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Abstract 

 

This dissertation explores the nuanced 

phenomenon of vañcanā—the thirty-eight canonical 

modes of self-deception—as delineated in Theravāda 

Buddhism, particularly through the interpretive 

frameworks of kusala (wholesome) and akusala 

(unwholesome) mental factors. Drawing from the 

Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, Abhidhamma psychology, 

and contemporary doctrinal commentaries, the study 

posits that vañcanā operates not as overt immorality but 

as a refined internal misrepresentation wherein 

defilements adopt the guise of virtue, meditative stillness, 

doctrinal certainty, or moral conduct. 

The study is structured into six chapters, 

beginning with a comprehensive exegesis of vañcanā’s 

doctrinal basis and culminating in applied diagnostic 

frameworks. The central methodological innovation 

involves a tripartite analysis: (1) classification of each 

vañcanā by its dominant unwholesome root (lobha, dosa, 

or moha), (2) mapping to specific contexts of 

manifestation—meditative, ethical, relational, or 

doctrinal, and (3) identification of kusala antidotes, 

including Brahmavihāras, Satipaṭṭhāna, and 

paññābhāvanā (wisdom cultivation). 

Chapter IV offers a structural taxonomy and visual 

matrices that diagnose deceptive mental patterns based on 

their ethical roots and contextual expression. Chapter V 
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articulates practical tools for exposing and uprooting 

vañcanā, including meditative discrimination, case 

analysis, monastic implications, and educational 

strategies for the Saṅgha and lay community. The 

concluding chapter emphasizes that liberation (vimutti) 

depends not merely on avoiding defilements, but on 

recognizing how the mind disguises them under the 

appearance of Dhamma—a phenomenon that obstructs 

the realization of anāsava-paññā (undefiled wisdom). 

The study affirms that unmasking vañcanā is 

indispensable for mental purification (citta-visuddhi) 

and that true Dhamma practice must integrate doctrinal 

discernment, meditative clarity, and rigorous ethical 

introspection. In an age of proliferating mental 

performance and subtle ego dynamics, this work provides 

a timely and necessary contribution to both Buddhist 

scholarship and contemplative praxis.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

UNMASKING VAÑCANĀ IN THE THERAVĀDA 

TRADITION 

 

1.1 Understanding Vañcanā in the Context of 

Theravāda Buddhism 

Within the framework of Theravāda Buddhist 

psychology and ethics, vañcanā refers to subtle modes of 

mental deception, delusion, or self-deceit that obscure the 

true nature of reality. Derived from the Pāli root vañca 

(“to deceive” or “mislead”), vañcanā signifies deeply 

embedded cognitive distortions that sustain saṃsāric 

bondage—the unending cycle of birth and death. 

The canonical tradition enumerates thirty-eight 

specific forms of vañcanā, each functioning as a refined 

mental defilement (kilesa) arising from one or more of 

the three unwholesome roots: 

• Lobha (greed/craving) 

• Dosa (hatred/aversion) 

• Moha (delusion/ignorance) 

These deceptive tendencies are insidious, often 

operating beneath conscious awareness. Unlike gross 

unwholesome actions such as killing or stealing, vañcanā 

manifests as rationalizations, attitudes, subtle 

attachments, or biased perceptions. These distortions 

cloud moral clarity, obstruct insight into suffering, and 
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misrepresent the truths of impermanence, non-self, and 

unsatisfactoriness—the core of Buddhist wisdom. 

 

1.2 Why Study Vañcanā? 

From a Theravāda perspective, liberation (vimutti) 

is unattainable without uprooting these latent defilements 

(anusaya). If undetected, vañcanā acts as a hidden engine 

of akusala kamma (unwholesome action), perpetuating 

delusion and reinforcing sakkāya-diṭṭhi (personality 

belief). Therefore, studying these modes of self-deception 

is essential for: 

• Cultivating sammā-diṭṭhi (right view) 

• Developing vipassanā (insight) into the nature 

of phenomena 

• Advancing along the Noble Eightfold Path 

• Realizing nibbāna, the cessation of all 

suffering 

This work undertakes a detailed doctrinal and 

analytical examination of the thirty-eight vañcanā, 

classifying them by their dominant akusala roots and 

contrasting them with their respective kusala 

(wholesome) antidotes drawn from canonical and 

commentarial sources. 

 

1.3 The Role of Vañcanā in Mental Purification and 

Liberation 

In Theravāda Buddhism, the Dhamma is not 

merely theoretical but a pragmatic path of mental 
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purification (citta-visuddhi). One of the most 

formidable challenges on this path is the influence of 

vañcanā—the mind’s capacity to deceive itself through 

unconscious clinging, rationalization, and distorted 

perception. 

These thirty-eight forms of vañcanā undermine the 

three core training courses: 

• Sīla (ethical conduct) 

• Samādhi (concentration) 

• Paññā (wisdom) 

By masquerading as beneficial qualities—such as 

calmness, morality, or compassion—vañcanā subtly 

derail progress and perpetuate suffering. Thus, 

dismantling these delusions is essential for attaining 

mental clarity, authenticity, and discernment, all 

prerequisites for liberation. 

 

1.4 Kusala and Akusala Cittas in the Abhidhamma 

Theravāda Abhidhamma rigorously classifies all 

mental states (cittas) based on their ethical and 

psychological qualities. At the highest level, cites are 

categorized as: 

• Kusala: wholesome, skillful, and conducive to 

liberation 

• Akusala: unwholesome, unskillful, and 

productive of suffering 

Kusala cittas arise from alobha (non-greed), 

adosa (non-hatred), and amoha (non-delusion), and are 
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marked by clarity, mindfulness, and insight. These states 

support ethical behavior, meditative stability, and 

wisdom. 

Akusala cittas, by contrast, are rooted in lobha, 

dosa, and moha. Vañcanā often functions as a subtle 

expression of these roots, cloaked in socially or mental 

acceptable forms. 

For instance: 

• Greed (lobha) may present itself as ambition 

or generosity with hidden expectations. 

• Hatred (dosa) may disguise itself as righteous 

anger or principled indignation. 

• Delusion (moha) may appear as false 

certainty, unexamined faith, or intellectual 

pride. 

Understanding vañcanā through the lens of 

kusala–akusala analysis enables practitioners to discern 

and deconstruct these refined distortions, establishing the 

conditions for right view and mental liberation. 

 

1.5 Literature Review and Methodology 

This study adopts a textual-analytical and 

doctrinal-hermeneutic methodology, grounded in 

Theravāda Buddhist psychology and Abhidhamma 

theory. The methodological approach is structured across 

three interpretive dimensions, each designed to illuminate 

the psychological mechanics and ethical distortions of the 

thirty-eight vañcanā: 
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1.5.1 Primary Source: Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā1 

The doctrinal foundation of this study is grounded 

in the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā (p. 90), which offers 

a profound classification of the thirty-eight vañcanā. Each 

form is expressed with the grammatical structure: 

 

“[X]mukhena Y vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Y is deceived by the doorway of X” 

 

This schema reveals how unwholesome roots 

manipulate or imitate kusala appearances (patirūpaka) to 

evade detection. For example: 

• Kāmacchanda (sensual desire) uses 

appaṭikkūlasaññā (the perception of 

attractiveness) to justify craving. 

• Thīnamiddha (sloth) hides under the guise of 

samādhi (concentration). 

 
1 The Nettippakaraṇā is one of the most significant yet 

understudied exegetical treatises in the Theravāda Buddhist canon. 

Traditionally attributed to Ven. Mahākaccāna, one of the Buddha’s 

foremost disciples renowned for his analytical exposition of the 

Dhamma, the Netti serves as a systematic manual on how to interpret 

and explain the Buddha’s teachings (Buddhavacana) effectively. 

Though classified as a Khuddaka Nikāya text in the Burmese and 

Sinhalese traditions, the Netti holds a quasi-canonical status and 

functions as a hermeneutical guide (naya-dassana) for aligning 

doctrinal expressions with the Four Noble Truths. This study makes 

careful use of both the Nettippakaraṇā Pāḷi and its canonical 

commentary (Netti-Aṭṭhakathā or Nettivibhaṅga-ṭīkā) in the analysis 

and footnoting of doctrinal, philosophical, and methodological 

points. 
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• Micchādiṭṭhi (wrong view) is disguised as 

analytical reasoning. 

The commentary concludes with a crucial 

hermeneutical principle: 

“Evaṃāgamapatirūpakaadhigamapatirūpakādīn

ampi tathā tathā vañcanasabhāvo yuttito 

veditabbo.”  

“Thus, the deceptive nature (vañcanasabhāvo) of 

phenomena resembling the Dhamma should be 

understood through reason (yutti) and scriptural 

alignment (āgama).” 

This affirms the necessity of scriptural authority 

(āgamānusāra) and critical discernment (yuttigavesanā) in 

exposing subtle distortions. 

 

1.5.2 Secondary Sources 

• Mahāvisuddhārāma Sayadaw’s (Shwegyin 

Sayadaw2) Vañcanādīpanī:  

 
2 Shwegyin Sayadaw: Founder of the Shwegyin Monastic 

Order in Myanmar 

Historical Background and Legacy 

Shwegyin Sayadaw was a distinguished reformist monk in 

19th-century Myanmar who founded the Shwegyin Nikāya, one of 

the major monastic orders in the country. His title, “Sayadaw,” is a 

respectful term for senior monks in Myanmar, and “Shwegyin” refers 

to his native village near Shwebo in Upper Myanmar. Born in 1184 

ME (1822 CE) to U Maung and Daw Maimi in Shwegyin village, he 

was given the lay name Maung Than. He entered monastic life at age 

14 and was ordained as Shin Zāgara, meaning “Awakened One.” 
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From a young age, Shwegyin Sayadaw was noted for his 

strict observance of Vinaya (monastic discipline), deep Pāli 

scholarship, and moral conduct. He received extensive monastic 

education from various prominent teachers across cities and towns 

such as Ava, Mandalay, and Amarapura. His mastery of canonical 

texts and refined meditation practices earned him respect nationwide. 

Reform and Independence 

During King Mindon’s reign (1853–1878), Shwegyin 

Sayadaw emerged as a central figure in the monastic reform 

movement, which aimed to revive discipline among the sangha. 

Unlike other monks who aligned closely with the royal court, 

Shwegyin Sayadaw maintained independence and austerity, often 

choosing to reside in forest monasteries rather than urban centers. 

This was a subtle resistance to both political patronage and 

corruption in the sangha. 

In 1861, at the request of King Mindon, he moved to 

Mandalay and was appointed the abbot of five major monasteries, 

collectively known as the "Shwegyin Five". Despite his royal 

patronage, Shwegyin Sayadaw remained steadfast in monastic 

autonomy and declined any administrative or ceremonial positions, 

including participation in royal events like the Fifth Buddhist 

Council. 

Formation of the Shwegyin Nikāya 

His reluctance to conform to the mainstream Sudhammā 

Council—which held centralized authority over monastic affairs—

eventually led to a formal division. In 1860 (1222 ME), with King 

Mindon’s approval, Shwegyin Sayadaw and his followers established 

a distinct vinaya lineage, giving rise to the Shwegyin Nikāya. This 

order emphasized strict Vinaya discipline, doctrinal purity, and 

independence from secular interference. By the late 19th century, the 

order had spread across various towns with administrative structures 

and regional abbots. 

Contribution to Buddhist Literature and Education 

Shwegyin Sayadaw was not only a reformer but also a 

prolific author. He composed over 30 treatises, including works on: 

• Vinaya analysis 

• Meditation manuals 
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Offers a monastic perspective on how refined 

distortions (saṇhavipallāsa) imitate virtuous traits 

such as humility, seclusion, and doctrinal 

correctness. 

• Dr. Nandāmālābhivaṃsa3‘s Dhamma Talks:

  

 

• Doctrinal commentaries 

• Guidance for monastic administration 

Examples include Paññā-dīpanī, Patṭhāna Vinicchaya, and 

Kusala-niddesa, which are still referenced in Shwegyin Nikāya 

monastic colleges today. 

Final Years and Legacy 

In his final years, Shwegyin Sayadaw withdrew to forest 

hermitages such as Ngazinthe Hill and Ngewtaung Monastery, 

dedicating himself to teaching, writing, and vipassanā practice. He 

passed away in 1255 ME (1893 CE) at the age of 72, having spent 52 

years in monastic robes. 

Even after his death, his influence persisted through the 

Shwegyin Nikāya, which today has over 10,000 monks and more 

than 1,300 monasteries in Myanmar. His life exemplified the ideal 

of the independent, vinaya-centered monk, and he remains a 

revered figure for his efforts to purify and preserve Theravāda 

Buddhism in Myanmar. (data from Wikipedia) 

 
3 Ashin Nandamālābhivaṃsa: A Life of Wisdom and 

Scholarship in the Theravāda Tradition 

Ashin Nandamālābhivaṃsa (Burmese: 

အရှငန်န္ဒမာလာဘိဝံသ), also known as Rector Sayadaw or 

Pamaukkhachoke Sayadaw, is a preeminent Burmese Theravāda 

Buddhist monk, renowned for his scholarly expertise in the 

Abhidhamma. Born on 22 March 1940 in Nyaungbin Village, Singu 

Township, Mandalay Division, he has played a pivotal role in both 

academic and monastic reform within contemporary Burmese 

Buddhism. 
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Early Life and Education 

The youngest of ten siblings, Nandamālā was introduced to 

monastic life at the age of five under the guidance of U Kelāsa at 

Pawdawmu Monastery. Following his mentor's death, he continued 

his training at the Vipassanā Monastery on Sagaing Hill, where his 

elder brother, Ashin Nārada, had already established himself. 

He was ordained as a novice (sāmaṇera) in July 1949 under 

the preceptorship of Sankin Sayadaw, the ninth Thathanabaing of 

the Shwekyin Nikāya. At the age of 13, Nandamālā passed the 

Abhidhamma examination and soon completed the government-

sponsored Dhammācariya exam with distinction in five subjects at 

age 16, earning the title Sāsanadhaja Sirīpavara Dhammācariya. 

His early mastery of Pāli, Abhidhamma, and Vinaya was 

matched by success in prestigious exams such as Sakyasīha, 

Cetiyaṅgaṇa, and Pathamabyan. He earned the honorific 

Sakyasīha Sāsanālaṅkāra Thamanegyaw and was awarded the 

suffix -laṅkāra and later -bhivaṃsa for his academic achievements. 

Founding of Mahā Subodhāyon Monastery 

On 1 June 1958, Nandamālā and his five monastic brothers 

founded the Mahā Subodhāyon Monastery in Sagaing. While 

Ashin Nārada served as the chief abbot, Nandamālā took on the role 

of lead instructor. He was ordained as a bhikkhu on 22 April 1959, 

and over the next decade, he attained numerous ecclesiastical titles 

recognizing his excellence in teaching and doctrinal proficiency. 

Scholarly and Administrative Roles 

In the 1960s and 70s, Nandamālā was active in national 

examination committees and assisted in compiling a Pāli-Myanmar 

Tipiṭaka dictionary. He studied English under Chanmyay Sayadaw 

and later pursued higher education abroad. In 1987, he moved to Sri 

Lanka for further study, obtaining a diploma and master’s degree 

from the University of Kelaniya, with a thesis titled Buddhist Attitude 

to World Knowledge. 

He later earned his Ph.D. from Magadh University, India, 

with a dissertation on Jainism in Buddhist Literature (2003). 

Rectorship and Academic Leadership 

In 1995, with the founding of the Sitagu International 

Buddhist Academy (SIBA) in Sagaing, Nandamālā became its first 
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Emphasizes the meditative recognition of vañcanā 

during deeper stages of samādhi, stressing the role 

 

rector, teaching both Abhidhamma and languages. In 1998, he was 

appointed a visiting professor at the International Theravāda 

Buddhist Missionary University (ITBMU) and, after the death of 

its founding rector Ashin Silānadābhivamsa in 2005, succeeded him 

as rector. He served in that capacity until 2019. 

Ecclesiastical Recognition and Monastic Leadership 

Nandamālā has been the recipient of numerous honorary 

titles: 

• Aggamahāganthavācakapaṇḍita (1996) 

• Aggamahāpaṇḍita (2000) 

• Aggamahāsaddhammajotikadhaja (2018) 

• Abhidhajamahāraṭṭhaguru (2020) 

In 2009, he became the chief abbot (padhāna-nāyaka) of 

Mahā Subodhāyon following the death of Ashin Nārada. In 2018, he 

was appointed as the upaukkaṭṭha (associate Thathanabaing) of 

the Shwekyin Nikāya, the second-largest monastic order in 

Myanmar. 

