
Speech – Building Worlds 
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Hello. It is my pleasure today to talk about the area of Speech in terms of 
Buddhist Ethics. I have enjoyed the excuse of giving this talk to remind myself to 
pay closer attention when I speak, as it is so easy to say something insensitive or 
unhelpful.  
 
As you will have learned in your study preparation, speech is represented in four 
out of the ten precepts that are taken on as one enters the TBO. It is one of the 
three ways we practice, with body, speech, and mind.  Speech is a gateway to 
the mind. And you have probably found in your practice that it is really difficult to 
get speech right all the time. Although ethics is about how we affect others in our 
world, there’s something about speech that seems to be particularly self-oriented. 
We use it to narrate our own thoughts and views and our current state of being, 
not always with others in mind. Speech is our mind revealed – a very potent area 
of practice.  
 
In this talk I draw on multiple resources, from the Pali suttas to 5 or 6 
Sangharakshita sources, and some other Buddhist authors.  
I will cover the following themes:  
What is speech? Context 
Review the 4/5 qualities of skillful / unskillful speech 
Do we consider the effects of speech?  
What is the main thing we need to work on to perfect our speech?  
Ultimate possibilities  
 
What is speech?  
Importance of speech:  
Speech is human – communication is crucial to who we are. Our culture, 
knowledge, everything, depends on speech. Even Enlightenment.  
Sangharakshita, V+T  
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Speech is the major means of communication that makes up human interaction 
and society. It is out loud, and it is written. It is one of the primary means of 
conveying information to someone and of teaching and learning. It is a bridge 
between strangers, probably the first means of trying to get the measure of 
someone we’ve just met. It is our insides unfurled so others can witness us inside 
-out. It is the means of sharing between friends. It can be intimate or formal, 
profound or superficial.  
 
Speech creates worlds. It can create, or destroy, human connections and 
understanding. Speech can be weaponized and used as a form of violence. 
Speech is political, emotional, ordinary, expressive, banal and practical – it is a 
means for any kind of human interaction you can imagine. Speech can bring 
people together or pull them apart.  
 
Speech is two -way. There is the speaker, and the hearer. It is a complex 
perceptual situation including the consciousness of the speaker and of the 
hearer. Add in the different ways that words can be interpreted and it’s amazing 
that we can communicate anything at all.  
 
In the Lankavatara Sutra, someone asks the Buddha, “What is speech? What are 
words?” And the Buddha says, “Speech is a combination of projections. It arises 
due to attachment to habit energy and the discrimination of our own mind.” By 
themselves, sounds have no meaning. The meaning of a certain word is given by 
the context in which it’s delivered, as well as its tone. Saying, “Hey,” in a soft 
voice is not the same as yelling, “Hey!” Context and tone matter. 
 From Tricycle, Stop! By Geoffrey Shugen Arnold  May 31, 2022 
 
Context & who gets to speak?  
There’s always a wider context for everything we do (and say). It’s not just me 
acting as an independent agent moving through the world. In the ethics of 
speech there is more to consider than our own mental states and intentions & 
what we want to say. There are other people we are speaking to, our audience. 
There are others to listen to. There is a social setting with some shared sense of 
what the purpose and social range are – a classroom, a stage, an intimate 
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conversation, meeting someone new, a dinner party – whatever. Who are the 
players? Is it public, intimate, private, with many, or few? What are the assumed 
relationships? All of this is worth bringing into awareness, because we may find 
we speak differently depending on variations in context. Sangharakshita reminds 
us in numerous places that it is important to be aware of our audience, to whom 
we are speaking.  
 
A speech event is not always an evenly balanced one, like a tennis match. 
Serve, hit, return, volley back and forth evenly. In a situation where people are 
talking there is rarely a structure like that that everyone understands; the rules 
are often held in the culture or between individuals in obscure ways. While we 
probably don’t always know what the expectations and rules are, we can at least 
be aware that each person may have a different perspective on whatever is 
happening around the talking. We can ask about it if we sense we’re not on the 
same wavelength with the other person. We can be sensitive to the flow and 
dynamics of shared speech. And we can be attentive so that everyone gets to 
speak.  
Historically not everyone has always been allowed to speak. We can make sure 
in whatever context we find ourselves in that everyone gets a chance to speak.  
 
Most of what I will say in the rest of my talk will be about one’s own speech and 
mind, but it doesn’t happen in a vacuum. There is always a bigger context that 
we can incorporate with awareness and kindness.  
 
