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Not to do any evil 
To develop what is skilful 

To purify the mind 
This is the teaching of the Buddhas  

(Dhammapāda 183) 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
In early Indian Buddhism the moral development of the individual through time is 
conceived of as taking place over many lives and through a number of distinct phases. 
The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of moral development as described in 
three categories of early Buddhist scripture: jātakas, avadānas and the Pāli Nikāyas. The 
discussion begins by distinguishing two related understandings of morality in the texts, 
with the deeper of the two senses based on considerations of the agent's inner constitution 
rather than outer behavior. The argument proceeds in relation to 



of the individual's capacity to live morally? To what extent and in what senses is this 
capacity perfectible? On what basis? To what degree is it under one's control? 
 
 The discussion is divided into three parts. Part I aims to provide an accurate 
general overview of the manner in which Buddhists themselves understand moral 
development as represented in these categories of text. In Part II the goal is to offer a 
deeper analysis of the framework of concepts underlying the doctrines of moral 
development discussed. In both sections the terms of explanation are drawn from the 
texts themselves. We conclude, in Part III, with a brief characterization of the 
religious ideal based on our earlier analysis.792 593.7468
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the same time, we would do well to identify those respects in which the Buddha's 
teachings continue to assume a hierarchical





In the Buddhist tradition the recitation of the pañca-sīla occurs on formal, ritual 
occasions, usually 



485). Here dāna and sīla appear as separate items; this implies, once again, that the 
term sīla does not share the same semantic range as the English word morality -- 
since giving, as a practice, is clearly 



(sammā-kammanta)  refraining from taking what is not given 
    refraining from sexual misconduct 
 
5. right livelihood  refraining from harmful forms of earning a living 
(sammā-ājiva) 
 
6. right effort   to discourage unarisen unwholesome states of mind



sīla



(lokuttaramagga), in contrast to the worldly path (lokiyamagga) practiced initially.10 
Upon entering that supramundane path, the practitioner himself also receives the 
designation "noble" (ariya) -- indicating that a fundamental spiritual transformation 
has occurred. Formerly deemed an ordinary person (puthujjana), the follower of the 
path is now designated a noble



1.32 Buddhist narrative literature 

Thus, for ordinary 



qualify as jātakas).14 15 A general point of contrast between these two genres can be 
drawn in terms of the respective goals of their heroes. In the jātakas the bodhisatta is 
aiming to become a fully awakened Buddha (sammāsambuddha); in the avadānas the 
protagonist is striving for arahantship.
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tales yet, he appears as an animal -- a deer, a lion, a monkey, a parrot -- or as we find 
demonstrated in the following story, a fish: 
 
****************** 
 
MITACINTI-JĀTAKA (JA 114, trans. Cowell 1957, 256-257) 
 
"They twain in fisher's net."-- This story was told by the Master while at Jetavana, 
about two aged Elders. After a rainy-season spent in a forest in the country they 
resolved to seek out the Master, and got together provisions for their journey. But 
they 



_____________________________ 
His story told, the Master, as Buddha, recited this stanza: 
 

They twain in fisher's nets are ta’en; 
Them Thoughtful saves and frees again. 

 
His lesson ended, and the Four Truths expounded (at the close whereof the aged 
Brethren gained fruition of the First Path), 20 the Master identified the Birth by 
saying: "These two Brethren were then Over-thoughtful and Thoughtless, and I 
Thoughtful." 
 
     FIN. 
 
******************* 
 
In this example we can discern a number of features typical of jātakas. At end of the 
story the Buddha identifies himself as one of its characters. Other present day 
personages are also





One of the basic differences 



the!venerable!one,!supreme!in!the!world,![and]!gave!him!a!seat!of!flowers.!Having!

sat!down!on!the!seat!of!flowers!and!understanding!my!disposition,!Siddhattha,!

leader!of!the!world,!declared!impermanence:!!!

!

“The!formations!are!indeed!impermanent,!subject!to!arising!and!decay.!Having!



2.1 What is it like to be a noble disciple? (To 



to the path walked, the person walking, the view experienced, and indeed the very 
truths realized. As with so many other concepts afloat in the air of his time







is perfect. As with the noble disciple's experiences of attachment and freedom, we 
can also recognize a parallel when it comes to feelings of effort. As one ascends 
along the supramundane path, one's inner struggles become fewer and the effort 
needed to act virtuously less burdensome and more natural. One happily does what 
one has to do. When one finally reaches the end of the path, effort is no longer 
required. One has become a moral virtuoso. 

PART 3: NO MORE VIEW, NO MORE PATH 

The above considerations suggest that the Buddhist tradition recognizes fundamental 
differences between the inner moral lives of the ordinary person and the noble 
disciple. Thus far, however, we have said very little concerning the third and final 
class of agent—the liberated being or arahant. If a vast distance exists between the 
mentality and outer conduct of a noble disciple and those of an ordinary person,



arahant's selfless conduct lies a pure, unified state of stillness born from the 
realization of the 



Saṃyutta Nikāya (2 volumes). Boston: Wisdom Publications. 

____ (trans.) 2012. The Numerical Discourses of the Buddhha: A translation of the 

Aṅguttara Nikāya. Boston: Wisdom Publications. 

Bond, George D. "The Development and Elaboration of the Arahant Ideal in the 
Theravāda Buddhist Tradition." Journal of the American Academy of Religion 52/2 
(1984): 227-242.  

Clark, Chris. 2015. A Study of the Apadāna, including an edition and annotated 
translation of the second, third and fourth chapters. A thesis submitted in fulfilment 
of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, Faculty of Arts and 
Social Sciences University of Sydney, May 2015. Accessed online at:

Clark,



Kawamura, Leslie S. (ed.) 1981. The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhism. Waterloo, 
Ontario: Wilfred Laurier Press. 
 
Keown, Damien. 1992. 