Founding of the University of Wisdom Land 

On 3 December 2022, Ashin Nandamālā founded the 

University of Wisdom Land in Hlegu Township, Yangon, assuming 

the position of chancellor. This institution reflects his lifelong 

dedication to integrating traditional Pāli scholarship with modern 

Buddhist education. 

Legacy 

Ashin Nandamālābhivaṃsa is celebrated as one of the 

foremost living authorities on Abhidhamma, a respected Vinaya 

scholar, and a visionary educator who has shaped Buddhist 

monastic education across Myanmar and beyond. His teachings 

emphasize the importance of clear understanding (paññā), ethical 

discipline, and the deconstruction of cognitive delusions—a theme 

deeply relevant to the study of kusala, akusala, and vañcanā. (data 

from Wikipedia) 
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of continuous mindfulness (sati) and wise 

investigation (yoniso manasikāra). 

 

1.5.3 Methodology 

1. Pāli Textual Exegesis 

Each vañcanā is examined through a 

phraseological and semantic analysis of the Pāli 

expressions as found in the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā 

and other commentarial sources. The key structure “[X]-

mukhena Y vañcetīti yujjati” is unpacked to reveal not 

only linguistic meaning but also its underlying ethical 

and cognitive dynamics. Close reading allows for 

detection of how unwholesome mental roots 

impersonate wholesome traits, contributing to mental 

self-deception. 

2. Akusala Root Classification 

Using the Abhidhammic framework of citta 

(consciousness) and cetasika (mental factors), each 

vañcanā is mapped to its dominant akusala-mūla: 

• Lobha (craving/attachment) 

• Dosa (aversion/hatred) 

• Moha (delusion/ignorance) 

This classification allows a diagnostic reading of 

vañcanā, identifying the mental structure behind 

deceptive behaviors and perceptions. It also draws on 

canonical sources such as the Dhammasaṅgaṇī and 

Vibhaṅga to ensure technical precision. 
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3. Kusala Antidotal Mapping 

Each vañcanā is counterposed with its potential 

kusala antidote, derived from canonical strategies in 

ethical conduct (sīla), meditative development (samādhi), 

and wisdom cultivation (paññā). These include: 

• Brahmavihāras (for emotional distortions) 

• Satipaṭṭhāna (for mindfulness and observation of 

mental factors) 

• Paññābhāvanā (for cognitive and perceptual 

purification) 

This mapping is supported by doctrinal 

commentaries (e.g., Visuddhimagga), offering an 

integrated model of diagnosis and antidote. 

 

Supplementary Methodological Tools 

In addition to the three primary layers, the study 

employs: 

• Thematic grouping of vañcanā by domain: 

meditative, ethical, relational, doctrinal. 

• Cross-referencing with canonical suttas (e.g., 

Saṃyutta Nikāya, Aṅguttara Nikāya) to validate 

doctrinal coherence. 

• Illustrative meditative examples to clarify subtle 

mental distortions in lived Dhamma practice. 

 

Epistemic Assumptions 

This methodology assumes the primacy of 

experiential insight (yuttigavesanā) and scriptural 
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alignment (āgamānusāra) in validating ethical 

discernment. Following the hermeneutical principle from 

the Nettippakaraṇā—“vañcanasabhāvo yuttito 

veditabbo”—this study emphasizes both critical 

reasoning and scriptural fidelity in unmasking subtle 

forms of self-deception. 

 

1.6 Chapter I Conclusion: Unmasking Deception—

Cognitive Purification on the Path to Liberation 

This chapter has laid the foundation for 

understanding vañcanā as the disguised face of 

defilements. These deceptive mental patterns obscure 

reality, erode virtue, and undermine insight. Their subtlety 

makes them particularly dangerous, as they often wear the 

mask of Dhamma itself. 

By integrating scriptural discernment and 

experiential insight, practitioners can expose these 

patterns and dismantle their influence. This requires 

sustained mindfulness, critical attention, and unwavering 

commitment to sammā-diṭṭhi. 

Ultimately, the total dissolution of vañcanā marks 

the culmination of citta-visuddhi (mental purity) and 

opens the gateway to anāsava-paññā (undefiled wisdom) 

and nibbāna. 

As the Saṃyutta Nikāya,  Vakkalisuttaṃ affirms: 

“Yo dhammānaṃ vañcanaṃ pajānāti, so maṃ 

passati. (S III p-99)”  
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“He who sees through deception, sees the Dhamma. And 

he who sees the Dhamma, sees me.” 

The theoretical framework established here will 

guide the analysis of the thirty-eight vañcanā in 

subsequent chapters, each examined through their roots, 

manifestations, and antidotal strategies on the Noble 

Eightfold Path.
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CHAPTER II: FRAMEWORK: KUSALA 

AND AKUSALA IN THERAVĀDA 

THE NATURE OF WHOLESOMENESS AND 

DECEPTION 

 

2.1 The Philosophical View of Kusala in Theravāda 

Buddhism 

In Theravāda Buddhism, the term kusala—

commonly translated as “wholesome,” “skillful,” or 

“virtuous”—is rich with philosophical and etymological 

significance. Far beyond a mere label for morally good 

conduct, kusala denotes a refined mental and ethical 

quality that is inherently tied to wisdom (paññā) and 

non-delusion (amoha). 

Etymological Roots: “Kusa” + “La” 

According to classical Pāli exegesis, kusala is a 

compound of two parts: 

• kusa: a reference to kusa grass 

(Desmostachya bipinnata or Imperata 

cylindrica), a strong, resilient plant native to 

ancient India, 

• la: meaning “skill,” “expertise,” or “intelligent 

handling.” 
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This etymology offers a powerful metaphorical 

framework: while kusa grass was highly useful in ancient 

Indian society—used for thatching roofs, building walls, 

and ritual purposes—it was also sharp-edged and 

potentially injurious if mishandled. Thus, only one who is 

skilled and mindful could reap its benefits without harm. 

 

2.1.1 The Metaphor of “Skillful Harvest” 

This metaphor illuminates the Theravādin 

conception of kusala: 

A. Utility and Potential: Just as kusa grass is 

materially beneficial when used properly, 

wholesome qualities (such as generosity, 

morality, or mindfulness) are powerful tools 

for the development of the path. 

B. Danger in Ignorance: Without wisdom 

(paññā), these same actions can become 

misguided, performative, or defiled. For 

example, acts of charity done out of pride, 

clinging, or expectation of praise are no longer 

truly kusala but are tinged with akusala 

(unwholesomeness). 

This leads to a fundamental doctrinal insight: the 

authenticity of kusala depends on the presence of right 

view (sammā-diṭṭhi) and an absence of delusion. It is not 

the act alone, but the intention, clarity, and wisdom 

behind it, that determine its true ethical quality. 
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2.1.2 Philosophical Implication: Kusala as Wisdom-

Dependent 

The doctrinal statement affirms that: 

• Mundane or worldly kusala (e.g., 

generosity, ethical restraint) may still be 

tainted if performed without clarity or 

detachment. Such acts are considered sa-

upakkilesa kusala—meritorious but still 

within the realm of defilements. 

• Supramundane kusala (e.g., path 

consciousness, magga-citta) arises with 

unshakable wisdom and leads directly to 

liberation (nibbāna). This is anāsava 

kusala—wholesomeness free from mental 

corruption. 

Hence, just as one must skillfully harvest kusa 

grass to avoid injury, the practitioner must approach 

wholesome actions with discernment and mindfulness 

to prevent them from turning into subtle self-deceptions—

a concern directly tied to the subject of vañcanā. 

 

2.1.3 Conclusion: Kusala as Ethical Mastery with 

Wisdom 

From the Theravāda perspective, kusala is not a 

mechanistic or ritualistic morality, but a form of mental 

expertise—a careful, wisdom-rooted harvesting of 

Dhamma that both uproots defilements and promotes 

well-being for oneself and others. 
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“True kusala is to cut through the grass of 

defilement with the sickle of wisdom—firm, steady, and 

harmless.” 

This philosophical view places paññā (wisdom), 

not mere behavior, at the heart of Buddhist ethics. It 

underlines the critical truth that ignorance is the root of 

all evil, and conversely, non-delusion is the foundation 

of true good. 

 

2.2 The Philosophical View of Akusala in Theravāda 

Buddhism 

In Theravāda Buddhism, the term akusala—

typically rendered as “unwholesome,” “unskillful,” or 

“defiled”—represents more than moral wrongdoing or 

ethical failure. It denotes a state of mental impurity, rooted 

in the three unwholesome roots (akusala-mūla): lobha 

(greed), dosa (hatred), and moha (delusion). These 

mental defilements distort perception, poison volition, 

and perpetuate the cycle of saṃsāra (rebirth and 

suffering). 

 

2.2.1 Etymology and Meaning 

The word akusala is the negative form of kusala. 

By prefixing “a–” (not), akusala signifies the absence of 

skill, clarity, or moral integrity. Just as kusala refers to a 

skillful harvesting of the grass of defilement with the 

sickle of wisdom, akusala denotes an unskilled 
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engagement with reality—a failure to act with wisdom, 

restraint, or ethical discernment. 

While kusala actions liberate, akusala actions 

entangle the mind, create karmic residue, and reinforce 

the delusion of self. Importantly, the unwholesomeness of 

akusala does not lie solely in the act itself but in the 

underlying intention and mental factors (cetasikas) 

that condition the action. 

 

2.2.2 Three Unwholesome Roots (Akusala-Mūla) 

The foundation of all akusala phenomena lies in 

the three root defilements: 

1. Lobha (Craving, Greed)  

– The compulsive drive to possess, grasp, or 

cling to objects, people, views, or experiences. 

– Examples: covetousness, sensual desire, 

ambition driven by ego, attachment to identity. 

2. Dosa (Aversion, Hatred)  

– The reactive impulse to reject, destroy, or 

distance oneself from what is unpleasant. 

– Examples: anger, resentment, cruelty, 

intolerance, righteous indignation. 

3. Moha (Delusion, Ignorance)  

– The root of all ignorance: not knowing the 

Four Noble Truths, impermanence, non-self, 

or the law of kamma.  

– Examples: confusion, doubt, self-deception, 

wrong view (micchā-diṭṭhi). 
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In the Abhidhamma, these roots give rise to 12 

akusala cittas (unwholesome consciousness types), each 

accompanied by specific unwholesome mental factors. 

For instance: 

• Lobha-mūla cittas are always associated with 

conceit, wrong view, or clinging. 

• Dosa-mūla citta is always rooted in anger and 

accompanied by mental discomfort 

(dukkha). 

• Moha-mūla cittas involve doubt (vicikicchā) 

and restlessness (uddhacca). 

 

2.2.3 The Ethical Dynamics of Akusala 

In the Theravāda view, akusala is inherently self-

defeating. It perpetuates the illusion of self and generates 

kamma that leads to rebirth in the lower realms (apāya). 

Even when cloaked in external appearances of 

righteousness or discipline—as analyzed through the 

thirty-eight vañcanā—akusala corrupts the mind and 

distorts moral clarity. 

Characteristics of Akusala: 

• Motivated by self-centered volition rather 

than altruistic or Dhamma-aligned intention. 

• Produces mental agitation, restlessness, or 

regret (kukkucca), contrasting with the 

serenity of kusala. 

• Disrupts samādhi (concentration), leading to 

fragmented awareness. 
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• Blocks the arising of vipassanā (insight), as it 

clouds perception and obscures 

impermanence, suffering, and non-self. 

 

2.2.4 Philosophical Implication: Akusala as Cognitive 

and Ethical Misalignment 

The Theravāda understanding of akusala extends 

beyond simple moralism. It reflects a deep misalignment 

between perception and truth, between volition and 

wisdom. It is a form of existential error, wherein one 

habitually interprets the impermanent as permanent, the 

impure as pure, and the not-self as self. 

This is emphasized in the Vipallāsa Sutta 

(Aṅguttara Nikāya I p-361), which lists perceptual, 

cognitive, and view distortions (vipallāsa) as 

manifestations of moha: 

“What is impermanent is perceived as permanent; 

what is painful is seen as pleasant; what is not-self is 

mistaken for self.” 

In this sense, akusala is not merely “bad karma” 

but a state of cognitive deviation—an affliction that must 

be understood and uprooted through sati (mindfulness), 

paññā (wisdom), and the cultivation of kusala. 

 

Conclusion: Akusala as the Engine of Saṃsāra 

In summary, akusala in Theravāda Buddhism is 

not just about ethical failure—it is the root mechanism 

of delusion, sustaining suffering and obstructing 
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liberation. To walk the Noble Eightfold Path is, by 

definition, to engage in the progressive dismantling of 

akusala, whether in gross or subtle forms. 

This understanding is crucial in the study of 

vañcanā, as many of these thirty-eight forms of self-

deception operate under the disguise of kusala while being 

fueled by the three akusala roots. Recognizing their 

hidden mechanisms is the first step toward mental 

purification (citta-visuddhi) and ultimately, nibbāna—

the cessation of all deception, distortion, and defilement. 

 

2.3 Kusala and Akusala in the Abhidhamma 

Perspective 

The Abhidhamma Piṭaka, the third division of 

the Theravāda Tipiṭaka, offers the most detailed and 

analytical exposition of mental phenomena in Buddhist 

philosophy. It classifies mental events (cittas) and mental 

factors (cetasikas) according to their ethical quality—

kusala (wholesome, skillful) and akusala (unwholesome, 

unskillful)—based on their causes, nature, and results. 

The Dhammasaṅgaṇī Aṭṭhakathā (p-82)defines 

these two categories succinctly: 

“Anavajjasukhavipākalakkhaṇā kusalā,  

sāvajjadukkhavipākalakkhaṇā akusalā.”  

“That which is blameless and yields a happy result 

is kusala; that which is blameworthy and yields a 

painful result is akusala.” 
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This definition grounds ethical quality in both 

intentional purity and karmic consequence, and it 

becomes the basis for the precise categorization of citta 

(consciousness) and cetasika (mental concomitants). 

 

2.3.1 Kusala Cittas and Cetasikas 

A. Twenty-One Types of Kusala Cittas 

The 21 kusala cittas are categorized into four 

domains of mentalual development: 

1. Kāmāvacara Kusala Cittas (Sense-sphere 

Wholesome Consciousness) – 8 types 

These include combinations of joy 

(somanassa), equanimity (upekkhā), 

associated with or without wisdom (ñāṇa), and 

with or without prompting (asaṅkhārika / 

sasaṅkhārika). 

2. Rūpāvacara Kusala Cittas (Form-sphere 

Jhāna Consciousness) – 5 types 

These correspond to the five stages of 

material jhāna, distinguished by the 

progressive abandonment of mental factors 

such as vitakka, vicāra, and pīti. 

3. Arūpāvacara Kusala Cittas (Formless-

sphere Jhāna Consciousness) – 4 types 

These represent meditative absorptions on 

formless objects: infinite space, infinite 

consciousness, nothingness, and neither-

perception-nor-non-perception. 
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4. Lokuttara Kusala Cittas (Supramundane 

Path Consciousness) – 4 types 

These are the four magga cittas (path 

moments): stream-entry, once-returning, non-

returning, and arahantship, leading directly to 

nibbāna.4 

B. Thirty-Eight Kusala Cetasikas 

The thirty-eight wholesome mental factors 

(cetasikas) fall into three major categories: 

1. Universal Cetasikas (7 factors)  

Present in all types of consciousness: 

contact (phassa), feeling (vedanā), 

perception (saññā), volition (cetanā), one-

pointedness (ekaggatā), mental life faculty 

(jīvitindriya), and attention (manasikāra). 

2. Occasional (Particular) Cetasikas (6 

factors)  

Arise under specific conditions: initial and 

sustained application (vitakka, vicāra), 

determination (adhimokkha), energy 

(vīriya), joy (pīti), and desire to act 

(chanda). 

3. Beautiful (Sobhana) Cetasikas (25 factors)

  

Includes: 

 
4 Abhidhammattha Saṅgaha, p. 3–6 
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o Moral roots: faith (saddhā), 

mindfulness (sati), shame (hirī), 

moral dread (ottappa), non-greed 

(alobha), non-hate (adosa), 

balance (tatramajjhattatā). 

o Tranquility, lightness, flexibility, 

proficiency, uprightness of mind 

and body (14 factors). 

o Three moral abstentions (virati): 

right speech, action, and 

livelihood. 

o Divine abidings: compassion 

(karuṇā), appreciative joy 

(muditā). 

o Wisdom faculty (paññā).5 

 

2.3.2 Akusala Cittas and Cetasikas 

A. Twelve Types of Akusala Cittas 

Akusala cittas are divided into three root 

categories: 

1. Lobha-Mūla Cittas (Rooted in Greed) – 8 

types  

Differentiated by their association with joy or 

equanimity, wrong view (diṭṭhi) or without, 

and whether spontaneous or prompted. 