Review the 4/5 qualities of skillful / unskillful speech 
In the Pali suttas there are numerous instances where four qualities are named 
that make speech ‘blameless and irreproachable among the wise’.  They are 
listed in different orders, not always as they are lined up in our precepts.  
The slight variations in language reveal interesting nuances, but we don’t have 
time today to indulge in the delights of words.  
 
SN 8:5, The Cunda Sutta 
Well-spoken speech possesses four factors to be blameless and irreproachable 
among the wise:  
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1.​ Well spoken, not badly spoken  - kindly, not harsh 
2.​ Only Dhamma, not non-Dhamma – helpful, not frivolous 
3.​ What is pleasant, not what is unpleasant – harmonious, not divisive 
4.​ Only what is true, not lies. – truthful, not untruthful   

 
There are also five factors. They are the same four, plus one.  
AN 5:198 The Vaca Sutta 
Five factors: 

1.​ Spoken at the proper time 
2.​ True 
3.​ Spoken gently 
4.​ What is said is beneficial 
5.​ Spoken with a mind of loving-kindness 

 
And, there is the importance of speaking in a way that is appropriate to the 
audience.  
AN 5:157 Dukkatha Sutta 
Speak in an appropriate way – appropriate to the audience – speak the Dharma 
to those who are receptive to it, who can resonate with it.  
 
And further, there are suttas advising when to speak praise, when to criticize, and 
how. The gist of several suttas along these lines is to choose the right time; to 
speak what is beneficial; to listen; and consider that silence may be the best 
communication in some instances.  
 
AN 10:174, Kammanidana Sutta: There are three kinds of each type of unskillful 
speech:  false speech, harsh speech, meaningless chatter, slanderous speech…. 
When Each is conditioned by greed, hatred, and/or delusion 
When we are under the influence of greed, hatred, and delusion we are wrapped 
up in our own concerns, life, selves. Actions originating in these states are not 
likely to take others much into account.  
 
Truthfulness – the first quality of skillful speech. We abstain from untruth and 
speak the truth.  
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what is meant by the truth?  
We can start with Factual accuracy, ‘accuracy of narration’.  This means not to 
exaggerate, minimize, or embroider. twist, bend, or distort. 
Even factual accuracy is remarkably difficult.  Think of the game of ‘telephone’, 
how messages are distorted in relay. Even within our own minds the narrative 
gets changed each time we review it to ourselves or relay it to others. We don’t 
mean to do this. It’s lack of mindfulness.  
 
The facts can also slide into a different story when we confuse objective facts 
with our subjective interpretation of those facts. We don’t start out with the 
intention to misrepresent, but that is often the result, when we focus on our own 
viewpoint.   
We need to be careful not to evaluate or interpret when we should be simply 
describing.  
Example: is someone says they cannot help you on this occasion, do you report 
what they actually said, or do you add an interpretation, saying they are ‘unwilling 
to help’? It might be worth our while to watch this tendency to interpret and ask 
ourselves whether there is some underlying motive or assumption that we hold, 
as though we need to insert our views on absolutely everything.  
 
Feelings: should not be accorded the kind of objective validity that goes with 
verifiable evidential facts. If you substitute a feeling for observable things in an 
argument, you have changed the ‘rules of engagement’. You are no longer 
talking about something others can see in the same way you do – ‘fact’. You 
have entered a subjective zone that is more about you. Sharing feelings is an 
important part of communication, of course, but they should not be presented as 
the sole determiners of reality. That is a sure conversation stopper if we offer our 
feelings as the only way to look at something.  
 
Asking again, what is the truth? in a Dharma context. ‘The truth is that which 
produces positive results, or which leads one in a positive direction.’ Particularly  
The truth is helpful, generates trust. It is non-deception in action. I find that word 
‘non-deception’ quite interesting. If I actively aim to NOT deceive, I must be 
aiming to bring the other person into the picture fully.  
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Untruthful speech cannot be a vehicle of communication. It stops communication. 
If we lie, we are breaking something, voiding any possibility of true connection. 
Seen in this way, that speech is the means of creating our relationships and our 
world, and how untruth makes that impossible, the pain of it becomes clear. Only 
bringing people into what is true and real will help.  
Speaking the truth can be difficult and painful for the speaker and/or the hearer, 
but it is essential.  
 
HOW to best speak the truth to others, or ourselves for that matter, is all about 
metta.  Subhadramati writes: We need to be sure that we have their true welfare 
at heart, and we are not simply speaking out of frustration or irritation. It is 
Important that we communicate metta and affectionate concern for the other 
person’s well-being, as well as the helpful truth. This is evident in the four 
qualities of skillful speech, which work in a combined way. It’s not one speech 
precept at a time – they are a linked set.  
 
