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Preface

In 2000 I spent a week in the forest around Jamui in Bihar. Although badly
degraded in parts and unsafe in others because of bandits, the forest and its
wildlife are still relatively intact. This short sojourn offered a rare glimpse of
India’s natural environment that would have been familiar to the Buddha but
which has now almost completely disappeared. I saw nilghi, troops of langur,
the quills of a porcupine, the glorious Butea superba in full bloom, a peacock and
its mates and numerous other birds. At nearly every turn I was reminded of the
Buddha’s descriptions of the forest and of some of the bucolic poetry in the Jataka
stories. It was during these few pleasant days that I conceived the idea of writing
something about nature and the environment as depicted in the Pali Tipitaka.

I would like to thank Prof. P. D. Premasiri, Prof. K. R. Norman and Dr.
Alexander Wynne, all of who helped me in various ways with this book. I must
also thank Anandajoti Bhikkhu who read through several drafts of the book
making numerous corrections and suggestions and bringing my attention to
things I had missed. This book would probably not have seen the light of day
without his help. Finally I must also express my gratitude to Dr. S. K. Jain, former
Director of the Botanical Survey of India, who took a great interest in my research
and offered me much encouragement.




Preface to the Second Edition
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I am delighted that the Buddhist Publication Society is bringing out a second
edition of my Nature and the Environment in Early Buddhism. In preparing it
Bhikkhu Nyanatusita has been exceptionally helpful in correcting the mistakes in
my Pali, providing me with additional information I was unaware of, and making
numerous helpful suggestions concerning the identification of some plants and
animals. I express my thanks to him.




Foreword

The first attempt to identify the plants in the Tipitaka was made by Robert
Childers in his A Dictionary of the Pali Language of 1876. Childers gave about 165
plant names and provided the Linnaean nomenclature for most of these.
However, more than half these names are from Pali works composed in Sri Lanka
and are not mentioned in the Tipitaka itself. Rhys Davids and Stede’s Pali English
Dictionary published between 1921-25, includes about 420 Pali plant names with
the botanical names for about a third of these. Included also are about 185 animal
names of which only eight include the zoological names. It is unclear what
authority Rhys Davids and Stede used for the nomenclature they did give but
they seem to have relied heavily on Monier-William's Sanskrit English Dictionary.

In her translation of the Vinaya Pitaka published between 1938 and 1966, 1.
B. Horner tried to identify the various medical plants mentioned in that work
and in her subsequent 1975 translation of the Buddhavamsa, she identified the
various trees associated with the 28 Buddhas and other plants. In this first
translation, Horner seems for the most part to have followed Rhys Davids but
where not she gave her reasons for preferring a different identification. In the
Buddhavamsa she followed George Luce who in turn must have relied on the
Burmese sayadaws whom, it would seem likely, were not familiar with plants
endemic to northern India.

Studies in the flora and fauna in Sanskrit literature are very extensive,
especially so in the case of flora because of the interest in Ayurvedic medicine.
As many Sanskrit names have Pali equivalents such studies are relevant to the
present book and I have consulted as much of this research as I have been able
too. Modern Indian colloquial names for certain plants and animals likewise have
proven helpful in making some identifications, although I have kept in mind
Klaus Karttunen’s comment that these are ‘to be used with caution’.

A thorough compilation of material on flora, fauna and the environment
from the Pali Tipitaka is more than justified. Despite being a rich source of
information on these subjects Indian scholars have largely ignored Pali literature.
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In their contribution to the magisterial History of Science, Philosophy and Culture in
Indian Civilization series, Rajan and Sridhar use a wide range of religious and
secular literature but have only three brief references to Pali canonical or post-
canonical works. Ghosh and Sen’s study of botany in the post-Vedic period for A
Concise History of Science in India utilize no Pali material. Many other examples of
this neglect could be given.

In trying to identify the flora and fauna in Pali literature I chose not to rely
on my predecessors so as to avoid perpetuating any mistakes they might have
made, and only looked at their works after having finished my own. In some
cases I found that I had come to the same conclusions as them although in other
cases I had not. On many occasions I was unable to identify a plant or animal but
found that Rhys Davids, Horner, etc. had done so, although I could find no
justification for their conclusions. It should be pointed out however, that the
identity of many plants and animals mentioned in ancient Indian literature is
very conjectural. As G. ]J. Meulenbeld has shown, there is wide disagreement
amongst scholars as to which Sanskrit plant name can be identified with which
plant and this comment is equally valid for Pali. I have no doubt made some
mistakes. My hope is that in the future someone will be able to correct these
mistakes and also fill in the many gaps I have left.

S. Dhammika




Nature and the Environment
as Deplcted in the Pali Tipitaka

\( I__fc-‘_l
--|- T \\\ ?‘, — -

There are 6400 species of fish in Jambudipa, 4500 species of birds and
2400 species of animals. There are 10000 species of trees, 8000 species of
grass, 740 types of medicinal herbs and 43 types of aromatic plants.