 
5 Abhidhammattha Saṅgaha, p. 8–9 
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2. Dosa-Mūla Cittas (Rooted in Hatred) – 2 

types  

Both arise with displeasure (domanassa) and 

are associated with aversion (paṭigha). 

3. Moha-Mūla Cittas (Rooted in Delusion) – 2 

types  

One is associated with doubt (vicikicchā), the 

other with restlessness (uddhacca).6 

B. Twenty-Seven Akusala Cetasikas 

These are likewise classified: 

1. Universal Cetasikas – 7 (same as above) 

2. Occasional (Particular) Cetasikas – 6 (same as 

above) 

3. Unwholesome (Akusala) Cetasikas – 14 

o Moha group: delusion, shamelessness 

(ahirika), fearlessness of wrongdoing 

(anottappa), restlessness (uddhacca). 

o Lobha group: greed (lobha), wrong 

view (diṭṭhi), conceit (māna). 

o Dosa group: hatred (dosa), jealousy 

(issā), stinginess (macchariya), 

remorse (kukkucca). 

o Sloth group: sloth (thīna), torpor 

(middha), doubt (vicikicchā).7 

 
6 Abhidhammattha Saṅgaha, p. 2 

 
7 Abhidhammattha Saṅgaha, p. 8 
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2.3.3 The Role of Vañcanā: Mistaking Akusala for Kusala 

A crucial issue arises when vañcanā (self-

deception) causes the practitioner to mistake akusala for 

kusala. Just as a buyer lacking discernment may purchase 

imitation gold instead of real gold, a practitioner without 

wisdom (paññā) may: 

• Mistake sloth (thīna) for calm concentration, 

• Misidentify fanatical devotion as faith (saddhā), 

• Act out of attachment or pride while believing 

they are practicing generosity. 

This deceptive mechanism corrupts the intention, 

distorts the ethical quality of action, and ultimately 

reinforces delusion rather than liberating from it. 

So, it is like:  

“The one who cannot distinguish kusala from 

akusala is like a blind man entering a battlefield.” 

Only through Abhidhammic precision, 

combined with insight meditation (vipassanā) and wise 

attention (yoniso manasikāra), can the practitioner 

distinguish the genuine gold of wholesome consciousness 

from the counterfeit of unwholesome self-deceit. 

 

Conclusion: The Abhidhamma as a Compass for 

Liberation 

The Abhidhamma’s classification of kusala and 

akusala provides a rigorous map of the mental terrain. Its 

value lies not only in theoretical precision but in its direct 
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practical application for liberation. By cultivating the 21 

wholesome cittas and their accompanying 38 beautiful 

cetasikas—and recognizing the subtle operation of the 12 

unwholesome cittas and their 27 unwholesome factors—

one gradually purifies the mind. 

In this way, vañcanā is exposed, akusala is 

uprooted, and kusala is actualized as a wisdom-driven 

path toward Nibbāna.  

 

2.4 The Mechanism of Vañcanā in Abhidhamma 

In the contemporary world, imitation often 

masquerades convincingly as authenticity. From 

counterfeit goods to artificial emotions, it becomes 

increasingly difficult to distinguish what is real from 

what is merely simulated. This same confusion—

between true and false, kusala and akusala, wisdom 

and delusion—mirrors a much deeper process within the 

human mind, as recognized by the Abhidhamma tradition: 

the mechanism of vañcanā. 

In Theravāda Abhidhamma psychology, vañcanā 

is not just deception in speech or conduct—it is cognitive 

misrecognition, a distortion where akusala appears as 

kusala, and delusion is mistaken for insight. This 

deception does not always arise from deliberate lying; it 

is often rooted in the unconscious, buried deep within 

the structure of cognition (citta) and mental factors 

(cetasika). 
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2.4.1 The Confusion Between Real and Imitation 

Just as imitation gold may be indistinguishable 

from genuine gold without expertise, so too do 

unwholesome mental states (e.g., greed, hatred, delusion) 

often mimic the qualities of wholesome ones. A 

practitioner may think they are acting out of compassion, 

when in fact they are driven by attachment; or believe they 

are cultivating wisdom, when in reality they are 

reinforcing conceit or wrong view. 

This psychological misrecognition is central to 

vañcanā: 

• It is not merely falsehood, but the confusion of 

ethical value. 

• It represents a natural twisting of perception, 

whereby what is harmful feels pleasant, and 

what is beneficial feels unpleasant. 

The Abhidhamma’s classification of kusala and 

akusala (see §2.3) becomes essential in detecting these 

distortions, as the line between real and imitation is not 

always visible without deep introspective discernment. 

 

2.4.2 Twisted Preference for Akusala: The Deeper 

Meaning of “Pāpa” 

The Pāli term pāpa is often translated as “evil” or 

“sin,” but in the Abhidhamma context it carries a more 

subtle psychological nuance: pāpa describes the tendency 
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to find pleasure in unwholesomeness. This speaks to a 

tragic truth in the human condition: 

• Humans feel gratification in lobha (greed) 

rather than contentment in alobha (non-

attachment). 

• They often find satisfaction in dosa (hatred) 

over adosa (loving-kindness). 

• They are comfortable in moha (delusion) 

rather than the challenge of amoha (wisdom). 

This cognitive inversion is reinforced by repeated 

behavioral patterns, until the mind learns to normalize 

and enjoy its own defilements, including:  

✓ Craving (lobha)  

✓ Wrong view (diṭṭhi) 

✓ Conceit (māna)  

✓ Hatred (dosa)  

✓ Jealousy (issā)  

✓ Stinginess (macchariya)  

✓ Remorse (kukkucca) 

Such distortions lead to a form of self-sabotage, 

where one’s aspirations for purity are unknowingly 

derailed by unconscious preferences. 

 

2.4.3 The Process of Inner Darkness: From Clarity to 

Delusion 

The Aṅguttara Nikāya, Accharāsaṅghātavaggo 

(A.I.9) teaches: 
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“Pabhassaram idaṃ cittaṃ, tañca kho 

āgantukehi upakkilesehi upakkiliṭṭhaṃ” 

“This mind is originally luminous, but it becomes 

defiled by visiting impurities.” 

This Buddhist axiom describes how the originally 

clear nature of consciousness becomes veiled by habitual 

ignorance and pleasure in defilement. This veiling 

process has three progressive features: 

1. Pleasurable Degradation – The mind 

becomes emotionally addicted to what is 

unwholesome. 

2. Habitual Distortion – Over time, harmful 

tendencies become “second nature.” 

3. Cognitive Inversion – The mind interprets 

pain as pleasure, bondage as freedom, and 

defilement as virtue. 

Thus, vañcanā thrives where ignorance, comfort, 

and self-justification intersect. 

 

2.4.4 Breaking the Mechanism: The Challenge of 

Awakening 

This is the crux of the challenge: to break free 

from the pleasurable grip of unwholesomeness requires 

not just willpower, but structured wisdom and sustained 

insight. In Abhidhamma and meditative psychology, this 

involves: 

1) Establishing Right View (Sammā-diṭṭhi) 
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o Through scriptural study and Dhamma 

contemplation, practitioners refine 

their ethical lens to distinguish true 

kusala from imitative pseudo-kusala. 

2) Cultivating Right Mindfulness (Sammā-sati) 

o By developing sati, practitioners begin 

to detect subtle motivations and 

emotional shifts that indicate vañcanā 

at work. 

3) Practicing Right Effort (Sammā-vāyāma) 

o The continuous effort to abandon 

akusala, cultivate kusala, guard the 

mind, and uproot deep-seated 

tendencies is vital to overcoming self-

deception. 

Just as a trained gemologist can distinguish real 

diamonds from counterfeits, so too must the Dhamma 

practitioner cultivate the discernment to separate truth 

from illusion, wholesome from unwholesome, and 

wisdom from delusion. 

 

Conclusion: Purifying the Mind Through Clear Seeing 

The mechanism of vañcanā in the Abhidhamma 

is not simply a moral error—it is a cognitive affliction 

that thrives on ignorance, masquerades as virtue, and 

entraps even the sincere practitioner. To uproot this 

affliction requires not just purity of action, but clarity 

of perception. 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -34  

Only by piercing through the illusion of “pleasant 

unwholesomeness” can the mind be restored to its original 

luminous nature. This is the core challenge of the 

Buddhist path: to see clearly, act skillfully, and refuse 

the comfort of delusion. The purification of the mind 

(citta-visuddhi) begins not by changing the world, but by 

recognizing how one deceives oneself—and choosing, 

moment by moment, to return to what is real. 

 

Chapter II Conclusion: The Subtle Dynamics of Good 

and Evil in the Mind 

In this chapter, we explored the philosophical and 

psychological structure of kusala and akusala in 

Theravāda Buddhism, particularly through the analytical 

lens of the Abhidhamma system. Far from being 

simplistic moral opposites, kusala (wholesome) and 

akusala (unwholesome) are shown to be deeply 

conditioned mental phenomena, shaped by the presence 

or absence of wisdom, mindfulness, and right view. 

 

1. Kusala: Wisdom-Rooted Ethical Mastery 

Through both etymology (kusa + la) and doctrinal 

analysis, kusala emerges not merely as ethical behavior 

but as skillful engagement with mental phenomena. 

Just as harvesting kusa grass without skill causes harm, 

wholesome acts performed without wisdom can easily 

become distorted. True kusala must always be 

accompanied by mindfulness (sati), reinforcing that 
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right view and clarity are not optional but essential to 

genuine mental purification. 

 

2. Akusala: The Enticement of Inner Darkness 

In contrast, akusala is defined not only by its roots 

in lobha, dosa, and moha, but also by its seductive 

nature. The Pāli term pāpa—commonly translated as 

“evil”—in fact reflects a tragic truth: human beings often 

find pleasure in unwholesomeness. We are drawn to 

greed, pride, and wrong view, while resisting detachment, 

compassion, and clarity. Akusala thus persists not through 

overt rebellion against virtue, but through habitual 

comfort in subtle defilements. 

 

3. Abhidhamma’s Analytical Framework 

The Abhidhamma provides the most precise 

classification of mental states and their ethical qualities: 

• 21 kusala cittas and 38 associated wholesome 

cetasikas, 

• 12 akusala cittas and 27 unwholesome cetasikas. 

This structure becomes indispensable when 

examining the mental precision needed to distinguish 

kusala from akusala. It is a diagnostic map for the 

practitioner, offering clarity where instinct alone may 

mislead, and allowing for deep introspection supported 

by doctrinal exactitude. 
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4. The Deception of Vañcanā 

Finally, we examined how vañcanā, or the mind’s 

tendency to deceive itself, is the core mechanism by 

which akusala hides behind the mask of kusala. The 

modern dilemma of mistaking imitation for reality finds 

its parallel in the mentalual path, where practitioners may 

mistake sloth for serenity, devotion for obsession, or 

craving for generosity. 

The Abhidhamma teaches that this deception 

does not merely confuse moral judgment—it obstructs 

liberation itself. Only through the cultivation of right 

view (sammā-diṭṭhi), right mindfulness (sammā-sati), and 

sustained effort (sammā-vāyāma) can this distortion be 

pierced and the mind returned to its luminous nature. 

 

Final Reflection: From Confusion to Clarity 

Chapter II establishes that the distinction between 

kusala and akusala is not merely ethical—it is existential. 

The freedom from suffering depends on seeing through 

delusion, on recognizing not just what is right, but what 

appears right yet is rooted in ignorance. 

As we transition to the next chapter, this 

conceptual and analytical foundation will guide our 

systematic classification of the 38 vañcanā, each 

evaluated according to its mental root, deceptive 

mechanism, and appropriate kusala antidote. Only by 

revealing these hidden distortions can we fully commit to 

the path of true purification. 
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Here is a comparative table summarizing the key 

components of Kusala and Akusala in the Abhidhamma 

system: 

Category Count Key 

Features 

Kusala Cittas 21 Wholesomeconsci

ousness (sense-

sphere, jhāna, 

arūpa, 

supramundane) 

rooted in non-

greed, non-hatred, 

and wisdom. 

Akusala Cittas 12 Unwholesome 

consciousness 

rooted in greed, 

hatred, and 

delusion; includes 

wrong view, 

restlessness, etc. 

Universal 

Cetasikas 

7 Contact, feeling, 

perception, 

volition, one-

pointedness, life 

faculty, and 

attention — 

present in all 

cittas. 
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Universal 

Cetasikas 

7 Present in both 

kusala and akusala 

cittas; ethically 

neutral but 

foundational. 

Occasional 

Cetasikas 

6 Vitakka, vicāra, 

adhimokkha, 

vīriya, pīti, chanda 

— arise under 

specific 

wholesome 

conditions. 

Occasional 

Cetasikas 

6 Same six factors 

arise in 

unwholesome 

contexts too (e.g., 

driven by desire or 

delusion). 

Beautiful 

Cetasikas 

25 Faith, mindfulness, 

shame, non-greed, 

non-hate, 

tranquility, 

lightness, 

flexibility, 

abstention, 

compassion, 

wisdom, etc. 
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Unwholesome 

Cetasikas 

14 Delusion, 

shamelessness, 

fearlessness of 

wrongdoing, 

restlessness, greed, 

wrong view, 

hatred, jealousy, 

stinginess, sloth, 

torpor, doubt, etc. 

 

This structured overview emphasizes how kusala 

is intricately connected to clarity, wisdom, and moral 

refinement, while akusala is embedded in cognitive 

distortion and ethical corruption. The same structural 

framework of consciousness becomes either liberating or 

binding depending on the ethical quality of the 

associated mental factors. 
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CHAPTER III: THE PATH OF 

EMOTIONAL PURIFICATION 

3.1 BRAHMAVIHĀRAS AS KUSALA ANTIDOTES 

TO VAÑCANĀ 

In the practice of mental purification (citta-

visuddhi), Brahmavihāras—the four sublime abodes—

serve as powerful antidotes to emotional and ethical 

distortions. Rooted in the wholesome quality of non-

harm (ahiṃsā) and the elimination of akusala roots, 

they are: 

1. Mettā (loving-kindness) 

2. Karuṇā (compassion) 

3. Muditā (sympathetic joy) 

4. Upekkhā (equanimity) 

Although widely known and praised, 

Brahmavihāras are vulnerable to subtle imitation by 

akusala mental states—particularly vañcanā, the 

mechanism by which defilements disguise themselves as 

virtues. This chapter explores each Brahmavihāra’s 

kusala essence and its common deceptions in daily life, 

starting with mettā. 

 

3.1.1 Loving-Kindness Deception by Possessive Love 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 
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“Mettāyanāmukhena rāgo vañcetīti yujjati” 

“Through the doorway of mettā, lust (rāga) 

deceives.” 

 

This reflects a central danger in emotional life: the 

misidentification of attachment as loving-kindness. 

While mettā is a selfless wish for the welfare of others, 

rāga (craving, possessive love) is rooted in self-

referential clinging. Both can appear similar on the 

surface—wishing well, feeling close, experiencing 

emotional warmth—but their mental roots and 

consequences diverge sharply. 

 

Modern Example:  

In contemporary life, emotional entanglements are 

often framed as love: 

• One may say, “I love my partner,” but the 

underlying tone may be: “I need you,” or “You 

make me happy.” 

• This is not mettā, but self-centered craving—

an emotional transaction based on fulfillment 

and dependency. 

• This is rāga disguised as mettā, a perfect 

example of vañcanā in daily affective life. 

Such rāga: 

• Clings to objects and people. 

• Causes fear of loss, jealousy, or manipulation. 
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• Is fundamentally unwholesome (akusala), 

even if socially accepted or praised. 

In contrast, true mettā: 

• Arise with peaceful and unattached clarity. 

• It is not dependent on whether the other person 

reciprocates or remains present. 

• It is a wish for the other’s well-being 

regardless of personal gain. 

The Structure of Genuine Mettā (Kusala): 

1. May this person be free from danger. 

2. May this person be free from mental pain. 

3. May this person be free from physical pain. 

4. May this person be well and happy. 

These wishes are not conditional. They are non-

possessive, selfless, and deeply kusala. True mettā 

expands to include all beings and does not bind itself to 

individual attachment. In the Abhidhamma classification, 

mettā arises alongside adosa (non-hatred), 

tatramajjhattatā (balance), alobha (non-greed), and sati 

(mindfulness) etc. 