Affectionate (kindly) speech 
Skillful speech is also affectionate and loving. It is the truth spoken with love. 
Love here means ‘awareness of the being of another person’.  This is about 
speaking the whole truth while having a complete awareness of the person to 
whom we are speaking.  
It is also being aware of their responses. It’s important ask questions, so we learn 
more about them. 
 
Thich Nhat Hanh used affectionate words like ‘darling’ often in his talks and in the 
gathas he wrote. Because my conditioning left me with discomfort around words 
like ‘dear’ or ‘sweetie’, I used to cringe when listening to or reading Thich Nhat 
Hanh talks. Now, understanding kindly speech more deeply, I love to hear him 
say ‘darling’. What better way to be ‘on-side’ with another person than to feel that 
they are and address them as ‘darling’? Working on my own speech has opened 
up degrees of trust that I did not have before.  
 

6 
 



The opposite of kindly speech is harsh speech. There will usually be a swift 
reaction when we use harsh speech. We will create an unpleasant atmosphere. If 
we engage in harsh speech, it is as though we expect others to bear it patiently, 
and they will not always do so.  
Not only that, but how do we feel? Do we relish a good blast of obscenities? Or 
do we feel the residue of being harsh with some distaste in ourselves? It is a 
matter of self-respect and respect of others.  
 
Helpful  / meaningful speech 
From a Buddhist point of view the most meaningful or helpful thing would be to 
help someone be free of suffering, to attain Enlightenment.  
What might encourage them? What might enlighten them?  
 
in order to be helpful, we will have to know them and their needs. Most of us 
won’t really know what will promote another’s spiritual growth – our vision is not 
that of a Buddha – but we can at least listen, observe, and ask questions.  
 
Another way of cultivating helpful speech is to be in touch with our own depths, 
about things that are most meaningful to us. If we are in touch with the true path 
of the Dharma, and this is what we discuss with others who resonate with it, then 
meaningful speech is also a means to Enlightenment.  
 
The opposite of helpful speech, Frivolous or idle speech, is not harmless; it is 
draining; it doesn’t bring us closer to people and doesn’t feed our deeper self. It 
can be frustrating. AT worst, frivolous speech, such as gossip, can be truly 
undermining. Like lying, it can destroy the basis for healthy connections. It can 
break trust and respect.  
 
I am often a little nervous when I meet people – even people I know – in a fresh 
encounter or a new setting. I use ‘small talk’ to help myself be more comfortable, 
and I’ve often hoped there might be something helpful about this kind of chat to 
put myself and others at our ease. Considering the audience, some light banter 
has its place, I’m sure. That may be so, but I also need to be mindful that there is 
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quite likely some fear or uncertaintly underneath that bears looking into more 
deeply.  
 
Promoting concord, harmony and unity with harmonious speech / divisive speech 
If we are able to pull it all together – to be truthful, with love, to promote the 
other’s growth – we will forget about ourselves. The interaction becomes much 
more than narrating just our own thoughts and views. The other person is so 
much in view that something mutual arises.  
 
Mutual self-transcendence is the perfection of communication, and its result is 
harmony and unity. Take note of that: harmony and concord comes about when 
we are no longer speaking purely out of self-concern. The fullest experience of 
harmonious speech takes place only between enlightened beings, between 
whom there is no barrier of selfhood.  
 
Like frivolous, untruthful, or harsh speech, divisive or slanderous speech 
undermines trust and respect between people; dissension and disharmony are 
the result. And no one wants to live in that world.  
 
To develop harmonious speech, as with the other qualities, we need to have 
awareness of the person we are speaking with at a deep level. We need to hold 
awareness of our own and their ‘being’ beyond the ordinary levels of utility. It 
means listening to what is behind our own and their words. It does not mean 
avoiding disagreement or being ‘nice’. It means caring about our mutual potential 
for freedom, for awakening, for enlightenment.  
 
This is active: Bring together the discordant, restore harmony. Delight in 
harmony. This means that we look for ways to support harmony in our larger 
contexts, as well as in 1-1 relationships. We support truth, kindness, and 
meaning in our gfr groups, chapters, the Order, across the whole sangha. 
Communication is an important Triratna practice! (in case you hadn’t picked up 
on that yet!)  
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Having reviewed the main characteristics of ethical speech I want to ask another 
question: Do we sufficiently consider the effects of our speech?  
Buddhist ethics are sometimes referred to as ethics of intention. we look at what 
is in our mind to consider skillfulness. But ethical practice isn’t only an 
examination of what is in our own mind; in the bigger context I mentioned before, 
what are we creating? What effect are we having on others, in the world? We 
need to take that into account. We need to put ourselves in the place of another. 
We need to be aware of them as we speak with them to such an extent that we 
can pick up on the effect of our words.  
 