Dvadasaviharana Siitra’

The Buddha was born in and spent his whole life in what was then called
the Middle Land, (majjhima-desa), the broad fertile plains surrounding the Ganges
and Yamuna rivers. After his passing his teachings were committed to memory
and later compiled into what is now known as the Pali Tipitaka, the sacred
scriptures of the Theravada school of Buddhism. The age of the Tipitaka is
problematic but the core material in the Sutta Pitaka probably dates from
between the 5% and 39 centuries BCE. The exception to this are some of the books
in the Khuddaka Nikaya, particularly the Jataka. Most of the verses (gatha) of the
Jataka book, the only part considered canonical, are probably about the same age
as the Vinaya Pitaka (4" to 3¢ centuries BCE). The prose stories (atita-vatthu) are
somewhat later and the ‘introduction’ (nidana-katha), the ‘story of the present’
(paccuppanna-vatthu) and the ‘connection’ (samodhana) are later still, although
exactly how late is difficult to say. All these parts of the Jataka will be used in this
study. The Jataka also reflect a knowledge of a wider geographical area than do
the Sutta and Vinaya Pitakas and include what is now lower Gharawal and
Kumaon and the desert regions of Rajasthan.

While the bulk of the Tipitaka is concerned with the Buddha’s teachings, it
nonetheless contains a great deal of incidental information about the social,
economic, cultural and political life of the Buddha’s time. It also tells us much
about the natural environment of ancient northern India and how people were

IShieryou jing, I+ lEKE or T KL, “Sitra of the Life of Sakyamuni to His Twelfth Year”, Taisho edition of the Chinese
Tripitaka, T4n195, p, 147b14-16. The Sanskrit title is a reconstruction from the Chinese,




influenced by and related to it. Giving a broad overview of this environment the
Buddha said that ‘few in number are pleasant parks, forests, stretches of land and
lakes, while more numerous are the steep rugged places, uncrossable rivers,
dense thickets of scrub and thorns and inaccessible mountains” (A I 35).

The flora and fauna found in any area are determined to a large extent by
the seasons, the climate and the soil and the Tipitaka contains information about
all three. Following the system found in the Rg Veda the first Buddhists divided
time into years made up of 12 months of 30 days each, divided into two fortnights
totaling 360 days altogether (A IV 252). These time divisions were based on the
observation of the sun, moon and stars (D III 86). The year was divided into three
main seasons of four months each summer (gimhana), the rainy season (vassana)
and winter (hemanta; A IV 138-39). During the summer (mid-March to mid-July),
temperatures in north India can get as high as 43 °C. The trees flower and loose
their leaves while hot winds blow dirt and dust into the air (S V 321). Even
animals would be affected by the heat. The Buddha said that by the end of
summer ‘the grass and the water’ would disappear and the deer became
emaciated and listlessness (M I 152). During the rainy season or monsoon (mid-
July to mid-November) the temperature drops to about 20 °C and as much as 20
cm of rain can fall in a day. Every day, usually in the afternoon, one is sure to see
‘a great rain cloud, thundering and pouring down refreshing rain everywhere,
drenching the highlands and lowlands...” (It 66). Sometimes it would pour down
for seven days straight (Ja II 269; 445; 111 73). As still happens today, rivers would
break their banks, insects proliferate and the landscape would become green.
During this time Buddhist monks and other ascetics would stay in one place
because of the difficulty in travelling.

The importance of the monsoon for farmers and also plant and animal life
was emphasized by the Buddha when he said: ‘Rain sustains the life of all
creatures on earth’ (5137), and: “Abundant rain brings to perfection all crops for
the good, the welfare and happiness of the many’ (A IV 244). If the monsoon
failed, as it sometimes did, it would spell disaster for all life. The resulting
drought would cause ‘destitute people to wander here and there with their
children in tow” and compel others to resort to banditry (Ja I 367; VI 487). Crows
would abandon the cities for the forest because people no longer fed them scraps,
and fish and tortoises would bury themselves in the mud of their rapidly
evaporating ponds in a desperate struggle to survive (Ja I 331; II 149). Too much
rain could also cause havoc. ‘In hope farmers till their fields, their sons and wives




coming to help. But rain destroys all their labour or lightning blights it" (Mvu II
59). With the coming of winter (mid-November to mid-January) the temperature
drops considerably, as low as 5 °C and in the morning the grass and trees are
covered with dew. The ancient Indians did not understand the process of
evaporation and thought dew disappeared into the ground as the sun rose (A IV
137; Ja IV 120). Occasionally winter nights get cold enough for frost to form (M 1
79, A1136).

Two minor seasons are occasionally mentioned as well; autumn (sarada), the
month-long transition between the rainy season and the winter, and spring
(vasanta), the transition between winter and summer. During the autumn “the air
is clear, the sky cloudless and the sun breaking through the morning mist is hard
to look at’ (D II 183; Sn 687). This is also the time when the crops start to grow
more robustly (M 1116). During the last month of the rainy season the soil would
still be moist and easy to turn so farmers would plough their fields in preparation
for the winter planting (D II 183; S III 155). In the Nidanakatha, Uday1l Thera
described the beauty of the countryside at the beginning of spring like this: “The
winter is ended, the spring has begun, people have gathered in the harvest and
are taking it along the roads. The ground is covered with fresh green grass, the
forest trees are in bloom and the roads are suitable for travelling” (Ja I 86). A
character in the Therigatha says: “The sweet smell and the pollen of the flowers
are spread in all directions by the towering trees. Indeed, early spring is a happy
time” (Thi 371).