 

Why We Are Deceived: The Imitation Problem 

Much like imitation gold mimics the appearance 

of true gold, rāga mimics mettā. Without the discerning 

lens of right view (sammā-diṭṭhi), we may remain 

emotionally satisfied while unknowingly cultivating 

akusala. This is why self-deception (vañcanā) is 

considered one of the most difficult barriers on the path. 
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Conclusion of 3.1.1: Disentangling Mettā from Rāga 

In sum, the deception of mettā by rāga 

exemplifies how akusala can masquerade as kusala, 

even within the sphere of Buddhist mentalual practice. 

Only through mindfulness (sati), wisdom (paññā), and 

constant ethical introspection can one distinguish 

genuine loving-kindness from possessive emotional 

dependency. 

In the sections that follow, we will analyze how 

similar deceptions affect the other Brahmavihāras: 

compassion (karuṇā), sympathetic joy (muditā), and 

equanimity (upekkhā), each with their own imitative 

counterpart born from akusala roots. 

 

3.1.2 Compassion Deception by Sorrow 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Karuṇāyanāpatirūpena soko vañcetīti 

yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of compassion (karuṇā), 

sorrow (soka) deceives.” 

 

This statement illuminates a subtle psychological 

distortion wherein soka (grief, sorrow) mimics the 

external features of karuṇā (compassion), thereby 
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creating the illusion of a wholesome mental state. While 

karuṇā is defined by its selfless wish for others to be free 

from suffering, soka arises from self-referential 

attachment and emotional reactivity. On the surface, both 

may involve concern for the suffering of others, but their 

internal qualities and ethical implications diverge 

dramatically. 

Karunā is a mental state rooted in adosa (non-

aversion) and is classified as a beautiful cetasika in 

Abhidhammic analysis. It is a calm, balanced, and 

compassionate response to the sight of suffering, 

untainted by ego or possessiveness. In contrast, soka 

belongs to the domain of domanassa vedanā (mental 

displeasure) and is often conjoined with dosa (hatred or 

aversion), especially when grief gives rise to frustration, 

anger, or mental turmoil. Thus, soka in the guise of karuṇā 

exemplifies vañcanā—the deception of mistaking an 

unwholesome (akusala) mental state for a wholesome 

(kusala) one. 

 

Modern Example: Compassion for a Stranger vs. Grief 

for a Loved One 

In contemporary life, this deception can be 

illustrated by two contrasting scenarios: 

• A person witnesses a stranger injured in a 

road accident. They assist by calling for help, 

perhaps escorting the victim to the hospital, 

and internally wish for his recovery. This 
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response is marked by calm, clarity, and a 

sincere aspiration to alleviate suffering. The 

mind is stable, not overwhelmed. This is 

genuine karuṇā. 

• Contrast this with the scenario in which one’s 

beloved spouse is injured in the same manner. 

The response, although still appearing 

compassionate, is laden with intense 

emotional agitation—grief, anger at the driver, 

helpless despair. One might shout, cry 

uncontrollably, or even blame others 

irrationally. Here, sorrow (soka) is dominant, 

though it outwardly resembles compassion. 

This grief is not grounded in equanimity, but in 

upādāna (clinging), the attachment to “my partner,” “my 

suffering.” It reflects an emotionally reactive state that, 

although socially praised as care or love, is in fact an 

unwholesome state clouding discernment. It is sorrow 

masquerading as compassion. 

 

The Structure of Genuine Karuṇā (Kusala) 

True karuṇā is: 

1) A serene wish that a being be free from 

suffering. 

2) Non-reactive and free from self-centered grief. 

3) Rooted in paññā (wisdom), alobha (non-

greed), and adosa (non-hatred) etc. 
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4) Accompanied by upekkhā (equanimity) when 

cultivated as a Brahmavihāra. 

In Abhidhammic terms, karuṇā is never 

associated with domanassa or dosa. It is a peaceful, 

radiant state, free of emotional imbalance. 

 

Why We Are Deceived: The Imitation Problem 

Just as imitation gold may deceive the untrained 

eye, soka mimics the outward forms of karuṇā. One may 

believe they are being compassionate because the object 

of suffering is present, and the emotional response is 

intense. However, without the lens of sammā-diṭṭhi (right 

view), this reaction is governed not by clarity but by 

personal loss, emotional disturbance, and egoic 

identification. 

This is the subtle danger of vañcanā: it allows 

akusala (unwholesome states) to flourish beneath the 

guise of kusala, distorting ethical vision and obstructing 

the path to liberation. 

 

Conclusion of 3.1.2: Disentangling Karuṇā from Soka 

The deception of karuṇā by soka demonstrates 

how even noble intentions can be subverted by latent 

defilements. While society may commend grief as a sign 

of deep love, the Dhamma reveals that true compassion 

is not reactive but wise, not sorrowful but serene. 

Distinguishing between these two demands the 

cultivation of sati (mindfulness), paññā (wisdom), and 
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ethical reflection. Only then can one embody the karuṇā 

that truly heals, rather than the soka that silently 

perpetuates suffering. In the sections that follow, we will 

examine similar deceptions in the remaining 

Brahmavihāras: muditā and upekkhā, each of which faces 

its own imitative threat from the unwholesome roots. 

 

3.1.3 Sympathetic Joy Deception by Superficial 

Laughter 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Muditāvihārapatirūpena pahāso vañcetīti 

yujjati” 

“Through the appearance of sympathetic joy 

(muditā), superficial laughter (pahāsa) deceives.” 

 

This phrase captures a subtle psychological 

confusion wherein pahāsa—a form of laughter or 

cheerfulness tinged with lobha (greed or craving)—

masquerades as muditā, the sublime mental state of 

sympathetic joy. While both may appear outwardly 

joyful and congratulatory, their mental roots, intentions, 

and karmic consequences are fundamentally different. 

Muditā is a kusala (wholesome) mental factor 

classified among the brahmavihāras (sublime abiding). It 

is pure, non-possessive rejoicing in another’s success, 

unmarred by expectation or envy. It arises from adosa 
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(non-aversion), alobha (non-greed), and tatramajjhattatā 

(mental balance). By contrast, pahāsa, though 

manifesting as laughter or congratulation, may be rooted 

in subtle craving, competitiveness, or mimicry. It is an 

imitation—a joyful exterior covering a restless and self-

referential interior. 

 

Modern Example: A Friend’s Promotion 

Consider two responses to a colleague’s 

promotion: 

• Genuine muditā: You hear your colleague 

has received a major promotion. You feel 

genuinely happy. There is no jealousy, no 

internal comparison, and no desire for similar 

rewards. You say, “Congratulations! I’m 

really happy for you,” and you mean it. There 

is joy for their success, unshackled by self-

reference. Your mind is calm, unclouded, and 

inspired by their good fortune. 

• Pahāsa disguised as muditā: You smile and 

laugh, saying “Wow, great job!” But inside, 

you feel a slight unease, a wish to have what 

they have, or a longing to be in their 

position. You imagine how you might achieve 

the same or feel subtly diminished in 

comparison. Your joy is conditional and self-

referencing. This is pahāsa—superficial 

joviality born from lobha. 
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This is a case of vañcanā: unwholesome 

cheerfulness imitating the wholesome quality of muditā. 

Though it looks like sympathetic joy, it is secretly tangled 

with desire and comparison. 

 

The Structure of Genuine Muditā (Kusala) 

True muditā arises as: 

1. An unqualified joy in the success or well-

being of another. 

2. A mental state free from issā (jealousy) 

and lobha (craving). 

3. Accompanied by sati (mindfulness), 

paññā (wisdom), and equanimity etc. 

4. Expansive—able to include friends, 

strangers, and even those we dislike. 

In Abhidhammic classification, muditā is 

associated with wholesome cittas that contain mental 

clarity, balance, and generosity of heart. It supports the 

dissolution of envy and competitiveness—qualities that 

otherwise drive akusala kamma. 

 

Why We Are Deceived: The Imitation Problem 

Laughter (pahāsa) and congratulatory speech may 

look like muditā on the surface. But when the emotional 

current underneath is driven by comparison, inferiority, 

or desire, the joy becomes a mask, not a virtue. Without 

sammā-diṭṭhi (right view), it is easy to mistake this 

external cheerfulness as a wholesome state. 
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This is precisely the function of vañcanā: it allows 

akusala (unwholesomeness) to adopt the outer forms of 

virtue. In this case, laughter arising from self-interest or 

latent jealousy is mistaken for a sublime mental quality. 

The result is delusion, both of self and others, and a 

failure to purify the mind. 

 

Conclusion of 3.1.3: Disentangling Muditā from Pahāsa 

The deception of muditā by pahāsa illustrates the 

fragile boundary between true joy for others and subtle 

self-reference. In a world that often values performance 

over authenticity, congratulatory gestures can conceal 

deeply rooted mental defilements. It is only through 

careful introspection, ethical sensitivity, and mindful 

attention that one can discern whether one’s joy is rooted 

in altruism or aspiration for personal gain. 

The practitioner must therefore examine not 

merely the outward expression, but the mental 

foundation of their joy. True muditā, when cultivated 

with wisdom, becomes a potent force for breaking envy, 

dissolving self-importance, and cultivating boundless 

benevolence. 

In the next section, we turn to the final 

Brahmavihāra and its own deceptive counterpart—

upekkhā and the distortion that arises from affective 

detachment or mental indifference. 
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3.1.4 Equanimity Deception by Apathy 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Upekkhāvihārapatirūpena kusalesu 

dhammesu nikkhittachandatā vañcetīti 

yujjati” 

“Through the appearance of equanimity 

(upekkhā), neglect of wholesome states 

(nikkhittachandatā) deceives.” 

 

This formulation addresses a nuanced 

psychological distortion in which apathy or mental 

negligence camouflages itself as equanimity. Upekkhā, 

as one of the four Brahmavihāras, is a noble, balanced 

mental state characterized by impartiality, non-reactivity, 

and deep understanding of the law of kamma (cause and 

effect). It reflects a tranquil and stable mind that is neither 

elated by gain nor disturbed by loss—a disposition firmly 

grounded in wisdom (paññā) and mental purity (citta-

visuddhi). 

However, the deceptive form, 

nikkhittachandatā—literally, “abandonment of 

wholesome desire”—manifests as emotional 

indifference, a lack of ethical concern, and withdrawal 

from moral responsibility. Though outwardly similar to 

upekkhā, this state lacks chanda (skillful volition or zeal 

for the good). The result is mental passivity, not true 
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equanimity—a prime example of vañcanā (mental 

deception), where akusala mimics the posture of kusala. 

 

Modern Example: Ethical Apathy Disguised as 

Equanimity 

Imagine an employee who witnesses corruption at 

work. A colleague is engaging in unethical behavior—

perhaps manipulating financial reports or bullying junior 

staff. The employee observes quietly and says, “It’s not 

my concern. I don’t feel affected either way. Things will 

unfold as they must.” On the surface, this resembles 

upekkhā—a calm and detached attitude. However, this 

attitude lacks discernment between right and wrong, and 

shows no inclination to uphold moral integrity. 

This is not true equanimity, but 

nikkhittachandatā—the abandonment of wholesome 

aspiration, a subtle form of moral laziness or 

indifference. The individual is not acting from wisdom or 

understanding of kamma, but from a withdrawal of 

ethical engagement. This mental posture may appear 

peaceful, but it is rooted in moha (delusion) and lacking 

in mindful intention. 

 

The Structure of Genuine Upekkhā (Kusala) 

True upekkhā is characterized by: 

1. Stable impartiality is rooted in deep insight 

into the working of kamma. 
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2. A mind that recognizes good and evil yet is 

not shaken by their presence. 

3. Emotional balance that does not override 

ethical clarity. 

4. The presence of wise engagement, not 

neglect. 

In Abhidhamma, upekkhā arises alongside 

tatramajjhattatā (equanimous balance), sati 

(mindfulness), and paññā (wisdom) etc. It is far from 

apathy; it is a luminous clarity that perceives all 

phenomena equally, yet engages skillfully when needed. 

 

Why We Are Deceived: The Imitation Problem 

The danger lies in the superficial similarity 

between stillness and indifference. In both, there is no 

visible reaction. However, in true upekkhā, the mind is 

alert, compassionate, and morally awake, while in 

nikkhittachandatā, it is clouded by dullness, neglect, or 

nihilism. Without sammā-diṭṭhi (right view), it is easy to 

confuse these two and assume that inaction equals virtue. 

This is a form of vañcanā where delusion wears 

the mask of peace. The practitioner or layperson may 

rationalize disengagement as mental maturity, when in 

fact, they are failing to respond to moral calls or 

cultivate wholesome mental states. 
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Conclusion of 3.1.4: Disentangling Upekkhā from 

Nikkhittachandatā 

The deception of upekkhā by nikkhittachandatā 

reveals the perils of mistaking moral disengagement for 

mental serenity. While true upekkhā is a profound 

meditative and ethical achievement, its counterfeit form is 

marked by passivity, ethical indifference, and inner 

stagnation. 

This distinction is vital for practitioners seeking 

clarity on the path. Not caring is not the same as caring 

with equanimity. To cultivate upekkhā rightly, one must 

combine mental calm with alert moral sensitivity, 

engaging in life’s complexities with a stable and wise 

heart. 

As we conclude the analysis of the four 

Brahmavihāras and their deceptive counterparts, we are 

reminded that each noble state has its shadow, and that 

mental discernment is as much about recognizing false 

gold as appreciating the true. 

 

3.2 HINDRANCES (NĪVARAṆA) GROUP 

 

In the path of meditative development and ethical 

purification, the five hindrances (nīvaraṇa) are 

identified in the Pāli Canon as primary mental 

obstructions to samādhi (concentration), vipassanā 

(insight), and ultimately, nibbāna (liberation). These 

hindrances—kāmacchanda (sensual desire), byāpāda (ill-
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will), thīna-middha (sloth and torpor), uddhacca-

kukkucca (restlessness and remorse), and vicikicchā 

(doubt)—cloud the mind, disrupt stillness, and prevent 

right understanding. 

What is often overlooked, however, is how these 

hindrances may deceptively enter the practitioner’s 

mind under the guise of wholesome or neutral mental 

states. The Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā offers a powerful 

lens to expose these deceptions—revealing how 

unwholesome roots (akusala-mūla) can masquerade as 

wholesome (kusala), making discernment all the more 

difficult. 

In this section, we explore six core deceptions 

where hindrances conceal themselves behind noble 

intentions, meditation techniques, or cognitive 

perceptions. 

 

3.2.1 Perception of Non-Repulsiveness Deception by 

Sensual Desire 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Appaṭikkūlasaññāmukhena kāmacchando 

vañcetīti yujjati.”  

“Through the doorway of non-repulsive 

perception (appaṭikkūlasaññā), sensual desire 

(kāmacchanda) deceives.” 
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This passage explores how the meditative 

perception of appaṭikkūlasaññā—that is, perceiving 

things as non-repulsive or neutral—can be subtly 

overtaken by kāmacchanda, sensual craving. In the 

Theravāda meditative tradition, appaṭikkūlasaññā is 

sometimes cultivated to reduce aversion or excessive 

disgust, especially when dealing with unclean or 

unattractive objects. However, when this neutral 

perception is not balanced by mindfulness and insight, it 

can create an opening for sensual attachment to arise, 

especially in untrained or worldly minds. This is a form 

of vañcanā (mental deception), where an ethically neutral 

or contemplative perception is co-opted by unwholesome 

craving (lobha-mūla citta). 

While appaṭikkūlasaññā can serve as a useful 

meditative tool—especially for those prone to strong 

aversion—its unskillful or unguarded application may 

lead to distorted valuation of the object, allowing the mind 

to drift toward kāmacchanda, the first of the five 

nīvaraṇa (hindrances). 

 

Canonical Example: Mahākassapa and the Leprosy 

Victim 

During the time of the Buddha, the venerable 

Mahākassapa Thera, a renowned arahant, once went on 

alms round in the city. Guided not by preference but by 

the ability to offer others opportunities for merit, he 

accepted food from a severely ill leper seated beside the 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -57  

road. Unbeknownst to the donor, parts of his decayed 

fingers had mixed with the food offered. To an ordinary 

person, this meal would be utterly revolting—an object of 

intense paṭikkūlasaññā (perception of repulsiveness). But 

Mahākassapa, through the power of his meditative insight 

and complete absence of craving or aversion, transformed 

this experience. He consumed the food with pure 

equanimity, unaffected by disgust or desire. This is the 

hallmark of arahantship—full mastery over perception 

and immunity to deception by kāmacchanda. 

