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Abstract
This qualitative documentary study analyzes animal killing (panatipata)

from the perspective of Theravada Buddhist ethics. It has three objectives: to
examine the meaning, types, and consequences of animal killing; to analyze
selected scriptural case studies concerning animal killing; and to identify ethical
teachings and practices in Theravada Buddhism that prevent harm to animals.
Primary sources include the Pali Canon, commentarial literature, and
authoritative English translations, while secondary sources include academic
studies in Buddhist ethics, animal ethics, and environmental thought. The
findings show that animal killing is morally evaluated through the First Precept
and the central role of intention (cetana), which determines the ethical and karmic
weight of an act. Theravada sources distinguish intentional, unintentional, direct,
indirect, ritualistic, and economically motivated killing, with moral gravity
shaped by intention, motivation, method, and the mental roots involved. The
study examines three scriptural examples: the Kitadanta Sutta, which rejects
ritual sacrifice; the Sundasiikarika narrative, which illustrates the danger of
habitual cruelty; and the story of Thera Cakkhupala, which clarifies the
distinction between intentional and unintentional harm. The analysis concludes
that Theravada Buddhism offers a comprehensive ethical framework for reducing
animal killing through moral discipline (sila), loving-kindness (metta),
compassion (karuna), mindfulness of intention, and wisdom concerning kamma.
The study contributes to Buddhist ethical studies by presenting a structured
account of animal killing that is doctrinally grounded, ethically nuanced, and
relevant to contemporary debates on animal welfare, ecological responsibility,
and compassionate living.

Keywords: Animal killing; Theravada Buddhist ethics; Non-violence;
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Introduction
Animal killing, understood as the intentional destruction of the life of a

sentient being, remains a major ethical issue across religious, philosophical, legal,
and environmental discourses. It occurs in diverse contexts, including hunting,
food production, ritual practice, entertainment, animal experimentation, and
wildlife management. In the contemporary world, the expansion of industrial
farming and global animal exploitation has intensified moral debates concerning
animal sentience, welfare, rights, ecological sustainability, and the scope of
human responsibility toward non-human beings (Phelps, 2004; Singer, 1995;
Waldau, 2013).

Theravada Buddhism approaches this issue through the First Precept,
expressed in the formula panatipata veramani sikkhapadam samadiyami, the
training rule to abstain from taking life. This precept is not merely a prohibition
but a foundation for moral cultivation. It is grounded in the recognition that living
beings fear death, experience suffering, and seek happiness. The Buddhist ethical
response to animal killing, therefore, begins with restraint but extends to
compassion, loving-kindness, mindfulness, and wisdom.

A distinctive feature of Theravada ethics is the centrality of intention
(cetana). The moral gravity of killing depends not only on the external act but
also on the volitional state that motivates it. The Anguttara Nikaya presents
intention as the core of kamma, while the Sammaditthi Sutta identifies killing as
unwholesome bodily action connected with unwholesome mental roots (Bodhi
Bhikkhu, 2012; Nanamoli Bhikkhu & Bodhi Bhikkhu, 1995). Thus, killing is
ethically serious because it harms the victim and because it arises from,
reinforces, and normalizes greed, hatred, or delusion.

This topic is increasingly relevant in modern ethical life. Industrial
agriculture, animal experimentation, environmental destruction, commercial
hunting, and habitat loss raise complex questions that cannot be addressed only
through legal regulation. Theravada Buddhist ethics contributes an internal
dimension by asking how the mind relates to vulnerability, suffering, and life. It
also offers practical disciplines that cultivate restraint and compassion rather than
merely condemning harmful action.

This article therefore analyzes animal killing within Theravada Buddhist
ethics by integrating doctrinal explanation, scriptural case studies, and practical
ethical reflection. It aims to clarify the meaning and moral weight of animal
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killing, interpret selected Buddhist narratives, and identify practices that may help
prevent harm toward animals in contemporary contexts.