Although there is no direct reference to the solstices in the Tipitaka the
mention of the regular and irregular courses (pathagamana and uppathagamana, D
I 10) of the sun and moon suggest an awareness of them. The mention of ‘the
eights’ (antaratthakasu), the four nights on either side of the full moon of summer
and winter months also point to the solstices. The Buddha said that before his
enlightenment as an austerity he would spend the days of the summer ‘eights’
and the nights of the winter ‘eights’ in the open, alternately scorched and chilled
(M 179). The Vinaya describes how he tried to calculate the number of robes
monks would need to keep warm during the winter ‘eights” (Vin I 288).

The Tipitaka includes some observations about various meteorological
phenomena related to the seasons and the weather. The Buddha identified
different types of clouds which correspond in some ways to the modern cloud
formation classification. The five types he mentioned are cool clouds (sita), warm
clouds (unha), storm or thunder clouds (abbha or thaneti), wind-blown clouds
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(vata) and rain clouds (vassa, S I1I 254). He also mentioned mahika which might
refer to the thick mist or fog that often occurs in early morning during the winter
months (Vin II 295). Alternatively it may refer to nimbostratus clouds, those low,
dark cloud formations which often produce hail or snow. Likewise, the
‘hundred-peaked cloud, thundering, garlanded in lightning and which pours
down rain” would be a good description of cumulonimbus clouds, sometimes
also called thunderheads, the dense, towering, vertical cloud formations
associated with the monsoon (A III 34).

The Buddha observed that rain falls in at least two different ways: in large
drops (thulla phusitaka) as during a monsoon downpour, and in small scattered
drops (ekam ekam), as when it is drizzling (A I 243; S 1104). He also commented
that the failure of the rains for agriculture could be due to such things as heat,
wind or the rain falling in the sea. Changes in the temperature, specifically the
heat (teja), or the wind in the upper atmosphere (upari akasa), would disperse the
clouds (A III 243). Simple people believed that gods like Sakka and
Vassavalahakadevaraja, the Rain Cloud King, could also make it rain (Ja I 330). It
was commonly held that widespread immorality or an unjust ruler would disrupt
rainfall, a belief the Buddha subscribed to. ‘It rains at the wrong time and fails to
rain at the right time because of the bad king’ (A II 74-5; Ja II 124). Some ascetics
preyed on people’s anxieties about the rains by claiming to be able to predict good
or bad rainfall (D I 11).

A meteorological phenomenon common during the monsoon is lightning
(vijju or akkhana). Some of the early Upanisads such as the Brhadaranyaka
attributed to lightning various mystical meanings and associations whereas the
Buddha treated it matter of fact as something that occurred together with storm
clouds, thunder and rain (D 1262). He had personal experience of how dangerous
it could be. Once when he was staying in a particular village ‘the lightning
flashed and the thunder crashed and two farmers, brothers, and four oxen were
killed” (D II 131). The mention of lightning destroying all a farmer’s labors
probably refers to it striking a field and setting fire to the crop (Mvu II 59).

Another meteorological phenomenon the Buddha discussed was the winds
that ‘blow back and forth across the sky’ (S IV 218). He differentiated them
according to the direction they blow from, their temperature, strength, and
whether or not they carry dust. Thus they blow from either the north, south, east
or west, they can be hot or cool, squalls (adhimatta vata) or breezes (paritta vata)
and they can carry dust (saraja vata) or not (araja). The only aspect of wind




included in modern analysis that the Buddha did not mention is velocity.
Another type of wind mentioned in the text is the air currents or thermals
(veramba) that can rise to great altitudes. The Jataka specifically says that vultures
use these thermals to glide and soar (Ja III 255; 484). There is also a brief mention
of whirlwinds (mandala vata, Ja172).

There is some evidence that the early Buddhists attempted to give naturalistic
explanations for certain atmospheric phenomena related to seasonal changes. The
Milindapariha asks why it is that the sun appears to shine with more glare in the
winter when it is cool than in the summer when it is hot. The answer given is
because in the summer the wind blows dust into the atmosphere and the resulting
airborne dust particles deflect the sun’s rays (Mil 274).

The soils found in the Ganges plain are mainly entisols, alfisols and ultisols
with some vertisols. The Vrksayurveda, an ancient work on trees, mentions three
soil types—arid, marshy and ordinary —and further sub-divides these according
to colour and fertility. The Tipitaka mentions a variety of soils—clay (mattika),
fine clay or kaolinite (sanhamattika), yellowish clay (pandumattika), sandy (valika),
black alluvium (kalijallika), deep, compact alluvium (kalalagahara), pebbly and
gravelly (pasanasakkhara), compact soil (bhiimighana), and sweet soil and sour soil
(madhuram pamsu, amadhuram pamsu). Salty soil (iisara), known as usar in Hindji,
refers to those patches of ground found in parts of Bihar which contain high
concentrations of carbonate of soda, sulfate of soda, lime and magnesium (A IV
237; Ja 111 580; M III 94). The Tipitaka also comments that the soil in deforested
areas might be poor (dubbhiimi, D II 353), and that the top soil in Avanti is dark
and hard (kanhuttara bhiimi khara, Vin 1 197).

