutral feeling, not happiness: hence they are diff erentiated 
from the fi rst, puñña, ones. In relation to the noble path, moreo-
ver, the actions which are “neither dark nor bright” will still be 
kusala, but not puñña, as they pertain to going beyond rebirths, 
and any happiness they may contain. Indeed we see that the 
Mahācattārīsaka Sutta (MN III.71–72) diff erentiates between two 
kinds of right view:

[T]here is right view that is aff ected by taints (sāsavā), partak-
ing of puñña (puññābhāgiyā) ripening on the side of attachment 
(upadhivepakkā), and there is right view that is noble, taintless, trans-
cendent, a factor of the path (ariyā anāsavā lokuttara maggaṅgā).
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The fi rst kind of right view is to believe in karma and rebirth, and 
that some renunciants and brahmins know of these directly, where-
as the second is:

… the wisdom (paññā), the faculty of wisdom, the power of wisdom, 
the investigation-of-states awakening factor, the path factor of right 
view in one whose mind is noble, whose mind is taintless, who is pos-
sessed of the noble path and is developing the noble path …

By the time a person has attained stream-entry, and so is destined 
for arahantship within seven lives at most (AN V.120) their sīla 
is perfected (AN I.231–232), though they do not cling to their sīla 
(aparāmaṭṭhehi, SN V.343–344) as the whole of the path. Moreover, 
while their emphasis is no longer on the puñña aspect of good ac-
tions, their actions still generate much puñña as a side-eff ect of 
their quest for nibbāna: the four factors of streamentry (SN V.343) 
are also called “streams of puñña (puññābhisandā), streams of the 
wholesome (kusalābhisanā), nutriments of happiness” (SN V.391), 
they cannot have any sub-human rebirths, and their future lives 
may include millions of years in a heavenly realm. The arahant 
goes wholly beyond puñña (Sn 636; Harvey 2000: 43–46), as he or 
she will have no future rebirths.

Those who do kusala/puñña actions out of concern for the fu-
ture karmic fruits (though still with regard to not affl  icting others) 
may not be directly aiming for nibbāna, but their actions still help 
to prepare the ground for later eff orts to attain this goal. It is in this 
sense that Velez de Cea (2004: 129) calls them “instrumental” ac-
tions in that they are “actions leading to favourable conditions for 
cultivating nirvanic virtues,” in contrast to “teleological” actions 
which are “actually displaying nirvanic virtues or virtues charac-
teristic of the Buddhist ideal of sainthood,” whether or not a person 
doing such action is consciously aiming for nibbāna. Adam (2005: 
74) uses similar language but in a diff erent way, saying that ac-
tions aimed at nibbāna, as they still generate puñña as a side-eff ect, 
while “teleologically nirvāṇic,” are also “instrumentally karmatic.” 
On the other hand, actions that are focussed on generating good 
karmic results are “teleologically karmic” and, as a side-eff ect, 
“instrumentally nirvāṇic.” That said, it is perhaps clearer to here 
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replace “instrumentally” by “indirectly” and “teleologically” by 
“directly:”

• ‘directly nirvāṇic’ actions directly display virtues that are most fully 
embodied in the kind of person who has fully experienced nibbāna, 
the arahant, and directly contribute to attaining arahantship – whe-
ther or not this is the conscious aim of such actions. These are also 
‘indirectly karmatic’ as they have the side-eff ect of producing good 
karmic fruits – except in the case of the arahant, that is, as he or she 
generates no more karmic fruits, though inspires others to act in ways 
that generate good karmic fruits.

• ‘directly karmatic’ actions consciously aim at good karmic results, 
and are ‘indirectly nirvāṇic’ as they have the side-eff ect of helping to 
prepare the ground for ‘directly nirvāṇic’ actions.

Comparison to Western ethical theories

If we survey the above factors related to an unwholesome/unskil-
ful (akusala) actions, which actions are also misfortune-bringing 
(apuñña, pāpa) ones, we have:
 1. unwise attention, feeding 
 2. attachment/greed/covetousness, hatred/ill-will, and delusion/igno-

rance, which are both ‘the unwholesome’ and are roots that that 
sustain

 3. ‘the unwholesome’: specifi ed unwholesome actions of body, speech 
or mind

 4. that are of unwholesome volition, and intentional,
 5. that are dark, corrupt, with fault/blameable (by the wise), as they
 6. bring pain and injury to oneself or to others
 7. in a way that is anticipated by correct perception of the immediate 

facts of the situation,
 8. such that one should not infl ict on another what one would not like 

infl icted on oneself
 9. and are criticized by the wise,
 10. not to be done
 11. and that, as a karmic result, bring dark harm and pain in this and 

later lives to the agent, as well as
 12. unwholesome character tendencies,
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 13. obscuring wisdom and moving one away from nibbāna.