Research Objectives

1. To study the meanings, types, and consequences of animal killing from
the perspective of Theravada Buddhist ethics.

2. To examine selected case studies of animal killing as presented in
Theravada Buddhist scriptures.

3. To analyze ethical teachings and practices in Theravada Buddhism
aimed at preventing animal killing.

Literature Review

Scholarship on animal killing in Buddhism has generally focused on four
interrelated themes: non-violence (ahimsa), intention (cetand), compassion
(karuna), and the karmic consequences of taking life. In Theravada Buddhism,
the First Precept establishes abstention from killing as a basic moral discipline
for both monastics and lay practitioners. This precept is not limited to human life
but extends to sentient beings more broadly, since Buddhist ethics recognizes that
living beings fear death and seek freedom from suffering. Harvey (2000) explains
that killing is morally serious because it arises from unwholesome mental roots
and damages the moral development of the agent. Keown (1992) similarly argues
that Buddhist ethics should not be reduced to external rule-following; rather, it
concerns the cultivation of virtue, character, and wholesome intention.

The role of intention is especially important in Buddhist ethical analysis.
In Theravada thought, cetana determines the karmic quality of action, meaning
that the moral weight of killing depends not only on the physical destruction of
life but also on the agent’s knowledge, motivation, effort, and mental state. Bodhi
Bhikkhu (2005, 2012) shows that canonical teachings repeatedly connect bodily
action with intention and mental roots. Goodman (2009) further emphasizes that
Buddhist moral reasoning is sensitive to volition and compassion, thereby
distinguishing it from purely outcome-based ethical systems. This perspective is
crucial for distinguishing deliberate killing, indirect killing, ritual killing,
economic killing, and unintentional harm.
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Modern studies of Buddhist animal ethics extend this doctrinal foundation
into contemporary debates on animal welfare and animal rights. Phelps (2004)
argues that Buddhist narratives and ethical teachings provide a strong basis for
compassion toward animals. Singer (1995), although writing from a secular
utilitarian perspective, challenges moral systems that ignore animal suffering and
therefore provides an important comparative framework for Buddhist ethics.
Waldau (2000) connects Buddhist non-harming with modern animal-rights
discourse, showing that Buddhist concern for sentient life can contribute to global
discussions about the moral status of animals. These studies are especially
relevant in relation to industrial farming, animal experimentation, commercial
slaughter, and the commodification of animal bodies.

Buddhist environmental ethics also provides an important context for
studying animal killing. Schmithausen (2000) highlights the relationship between
Buddhism and nature, showing that Buddhist reflection on life, suffering, and
interdependence can support ecological awareness. Sponberg (1997) develops
this further by arguing that Buddhist compassion should be extended beyond
human-centered concerns to encompass ecological relationships. Gombrich
(2006) also notes that Theravada Buddhism has historically shaped moral
attitudes through practical discipline, social customs, and narrative teaching.
Such scholarship demonstrates that Buddhist ethics is not only individual but also
social and ecological.

Narrative literature plays a particularly significant role in communicating
Buddhist ethical values. The Kiitadanta Sutta critiques ritual sacrifice and
replaces violence with generosity, ethical governance, and social welfare. Jataka
and commentarial stories, such as the Sundasiikarika narrative and the account of
Thera Cakkhupala, illustrate the moral consequences of killing and clarify the
importance of intention. Collins (2000) shows that Buddhist narrative traditions
often function as ethical instruction by embedding doctrinal ideas in memorable
stories. Cousins (1996) also emphasizes the importance of kusala, or skillful
action, in understanding how Buddhist texts evaluate moral conduct.

Previous studies have therefore made important contributions to Buddhist
ethics, environmental thought, and animal welfare. However, much of the
literature discusses Buddhist non-violence in broad terms rather than offering a
structured Theravada analysis of animal killing itself. Fewer studies integrate
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doctrinal definitions, classifications of killing, scriptural case studies, intention-
based moral evaluation, and practical methods for preventing harm. This article
addresses that gap by analyzing animal killing through three connected
dimensions: the doctrinal meaning of panatipata, selected scriptural examples of
killing, and practical Buddhist training in sila, metta, karuna, mindfulness of
intention, and wisdom concerning kamma.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study is organized around three
interrelated dimensions: doctrinal meaning, narrative illustration, and practical
prevention. The first dimension examines animal killing through the First
Precept, intention, kamma, and the unwholesome roots. The second dimension
analyzes selected scriptural narratives that show how killing is evaluated in ritual,
habitual, and unintentional contexts. The third dimension identifies Buddhist
practices that cultivate non-harming and compassion. Together, these dimensions
show how Theravada ethics moves from understanding the moral problem of
killing toward practical transformation of conduct and intention.
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This study employed a qualitative documentary research design. This
approach was appropriate because the research aimed to interpret ethical and
doctrinal meanings found in Theravada Buddhist texts rather than to collect
statistical data from human participants.