 

Modern Example: Craving Behind Surface Neutrality 

In contemporary life, a different scenario 

illustrates the opposite movement—the slide from 

neutrality to desire. Suppose a person works in a waste 

management facility, dealing with unpleasant substances 

and materials. Over time, they may develop 

appaṭikkūlasaññā, a kind of emotional neutrality that 

allows them to tolerate and perform their work without 

revulsion. 

However, if one day this person is offered a large 

sum of money to engage in an ethically questionable or 

degrading task—perhaps consuming something unclean 

for entertainment or performing a shameful act—the mind 

may shift. Despite the initial neutral or even repulsive 

perception, the lure of pleasure or gain transforms the 

perception into one of acceptance, even enjoyment. What 

was once disgusting is now welcomed, not due to true 
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insight, but due to kāmacchanda arising through 

distorted cognition. 

Here, kāmacchanda wears the mask of acceptance 

or emotional resilience. But the underlying motivation is 

craving—for money, fame, or pleasure. This is not 

wisdom, but vañcanā—a corruption of perception 

leading to unwholesome kamma. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Craving Cloaked as 

Equanimity 

The deception functions as follows: 

• Appaṭikkūlasaññā is intended to neutralize 

aversion, but without the grounding of 

wisdom (paññā), it becomes vulnerable to 

lobha. 

• When the object is reframed—through social 

conditioning, personal desire, or external 

incentives—the same object can now appear 

attractive. 

• The untrained mind misinterprets this shift as 

growth or tolerance, when in fact it is ethical 

deterioration through sensual corruption. 

In contrast, an arahant sees a celestial being 

(devatā) with asubha-saññā (perception of impurity) and 

can regard even a dog’s corpse with subha-saññā 

(perception of beauty), not because of craving, but 

because perception is under full volitional mastery. 
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Conclusion of 3.2.1: Disentangling Appaṭikkūlasaññā 

from Kāmacchanda 

The deception of appaṭikkūlasaññā by 

kāmacchanda reveals the precarious nature of meditative 

perception in the absence of right view (sammā-diṭṭhi). 

The practitioner must distinguish between true 

equanimity and disguised desire. While the meditative 

path may temporarily rely on appaṭikkūlasaññā to 

overcome aversion, it must ultimately be rooted in 

wisdom, not worldly adaptation. 

The mind that succumbs to craving under the guise 

of neutrality is still bound by saṃsāra. But the mind that 

sees through all appearances with detachment, 

compassion, and clarity walks the path to liberation. 

 

3.2.2 The Appearance of Repulsiveness Deception by 

Ill-Will 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

“Paṭikkūlasaññāpatirūpatāya byāpādo 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of repulsiveness 

perception (paṭikkūlasaññā), aversion (byāpāda) 

deceives.” 

 

This formulation reveals how the contemplative 

perception of repulsiveness (paṭikkūlasaññā)—intended 

to weaken sensual attachment—can be misappropriated 
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by the mind and transform into byāpāda, or ill-will and 

aversion. In Theravāda meditative training, especially in 

practices like āhārapaṭikkūlasaññā (perception of 

repulsiveness in food), paṭikkūlasaññā is developed to 

weaken kāmacchanda (sensual desire). However, without 

right mindfulness (sammā-sati) and mental balance 

(tatramajjhattatā), this perception can drift into disgust, 

anger, or even hatred, thereby destroying the kusala 

intention and giving rise to dosa-mūla citta 

(consciousness rooted in aversion). 

This shift marks a case of vañcanā—a deceptive 

inversion—where a wholesome technique is hijacked 

by an unwholesome root. The appearance of 

contemplative dispassion masks an underlying eruption of 

emotional rejection. 

 

Canonical Application: The Collapse of 

Āhārapaṭikkūlasaññā 

In āhārapaṭikkūlasaññā meditation, the 

practitioner visualizes food as inherently repulsive—not 

to cultivate disgust, but to break sensual attachment 

(taṇhā) and develop detachment. Ideally, the food is 

perceived neither as pleasurable nor repulsive, but as a 

functional necessity, thus supporting the path of 

moderation. 

However, when the meditator lacks composure or 

mindfulness, the repulsiveness becomes exaggerated. The 

object—originally neutralized by wisdom—becomes 
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personally offensive, triggering feelings of irritation, 

frustration, or even self-harm. One might feel, “This food 

is disgusting,” or “I don’t want to eat ever again.” At this 

stage, dosa has entered, and the original insight is lost. 

The perception has been corrupted—not by greed, but by 

aversion. What was once a tool of liberation has become 

an instrument of suffering. 

 

Modern Example: Food Aversion as a Mask for Anger 

Consider a modern health-conscious individual 

practicing mindful eating. They begin a meditation 

regimen that includes visualizing processed or meat-based 

foods as unclean or unwholesome. Initially, this practice 

helps reduce unhealthy cravings. However, over time, the 

perception deepens into disgust, and eventually hostility 

toward people who eat such foods. The practitioner now 

avoids shared meals, judges others, and feels internal 

tension at the sight or smell of food they once enjoyed. 

The intention to weaken craving (kāmacchanda) 

has now transformed into judgment, frustration, and 

even social withdrawal. The individual might proudly 

assert their “dispassion,” but this detachment is in fact 

driven by byāpāda—dislike masked as insight. 

This is a classic case of paṭikkūlasaññā being 

overtaken by aversion, a vañcanā where the outer form 

of meditative discipline conceals a growing unwholesome 

mental state. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: Aversion Disguised as 

Dispassion 

This deceptive shift unfolds as follows: 

• The mind begins with a disciplined 

perception aimed at loosening attachment. 

• Without mindfulness and equanimity, the 

perception becomes emotionally charged. 

• Aversion (dosa) slowly takes root, and the 

object becomes an emotional trigger rather 

than a site of insight. 

• The practitioner may believe they are 

progressing, but in reality, the mind is feeding 

on rejection, not liberation. 

 

Safeguard: The Centrality of Sati 

The emphasizes sati (mindfulness) as the essential 

tool for sustaining balance. In the case of paṭikkūlasaññā, 

sati functions as a protective factor, ensuring that 

contemplation remains grounded in wisdom, not dosa. 

Without sati, even the most refined meditation becomes 

vulnerable to hijacking by latent defilements. 

 

Conclusion of 3.2.2: Disentangling Paṭikkūlasaññā from 

Byāpāda 

The deception of paṭikkūlasaññā by byāpāda 

illustrates the fragile threshold between wholesome 

renunciation and unwholesome rejection. What begins as 

an intentional practice to reduce craving can backfire into 
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aversion if the practitioner is not deeply mindful and 

discerning. The shift from insight to irritation is subtle, 

often hidden by mentalual pride or rigidity. 

To walk the Middle Way, one must balance 

perception with compassion, discipline with gentleness, 

and detachment with clarity. Only with sammā-sati and 

sammā-diṭṭhi can a practitioner ensure that the mind 

remains rooted in kusala, and does not fall prey to the 

deceptive brilliance of its own defilements. 

 

3.2.3 Concentration Deception by Sloth & Torpor 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Samādhimukhena thīnamiddhaṃ vañcetīti 

yujjati”  

“Through the doorway of concentration 

(samādhi), sloth and torpor (thīnamiddha) 

deceive.” 

 

This formulation highlights a subtle but critical 

distortion in meditative practice: when thīna (sloth) and 

middha (torpor)—two mental factors associated with 

dullness and lethargy—masquerade as samādhi, or 

meditative concentration. Although both may externally 

appear as mental stillness, their psychological qualities, 

causes, and consequences diverge sharply. 
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In the Theravāda tradition, samādhi—defined as 

mental one-pointedness (object)—is essential for both 

samatha (tranquility) and vipassanā (insight) meditation. 

True samādhi is characterized by alertness, clarity, and 

energetic balance. However, when the practitioner lacks 

sati (mindfulness) and vīriya (energy), the mind may sink 

into a passive state of blankness or stagnation, 

particularly as the meditator’s mind begins to settle. This 

passive stillness, though mistaken for deep concentration, 

is actually the mental hindrance of thīnamiddha—a 

deceptive state that obstructs insight and mental 

purification. 

 

Meditative Context: The Illusion of “Deep Stillness” 

In early meditation stages, particularly for 

beginners practicing breath or kasina concentration, the 

mind may begin to quieten and lose distraction. At this 

point, there may arise a period of sustained stillness. 

However, if sati is not firmly established, this stillness 

gradually collapses into a dull absorption, where 

perception becomes foggy, the meditation object fades, 

and mental clarity is lost. 

• In true samādhi, the object (nimitta) remains 

vivid, sharp, and the mind is actively aware. 

• In thīnamiddha, the object becomes dim, or 

even disappears entirely; the mind may enter a 

blank, formless state or lapse into bavaṅga 
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(life-continuum consciousness), akin to 

unconscious drifting. 

This deceptive similarity between concentration 

and mental inertia reflects the subtlety of vañcanā: 

unwholesomeness disguised as progress. 

 

Modern Example: Mistaking Sleepiness for Deep 

Meditation 

Imagine a modern meditation retreat. A 

practitioner reports to the teacher: “I had a very deep 

session—no thoughts, no distractions, complete stillness 

for 45 minutes.” Upon further inquiry, it becomes clear 

that the practitioner was not aware of the meditation 

object, cannot recall the session clearly, and may have 

even nodded off or mentally drifted into dreamy states. 

In this case, the practitioner has experienced 

thīnamiddha, not samādhi. The absence of agitation was 

misread as presence of concentration, but in truth, the 

mind was passive, not engaged. Without clear awareness 

of the meditation object, no true concentration—or 

insight—can develop. 

Such misunderstanding is common, especially 

among beginners, and is reinforced when “no thoughts” 

is equated with success, rather than “clear awareness”. 

The practitioner is thus deceived into believing they are 

progressing, while actually indulging in one of the most 

obstructive hindrances. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: Inertia Disguised as 

Stillness 

The deceptive transition occurs as follows: 

1. Initial concentration stabilizes, distractions 

lessen. 

2. Without sufficient sati and vīriya, energy 

drops. 

3. The mind becomes dim, leading to passive 

immersion rather than active clarity. 

4. The meditator, unaware of this shift, interprets 

it as deep meditative absorption. 

5. Over time, this leads to habitual dullness, 

reinforcing thīnamiddha rather than purifying 

it. 

The Visuddhimagga warns that sloth and torpor 

are like a “dungeon of darkness” on the path of practice—

enclosing the mind in shadow, while the practitioner 

remains unaware. 

 

Safeguard: The Role of Sati and Vīriya 

To counter this deception, strong mindfulness 

(sati) and balanced effort (vīriya) are essential. The 

meditator must remain alert to: 

• The clarity of the meditation object (e.g., 

breath, nimitta), 

• The brightness and energy of the mind, and 

• Any signs of heaviness, blur, or blankness. 

If dullness is detected, skillful responses include: 
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• Opening the eyes or changing posture, 

• Reinvigorating the practice with reflection, 

• Introducing more active meditation methods 

(e.g., walking meditation), 

• Re-establishing mindfulness of the object in a 

more vivid and energized way. 

 

Conclusion of 3.2.3: Disentangling Samādhi from 

Thīnamiddha 

The deception of samādhi by thīnamiddha 

illustrates how even the most vital mental faculties can be 

undermined by subtle defilements. Stillness without 

clarity is not concentration—it is mental inertia. The 

danger lies in the illusion of attainment, which halts the 

practitioner’s momentum and entrenches complacency. 

True samādhi sharpens the mind for insight; false 

samādhi—rooted in dullness—numbs the mind and 

reinforces delusion. It is only through vigilant 

mindfulness, careful guidance, and honest self-inquiry 

that this deception can be recognized and overcome. 

 

3.2.4 Effortful Striving Deception by Restlessness 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Vīriyārambhamukhena uddhaccaṃ vañcetīti 

yujjati.”  

“Through the doorway of effortful striving 
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(vīriyārambha), restlessness (uddhacca) 

deceives.” 

 

This formulation draws attention to a nuanced 

mental distortion frequently encountered in meditative 

practice: restlessness (uddhacca) disguising itself as 

vigorous energy or active striving (vīriya). In the 

Theravāda tradition, vīriya—right effort—is a core factor 

of both the Noble Eightfold Path and the Seven Factors of 

Enlightenment. It refers to the balanced exertion of 

energy toward wholesome states and the abandonment of 

unwholesome ones. 

However, when not grounded in sati 

(mindfulness) and samādhi (concentration), this energy 

can become overactive, leading to mental scattering and 

instability. At such moments, uddhacca, one of the five 

nīvaraṇa (hindrances), enters through the mask of 

enthusiasm. The meditator may believe they are applying 

wholesome energy, but in reality, the mind is agitated, 

restless, and unable to remain on the meditation 

object. This is a classic instance of vañcanā, where an 

unwholesome state arises under the pretense of 

wholesome diligence. 

 

Meditative Context: Effort Without Stability 

In early to intermediate stages of meditation, a 

practitioner may become overzealous in their application 

of effort—particularly when striving to attain jhāna or 
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generate strong concentration. Rather than cultivating a 

calm, steady focus on the meditation object (e.g., breath 

or kasina), the mind begins to jump between objects, or 

flits from breath to sensations to thoughts and back again. 

This restlessness is often misinterpreted as energetic 

clarity, when in truth, samādhi is lost. 

Where true vīriya strengthens one-pointedness 

and clear observation, uddhacca disperses attention, 

generating mental noise and undermining insight. The 

mind becomes busy, not present. 

 

Modern Example: Multitasking Mistaken for Focus 

Consider a modern professional attempting to 

practice mindfulness during a busy workday. They open a 

meditation app, begin observing the breath, but within 

moments, the mind shifts to checking emails, planning 

dinner, recalling a conversation, and then return briefly to 

the breath. 

They feel “productive” because the mind is 

“active,” but this activity is not meditative awareness—

it is mental restlessness masquerading as purposeful 

energy. The person may believe they are being diligent or 

practicing effectively, but their attention is fragmented 

and scattered across multiple stimuli. This is uddhacca 

entering through the doorway of what appears to be 

vigorous engagement. 

Similarly, on retreat, a yogi may push themselves 

too hard—changing postures frequently, switching 
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techniques, or overanalyzing each sensation—believing 

this is energetic striving. But without inner calm and 

collectedness, this “effort” is just agitation in disguise. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: When Energy Becomes 

Agitation 

The deceptive shift unfolds as: 

1. Initial enthusiasm toward practice or an object 

is fueled by vīriya. 

2. Without mindful containment, the energy 

exceeds a sustainable threshold. 

3. The mind, lacking samādhi, becomes 

unsteady—unable to hold a single object. 

4. The meditator confuses this rapid activation 

with meditative progress. 

5. The subtle hindrance of uddhacca is therefore 

not identified and remains active beneath a 

layer of apparent diligence. 

 

Safeguard: Energy with Balance 

The Satipaṭṭhāna and Bojjhaṅga frameworks 

remind us of that vīriya must always be tempered with 

sati and samādhi. The meditator must ask: 

• Is my attention staying with the object, or 

moving chaotically? 

• Is my energy calm and clear, or tense and jittery? 

• Am I engaging in the practice from presence, or 

from mental noise? 
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Excessive energy leads to restlessness, just as 

insufficient energy leads to sloth. The middle path is to 

know when to apply and when to release. 

 

Conclusion of 3.2.4: Disentangling Vīriya from Uddhacca 

The deception of vīriya by uddhacca reveals how 

even core mental faculties can be co-opted by 

hindrances. While energy is vital for mental growth, 

energy without containment becomes chaos. The 

practitioner may believe they are progressing, when in 

fact they are feeding the very mental distraction they seek 

to overcome. 

Only by maintaining a balanced application of 

energy, guided by mindfulness and checked by the calm 

of concentration, can one ensure that vīriya remains 

kusala, and that uddhacca does not intrude under the 

guise of diligence. 

 

3.2.5 Eagerness Deception by Remorse 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:  

 

“Sikkhākāmatāmukhena kukkuccaṃ vañcetīti 

yujjati”  

“Through the doorway of eagerness to train 

(sikkhākāmata), remorse (kukkucca) deceives.” 
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This passage exposes a nuanced psychological 

distortion that arises particularly in ethical or scholarly 

contexts, where an apparent eagerness to train in the 

Dhamma (sikkhākāmata) becomes co-opted by 

kukkucca—remorse, guilt, or obsessive moral doubt. 

Kukkucca is one of the five nīvaraṇa (hindrances) and is 

classified in Abhidhamma as a citta-dvāravajjana-

akusala cetasika, i.e., a mental factor that obstructs 

wholesome concentration by generating mental 

restlessness and regret about past actions or unresolved 

decisions. 