A wide variety of habitats are mentioned in the Tipitaka, most of them
recognizable even today. Some of these are mixed thicket (omissaka-gahana),
dense jungle (vana-sanda), sal forests (sila-vana), grassland (gaccha), plains (thala),
thickets (pagumba), mixed woodland (kantaka-gumba or jangala), expanses of low
scrub (khuddaka-gacchavana), thorny scrub (kubbanaka), undergrowth (vanatha),
grass thickets (tina-gahana or tina-daya), bamboo jungle (velugahana), uninhabited
forest (nimmanussaka braharannia), waste land (vivana), rugged hills (pabbata-
visama), tablelands or plateaus (pabbatatala) and denuded hills (munda-pabbataka).
Included also are the various wetland habitats such as river banks (kiila or
naditira), lakes (daha or sara), ponds and seasonal pools (talaka), flooded meadows
(kaccha), swamps (aniipa) and marshes (palipa or udaka-daha) with their reed banks
(nala-vana), water plants and floating vegetation (sevala-panaka). The Jataka




mentions semi-arid tracts (kantara) and deserts (maru-kantara or nirudaka-kantara),
which may be an early reference to Rajasthan’s Thar Desert just beyond the
western edge of the Middle Land.

Also mentioned are lowlands (ninna) which could have included
floodplains: the Jataka describes a lake around which ‘some high ground, in
hardened mud, grew lush green grass on which fed hares, deer and other light
animals’ (Ja I 26).2 The large silt and sand islands (pulina) formed by the annual
flooding of the major rivers and which provides a home for animals like the
swamp deer, are also mentioned. One Jataka describes a body of water near a
river which would join the river during floods (Ja I 79). This is a good description
of what are called jeels or chaurs in Hindi, old river-beds now cut off from the
present river and which form long marshes or lakes. Other habitats included
man-made ones such as the muddy, stagnant village ponds (jambala) and the
irrigation reservoirs and tanks (pokkharani and vapi) that dotted the countryside.
These are filled with reeds, lotuses and other aquatic plants and became a home
for crabs, mussels, fish and frogs as well as the birds that fed off them. Paddy
fields (salikhetta) too, were an excellent habitat for various animals.

The most important topographical feature of the Middle Land and one that
had a profound impact on the environment was its rivers, the main ones
mentioned in the Tipitaka being the Ganges, the Yamuna, the Aciravati, the
Sarabhii, and the Mahi (A V 22). The first two of these retain their names, the
third is now called the Rapti, the fourth Sarayu while the identities of the last
river is uncertain. Historically, natural watercourses have been categorized
according to their size, from large to small, as rivers, streams and brooks,
although these hydrologic distinctions are imprecise. Nothing like this
categorization exists in the Tipitaka. Words such as ganga and nadi were prefixed
with maha to indicate major rivers while other words like apaga, kunadi, sara and
savanti were combined with adjectives to indicate other types of watercourses,
e.g. mountain brook (girinadi, Th 310), fast-flowing creek (sighasara, Sn 3), shallow
stream (kunnadim uttanatalam, Ja Il 221) or uncrossable rivers (nadividugga, A 1
35). The Milindapaiitha mentions intermittent rivers, i.e. those that dry up in the
summer, saying that they cannot be rightly be called rivers for this reason (Mil
114). An intermittent river is described as having ‘large undulating sandbanks
along its twisting and meandering course’ (Mil 297). The Nerafijara which flows

2 According to Ayurvedic theory, the flesh of animals described as light (lahu) supposedly have a drying effect when eaten and
produce little mucus.




passed Bodh Gaya and several other rivers in the Middle Land could well fit this
description. The meandering of natural watercourses was noted and a Jataka
observes that: “All rivers wind as they go” (Ja I 289).

Some of the rivers that flow through the Ganges plain are two, three or even
more kilometres wide. When the Buddha and the monks and nuns who were
accompanying him on his sojourns arrived at a river, they would often have to
look for a boat or other craft or try to make a raft out of reeds and branches in
order to get across (D II 89; M I 135-36). So for the Buddha, who spent much of
his life traversing the country, rivers were, more than anything else, a challenging
obstacle. It is not surprising, therefore, that he often used rivers and things
associated with them as metaphors for the spiritual quest and its goal. He called
the ordinary worldly state ‘this bank” (ora) and Nirvana ‘the further bank’ (para).
He named the first stage of enlightenment ‘entering the stream’, which would be
a preliminary to swimming across a river. Attitudinal and emotional negativities
like greed, hatred and desire were ‘torrents” or ‘floods’ (0ogha) that could sweep
one away. He said of a monk who studied the Dhamma diligently that he is “‘one
who knows a ford” (tittham janati, M I 221). The cowherd Nanda assured the
Buddha of his determination and ability to be a good monk by saying: ‘Lord, I
will not get stuck on this bank nor will I get stranded on the far bank. I shall not
sink in midstream and I shall not run aground on a sandbar. May the Lord accept
me as a monk’ (S IV 181). In one of his most famous similes the Buddha likened
his teachings to an improvised raft, which, after it had been used to cross a river,
could be abandoned; the idea being that even something as precious as the
freedom-giving Dhamma should not be clung to (M 1136). Every time wayfaring
monks or nuns found their progress blocked by a great river sliding silently along,
or a simple cowherd like Nanda took his animals down to a river to drink, they
would have been reminded of some aspect of the Buddha’s teaching.