Primary sources consisted of selected passages from the Pali Canon and
commentarial literature, including materials related to the First Precept, intention,
kamma, compassion, non-harming, ritual sacrifice, and stories involving animal
killing. Authoritative English translations published by Wisdom Publications, the
Buddhist Publication Society, and the Pali Text Society were consulted where
relevant. Secondary sources included academic books, journal articles, and
studies in Buddhist ethics, animal ethics, environmental ethics, and religious
philosophy.

Data were collected by identifying textual materials that directly addressed
the meaning, causes, forms, consequences, and prevention of animal killing. The
analysis focused on three categories: doctrinal teachings, narrative case studies,
and practical ethical training. The data were then interpreted through qualitative
content analysis, with attention to recurring concepts such as intention,
unwholesome roots, karmic consequence, non-violence, compassion, and
mindfulness.

To strengthen interpretive rigor, doctrinal claims were cross-checked
across canonical sources, commentarial explanations, and modern scholarship.
The study does not claim to provide empirical measurement of Buddhist practice;
rather, it offers a textually grounded ethical analysis and a conceptual framework
for understanding and preventing animal killing.

Research Results

The findings of this qualitative documentary study are organized according
to the three research objectives. The analysis draws on Theravada canonical
teachings, commentarial explanations, and contemporary Buddhist ethical
scholarship to clarify how animal killing is understood, evaluated, and prevented
within Theravada Buddhist ethics.

Objective 1: Meanings, Types, and Consequences of Animal Killing in
Theravada Buddhist Ethics
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o Animal killing is understood as panatipata, the intentional destruction of
life.

In Theravada Buddhism, pandatipata refers to the act of taking the life of a
living being. The First Precept, panatipata veramani sikkhapadam,
establishes abstention from killing as a foundational moral discipline for
both monastics and lay practitioners. This ethical principle applies not only
to human beings but also to animals and other sentient beings capable of
experiencing fear, pain, and the desire to live (Bodhi Bhikkhu, 2005;
Harvey, 2000).

o Intention (cetand) is the central criterion of moral evaluation.

The study found that Theravada ethics does not judge killing merely by its
external result but by the mental volition behind the act. A killing act becomes
morally complete when the agent recognizes a living being, forms the
intention to kill, makes an effort to kill, and the being dies as a result. This
confirms the Buddhist ethical principle that kamma is primarily rooted in
intention rather than mechanical action alone (Bodhi Bhikkhu, 2012;
Goodman, 2009; Keown, 1992).

o Animal killing can be classified according to intention, method,
motivation, and context.
The analysis identifies several types of killing:

o intentional killing, motivated by desire, hatred, fear, cruelty, or
economic benefit;

o unintentional killing, in which harm occurs without deliberate
volition;

o direct killing, where the agent personally performs the act;

o 1indirect or delegated killing, where one commands, encourages, or
facilitates killing;

o ritualistic killing, where animals are sacrificed for religious or
ceremonial purposes;

o economic killing, especially in hunting, fishing, slaughter, animal
trade, and industrial agriculture.
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o The karmic severity of killing depends on multiple moral factors.

The study found that the gravity of killing is shaped by the strength of
intention, the dominant unwholesome root (akusala-miila), the degree of
cruelty involved, the moral or sentient status of the being killed, and the
psychological condition of the agent. Killing motivated by hatred and cruelty
carries especially serious karmic consequences because it strengthens violent
tendencies and obstructs compassion (Harvey, 2000; Keown, 2005).

o Animal killing damages both the victim and the moral character of the
perpetrator.