While a sincere desire to follow the Vinaya or 

study the Dhamma is commendable, when accompanied 

by excessive self-doubt, hesitation, or anxiety, the mind 

becomes agitated, indecisive, and ethically paralyzed. 

This is a classic example of vañcanā: where the 

wholesome appearance of conscientiousness masks an 

unwholesome state of inner turmoil and obstruction. 

 

Canonical and Vinaya Context: Respect Turned into 

Inhibition 

In the Vinaya, kukkucca can arise when a monastic 

becomes obsessed with whether a bodily posture, a hand 

movement, or a small procedural mistake might constitute 

a violation. Rather than proceeding mindfully, the monk 

or nun is trapped in circular thinking, unsure whether to 

act or refrain. They may ask, “Is this a transgression? Can 
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I do this?”—not from true ethical discernment, but from 

an unwholesome root of doubt mixed with fear. 

This mental state does not support moral clarity; it 

undermines it. Though it appears as deep respect for 

discipline, it is actually ethical anxiety that prevents full 

engagement in the training. Such kukkucca is deceptive 

precisely because it wears the face of sikkhākāmata—a 

wholesome intention. 

 

Modern Example: Over-Scrupulousness in Dhamma 

Practice 

Consider a lay practitioner who has recently 

become devoted to Buddhist ethical training. They begin 

reading the Vinaya and Dhamma texts rigorously, but 

over time become increasingly unsure about every action: 

• “Should I eat after noon?” 

• “Is it wrong to touch money?” 

• “Can I study Abhidhamma without a teacher?” 

• “What if I misunderstand a sutta?” 

They become hesitant, second-guessing 

themselves at every step. Even though they deeply 

respect the Buddha’s teachings, they are caught in 

endless moral self-doubt. They may even delay 

attending Dhamma talks or engaging in community 

practice out of fear of doing something “wrong.” 

Outwardly, they appear disciplined and respectful, 

but inwardly they are consumed by kukkucca. This is 

remorse and anxiety, not mindful ethical commitment. 
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Such a practitioner is not supported by clarity or 

wisdom (paññā), but is obstructed by mental agitation. 

The mind is scattered—not because of sensual desire or 

anger, but due to unresolved worry about one’s own 

worthiness or correctness. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Doubt Disguised as 

Discipline 

The progression of this deception unfolds as: 

1. The practitioner adopts a genuine desire to follow 

Dhamma-Vinaya. 

2. Without proper guidance or internal stability, this 

intention becomes entangled with fear of 

wrongdoing. 

3. The mind generates unwholesome rumination 

under the guise of moral concern. 

4. Ethical engagement is stalled, and mental 

concentration is weakened. 

In the Abhidhamma, kukkucca is always 

associated with restlessness and aversion. It does not aid 

moral discernment—it corrodes it. Unlike true ethical 

mindfulness, kukkucca leads to paralysis, not action. 

 

Safeguard: Anchoring Ethical Discipline in Wisdom 

The remedy for this deception is right view 

(sammā-diṭṭhi) and right mindfulness (sammā-sati). 

The practitioner must discern: 
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• Am I hesitating because of a genuine ethical 

reflection, or because of unresolved fear? 

• Is my discipline producing clarity or confusion? 

• Do I act from understanding, or from guilt and 

anxiety? 

The Buddha emphasized clear comprehension 

(sampajañña) in all bodily and mental actions. When 

paired with sati and paññā, it protects against over-

scrupulousness and keeps ethical training confident and 

grounded. 

 

Conclusion of 3.2.5: Disentangling Sikkhākāmata from 

Kukkucca 

The deception of sikkhākāmatā by kukkucca is a 

reminder that even noble intentions can be derailed by 

unwholesome mental habits. Genuine eagerness to train 

must be guided by clarity, confidence, and wisdom—not 

by fear, indecision, or guilt. 

Ethical training is not a matter of obsessive 

precision, but of disciplined clarity and compassionate 

awareness. When remorse hijacks reverence, it becomes 

a hindrance, not a virtue. Recognizing this distinction is 

crucial for progressing on the path without falling into the 

subtle traps of mental self-deception. 
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3.2.6 Dual-Sided Investigation Deception by Doubt 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:  

 

“Ubhayapakkhasantīraṇamukhena vicikicchā 

vañcetīti yujjati.”  

“Through the doorway of dual-sided investigation 

(ubhayapakkhasantīraṇa), doubt (vicikicchā) 

deceives.” 

 

This exposition reveals a particularly subtle form 

of vañcanā, in which vicikicchā—skeptical doubt—

masquerades as balanced analysis or fair investigation. 

Ubhayapakkhasantīraṇa means “examining both sides,” 

a process encouraged in Buddhist inquiry when supported 

by wisdom (paññā) and discernment (sammā-diṭṭhi). 

However, when this analytical process lacks clarity and 

direction, or when the practitioner lacks sufficient internal 

steadiness, it becomes overrun by vicikicchā, one of the 

five nīvaraṇa (hindrances), which obstructs not only 

insight but faith and resolution. 

What begins as the pursuit of knowledge becomes 

mental paralysis, as the mind endlessly oscillates 

between options, perspectives, or doctrinal 

interpretations. This form of doubt is not open-minded 

exploration, but restless indecision that exhausts the 

mind and undermines both meditative concentration and 

ethical clarity. 
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Philosophical Context: Investigation vs. Paralysis 

In early Buddhist teachings, vicikicchā is 

identified as doubt about the Buddha, the Dhamma, the 

Sangha, or the path itself. It is not genuine curiosity or 

investigative reasoning, but a mental hesitation that 

obstructs direct engagement with truth. In contrast, 

yoniso manasikāra (wise reflection) supports 

investigation through structured contemplation and 

grounded intention. 

While ubhayapakkhasantīraṇa—examining both 

perspectives—is necessary for sound judgment, it 

becomes a source of deception when it devolves into 

cyclical, unresolved speculation, often arising from a 

lack of confidence or inner clarity. 

 

Modern Example: Mentalual Indecision in a Pluralistic 

World 

Imagine a modern mentally seeker who is trying 

to decide between multiple traditions—Theravāda 

Buddhism, Mahāyāna, Zen, or even non-Buddhist paths. 

They read widely, watch lectures, compare views, and 

debate doctrines with others. While initially this may 

appear as serious, balanced investigation, over time, the 

person becomes mentally fatigued, increasingly unsure 

of what to believe, and unable to commit to any path. 

They might say: 

• “Theravāda seems logical, but Mahāyāna feels 

more compassionate.” 
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• “I like mindfulness, but devotional practices 

resonate emotionally.” 

• “Maybe there is no one right path.” 

Eventually, this unresolved inquiry turns into a 

chronic indecision. They neither begin sustained practice 

nor develop clarity. Despite the appearance of intellectual 

openness, they are caught in vicikicchā—crippling doubt 

masked as balanced consideration. 

This is not genuine equanimity or philosophical 

humility; it is the hindrance of doubt arising under the 

pretense of inquiry. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Investigation Lost in 

Ambiguity 

The deceptive shift occurs as follows: 

1. The mind begins with a desire to evaluate multiple 

views or actions. 

2. Without clear criteria for judgment or a guiding 

framework, it starts wandering cyclically between 

possibilities. 

3. Decision becomes more difficult, not less, as 

thinking deepens without insight. 

4. The process shifts from exploration to 

exhaustion—a loss of clarity and confidence. 

5. The practitioner becomes trapped in mental 

hesitation, unable to proceed or commit. 

This is not paññā, but vicikicchā hiding behind the 

form of analytical rigor. 
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Safeguard: Anchoring Inquiry in Right View 

The antidote to this deception is not less thinking, 

but guided and purposeful reflection—yoniso 

manasikāra. The practitioner must: 

• Distinguish between reflection that leads to 

resolution vs. rumination that leads to confusion. 

• Ground their inquiry into the Four Noble Truths 

and the Noble Eightfold Path. 

• Cultivate faith (saddhā) alongside wisdom, 

understanding that certainty does not always 

emerge from exhaustive analysis, but from direct 

experiential understanding. 

The Buddha advised that faith precedes 

knowledge—not blind belief, but the confidence to take 

the next step on the path. 

 

Conclusion of 3.2.6: Disentangling Ubhayapakkha-

santīraṇa from Vicikicchā 

The deception of ubhayapakkhasantīraṇa by 

vicikicchā reveals how even noble cognitive functions, 

like critical reasoning, can fall prey to paralyzing doubt. 

In Buddhist practice, investigation must lead to 

discernment, not confusion. When inquiry lacks inner 

stability, it does not clarify—it entangles. 

Only with mindfulness, faith, and wisdom can one 

transform dualistic inquiry into insight, and avoid the trap 

of endlessly turning wheels of thought with no forward 
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movement. The danger of vicikicchā is not that it doubts, 

but that it never decides. 

 

 

3.3 MENTAL DEFILEMENTS & 

MISPERCEPTIONS 

 

In the journey of mental purification (citta-

visuddhi), Buddhist teachings emphasize not only the 

removal of coarse defilements (kilesa) but also the subtler 

forms of mental distortion and misperception that 

silently corrupt the path. Section 3.3 explores a vital 

dimension of mental danger: how unwholesome mental 

states (akusala cittas)—particularly rooted in moha 

(delusion), māna (conceit), diṭṭhi (wrong view), and 

domanassa (sorrow tied to lovelessness)—disguise 

themselves as wisdom, balance, renunciation, or 

maturity. 

The Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā reveals that these 

mental defilements often do not appear in obvious form. 

Rather, they adopt the outer shell of virtue or insight, 

misleading practitioners who lack strong sati 

(mindfulness) and paññā (wisdom). This deceptive 

operation of defilements is a primary source of stagnation 

or regression in both lay and monastic life. 
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3.3.1 Equanimity toward Pleasant and Unpleasant 

Objects Deception by Delusion 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Iṭṭhāniṭṭhasamupekkhanamukhena 

sammoho vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of equanimity toward 

pleasant and unpleasant objects (iṭṭhāniṭṭhasa-

mupekkhanamukhena), delusion (sammoha) 

deceives.” 

 

This formulation exposes a refined psychological 

and mental distortion in which sammoha (delusion or 

mental blindness) masquerades as upekkhā (equanimity). 

In the mature practitioner—especially in the mind of an 

arahant—upekkhā arises as a sublime state of non-

reactivity, where the mind remains calm and unshaken in 

the face of both pleasure (iṭṭha) and pain (aniṭṭha). It is 

founded on paññā (wisdom), sati (mindfulness), and 

tatramajjhattatā (mental balance). 

However, in ordinary beings (puthujjanas), a lack 

of response to good or bad stimuli does not necessarily 

stem from insight. Instead, it may arise from mental 

dullness, confusion, or apathy—the defining qualities of 

sammoha. This form of emotional flatness can look like 

equanimity, but it is actually ignorance. This is a classic 
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case of vañcanā—where unwholesome mental 

obscuration disguises itself as mental maturity. 

 

Doctrinal Context: True Upekkhā vs. Deluded 

Indifference 

True upekkhā is an enlightened quality—a clear, 

non-reactive knowing that sees the rise and fall of 

pleasant and unpleasant experiences without clinging 

(lobha) or aversion (dosa). It is active, sharp, and 

discerning. 

By contrast, sammoha is a form of unawareness. 

It is marked by the inability to distinguish between what 

is skillful and unskillful, good and bad, right and wrong. 

When this cognitive blindness coexists with emotional 

numbness or detachment, it may outwardly resemble 

upekkhā, but inwardly it is mental inertia. 

 

Modern Example: Indifference Mistaken for Equanimity 

Consider a person who sees a luxury item—say a 

diamond bracelet—on the ground. A noble disciple 

(ariya) might recognize the object but remain entirely free 

from greed or temptation. Their mind rests in upekkhā, 

unmoved by gain or loss, due to deep wisdom and non-

attachment. 

Now contrast this with an ordinary individual who 

sees the same bracelet and feels nothing, not because they 

have transcended greed, but because they are emotionally 

dulled, disconnected, or mentally clouded. They may say, 
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“It doesn’t matter,” or “Nothing excites me anymore.” 

This is not equanimity—it is mental disinterest born 

from delusion (sammoha). 

Similarly, when such a person sees something 

disturbing—such as a suffering animal or social 

injustice—they also remain unmoved. But their lack of 

response is not a sign of enlightened equanimity; it stems 

from ignorance of moral responsibility, emotional 

suppression, or mental apathy. 

They may even believe themselves to be 

mentally advanced, interpreting their flat emotional 

landscape as non-reactivity, but in reality, they are 

unaware of the ethical weight of phenomena. This is 

sammoha disguising itself as upekkhā. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Apathy Disguised as 

Equanimity 

This deceptive pattern operates as follows: 

1. The individual does not react to pleasurable or 

painful stimuli. 

2. This non-reactivity may be mistaken—by 

themselves or others—as upekkhā. 

3. However, deeper examination reveals no wisdom, 

no mindfulness, and no ethical discernment. 

4. Their stillness is not born of insight, but from 

mental confusion, emotional disconnection, or 

mental fatigue. 
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Thus, sammoha cloaks itself in the outward 

stillness of upekkhā, deceiving the practitioner into 

believing that delusion is maturity. 

 

Safeguard: Discernment and Clear Comprehension 

To protect against this deception, practitioners 

must cultivate: 

• Sammā-diṭṭhi (right view) — the ability to 

distinguish between wise non-reactivity and 

apathetic indifference. 

• Yoniso manasikāra (wise attention) — 

reflecting on whether one’s calm is active and 

present or passive and dull. 

• Sampajañña (clear comprehension) — ensuring 

that all acts of equanimity are rooted in awareness, 

not numbness. 

The Buddha praised upekkhā that arises from 

understanding kamma and the impermanent nature of all 

things—not from ignorance or suppression. 

 

Conclusion of 3.3.1: Disentangling Upekkhā from 

Sammoha 

The deception of iṭṭhāniṭṭhasamupekkha-

namukhena sammoha reveals a subtle but critical danger: 

the confusion of mentalual maturity with psychological 

disengagement. True upekkhā is marked by lucid 

presence, ethical sensitivity, and mental strength. 
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Deluded indifference, by contrast, is the absence of clarity 

and emotional vitality. 

To cultivate genuine equanimity, one must 

develop mindfulness grounded in wisdom and avoid 

mistaking the inertia of delusion for the freedom of 

detachment. 

 

3.3.2 Self-Understanding Deception by Pride 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Attaññutāmukhena attani aparibha-vane 

māno vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of self-understanding 

(attaññutā), pride (māna) deceives in the form of 

self-exaltation.” 

 

This statement uncovers one of the most subtle 

and mentally dangerous forms of vañcanā—the 

deception of māna (conceit) under the guise of self-

knowledge or self-discipline (attaññutā). In Buddhist 

doctrine, māna is not limited to ordinary arrogance. It 

encompasses all forms of self-reference, including: 

• Atimāna – thinking oneself superior, 

• Māna – thinking oneself equal, 

• Omāna – thinking oneself inferior. 

All three sustain the illusion of self (attavādanā), 

obstructing deeper realization. 
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Doctrinal Clarification: Yathāvamāna and 

Ayathāvamāna 

There are two further classifications essential to 

understanding this deception: 

• Yathāvamāna – conceit based on truth: the 

person actually possesses the quality or ability 

they refer to. 

• Ayathāvamāna – conceit based on illusion: the 

person believes they have a quality they do not 

actually possess. 

A common metaphor used in commentaries 

describes ayathāvamāna as a reed: it appears tall and 

upright, but is hollow inside. The outward appearance of 

ability or insight belies an inner emptiness. 

By contrast, yathāvamāna, though factually 

grounded, is still a defilement if it reinforces the notion 

of “I” or “mine.” Even correct self-assessment can 

become a barrier when used to strengthen identity or 

self-satisfaction. 

 

Canonical Illustration: The Mahāthera Anuruddha and 

the Bodhisatta’s Aspiration 

Two key examples highlight this distinction: 

1. Mahāthera Anuruddha, despite possessing 

dibbacakkhu (divine eye) and being renowned 

for deep insight, could not attain arahantship due 

to subtle māna. He was attached to his excellence, 
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and his conceit, though grounded in truth 

(yathāvamāna), delayed his liberation. Only when 

Ven. Sāriputta compassionately pointed out this 

attachment did Anuruddha see the subtle clinging, 

abandon it, and attain arahantship. 

 

2. In contrast, the Bodhisatta (future Buddha), 

upon meeting Buddha Dīpaṅkara, declared with 

firm confidence: 

“Kiṃ me ekena tiṇṇena, purisena 

thāmadassinā,sabbaññutaṃ pāpuṇitvā, 

santāressaṃ sadevakaṃ.” (Buddhavaṃsa-

Aṭṭhakathā, p. 114) 

“What use is there for me in just one person 

crossing the flood? Having reached omniscience, 

I will liberate all beings with the devas.” 