The Buddha described rain storms in the mountains filling pools and lakes
from where the water fed brooks and creeks (A II 140). He also described a
mountain river (nadi pabbata) as ‘winding this way and that, cascading, carrying
everything along with it, not stopping for a minute, a second, an instant, rushing
and swirling forward” (A IV 137). Such rivers might have grasses, reeds and trees
overhanging both banks (S III 137). Streams and rivers shape the landscape
particularly when they are in flood. The Acivarati (i.e. Rapti) was, and still is,
notoriously prone to flash floods. When it rained in the river’s upper reaches in
the Himalayan foothills, it would break its banks and sometimes wash away




crops (Ja IV 167). Flooding rivers allow for the migration of aquatic animals, the
dispersal of seeds, the rejuvenation of wetlands (Ja II 79-80) and the enrichment
of the soil by depositing silt (kalalagahana) and mud (kaddama) over the
surrounding countryside. Mountain streams such as those in the lower
Himalayas carry away sand, gravel and even rocks when in flood (Mil 197).

Not actually in the Middle Land but forming its northern border are the
Himalayas, sometimes called the Lord of Mountains (Pabbataraja, S 11 137).

These mountains are only occasionally mentioned in the Tipitaka, as when it
comments that the Buddha once stayed in a hut in a part of the Himalayas
administered by Kosala (S I 116). This must refer to the subtropical broadleaf
forests or perhaps even the higher subtropical pine forest zone of Nepal or
Uttarakhand. Rugged (dugga) and undulating (visama) areas, tableland
(bhuimibhaga), inhabited and uninhabited places and areas of great natural beauty
in the Himalayas are also mentioned (S V 148). The Milindapariha says that 500
rivers have their source in the Himalayas (Mil 114). Most of the other references
to these mountains are either stereotyped or idealized. The southern perimeter of
the Middle Land is defined by the Mizrapur Hills, the Rajmahal Hills and the
Vindhyachal Range. These may have been the Dakkhinagiri the Buddha
sometimes mentiond and occasionally visited (Vin I 207).

Panini classified all life broadly into two types—moving and still. Animated
creatures were divided into humans and animals, and animals were sub-divided
as either domestic or wild. The Buddha also sometimes classified life forms as
moving (tasa) and still (thavara, Sn 146; 394), and further classified animate life
according to either the number of their legs or their mode of birth. Thus living
beings are either legless, two-legged, four-legged or multi-legged (A V 21), or
alternatively, womb-born, egg-born, moisture-born or spontaneously-born, as in
the case of divine beings (S III 240). On one occasion only the Buddha
differentiated animals according to their habitat as those living in burrows, in
water, in the forest or in the air (A II 33). This may be an earlier version of the
habitational classifications proposed by the ancient Ayurvedic physicians Caraka
and Susruta.

Some later Buddhists attempted to classity life forms according to the
fineness of the food they ate. In this schema crocodiles were the lowest because
they were known to sometimes eat pebbles, higher still were peafowl which feed
on snakes and scorpions, then came hyenas which can digest horn and bone, then
elephants, deer, cows, hares, etc. in ascending order. Higher than these were




humans, first villagers, then urbanites, followed by kings and their courtiers, and
at the top were the gods who lived on ambrosia (As 331).

According to the ancient Indian reckoning, all plants were of seven types:
medicinal herbs (osadhi), forest trees (vanaspati), fruit and flower-bearing trees
(vrksa),® shrubs (gulma), grasses (trna), plants with tendrils (pratana) and vines
(valli). The Buddha classified them as either medicinal herbs, grasses or forest
trees (osadhi, tina, vanappatayo, A IV 100). He considered plants to be a one-
facultied life form (ekindriya), although he did not mention which faculty they
possessed. He distinguished plants according to whether they were propagated
by roots (miila), stems (khandha), joints (phalu), cuttings (agga) or seeds (bija, D 1
5).

The various theories of kamma that were emerging in both orthodox and
non-Vedic circles during the 6 to 3 centuries BCE may have been based in part
on speculation on the analogy of generation in the plant world. Certainly, the
concept of kamma was often explained in such terms. “Whatever type of seed is
sown, that is the type of fruit one reaps. The doer of good reaps good, the doer of
evil reaps evil’ (S1227). The Buddha called intentional good or bad deeds ‘seeds’
(bija) and their kammic results ‘fruits” (phala). He spoke of his order of monks and
nuns as being ‘an unsurpassed field of merit’ (anuttaram puiifiakkhettam) where
seeds of merit could be sown. To make some of his ideas more understandable
he sometimes equated them with various agricultural tasks: ‘Just as when a seed
is sown in a field and grows depending on two factors, the nutrition in the soil
and a good supply of water, so too, the aggregates, elements and the six bases of
sense contact have come to be dependent on a cause and when the cause breaks
up they will cease’ (S 1134). In another discourse he compared the various steps
in the spiritual life to the process of ploughing: ‘Faith is the seed, austerity the
rain, and wisdom is my yoke and plough. Modesty is the plough-pole, mind the
strap and mindfulness is my ploughshare and goad’ (Sn 77).

