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PĀCITTIYAPĀLI 

Iromi Ariyaratne1 

 

Abstract 

Buddhism considers virtue to be an essential practice in the path to liberation. 
The Vinaya rules consisting of the monastic code of discipline promulgated by 
the Buddha can be seen as the best examples for understanding the kind of 
standard of morality and virtue expected of the disciples in their relationship 
with flora and fauna in the world.   

According to the Brahmajālasutta of the Dīghanikāya, the ordinary society has 
praised the Buddha for his ethical principle of abstaining from causing damage 
to seeds (bījagāma) and plant life (bhūtagāma).  Expecting the cultivation of the 
same virtue from his disciples, the Buddha has promulgated a disciplinary rule 
in the Bhūtagāma Sikkhāpada of the Pācittiyapāli prescribing that Buddhist 
monks should refrain from the destruction of plant life which could occur in 
connection with five types of seeds; mūlabīja, khandhabīja, phalubīja, aggabīja, 
and bījabīja.  

It could be seen that there is a significant message in the above Vinaya rule for 
the preservation of plant life when viewed in the context of the contemporary 
problem of environmental degradation growing into a situation that could be 
described as an environmental crisis due to destruction of vegetative life on this 
planet resulting from unscrupulous human behaviour.  

Hence, the prime objective of this research paper is to point out the Buddhist 
attitude towards plant life by analyzing the early Buddhist classification of the 
different types of plants, and to explain the significance of the bhūtagāma 
disciplinary rule for the preservation of vegetation. The material in the two 
baskets of Sutta and Vinaya, their respective commentaries and selected relevant 
secondary sources are utilized to support the hypothesis of this research paper.  
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Significance of Plant Life 

Plant life can be simply defined as the living things which grow on earth, in water 
or on the other plants.1 In terms of scientific analysis, it is interpreted as “a living 
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organism of the kind exemplified by trees, shrubs, herbs, grasses, ferns, and 
mosses, typically growing in a permanent site, absorbing water and inorganic 
substances through its roots, and synthesizing nutrients in its leaves by 
photosynthesis using the green pigment chlorophyll.”2 Plants usually have stems, 
leaves, roots and flowers. Plants also produce seeds and can make their own 
food. The terms flora and vegetation are the synonyms for plants.  

Plants can be considered as one of the most significant resources because they 
support in many ways the living beings in the world. They absorb carbon dioxide 
and release oxygen to the atmosphere in the process of photosynthesis. As a 
result of this process, living organisms of the world have fresh air to breath.  

Moreover, Plants provide habitat, food, and medicine for both wildlife and 
humans. Many species of birds rely on trees and shrubs for habitat, whether they 
live in the crevices of trees or build nests on branches. Healthy habitats also 
provide wildlife with roosting cover and shelter from predators.  

In addition to the above, Plants regulate the water cycle on the earth and it is 
proved that 10% of the moisture in the atmosphere is released by plants through 
the process of transpiration. Plants uptake water through their roots and release 
water vapor through small pores on the underside of their leaves. Through this 
process of transpiration plants also help circulate water from the soil back into 
the atmosphere. Apart from that plants help stabilize bodies of water such as 
rivers, lakes and streams.  Plant roots improve soil stability, prevent landslides, 
and keep the ecosystems intact.3   

Therefore, it is clear that living things on earth find it difficult to exist on the 
planet without plant life. 

Buddhist Attitude towards Nature and Plant Life  

The Buddha can be considered as a spiritual teacher who loved the natural 
environment. According to the Pali canonical literature, the Buddha was born in 
the Lumbini Sāla Grove, enlightened on the bank of river Nerañjarā, and passed 
away in the Upavattana Sāla Grove of Kusinārā. In general, he had spent most of 
the time in his day-to-day life in proximity to the natural environment. Pali 
nikāyas contain many examples to show that the Buddha had delivered many 
discourses (suttas) in natural parks and groves. Moreover, most of the similes 
and metaphors have been taken by him from the environment to clarify doctrinal 
matters to the followers.   

It could be recognized that the natural environment has been used by the Buddha 
and his disciples with two objectives: 

1. As a medium for cultivating spiritual purification 
2. As a medium for maintaining the physical body4 

The Ariyapariyesaṇasutta of the Majjhimanikāya mentions that the Buddha 
recommended tranquil places of the natural environment for persons who seek 
spiritual purification. Siddhārtha bodhisatta, before attaining Buddhahood, had 
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entered Senāni village of Uruvela and decided to stay on the bank of river 
Nerañjanā until he attained Nibbāna considering the tranquility of the natural 
environment.   