Theravada Buddhist ethics treats killing as harmful not only because it
destroys life but also because it cultivates fearlessness toward violence,
weakens moral restraint, and reinforces greed, hatred, and delusion. In this
sense, killing is both an external act of harm and an internal process of ethical
deterioration (Cousins, 1996; Harvey, 2000).

Objective 2: Case Studies of Animal Killing in Theravada Buddhist

Scriptures

o The Kitadanta Sutta rejects ritualistic killing and replaces sacrifice with
ethical generosity.

The study found that the Kiitadanta Sutta presents a strong critique of
animal sacrifice. Rather than endorsing ritual violence, the Buddha redirects
the Brahmin Kitadanta toward non-violent offerings, social welfare,
generosity, and moral conduct. This case demonstrates that Theravada
Buddhism does not accept religious justification as a valid reason for killing
animals (Bodhi Bhikkhu, 2005; Keown, 1992).

o The Kiitadanta Sutta also shows the social dimension of non-violence.

The Buddha’s alternative to sacrifice includes economic support, ethical
governance, and generosity. This indicates that reducing violence requires not
only individual restraint but also social conditions that reduce fear, poverty,
and exploitation. This supports the broader Buddhist view that ethical society
depends on reducing both direct violence and structural causes of harm
(Collins, 2000; Gombrich, 2006).
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o The Sundasiikarika narrative illustrates the psychology and karmic
danger of direct killing.

The story of Sundastukarika, associated with habitual animal slaughter,
demonstrates how repeated killing hardens the mind and normalizes cruelty.
The narrative functions pedagogically by showing that violent livelihood and
repeated harm produce suffering for both animals and the killer. This
supports Phelps’s (2004) argument that Buddhist narratives often cultivate
moral sensitivity toward animals through stories of karmic consequence.

o The story of Thera Cakkhupdla clarifies the ethical importance of
intention.

The account of Thera Cakkhupala, who unintentionally killed insects while
walking in meditation, demonstrates that moral culpability depends on
intention. Because there was no deliberate wish to kill, the act was not treated
as morally equivalent to intentional killing. This case confirms that Theravada
ethics is not rigidly outcome-based; it is intention-sensitive and context-
sensitive (Goodman, 2009; Harvey, 2000).

o Together, the three case studies present a balanced moral framework.

The Kitadanta Sutta addresses ritual killing, Sundasiikarika illustrates
direct and habitual killing, and Thera Cakkhupala clarifies unintentional harm.
Taken together, these narratives show that Theravada ethics evaluates killing
through intention, context, mental state, and consequence rather than through
a single external criterion.

Objective 3: Ethical Teachings and Practices for Preventing Animal
Killing
o Moral discipline (sila) is the primary foundation for preventing killing.
The First Precept trains practitioners to restrain bodily and verbal actions
that harm living beings. Regular observance of sila strengthens moral

awareness, reduces cruelty, and creates the ethical basis for compassion
toward animals (Bodhi Bhikkhu, 1984; Harvey, 2000).

o Loving-kindness (metta) and compassion (karuna) transform the
emotional roots of violence.
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The cultivation of mefta encourages goodwill toward all beings, while
karuna responds to suffering with care and non-harming. These practices
counter hatred, aggression, indifference, and instrumental attitudes toward
animals. They also support the recognition that all sentient beings fear pain and
seek safety (Bodhi Bhikkhu, 2005; Phelps, 2004; Waldau, 2013).

o Mindfulness of intention prevents harmful impulses before they become
action.

Mindfulness (sati) enables practitioners to observe anger, greed, carelessness,
or indifference before these states produce harmful conduct. In relation to
animals, mindfulness applies to daily choices involving food, livelihood,
consumption, movement, speech, and environmental behavior. It therefore
functions as a practical ethical safeguard (Analayo Bhikkhu, 2010; Bodhi
Bhikkhu, 1984).

o Wisdom (pannd) deepens understanding of kamma and interdependence.

Wisdom allows practitioners to recognize that killing produces suffering and
reinforces unwholesome mental habits. It also reveals the interdependence of
human and non-human life. This supports Schmithausen’s (2000) argument that
Buddhist ethics can contribute to ecological awareness and respect for living
systems.

o Theravada ethics remains relevant to modern animal welfare and
environmental issues.