Like any sensitive person, the Buddha was fascinated by the diversity of the
natural world he saw around him. He commented: ‘I know of no other type of
living beings as diverse as those of the animal kingdom’ (S III 152). This
awareness of and sensitivity to animals meant that he took them into account in
his Dhamma, particularly in his cosmology and his ethics. According to his
understanding, the animal kingdom (tiracchanayoni) is one of the six realms of

3 The Vrksayurveda, an ancient treatise on trees, says that vanaspati are trees that bear fruit without flowers and duma, probably the
equivalent to vrksa are those that have both.




existence beings can be reborn into, the others being purgatory, the realm of
hungry spirits, of jealous spirits, heaven and the human realm. The Buddha
believed that more human beings were reborn as animals than as humans (A 1
35) and that it was a distinct disadvantage to be an animal. It would be difficult,
he said, to describe the suffering animals have to endure given that their whole
world is dominated by ‘eating each other and preying off the weak’” (M III 169).
The Buddhacarita, a Sanskrit biography of the Buddha from about 24 century CE,
put it like this: “As soon as they meet one another, those creatures who live in the
sky are attacked by those who live in the sky; those who live in water, by those
who live in water; those who live on the ground, by those who live on the
ground.’

Likewise animals lack the ability to comprehend the Dhamma and have only
the most rudimentary moral sense. As evidence of this he pointed out that
animals will even mate with their offspring (A I 51). Animals’” moral and
cognitive inferiority to humans did not mean that the early Buddhists considered
them unworthy of consideration. As far as sensitivity to pain and the desire to
avoid it are concerned, all beings are the same. The Jatakamala, a retelling in
Sanskrit of a selection of Jataka stories, says: ‘Because animals are dull by nature
we should have sympathy for them. When it comes to being happy and avoiding
suffering, all beings are the same. Therefore if you find something unpleasant
you should not inflict it on others.” (Jm XXII.25-6).

It should also be pointed out that on several occasions the Buddha
acknowledged that in some ways animals can be better than humans (M I 341).
Once he commented that an old jackal that was howling before sunrise had more
gratitude than a particular monk he knew (S II 272). On another occasion he
rebuked some monks who were arguing and then added: ‘If animals can be
courteous, deferential and polite towards each other, so should you be” (Vin II
162). The Jataka makes this comparison between animals and humans: ‘Easy to
understand is the yelp of jackals and the song of birds. But to interpret what
humans really mean when they speak is difficult indeed” (Ja IV 217). It is
interesting to note that some two centuries after the Buddha, one of the points
discussed during the Third Buddhist Council was whether or not animals could
be reborn in heaven. Those who believed that this was possible pointed out that
Eravana, the mount of the god Indra, was an elephant. The Theravadins
countered this by saying that if this was taken literally it would require that there




also stables, fodder, animal trainers, grooms, etc. in heaven, something that was
considered to be clearly ridiculous (Kv XX.4).

While marvelling at the diversity of animal life, the Buddha was a careful
enough observer to notice that humans are a single species, despite the widely
accepted Brahminical claim that each caste represented a significantly different
type. The Buddha’s response to this claim was to say that the different biological
and zoological species are separated by barriers to reproduction, with hybrids
usually being sterile (M II 153). Different human groups, by contrast, are clearly
interfertile and thus must be a single species. He said:

‘Consider the grass and the trees. Although they do not speak of it, their
characteristics are due to their species and truly there are many different
species. Consider grasshoppers and ants... quadrupeds great and small...
snakes with their long backs and which go on their bellies... water-living fish
in their watery home... and birds, those wing-goers, those sky-travellers...
In these species there are many different characteristics but amongst humans
the differences are few. Not in hair or head, ears, eyes, mouth or nose, lips or
eyebrows; not in neck or shoulders, belly, back or buttocks, chest, vagina or
testicles; not in hands or feet, fingers or nails, calves or thighs, colour or voice
is there any different characteristics due to species as in other creatures. The
bodies of humans are not significantly different from each other as in
animals.” (Sn 601-10)

For the Buddha, if a distinction were to be made between human beings, it
should be based on their individual behaviour or their level of comprehension,
not on what caste they were born into. “Whether it be a castor oil bush, a
pucimanda or a palibhaddaka, if a man looking for honey finds it there, then for him
that is the best tree. Likewise, the best person is he from whom one learns the
Dhamma, whether he be of the warrior, Brahmin or merchant caste, low caste or
outcaste’ (Ja IV 205).

That special regard for animals which later became such a feature of Indian
civilization and which in part was due to the influence of Buddhism, was still in
its infancy during the Buddha’s time. Animals were still being slaughtered at
Vedic sacrifices although this was being looked upon with increasing unease.
Indeed, the Buddha was one of the most vocal critics of these bloody rituals (A
IV 41; 50). He condemned animal sacrifices as being both cruel and wasteful. He
said his monks might attend a sacrifice but only on condition that no bulls, goats,
sheep, poultry or pigs were slaughtered, no trees were felled to make sacrificial




posts and no grass was cut for use in the sacrificial ritual (D I 141). For the
Buddha, gentleness and kindness to all was a fundamental moral principle and
also an essential step in an individual’s spiritual development. The first
requirement in his code of moral discipline is to “‘abstain from killing, to lay aside
the stick and the sword and to live with care, kindness and compassion for all
living creatures’ (D I4). Anyone who wanted to be his disciple was expected ‘not
to kill, encourage others to kill or approve of killing” (A V 306).