 "In search of what might be skillful, seeking the unexcelled state 
of sublime peace, I wandered by stages in the Magadhan 
country and came to the military town of Uruvela. There I saw 
some delightful countryside, with an inspiring forest grove, a 
clear-flowing river with fine, delightful banks, and villages for 
alms-going on all sides. The thought occurred to me: 'How 
delightful is this countryside, with its inspiring forest grove, 
clear-flowing river with fine, delightful banks, and villages for 
alms-going on all sides. This is just right for the exertion of a 
clansman intent on exertion.' So I sat down right there, thinking, 
'This is just right for exertion.'”5 

Buddhist monks under the guidance of the Buddha have also followed the same 
way to seek spiritual purification. There is much evidence6 in the Theragāthāpāli 
to show that joyful utterances about the delightfulness of the natural 
environment were poetically made by the Arahants who dwelled in forest 
environments in the Buddhist era.  

The Milindapañha, a later developed Theravāda Buddhist text has elaborated the 
significance of trees by analyzing the utility of them in the following terms:  

1. Trees provide fruits and flowers 
2. Trees provide shade to people who need shelter 
3. Trees do not treat people with discrimination considering 

whether it is an enemy or a friend who approaches it for shelter.7 

The Petavattu says that if one who took shelter under a tree should break even a 
branch of it, such action is treacherous and evil.8 

Considering the significance of nature, the Buddha has promulgated a number of 
disciplinary rules for Buddhist monks and nuns regarding the procedures that 
should be followed in relation to interaction with the natural environment. In the 
Senāsanakkhandhaka and the Khuddakavatthukkhandhaka of the 
Cullavaggapāli, the Vattakkhandhaka and the Cammakkhandhaka of the 
Mahāvaggapāli, there are many disciplinary rules regarding the preservation of 
the natural environment. The Vinaya rules consist of precepts on the 
preservation of water, vegetation, air and earth. By including precepts regarding 
the environment in relation to the virtuous practice of followers, it could be seen 
that the Buddha has added an ethical value to nature.  It is also evident that 
Buddhism does not adopt an anthropocentric attitude towards the environment 
as other religions do.   

Among the disciplinary rules relating to nature, there is a considerable number 
of rules included in the Vinayapiṭaka which pertain to plant life. The Pācittiyapāli 
and the Mahāvaggapāli consist of a number of Vinaya rules on the preservation 
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of the vegetative life of the earth. The Bhūtagāma Sikkhāpada can be considered 
as the most important disciplinary rule in the Vinayapiṭaka as it is the foundation 
of all the other Vinaya rules regarding plant life. Hence, the prime objective of 
this research paper is to point out the Buddhist standpoint on the preservation 
of plant life based on the Bhūtagāma Vinaya rule, which is the main theme of the 
discussion in the next section.  

Bhūtagāma Disciplinary Rule and Plant life 

Once the Buddha lived at Aggāḷava Cetiya in Āḷavī.  The monks who lived in the 
same area were cutting down trees for the purpose of repairing their dwelling 
places. A monk who lived in Āḷavī cut down a tree to build a monastery for 
himself and the deity (devatā) who lived in the tree was asking not to cut it down. 
The monk, without taking notice of her, cut it down, and in doing so, struck the 
arm of her son. Then the deity just thought of depriving the monk of his life. 
However, she subsequently decided not to kill the monk but to report the 
incident to the Buddha. Then the deity approached the Buddha and informed him 
about the matter. The Buddha highly appreciated the deity for not depriving the 
monk’s life and directed her to another solitary tree to live in. However, the 
practice of cutting down trees by Buddhist monks was criticized by the people 
agitating: “How can these recluses, sons of the Sākyans, cut down trees and have 
them cut down? These recluses, sons of the Sākyans, are harming life that is one 
facultied.”9 The Buddha, knowing that the monks in Āḷavī resort to such practices, 
promulgated a disciplinary rule to the effect that; “for destruction of vegetable 
growth there is an offence of expiation. (Bhūtagāmapātabyatāya pācittiya’nti.)”10 

In this expiation (pācittiya) rule, the Buddha has used the Pali word “Bhūtagāma” 
for plant life. The Pali-English Dictionary translates the word “Bhūtagāma” into 
English as the vegetable kingdom, plants, vegetation (rukkh'ādayo).11 The 
Pācittiyapāli explains the word bhūtagāma as the plants which come into being 
through the following five kinds of seeds; Mūlabīja, Khandhaīja, Phalubīja, 
Aggabīja, Bījabīja. The Pācittiyapāli defines those seeds with the following 
examples:  