 

This is yathāvamāna in its noble, wholesome 

form—an aspiration arising from bodhicitta, not from 

ego. Because this confidence was rooted in mahākaruṇā 

(great compassion) and paññā (wisdom), it served as the 

foundation for his path to Buddhahood, not a source of 

defilement. 

 

Modern Example: Pride Disguised as Personal Insight 

Consider a successful entrepreneur who often 

says: 

• “I know myself better than anyone.” 
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• “This is my path—I’ve built everything with my 

own hands.” 

• “I don’t need advice; I trust my own judgment.” 

At first glance, these statements appear as healthy 

self-awareness or attaññutā. However, if examined 

deeper, they often conceal an inflated sense of self-

reliance, resistance to feedback, and a subtle belief in 

personal infallibility. Even when confronted with 

mistakes, this individual may say, “Well, it was still my 

decision,” instead of acknowledging room for growth or 

correction. 

Here, the wholesome quality of attaññutā has been 

co-opted by māna. The individual has mistaken ego 

confidence for wisdom, and self-determination for self-

view. This leads not to liberation, but to rigid self-

centeredness and stagnation. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Confidence Inflated into 

Conceit 

This deceptive process unfolds in several stages: 

1. Genuine skill or understanding is acquired. 

2. The person begins to use it as personal identity: 

“I did this,” “I know best.” 

3. They resist correction, comparison, or humility. 

4. Their success becomes proof of self-worth, not a 

conditionally arisen phenomenon. 
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5. Māna slowly hijacks what began as a wholesome 

understanding (attaññutā), turning it into a subtle 

self-clinging. 

The outward appearance is maturity, but the 

internal state is ego-protection. 

 

Safeguard: Humility, Noble Friends, and Anattā 

Reflection 

To protect against this deception, a practitioner 

must: 

• Reflect frequently on the three forms of māna, 

especially yathāvamāna, which is often hardest 

to detect. 

• Engage with kalyāṇamittā (noble friends) who 

offer honest feedback and challenge pride. 

• Cultivate anattā-saññā—the perception of not-

self, to remember that all skills, qualities, and 

attainments are conditioned, impermanent, and 

not mine. 

• Revisit teachings like those in the Anattalakkhaṇa 

Sutta to dissolve self-referencing. 

Even confidence must be assessed against right 

view (sammā-diṭṭhi) and tempered with true humility. 

 

Conclusion of 3.3.2: Disentangling Self-Knowledge from 

Conceit 

The deception of attaññutāmukhena attani 

aparibhavane māno shows that even noble traits—like 
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self-discipline, clarity, and success—can become traps 

when claimed as “mine.” This is especially true of 

yathāvamāna, which appears justified but subtly anchors 

the illusion of a stable, capable self. 

In contrast, the Bodhisatta’s yathāvamāna is not 

about “I am great,” but “I will serve all beings.” It is 

selfless aspiration, not self-based affirmation. 

Ultimately, the path of Dhamma is not about how 

much we know or achieve, but how lightly we hold the 

sense of “I” in the knowing and doing. Only when even 

the “wise I” is relinquished, can true wisdom arise. 

 

 

3.3.3 Investigation and Mistaken Cause-Analysis 

Deception by Wrong View 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Vīmaṃsāmukhena hetupatirūpakaparigga-

hena micchādiṭṭhi vañcetīti yujjati  

“Through the doorway of apparent investigation 

and mistaken cause-analysis, wrong view 

(micchādiṭṭhi) deceives.” 

 

This principle explores a profound form of 

cognitive and mental distortion wherein micchādiṭṭhi—

wrong view—masquerades as vīmaṃsā (analytical 

reflection or investigation). In the Theravāda tradition, 
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vīmaṃsā is generally considered a wholesome mental 

factor, part of the five faculties (pañca indriya) and five 

powers (pañca bala). It represents critical inquiry and 

wisdom-based examination, essential for discernment 

and liberation. 

However, when one lacks right view (sammā-

diṭṭhi) or deep understanding of conditionality 

(paṭiccasamuppāda), such analysis can deviate into false 

reasoning, where mistaken assumptions about causality 

give rise to entrenched wrong views. This is vañcanā—a 

deception wherein the thinker believes they are 

approaching truth but are in fact drifting farther from it 

due to ignorance, overthinking, or speculative attachment. 

 

Canonical Example: The Case of Bhikkhu Sāti 

During the Buddha’s time, a learned monk named 

Bhikkhu Sāti (Mahātaṇhāsaṅkhayasuttaṃ, M.I.323) 

developed a theory based on his extensive knowledge of 

the Jātaka tales and teachings. He reasoned that since the 

Bodhisatta had lived countless lives from the time of 

Dīpaṅkara Buddha to becoming Gotama Buddha, there 

must be a permanent “soul” (atta) passing through these 

lives—something unchanging that carries from life to life. 

He thus concluded: 

“It is this same consciousness that runs and 

wanders through the rounds of rebirth.” 

This, however, is a classic case of 

hetupatirūpaka-pariggaha—mistaking false causes for 
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true causes. Sāti did not grasp the principle of 

paṭiccasamuppāda (dependent origination), in which 

nama-rūpa (mind-and-matter) arise and cease in 

dependence on conditions—not a fixed essence or soul. 

His speculation, though intellectually framed, led to 

micchādiṭṭhi because it violated the core insight of 

impermanence (anicca) and non-self (anattā). 

 

Doctrinal Clarification: Cause and Continuity Without a 

Self 

The stream of nāma and rūpa, like the flame of 

a candle or the flow of a river, has continuity without 

identity. Just as lighting a flame, extinguishing it, and 

lighting again results in two flames with different 

causes, the process of rebirth continues based on causal 

conditions, not based on an unchanging soul. 

To think otherwise—mistaking mere continuity 

for identity—is to fall into eternalist wrong view 

(sassata-diṭṭhi). On the other hand, denying continuity 

entirely would be nihilistic wrong view (uccheda-

diṭṭhi). The Buddha taught the Middle Way: dependent 

arising without self. 

 

Modern Example: Misguided Philosophical Reasoning 

Consider a modern philosopher or mental seeker 

who intensely studies rebirth and consciousness. They 

might have the reason: 

• “I feel like the same person I was ten years ago.” 
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• “Surely something of me continues after death—

otherwise how can karma work?” 

• “There must be a permanent awareness or soul that 

carries these experiences.” 

They engage in deep analytical thought, read 

across traditions, and form a theory. But lacking direct 

insight into conditionality, they mistake their 

conceptual continuity for ontological permanence. 

They reject the non-self-doctrine, saying, “That can’t be 

right—it doesn’t fit with how I experience identity.” 

Such reasoning appears wise, but it rests on wrong 

assumptions. Their vīmaṃsā (analysis) becomes 

micchādiṭṭhi—a mental defilement that obstructs the 

path rather than clarifies it. Instead of deepening insight, 

their thought becomes a conceptual prison. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Analysis Unanchored in 

Wisdom 

The deception unfolds as follows: 

1. The individual begins investigating complex 

doctrines or phenomena. 

2. Due to insufficient experiential wisdom, they 

misidentify causes (hetupatirūpakapariggaha). 

3. They cling to speculative conclusions that 

contradict Dhamma. 

4. These wrong views become entrenched, defended 

as if they were truths. 
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5. What began as vīmaṃsā has become 

micchādiṭṭhi—a distortion of reality. 

This is especially dangerous because it 

masquerades as intelligence and inquiry. 

 

Safeguard: Right View and Dependence on 

Paṭiccasamuppāda 

To protect against this deception: 

• One must ground investigation in right view—

especially understanding of anicca, dukkha, and 

anattā. 

• All reflection must conform to 

paṭiccasamuppāda (dependent origination), not 

personal logic or emotional bias. 

• The practitioner must develop insight (vipassanā) 

into the arising and ceasing of nāma-rūpa, seeing 

for oneself that there is no unchanging self behind 

the process. 

The Buddha warned against untrained speculative 

thought as a “thicket of views”—endlessly tangled and 

unresolvable without direct realization. 

 

Conclusion of 3.3.3: Disentangling Vīmaṃsā from 

Micchādiṭṭhi 

The deception of vīmaṃsāmukhena 

hetupatirūpakapariggahena micchādiṭṭhi reveals how 

even noble inquiry can become corrupted when it lacks 

the foundation of right view. True vīmaṃsā serves 
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wisdom; false analysis sustains delusion. The difference 

lies in whether one investigates within the framework of 

the Dhamma, or outside it uses distorted reasoning. 

To walk the path of wisdom, one must be not only 

a thinker, but also a seer of causes as they truly are—not 

as they appear to be through the lens of ego or speculation. 

 

 

3.3.4 Detachment Deception by Lack of Compassion 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Virattatāpatirūpakena sattesu adayāpannatā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of detachment 

(virattatā), cruelty or lack of compassion 

(adayāpannatā/vihiṃsā) deceives in relation to 

beings.” 

 

This profound formulation points to a subtle but 

deeply consequential psychological and ethical distortion. 

It describes how virattatā—a noble and necessary quality 

of detachment from worldly attraction and 

attachment—can be misunderstood or misapplied, 

leading to or hiding adayāpannatā, the absence of 

compassion, which is rooted in dosa-mūla citta (mind 

rooted in aversion or cold indifference). 
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In Buddhist doctrine, virattatā (relinquishment or 

renunciation) is a hallmark of mental maturity. It involves 

letting go of clinging to people, possessions, or 

pleasures—not out of aversion, but through wisdom and 

compassion. However, when one lacks these underlying 

qualities, the external appearance of detachment may in 

fact conceal cruelty, neglect, or emotional coldness—a 

defilement known as vihiṃsā, the absence of dayā 

(compassion or empathy). 

This is a classic example of vañcanā—where 

unwholesome mental states hide beneath the outward 

semblance of mental discipline. 

 

Canonical Reference: The Bodhisatta’s Renunciation 

Misunderstood 

A widely misunderstood episode from the 

Buddha’s life illustrates this point. On the night of Prince 

Siddhattha’s son Rāhula’s birth, he renounced his wife 

Yasodharā and his kingdom to begin the quest for 

liberation. To an ordinary observer, this act may appear as 

emotional abandonment—a lack of compassion 

(adayāpannatā) toward his family. 

However, from the perspective of the Dhamma, 

this was pure virattatā—a sublime relinquishment born 

of great compassion (mahākaruṇā). The Bodhisatta left 

not out of rejection, but out of an unwavering commitment 

to liberate all beings—including his family—from the 

endless suffering of saṃsāra. In time, both Yasodharā and 
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Rāhula attained arahantship, clearly understanding the 

Buddha’s motives were not loveless, but deeply altruistic. 

This example underscores the distinction: True 

virattatā is guided by insight and compassion; vihiṃsā is 

driven by apathy, delusion, or cold-heartedness. 

 

Revised Modern Example: Misinterpreting Detachment in 

Elder Care 

Consider an adult daughter whose aging father 

begins to struggle with memory loss and physical decline. 

She tells herself, “I’ve let go of attachment—I don’t cling 

to family roles anymore,” and decides not to be involved 

in his care. She avoids visiting, refuses to coordinate help, 

and justifies her distance as mental detachment, saying, 

“Everything is impermanent—he must face his own 

karma.” 

Outwardly, this might seem like virattatā—

freedom from clinging to familial bonds. But in reality, it 

may reflect emotional avoidance, indifference, or even 

aversion to discomfort. The father suffers isolation, and 

the family carries the burden without her support. This is 

not wise renunciation, but adayāpannatā—a failure of 

compassion—rooted in vihiṃsā, the absence of empathy. 

 

No kindness on beings  

Her “detachment” is not grounded in karuṇā 

(compassion) or paññā (wisdom), but in avoidance of 

emotional labor. She misuses the Dhamma as a 
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justification to escape responsibility. This is the 

deception: cruelty and neglect wearing the outer robe 

of renunciation. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Misusing Dispassion to 

Justify Apathy 

This deception arises as follows: 

1. A person outwardly renounces people or 

possessions, appearing detached. 

2. However, the mind is not rooted in wisdom, but in 

aversion, selfishness, or avoidance. 

3. Their actions cause harm or abandonment without 

consideration for others’ well-being. 

4. The person convinces themselves or others that 

they are practicing renunciation, but in truth they 

are practicing neglect. 

5. Thus, adayāpannatā is concealed by the 

appearance of virattatā. 

Without insight, virattatā becomes a mentally 

excuse for disengagement and irresponsibility. 

 

Safeguard: Renunciation Must Be Guided by Karuṇā and 

Paññā 

True renunciation must be: 

• Rooted in karuṇā (compassion), not dosa. 

• Accompanied by right view (sammā-diṭṭhi) and 

ethical intention (sammā-saṅkappa). 
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• Evaluated not only by the absence of attachment, 

but by the presence of wisdom and the absence 

of harm. 

If detachment leads to neglect, emotional harm, 

or loss of moral accountability, it is not virattatā, but 

vihiṃsā in disguise. 

 

Conclusion of 3.3.4: Disentangling Virattatā from 

Adayāpannatā 

The deception of virattatāpatirūpakena sattesu 

adayāpannatā reveals a key ethical insight: not all non-

attachment is noble. True mental detachment is 

grounded in deep empathy and insight, not in emotional 

numbness or evasion of responsibility. 

Ordinary individuals, lacking wisdom and 

mindfulness, may believe they are renouncing, when they 

are merely rejecting. The mind that renounces for the 

benefit of all beings is noble; the mind that detaches to 

escape or control is defiled. This subtle distinction marks 

the boundary between awakening and self-deception. 

 

 

3.4 ETHICAL MISCONDUCT & HYPOCRISY 

 

In the discipline of monastic life, ethical integrity 

is regarded as the foundation for mental development. 

However, the danger of ethical misconduct masked by 

hypocrisy presents a subtle yet serious threat to the 
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progress of a practitioner. The Visuddhimagga and other 

canonical commentaries warn of behaviors that outwardly 

resemble virtuous conduct but are inwardly driven by 

unwholesome motives. This phenomenon is particularly 

evident in the five deceptive practices, each cloaked in the 

guise of legitimate behavior. 

Firstly, kāmasukhallikānuyogo, or indulgence in 

pleasure, is sometimes mistaken for permitted enjoyment 

(anuññātapaṭisevanapatirūpatāya), leading individuals to 

justify sensual gratification under the pretext of allowable 

comforts. Secondly, the virtue of non-sharing 

(asaṃvibhāgasīlatā) can be misrepresented as a sign of 

purity in livelihood (ājīvapārisuddhipatirūpatāya), where 

one appears austere but in reality, is selfish. Similarly, 

micchājīvo, or wrong livelihood, may deceptively imitate 

the appearance of generosity or communal sharing 

(saṃvibhāgasīlatāpatirūpatāya). 

Moreover, non-gentleness (asaṅgahasīlatā) may 

be cloaked under the appearance of noble solitude or non-

association (asaṃsaggavihāritāpatirūpatāya), while 

improper social interactions (ananulomikasaṃsaggo) 

can be misinterpreted as acts of gentleness 

(saṅgahasīlatāpatirūpatāya). These forms of hypocrisy 

do not merely result in ethical failure; they also corrupt 

the monastic image and undermine the trust of lay 

followers. 

Recognizing and rectifying such ethical 

distortions is essential for the preservation of true 
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Dhamma and the authenticity of mental practice. This 

discussion aims to expose these subtle deviations and 

highlight the importance of internal purity aligning with 

external conduct. 

 

3.4.1 Permitted Use Deception by Indulgence in 

Sensual Pleasure 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Anuññātapaṭisevanapatirūpatāya 

kāmasukhallikānuyogo vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of permitted use 

(anuññātapaṭisevanā), indulgence in sensual 

pleasure (kāmasukhallikānuyoga) deceives.” 

 

This statement highlights a subtle and often 

overlooked deception in monastic and lay life: sensual 

indulgence masquerading as permitted or necessary 

use. The phrase anuññātapaṭisevanā refers to the use of 

items that are allowed under the Vinaya or basic 

livelihood needs—such as robes, food, lodging, and 

medicine. However, when these allowances are exceeded 

or manipulated under the justification of necessity or 

right, they can become grounds for 

kāmasukhallikānuyoga—attachment to sensual comfort 

and pleasure. 
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This is a deception by justification, where 

indulgence hides under the veneer of legitimate use. The 

Buddha explicitly warned against this in the 

Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, where he taught that 

both extremes—kāmasukhallikānuyoga (addiction to 

sensual pleasure) and attakilamathānuyoga (self-

mortification)—must be avoided. Instead, one must walk 

the Majjhimā Paṭipadā (Middle Way), which leads to 

insight, peace, and ultimately Nibbāna. 