For the Buddha, love and compassion were incomplete if they were not
extended to all sentient beings. He said that if a monk found an animal in a trap
and out of compassion set it free, he would not be guilty of theft, even if
conventional opinion considered the animal to be the property of the hunter who
had set the trap (Vin III 62). Even the most insignificant life forms should, the
Buddha said, be included in the ambit of a person’s kindly regard. One of the
eight things that he allowed his monks and nuns to have as their personal
property was a strainer to filter tiny creatures from water (Vin II 118). Monastics
were expected to check water before using it to make sure there were no creatures
in it (Vin IV 48-9). It was these tiny creatures that the Buddha was alluding to
when he said that he had ‘compassion even for a drop of water” (M 1 78). Monks
and nuns were also asked to avoid unnecessarily damaging plants and their
seeds (M I 345).

These and similar ideas amongst the Jains had a profound effect on the
Indian attitude to animals and later on all the peoples amongst whom Buddhism
spread. In India, it became a custom during the summer to draw water from wells
and put it in troughs for wild animals to drink (Ja II 70) and to put baskets in trees
or under the eaves of houses for birds to nest in (Ja I 361). People would observe
what were called non-killing days (maghata) when no animals would be
slaughtered and no meat would be available in the markets (Vin1217). Such days
would be announced by the beating of a drum (Ja IV 428). At a later period, such
non-killing days were given legal sanction by various Buddhist, Jain and Hindu
monarchs. Vegetarianism eventually became common in India although
Buddhism, at least early Buddhism, did not have a direct role to play in this
development. Vegetarianism was practised by some of the non-Vedic sects of the
time. One of the ascetic practices the Buddha adhered to before his enlightenment
was abstaining from meat and fish (M I 77). The Ajivakas and Jains were
vegetarian (M I 238), although other similar sects were not. The ascetic
Kalaramutthaka, for example, had taken a vow to consume only meat and alcohol




although this did not prevent him being highly esteemed by the people of Vesali
(D II19). The Buddha did not require either his monastic or lay disciples to abstain
from meat. As far as monks and nuns were concerned, it was acceptable to eat
meat on the condition that they did not see, hear or suspect that the person
offering the meal had killed the animal specifically for them (M I 368-71).

There are several places in the Tipitaka that mention in passing the Buddha
or certain monks or nuns eating meat. The Anguttara Nikaya comments that a man
sent his servant to the market to buy meat so it could be prepared and offered to
the Buddha (A IV 187). Another text describes how a group of people ‘boiled
porridge and rice, made soup and minced meat’ (mamsani kottenti) while preparing
a feast for the Buddha and his monks (Vin I 239). On another occasion some men
slaughtered a cow, cooked it and then one of them gave ‘the choice cuts of the
cooked meat’ (mamse pakke varamamsani) to a nun who subsequently dressed it and
offered it to the Buddha (Vin III 208). A monk who was possessed by a malevolent
spirit is said to have gone to ‘the place where pigs are slaughtered” and eaten raw
flesh and drunk blood, apparently the accepted cure for this affliction. According
to the Vinaya, the Buddha permitted this rather drastic remedy (Vin I 201-02).

There are sufficient references in the Tipitaka to show that meat-eating was
the norm during the Buddha’s time. Slaughter houses are occasionally referred
to (Ja VI 62; M 1130; Vin I 202) and people are often mentioned consuming the
meat of domestic and wild animals. Meat would be roasted or minced and it
would be preserved by drying or salting (Ja I 243; II 245). It was usual to eat meat
or fish while drinking spirits (Ja II 211; III 287; V 12; 466) and all three were
considered acceptable as offerings to the various nature gods people propitiated
(Ja1425; 489). The fact that hunters were grouped with bamboo workers, flower
scavengers and carriage makers as those practising a despised occupation (A I
107) is not evidence that killing animals was widely disapproved of. These
occupations may have been looked down upon, not because they were
considered immoral or impure, but rather because the groups that did them,
candala, pukkusa and sudda, were considered so.

That the early Buddhists were familiar with the complex food taboos of
Brahminism is evidenced by the comment in the Jataka that ‘those of the warrior
caste may knowingly eat the meat of the five five-clawed creatures’ (Ja V 489).
According to Brahminical legal texts it was forbidden to eat the meat of animals
that had five claws and two rows of incisor teeth. The exceptions to this rule, the
so-called five five-clawed creatures (parica paricanakha) were, according to the




Jataka commentary, the hare (sasaka), porcupine (sallaka), monitor lizard (godha),
monkey (kapi) and tortoise (kumma). Brahminical texts list somewhat different
animals.

The Buddhists argued against or more usually simply ignored many of the
superstitions of the time, including Brahminical food taboos. Monks and nuns
were not allowed to eat the flesh of certain animals, although the reasons given
for such prohibitions were rational ones. Eating elephant and horse flesh for
example, might bring unwelcome attention from kings who regarded such
animals as symbols of royalty. Dogs and snakes were widely considered
loathsome and eating them would attract social disapproval. Lions, hyenas and
other large predators were believed to be able to smell the meat of their kind on
someone who had eaten it and would attack them. The evidence given for this
last reason was that some hunters had offered lion meat to a forest-dwelling
monk who ate it and was subsequently mauled by a lion. A similar thing
happened to monks who ate tiger, leopard and bear flesh (Vin I 219-20).