Here are a couple of quotations about the effects of our speech.  
If the other person misunderstands what we have said or takes unreasonable 
offence, then we cannot really be said to have ‘spoken the truth’ in the full sense. 
(which is supposed to take in the other person fully) Sangharakshita  The full 
sense of truth has to include the other person.  
Being honest without the additional considerations about the other person and 
without kindness creates separation and confusion, at the very least.  
 
Regarding the other side of speaking, as listeners we need to support people 
telling the truth.  
One of the worst things you can do to a person is not to believe him when he is 
speaking the truth. Everyone wants to, expects to be believed. We should believe 
others. Not to do so negates their identity as a social being and disrupts human 
solidarity. Such disbelief is an act of violence. powerful stuff there, from  
Subhadramati   
 
What is the main thing we need to work on to perfect our speech?  
We need to be aware of ourselves and others. That means Mindfulness. It means 
examining our mental states. It means being aware of our habits so we can 
transcend them.  
It means purifying or pacifying anger, ill-will, and self-concern. It starts with being 
Skillful in navigating all that comes up within us so that all our unprocessed 
thoughts and emotions don’t spill over into speech or emails.   
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Inner truthfulness is the foundation of external truthfulness and of knowing 
others.  I’ll speak a little bit now about challenges to being completely truthful with 
ourselves. 
 
we have to ask, Do we even know what we think or feel? To be truthful, kind, and 
helpful we must be intensely aware of our motivations and ideals because we 
speak through a filter made up of them.   
We must clarify our ideas, and that means thinking methodically, with 
sampajanna.  
We have to admit that we often live in a state of mental confusion or disorder. It’s 
a jumble in there. It’s a hall of mirrors – illusions about ourselves and projections 
about others, and here we are trying to communicate across those many 
flickering perceptions that are subject to distortion.  
 
On the difficulty of knowing ourselves:  
I went down a rabbit hole on this. I’ve put a sheet of notes about self-awareness 
from a psychological point of view on the table in the lounge.  
There is internal awareness and external awareness. Some of us are stronger in 
one direction than the other, but we need both equally. Self-awareness is 
important for all the precepts. Most of us lack self-awareness to some degree, 
maybe even a large degree. Without it, most of us don’t actually speak the truth. 
And we struggle to fulfill the more subtle aspects of skillful speech.  
 
It is vital to investigate our own thoughts, feelings, views and to dialog with 
ourselves. We have to know whether we harbor any hint of craving, hatred, or 
delusion regarding any given situation.  
 
This takes courage and great honesty, b/c if we follow the thoughts through to the 
end we might come to a conclusion that we’d rather not come to.  
The main obstacle to self-knowledge is emotional. We can feel a sense of loss if 
an idea of ourselves is not really true. I’m not really as kind as I thought, for 
example. Problems in communication often come down to someone being 
unable to admit that they were wrong or that they behaved foolishly, and the 
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reason they are unable to admit it is because the cost to their self-esteem is too 
high. P. 56 Ratnaguna Pride is present.  
 
Conceit is when we link every action and every interaction to identity, self-worth 
and self-view – all those things that the ego protects. Admitting limitations or 
mistakes or unskillfulness  or unclarity does not mean we are not worthy. It 
doesn’t have to destroy our self-esteem. In fact, practicing vulnerability and 
self-transparency in our speech practice helps us loosen our self-clinging 
tendencies.  
 
One aspect of ethical maturity is this: we don’t feel shattered by our flaws coming 
into the light. We can let ourselves be changed; we can see a different way of 
being. This keeps the slate clean and leads to a kind of freedom from the yoke of 
self-concern.  
 
Ultimate possibilities  
 
With perfect speech we give expression to wisdom and compassion. P. 56 V+T 
Ethics are about going out of oneself, not being limited by one’s present mode of 
being. 163 
 
Speech is a huge area of practice; it is in all parts of our lives. It affords endless 
opportunities for self-transcendence and for deep connections with others. It is a 
manifestation of our inner reality – values, motivations, aspirations, and all the 
un-examined bits. Skillful use of speech brings the Dharma alive and shows us 
where we need some work. Let us be grateful for all the words surrounding us 
and use them to increase awareness and to build a Buddha Land.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

11 
 



 
 

12 
 