Wholesome actions have the opposite qualities. Of these factors:
• realist ethics focuses simply on the body and speech aspects of 3.
• utilitarianism focuses on 6, perhaps 7, and the body and speech as-

pects of 3.
• Kantian ethics, with its emphasis on the good will, universalisability, 

and duty, focuses on 4, 8, 10, 3, and perhaps 5.
• Aristotelian virtue ethics focuses on 12, an analogy to 13, 2 and 

perhaps 3. A further virtue aspect of Buddhist ethics is that in seeking 
to do acts rooted in non-greed, non-hatred and non-delusion, one is 
cultivating virtues that have a strong affi  nity with the destruction of 
greed/attachment, hatred and delusion that is the goal of the Buddhist 
path.

None of these particularly focuses on 1, 9, 11, or the nibbāna aspect 
of 13, all of which except 11 connect to wisdom and skilfulness.

Buddhist ethics encompasses all these aspects. A beginner may 
focus on 11, the particularly puñña aspects, but more serious prac-
titioners focus on the rest, especially 1 and 13. Of course with a 
number of factors being involved, one may ask whether they can 
confl ict, necessitating a choice of one or more factors over others. 
For example, can an injurious action (6) originate in a well inten-
tioned action of wholesome volition (the opposite of 4)? I would 
say that, taking into account aspect 7, a genuinely wholesome voli-
tion may result in harm to others or oneself if it is based on incor-
rect factual information or incorrect perception of the situation. 
Nevertheless, when insuffi  cient care has been taken to ascertain 
the facts of the situation, this may bring in culpable carelessness, 
so as to make the action unwholesome to some extent. There may, 
though, be cases where the agent of a harmful action thinks of 
the action as wholesome and benefi cial, but where delusion, also 
leading to wrong view, is one of the action’s roots, rendering it 
unwholesome. For example, Hitler may have genuinely thought his 
actions were right. One might also think that a benefi cial result can 
come from an action of unwholesome volition, for example when 
a starving person is fed by killing and cooking an animal for him. 
But here, both benefi t and harm are actually the result, and the full 
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action involves both wholesome (to feed a hungry person) and un-
wholesome (to kill) volitions.

How a person deals with potential confl icts of moral criteria 
may depend on where they are on the path, for example a lie (cf. 3) 
may help prevent harm to another (6), but strengthen an unwhole-
some tendency (12) and even have some minor bad karmic results 
(11); yet with wise attention (1), one may see a way to both avoid ly-
ing, and preventing harm to the person. Of course the Mahāyāna is 
more open to “skilful means” precept breaking, out of compassion. 
Moreover, potential confl ict between certain factors may be skil-
fully dealt with by bringing in another factor, for example some-
one’s wish to ordain, or an act of great generosity, may bring suff er-
ing to some relatives (cf. 6), but help generate good character traits 
(12) and facilitate a movement towards nibbāna (13); moreover the 
harm may be counteracted by sharing puñña with the relative (cf. 
11), and the strengthened good character traits, perhaps including 
wisdom, will also bring benefi t to others in the future.

While Keown (1992) has argued that a virtue ethic model is the 
best fi t for early Buddhist ethic, this study shows that while there 
is a virtue-ethics dimension to such ethics, a utilitarian concern for 
directly caused suff ering and happiness, and a Kantian concern for 
a good will, are also present. There are also plenty of specifi c ethi-
cal rules, which accords with a kind of realist ethics. These aspects 
are integrated into one system, and as Velez de Cea says, “Early 
Buddhist ethics is sui generis, that is, one of a kind” (2004: 138).

The key content of akusala actions are specifi ed actions that 
directly (actions of body and speech) or indirectly (mental actions) 
bring pain and affl  iction to others, oneself, or both, and the greed/at-
tachment, hatred and delusion that are the motivating or orientating 
roots of these. Kusala states are actions which avoid these actions 
and roots, and are the opposite of them; moreover, they include the 
meditative states involved in the development of the Eightfold Path, 
which go further than, but still depend on, ethics per se. Kusala 
states come from wise skill and contribute to wise skill, and are 
both morally and spiritually wholesome: morally faultless, nour-
ishing further wholesome states, healthily without greed, hatred or 
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delusion, and contributing to the end of these. They bring no harm 
to anyone, and lead to happiness for the agent of them.
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