In the Tipitaka it is the Jains who are depicted as the strongest advocates of
vegetarianism and on this issue they were also noisy critics of the Buddha. In one
sutta they are depicted as follows: ‘Many Jains went through the town, through
the main roads and side streets, the alleys and the lanes, waving their arms and
shouting; “The general Siha has this very day slaughtered a large creature to feed
to the monk Gotama and he is going to eat it knowing that it was slaughtered
specifically for him”.” (A IV 187; Vin I 237). This accusation was actually false.

Unlike the four Nikayas, the somewhat later Jatakas have divergent voices
on the issue of vegetarianism. Adhering to the earlier position that monastics can
eat meat if they have not seen, heard or suspected that an animal was killed
specifically for them (M1 369), the Telovada Jataka goes as far as to say that even
eating the flesh of one’s parent would be acceptable if such conditions were met
(Ja IT 263). This is clearly hyperbolic but it does suggest that the non-vegetarian
side of the debate was feeling pressure from the advocates of vegetarianism. At
least three Jatakas (No. 75, 434 and 451) hint at a shift towards vegetarianism.

Whether or not the Jataka stories can really be attributed to the Buddha as
tradition maintains, they do give a good idea of the early Buddhist attitude
towards animals. The animals in these stories are often depicted in a most
sympathetic manner and sometimes in contrast to the greed, thoughtlessness and
cruelty of humans. Even plants were sometimes attributed with having the
noblest human-like qualities. According to one Jataka story, wayside trees




lowered their branches so that hungry and weary travellers could reach their
fruits (Ja VI 513).

Despite the humanizing influence of the Buddha’s teachings, cruelty to
animals was common enough both during his time and later. Butchers, hunters
and fishermen are occasionally mentioned and the Jataka comments that
‘elephants are killed for their tusks and leopards for their skins” (Ja VI 61). There
are also incidences in the Tipitaka of children tormenting animals and the
Buddha admonishing them for doing so (Ud 11). Despite claiming privileges
because of their priestly role, some Brahmins built huts in the forest and set traps
to catch hares, cats, monitor lizards, fish and tortoises, something the Buddhists
criticized them for (JaIV 364). Villagers supplemented their diets by hunting wild
animals in nearby forests and gathering honey and eggs from them.

Early Buddhist texts warn that those who kill animals; fishermen, hunters of
wild pigs and butchers who slaughter bulls and goats; will all be reborn in
purgatory (Ja V 270; VI 111). Later Buddhist texts such as the Mahavastu describe
some of these infernal realms and the actions that could lead to rebirth in them.
In doing so, it also gives an idea of the cruelty that was sometimes inflicted on
animals:

‘Those who in the world cause worms to be squashed, the earth to be dug
up... who beat creatures with clubs with the leaves still on them, or who
crush nits, lice and samkusas, are reborn there as a maturing of their karma
... Those who in the world enslave beings who are without protection or
refuge, who set houses or forests on fire, who light a fire at the openings of
the dens, burrows, lairs and nests of sahikas, monkeys, rats, cats, and the
holes of snakes, watching their exits, who destroy bees with betel leaf or fire,
have rebirth there as a maturing of their karma ... Those who have crushed
the heads of living creatures such as snakes, centipedes and scorpions, have
their heads crushed as the maturing of such karma ... Those who in the
world have caused living beings to be fed to lions, tigers, leopards, bears and
hyenas, are themselves devoured as the maturing of such karma ... Those
who in the world scatter grain as bait for deer, buffaloes, pigs and wild cocks,
saying; “We shall kill them and eat their fat flesh” are blown on by icy wind
as a maturing of such karma.” (Mvu I 21-5)

In later centuries some Buddhists came to consider even unintentionally and
indirectly causing animals to die to be morally wrong. The Chinese pilgrim Yijing

who travelled through India during the 7% century mentioned that some




monastic communities rented out the land they owned and took a percentage of
the crop, which was in accordance with the Vinaya (Vin I 250). Less scrupulous
monks did the same but also supervised and even participated in the farming.
Yijing criticized this, saying: ‘By ordering about the hired men who work the
fields, they inevitably arouse their resentment, and by digging the soil to plant
seeds as well as ploughing land are libel to injure ants and other insects...” Then
he added: ‘Nothing is more harmful to insects and more obstructive to good
deeds than the cultivation of land.’

No doubt Yijing was reporting the general attitude of the more strict Indian
Buddhist monks of his time.

The Paramatthajotika defines a forest (vana) as ‘a collection of trees growing
in close proximity to each other” (Pj 191). By the 5% century BCE large areas of
forest in the Ganges plain had already been cleared to make way for agriculture.
The Buddha described how a fire would ‘burn through the undergrowth, ignite
the woods and keep burning until it came to a clearing, a cliff, rocks, water,
beautiful greenery or a patch of bare ground where it would burn itself out for
want of fuel’ (A IV 73-4). This could well be a description of the fires that were
set to push back the forests. The Vinaya mentions a fire spreading to some
dwellings from the adjacent forest and of burning a firebreak (pataggim datum) to
prevent such a thing reoccurring (Vin II 138). The Buddha also mentioned ‘a
farmer taking a plough and seed, going to a forest clearing with poor soil covered
with stumps and planting the seeds” (D II 353). The Jataka tells of a Brahmin
felling trees on the bank of the Aciravati River in order to cultivate the land (Ja
IV 167). There was a class of people known as forest burners (dava-diahaka, Vin 11
138). Whether they were farmers engaged in slash-and-burn cultivation or men
employed to clear forested areas we 