The findings show that classical Buddhist principles can be applied to
contemporary concerns such as industrial farming, animal experimentation,
wildlife exploitation, habitat destruction, and ethical consumption. While the
ancient texts do not address modern factory farming directly, the principles of
non-harming, compassion, intention, and karmic responsibility provide a strong
ethical lens for evaluating these practices (Singer, 1995; Sponberg, 1997;
Waldau, 2013).

o The study proposes an ethical prevention model for animal killing.
The model moves from inner motivation to outward practice:
ethical understanding — mindfulness of intention — compassion-based
motivation — restraint from killing — compassionate coexistence.
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This model shows that preventing animal killing requires both internal
transformation and practical behavioral discipline.

o The central finding is that Theravada Buddhist ethics treats non-killing
as a complete path of moral cultivation.

Abstaining from killing is not merely obedience to a rule. It is a training that
develops compassion, reduces violence, purifies intention, and supports
harmonious coexistence between humans, animals, and the natural world.

The study concludes that Theravada Buddhism provides a comprehensive
ethical framework for understanding and preventing the killing of animals.

« Animal killing 1s morally serious because it violates the First Precept and
arises from unwholesome intention.

o The moral weight of killing depends on intention, knowledge, effort,
method, motivation, and consequence.

o Scriptural case studies demonstrate that the Buddha rejected violence,
whether ritualistic, direct, or careless.

o Ethical practices such as sila, metta, karuna, mindfulness, and parinia
function as practical tools for preventing animal killing.

o The Theravada approach is relevant not only for personal morality but also
for contemporary animal welfare, environmental ethics, and
compassionate social policy.

Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that Theravada Buddhism
approaches animal killing not merely as an external act of violence but as an
ethically significant action rooted in intention (cetana), mental defilement, and
karmic consequence. The First Precept establishes abstention from taking life as
a foundational discipline for both monastic and lay practitioners. In this
framework, animal killing is morally problematic because it arises from
unwholesome roots such as greed, hatred, and delusion, while also weakening the
practitioner’s capacity for compassion and moral restraint. This supports
Harvey’s (2000) interpretation that Buddhist ethics evaluates killing through the
inner quality of volition as well as its harmful consequences. The canonical
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emphasis on intention further confirms that Buddhist moral analysis cannot be

reduced to legalistic rule-following; rather, it requires careful examination of the
mental state behind action (Bodhi Bhikkhu, 2005; Bodhi Bhikkhu, 2012).

The three scriptural case studies reveal different ethical dimensions of
killing. The Kiitadanta Sutta rejects ritual sacrifice and replaces violent religious
practice with generosity, ethical conduct, and social welfare. This supports
Keown’s (1992) argument that Buddhist ethics does not permit violence to be
justified by ritual authority or religious convention. The Sundastkarika narrative
illustrates the dangers of direct killing and the psychological deterioration caused
by repeated violence. This confirms Phelps’s (2004) observation that Buddhist
narratives often function pedagogically, cultivating compassion toward animals
by showing the moral consequences of cruelty. The story of Thera Cakkhupala
adds an important doctrinal nuance: unintentional killing does not carry the same
moral weight as deliberate killing because karmic responsibility depends
primarily on volition. This aligns with Goodman’s (2009) analysis of Buddhist
moral responsibility as intention-sensitive rather than merely outcome-based.

The findings also show that Theravada ethics has strong contemporary
relevance. Modern animal killing often occurs not through isolated personal acts
but through large-scale systems such as industrial farming, animal
experimentation, wildlife destruction, and environmentally destructive
consumption. Although classical Buddhist texts did not address factory farming
directly, their principles of non-harming (ahimsa), compassion (karuna), loving-
kindness (metta), and awareness of karmic consequence provide a critical ethical
lens for evaluating such practices. Waldau (2013) argues that Buddhist concern
for sentient life can contribute meaningfully to modern animal ethics, while
Singer (1995) similarly challenges ethical systems that ignore animal suffering.
From a Buddhist perspective, the moral issue is not only the animal’s suffering
but also the human cultivation of callousness, greed, and indifference.