1. Mūlabīja (Plants propagated from the root) - Turmeric, 
ginger, orris root, white orris root, garlic, black hellebore, khus 
khus, nut-grass, or whatever others are born from a root, arise 
from a root 

2. Khandhabīja (Plants propagated from stems) - Fig-tree, 
Indian cedar wood, wood apple, or whatever others are born 
from a stem, arise from a stem 

3. Phalubīja (Plants propagated from joints) -  Sugarcane, 
bamboo, reeds or whatever others are born from a joints, arise 
from joints 

4. Aggabīja (Plants propagated from cuttings) - Basil, camel-
grass, andropogon or whatever others are born from  cuttings, 
arise from cuttings 
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5. Bījabīja (Plants propagated from seeds) - grain, pulses, 
whatever others are born from a seed, arise from a seed12 

Moreover, the text points out how destroying of plants and seeds can be an 
offence for monks.  

1. If a monk thinks that it is a seed when it is a seed and cuts it or 
has it cut or has it broken or cooks it or has it cooked, there is 
an offence of expiation (pācittiya). 

2. If a monk is in doubt as to whether it is a seed and cuts it or has 
it cut or has it broken or cooks it or has it cooked, there is an 
offence of wrong doing (dukkaṭāpatti). 

3. If a monk thinks that it is not a seed when it is a seed and or has 
it cut or has it broken or cooks it or has it cooked, there is no 
offence. 

4. If a monk thinks that it is a seed when it is not a seed and cuts it 
or has it cut or has it broken or cooks it or has it cooked, there 
is an offence of wrong doing (dukkaṭāpatti). 

5. If a monk is in doubt as to whether it is not a seed and cuts it or 
has it cut or has it broken or cooks it or has it cooked, there is 
an offence of wrong doing (dukkaṭāpatti). 

6. If a monk thinks that it is not a seed when it is not a seed, there 
is no offence.13 

According to the Vinaya rules stated above, Buddhist monks are not permitted to 
destroy any variety of plants on the earth. Monks are not allowed to destroy any 
thing at least having the idea that it is a seed. They are also not permitted even 
to accept uncooked grain for their meal.  

The Brahmajālasutta of the Dīghanikāya states that the Buddha also practiced 
the same virtue.14 “Or he might say: 'Whereas some honorable recluses and 
brahmins, while living on food offered by the faithful, continuously cause damage 
to seed and plant life - to plants propagated from roots, stems, joints, buddings, 
and seeds - the recluse Gotama abstains from damaging seed and plant life.”15 

In relation to the disciplinary rule on the Bhūtagāma, there are many rules in the 
Vinayapiṭaka on the prevention of destroying plants. According to another 
expiation rule, if a Buddhist monk is not sick, it is prohibited to put the excreta, 
urine or spit on the grass and paddy.16 The Cullavaggapāli mentions that, 
Buddhist monks were advised by the Buddha to take necessary action for 
stopping a wild-fire if it occurs.17 The Cammakkhandhaka of the Mahāvaggapāli 
has a rule against wearing slippers made of barks of a tree. Moreover, bhikkhus 
are instructed by the Buddha not to use slippers made of palm leaves, grasses 
and bamboos.18 

There are many examples that can be found in both the Vinayapiṭaka and the 
Suttapiṭaka in favour of the view that the Buddhist monks practiced those Vinaya 
rules. The Theragāthāpāli states that a monk named as Sarabhaṅgha had lived in 
a dwelling place which was built by breaking grasses with his own hands. 
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According to the precepts on vegetative life, he was not expected to do so.19 
Therefore, it could be seen that by promulgating Vinaya rules and making them 
a part of the virtuous life of monks, Buddhism has given an ethical value to plant 
life on earth. Furthermore it is emphasized that plant life is an essential part of 
nature, and people have a responsibility to preserve it for the next generation as 
well.  

Conclusion 

The prime objective of this research paper was to elaborate and point out the 
Buddhist attitude towards plant life with special reference to the early Buddhist 
classification of the different types of plants, and to explain the significance of the 
bhūtagāma disciplinary rule for the preservation of vegetation. Through the 
analysis of the relevant textual sources, it attempted to substantiate the view that 
Buddhism promotes an ethical perspective on plant life, and the Buddha has 
emphasized the significance of the preservation of plant life.  

Abbreviations 

V. Vinayapiṭaka 

CSCD Chaṭṭhasaṅgāyanā Tipiṭaka Edition 

Vol. Volume 

Tra. Translated by 

P.T.S. Pali Text Society 

Ed. Edition 
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