The study further confirms that preventing animal killing requires more
than external regulation. Laws may reduce cruelty, but Buddhist ethics
emphasizes internal transformation through sila, metta, mindfulness of intention,
and wisdom (panfa). Schmithausen (2000) shows that Buddhist environmental
ethics rests on a wider recognition of interdependence between human and non-
human life. Sponberg (1997) likewise notes that Buddhist compassion can
support ecological responsibility when it is extended beyond human-centered
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concerns. Therefore, the prevention of animal killing requires both personal
moral cultivation and social awareness of the systems that normalize harm.

The Knowledge from the Research

This study contributes a structured ethical model for understanding and
preventing animal killing within Theravada Buddhism. First, it clarifies that
animal killing should be analyzed not only by the physical act but also by
intention, motivation, method, and context. This enables a more nuanced
distinction among intentional, unintentional, direct, indirect, ritualistic, and
economically motivated killing.

Second, the study refines the understanding of karmic severity by linking
the act of killing with three factors: the dominant unwholesome root, the strength
of intention, and the moral awareness of the agent. This framework helps explain
why different acts of killing may carry different ethical weight while still
remaining contrary to the First Precept.

Third, the study integrates doctrinal analysis with scriptural narratives. The
selected case studies show how Buddhist texts teach ethical principles through
concrete examples rather than abstract theory alone. Fourth, the study identifies
Buddhist practices such as sila, metta, karuna, mindfulness, and wisdom as active
tools for preventing harm to animals. These findings demonstrate that Theravada
ethics 1s both doctrinally systematic and practically applicable to modern animal
welfare concerns.
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Figure 1. Synthesis of Buddhist principles for a compassionate approach to
animal welfare and non-killing

Transferring and Utilization of the Research Findings

1. The findings can be applied in Buddhist education by strengthening
instruction on the First Precept, intention, compassion, and non-harming in
monastic and lay curricula.

2. Animal welfare organizations may use Buddhist principles such as
mettd, karuna, and ethical awareness to design compassion-based public
education and community programs.

3. Environmental conservation initiatives can draw on Buddhist teachings
concerning interdependence and non-harming to promote habitat protection and
sustainable living.

4. Mindfulness-based programs may incorporate loving-kindness and
mindfulness of intention to reduce aggression, cultivate empathy, and encourage
peaceful behavior.

5. Policymakers and educators may draw on these ethical insights to
support humane decision-making in agriculture, research, wildlife management,
and public health.

Conclusion

This study examined animal killing through the lens of Theravada Buddhist
ethics. It demonstrates that the prohibition against taking life is not merely a rule
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but a comprehensive moral principle grounded in intention, compassion, non-
violence, and awareness of kamma. The analysis shows that killing harms both
the victim and the moral development of the agent, because it arises from and
reinforces unwholesome mental states.

The selected case studies reveal the Buddha’s consistent rejection of violence,
whether justified by ritual, habit, or social convention. They also demonstrate the
importance of intention in ethical judgment, especially in distinguishing
deliberate killing from accidental harm. These narratives show that Buddhist
ethics 1s doctrinally rigorous while remaining sensitive to context and mental
motivation.

In contemporary society, animal exploitation and environmental degradation
continue to present urgent ethical challenges. Theravada Buddhist teachings on
sila, metta, karuna, mindfulness, and pafina provide meaningful guidance for
cultivating non-harming conduct and compassionate coexistence. By integrating
doctrinal wisdom, narrative instruction, and practical ethical training, this study
contributes to Buddhist ethical scholarship and offers a relevant framework for
animal welfare and sustainable living.

Suggestions for Future Research

Future studies should compare Theravada perspectives on animal killing
with other Buddhist traditions and with secular animal-rights theories. Empirical
research may also examine how Buddhist compassion practices influence
attitudes toward animal welfare, vegetarianism, ethical consumption, and
environmental responsibility.

Monastic and lay communities should strengthen teaching on the First
Precept and incorporate loving-kindness and compassion meditation into
programs designed to cultivate care for all sentient beings.

The ethical principles identified in this study may support humane
education, environmental policy, public awareness campaigns, and institutional
decision-making concerning agriculture, research, wildlife management, and
animal welfare.
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