 

Doctrinal Context: What Is Kāmasukhallikānuyoga? 

The Saṃyuttanikāya Aṭṭhakathā (Mahāvagga 

commentary P.328) defines kāmasukhallikānuyoga as: 

“Yo ca ayaṃ vatthukāmesu kilesakāmasukhassa 

anuyogo.”  

“That indulgence in sensual pleasure connected with 

objects of desire and defilement.” 

The term is explained further: 

• Hīno – inferior, degrading. 

• Gammo – worldly, belonging to village-dwelling 

laypeople. 

• Puthujjaniko – ordinary, uninstructed. 

• Anariyo – unworthy of the noble ones. 

• Anatthasaṃhito – not leading to benefit or 

liberation. 

Even though some degree of material use is 

allowed for monastics and lay practitioners, exceeding 

simplicity or seeking delight in comfort, luxury, or 
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aesthetics transforms permissible use into sensual 

attachment. This is the root of the deception. 

 

Modern Example: Luxurious Use of Allowed Requisites 

Consider a bhikkhu who uses allowed requisites—

such as robes, a dwelling, or a meal offering. All of these 

are acceptable under Vinaya. However, suppose this 

bhikkhu begins to prefer: 

• Fine silk robes instead of simple cotton. 

• Gourmet meals instead of basic alms food. 

• Air-conditioned residences with soft bedding 

instead of modest lodgings. 

He justifies these by saying: 

• “It helps me concentrate better.” 

• “Laypeople offered them with faith.” 

• “These are permitted in the Vinaya.” 

While each statement may be technically correct, 

the intention and attachment behind such preferences 

indicate a shift from necessity to indulgence. His 

behavior now reflects kāmasukhallikānuyoga, even 

though it outwardly appears as anuññātapaṭisevanā—

allowed use. 

This is the subtle deception: the boundary between 

moderate use and indulgence is not in the object, but in 

the mind. When comfort becomes desired, sought out, or 

non-negotiable, it leads to attachment, reinforcing 

samsāric tendencies. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: Permissibility Cloaking 

Sensual Craving 

The deceptive process operates as follows: 

1. Use of objects is permitted under Vinaya or 

household livelihood. 

2. Gradual shift in mental attitude: from need → 

preference → delight. 

3. Justification: “It is allowed,” “I deserve this,” or 

“It supports my practice.” 

4. Behind this rationale lies a growing attachment to 

comfort, luxury, and pleasure. 

5. Sensuality enters, disguised as moderation or 

Vinaya adherence. 

This is kāmasukhallikānuyoga vañcanā—

sensual indulgence hiding under the mask of religious 

propriety. 

 

Safeguard: Majjhimā Paṭipadā and Mental Discipline 

The Buddha’s Majjhimā Paṭipadā is the 

antidote: 

• It avoids both extremes—hedonism and 

asceticism. 

• It emphasizes the right effort, mindfulness, and 

non-attachment. 

• It requires vigilance, especially when external 

behavior appears disciplined but internal craving 

persists. 

Practitioners must regularly examine: 
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• Is my enjoyment leading to dependence? 

• Am I using requisites out of utility or for sensory 

delight? 

• Does this usage support clarity and renunciation, 

or indulgence and clinging? 

The correct use of allowed objects should be 

guided by paññā (wisdom) and sati (mindfulness), not 

hidden greed. 

 

Conclusion of 3.4.1: Disentangling Anuññātapaṭisevanā 

from Kāmasukhallikānuyoga 

The deception of anuññātapaṭisevana-

patirūpatāya kāmasukhallikānuyoga reveals how even 

permitted and apparently virtuous actions can become 

entangled with craving and indulgence. The key 

distinction lies not in the object, but in the intention and 

mental state. 

True practitioners must remain vigilant, 

recognizing that sensual pleasure is not always obvious, 

and that the greatest deceptions often wear robes of 

moderation. Only through continuous ethical reflection, 

simplicity, and inner detachment can one remain on the 

path that leads not to indulgence—but to liberation. 

 

 

 

 

 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -106  

3.4.2 Livelihood Purity Deception by Non-Sharing 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Ājīvapārisuddhipatirūpatāya 

asaṃvibhāgasīlatā vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of livelihood purity 

(ājīvapārisuddhi), non-sharing conduct 

(asaṃvibhāgasīla) deceives.” 

 

This important reflection highlights a monastic 

ethical distortion wherein purity of livelihood—

ājīvapārisuddhi sīla—is outwardly maintained, but 

internally compromised through self-centeredness and 

possessiveness, known as asaṃvibhāgasīla, the lack of 

generosity or refusal to share. 

In Theravāda monastic discipline, ājīvapārisuddhi 

refers to a right, pure, and honest means of living, 

especially through properly received alms or donations. A 

bhikkhu must live free from trade, deceit, and personal 

gain motives. However, when a bhikkhu hoards 

requisites, refuses to share communal resources, or 

gives selectively with selfish intentions (e.g., to gain 

favors), this becomes asaṃvibhāgasīla—a breach of 

communal generosity, masked as livelihood purity. 

Such behavior is discussed in the Visuddhimagga 

(p. 22–29), where micchājīva is clearly distinguished 

from right conduct: using generosity as a form of 
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exchange or investment (e.g., “If I give to this person, I 

will get something better in return”) reflects ulterior 

motive, not mentalual renunciation. 

This is a classic vañcanā—where apparent sīla 

conceals akusala intentions, damaging both the purity of 

monastic life and the faith of lay supporters. 

 

Doctrinal Context: Ājīvapārisuddhi vs. Asaṃvibhāga 

In monastic Vinaya, especially in the context of 

communal living, saṃvibhāgasīla (sharing virtue) is a 

hallmark of monastic humility, harmony, and 

renunciation. A bhikkhu is expected to: 

• Share excess requisites (robes, food, medicine, 

lodging), 

• Use what is needed with moderation, 

• Never treat requisites as personal property or 

instruments for social manipulation. 

By contrast, asaṃvibhāgasīla is the tendency to: 

• Keep things for oneself, even when others are in 

need, 

• Refuse to give what is appropriate, 

• Or even discard extra offerings, rather than share 

with others. 

When such actions are justified by the claim, “I 

live simply and purely”, while concealing self-

centeredness, this becomes ājīvapārisuddhipatirūpakā 

vañcanā—a deception by appearance. 
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Modern Example: Selective Generosity in Monastic 

Hospitality 

Consider a senior monk who lives in a well-

supported monastery. When wealthy or influential visitors 

arrive, he offers them food, lets them use special guest 

rooms, and speaks kindly. Yet, when poor or unknown 

monks or travelers come seeking temporary shelter, he 

claims the monastery has “no space” or “no food left.” 

Internally, he may justify it: “I’m preserving monastery 

resources,” or “Those guests won’t benefit us in return.” 

To the outside world, he appears austere, 

disciplined, and restrained—a model of ājīvapārisuddhi. 

But in reality, his giving is motivated by gain, and his 

refusal to share reveals asaṃvibhāgasīla. He hoards or 

controls resources based not on wisdom, but on personal 

preference, social bias, or expectation of return. 

This is not true renunciation, but micchājīva 

(wrong livelihood), disguised as monastic simplicity. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Hoarding Behind the Mask 

of Simplicity 

This deception unfolds in stages: 

1. A bhikkhu outwardly lives simply, avoiding 

business or direct trade. 

2. He receives offerings meant for communal use 

(e.g., multiple robes or food items). 

3. He selectively distributes or refuses to distribute 

based on favoritism, return benefit, or pride. 
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4. He claims this is part of his discipline or 

detachment. 

5. But in reality, the motivation is lobha (greed) or 

māna (conceit), not compassion or wisdom. 

This is the essence of vañcanā—the illusion of 

virtue masking subtle akusala. 

 

Safeguard: True Ājīvapārisuddhi Requires Alobha and 

Wisdom 

To maintain genuine ājīvapārisuddhi, a bhikkhu 

must: 

• Practice non-clinging (alobha) to all requisites, 

• Share all communal and surplus items freely and 

mindfully, 

• Make no distinction based on social return, 

wealth, or status, 

• Reflect regularly on his motivation when 

receiving or giving, 

• And avoid using hospitality or generosity as tools 

of reciprocation or network-building. 

Only such conduct preserves true simplicity, and 

honors the mental of sīla, not just the letter. 

 

Conclusion of 3.4.2: Disentangling Livelihood Purity 

from Possessiveness 

The deception of ājīvapārisuddhipatirūpatāya 

asaṃvibhāgasīlatā reveals how material simplicity is 

not enough—it must be accompanied by selflessness, 
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compassion, and detachment. A monk may appear 

restrained, but if he withholds, hoards, or gives with 

expectation, his livelihood is not pure, but corrupted. 

True monastic virtue is shown not by what one 

keeps, but by what one freely gives, without 

discrimination or hidden intention. Thus, the essence of 

purity in livelihood lies in generosity without agenda—

a vital measure for all who seek a path of renunciation and 

awakening. 

 

3.4.3 Sharing Virtue Deception by Wrong Livelihood 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Saṃvibhāgasīlatāpatirūpatāya micchājīvo 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of sharing virtue 

(saṃvibhāgasīla), one is deceived by wrong 

livelihood (micchājīva).” 

 

This passage highlights a deceptive ethical 

distortion where an act that appears generous or 

virtuous outwardly—particularly sharing or giving—is 

in fact tainted by unwholesome intent, thus falling under 

micchājīva, or wrong livelihood. According to the 

Avijjāsutta Aṭṭhakathā (Mahāvagga, Saṃyutta Nikāya, p. 

154), micchājīva is not only determined by the object or 

behavior, but also by the underlying mental volition and 
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method of execution, especially through bodily and 

verbal misconduct (kāya-vacī kamma). 

 

Doctrinal Clarification: Micchājīva and Its Cloaked 

Form 

In the Noble Eightfold Path, sammā-ājīva (right 

livelihood) is defined as livelihood that does not harm 

others and is acquired through honest, ethical means. 

Micchājīva, by contrast, includes: 

• Deceiving others for gain, 

• Exploiting trust or position, 

• Misusing gifts or religious image for personal 

benefit. 

What makes this deception unique is that it 

masquerades as generosity (saṃvibhāgasīla). The act of 

giving is not kusala (wholesome), because: 

• The intent is corrupt (e.g., expecting favor, fame, 

or offerings in return). 

• The means are dishonest (e.g., manipulating 

donors, hiding true intentions). 

• The purpose is self-serving, not rooted in 

compassion or renunciation. 
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Contrast Table: True Saṃvibhāgasīla vs. Micchājīva 

Disguised as It 

Characteristic True 

Saṃvibhāgasīla 

Deceptive 

Micchājīva 

Rooted In Alobha (non-

greed), karuṇā 

(compassion) 

Lobha (greed), 

māyā 

(hypocrisy), 

micchādiṭṭhi 

(wrong view) 

Intention To benefit 

others selflessly 

To manipulate 

for gain or 

maintain status 

Outcome Harmonious 

sharing, mental 

merit 

Moral decline, 

deceit, and 

discrediting the 

Saṅgha 

Appearance Simple, silent, 

heartfelt 

generosity 

Public, 

calculated, or 

with conditions 

 

Modern Example: The “Generous” Fundraiser Monk 

A bhikkhu is known in the local community for his 

generosity. He builds facilities, gives requisites, and often 

supports laypeople with items and money. However: 

• His giving is strategic—only toward those who 

later offer him gifts or financial support. 
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• He discourages lay donors from giving to other 

monks or monasteries, claiming, “It’s better if you 

give through me.” 

• He displays his generosity publicly, announcing 

donations and holding events that center himself. 

Outwardly, this behavior looks like 

saṃvibhāgasīla—a generous monk sharing his gains. But 

internally, it is micchājīva: 

• Driven by lobha (attachment to gain), 

• Performed through kāyakamma and vacīkamma 

meant to deceive, 

• Lacking true mental intention (kusala cetanā). 

His livelihood becomes impure, because he 

exploits the appearance of virtue for personal security 

or honor, violating the principle of right livelihood for a 

renunciant. 

 

 Mechanism of Deception: Giving as a Tool for Personal 

Agenda 

1. The monk acquires or receives resources (robes, 

food, allowable requisite). 

2. He distributes or shares visibly, gaining a 

reputation for generosity. 

3. Donors are emotionally or socially bound to 

continue support. 

4. He becomes dependent on this cycle—internally 

motivated not by Dhamma, but by status or gain. 
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5. Though appearing to practice saṃvibhāgasīla, his 

livelihood is corrupted—this is micchājīvo 

cloaked in virtue. 

 

Safeguard: Purifying Generosity with Right View 

To avoid this deception: 

• Practice intentional self-reflection: Am I giving 

to free myself, or to bind others? 

• Share without expectation—even of gratitude. 

• Avoid centralizing oneself in acts of charity. 

• Uphold the Vinaya standard: never handle or 

direct material donations for self-serving 

purposes. 

 

Conclusion of 3.4.3: Disentangling Generosity from 

Wrong Livelihood 

The deception of saṃvibhāgasīlatāpatirūpatāya 

micchājīvo reminds us that ethical livelihood is not just 

what is done, but why and how it is done. In monastic 

life especially, the outward appearance of generosity may 

mask subtle greed, manipulation, or self-interest. 

True saṃvibhāgasīla is an extension of 

renunciation, not a means to possession. The moment 

generosity becomes a tool for gain, it slips into 

micchājīva—a direct deviation from the Noble Path. 
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3.4.4 Non-Association Deception by the Unwholesome 

Trait of Antisocial Conduct 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Asaṃsaggavihāritāpatirūpatāya 

asaṅgahasīlatā vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of non-association or 

solitude (asaṃsaggavihāritā), one is deceived by 

the unwholesome trait of antisocial conduct 

(asaṅgahasīlatā).” 

 

Doctrinal Clarification 

In Theravāda tradition, asaṃsagga-vihāra refers 

to the noble discipline of solitary living or non-

association with the unwholesome. Monastics and 

meditators who seek seclusion (paṭisallāna) are often 

praised for their devotion to renunciation. 

However, the outward form of solitude can be 

deceptive. When solitude is rooted not in vīriyā and 

paññā, but in māna (pride), domanassa (aversion), or 

moha (delusion), it becomes asaṅgahasīla—a harmful 

form of antisocial behavior that masquerades as virtuous 

restraint. 
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 How Deception Works 

True Asaṃsagga (Noble 

Solitude) 

Deceptive Asaṅgahasīla 

(Antisocial) 

Arise from mindfulness 

and insight 

Arises from ego, dislike, 

or fear 

Aimed at deep practice 

and renunciation 

Aimed at avoiding duties 

or others 

Maintains loving 

kindness and humility 

Lacks empathy or 

cooperation 

Willing to help others 

when needed 

Refuses support under 

guise of detachment 

 

Modern Example: “The Silent Recluse” 

A monk in a monastery avoids all communal 

interactions. He: 

• Never join group chanting or meals, 

• Doesn’t respond to questions or engage in 

Dhamma discussions, 

• Rebuffs laypeople who wish to talk or ask for 

guidance. 

When asked, he says: “I am practicing 

detachment and mindfulness.” 

This sounds like asaṃsaggavihāritā, but in 

reality: 

• He avoids saṅgaha-dhamma (acts of support, 

sharing, guidance), 
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• He never smiles, speaks harshly when addressed, 

and isolates not for insight—but due to dislike of 

others. 

This is not noble solitude but asaṅgahasīla—a 

deceptive state where avoidance is misperceived as 

detachment. 

 

Psychological Dimension 

• True renunciates embody loving kindness, even 

in silence. 

• Asaṅgahasīla arises from social withdrawal due 

to aversion, trauma, or ego. 

• It may present as peaceful or disciplined but lacks 

the core kusala roots: alobha, adosa, and amoha. 

 

Safeguard: How to Detect and Avoid Deception 

1. Examine motivation: Am I avoiding people out 

of peace or irritation? 

2. Balance seclusion with responsiveness: True 

recluse helps when needed. 

3. Retain respect and humility: Don’t reject others 

as unworthy. 

4. Practice metta and upekkhā: Even in solitude, 

radiate compassion. 

 

Conclusion of 3.4.4: Solitude Is Not Isolation 

The deception of asaṃsaggavihāritāpatirūpatāya 

asaṅgahasīlatā reveals how non-interaction may appear 
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noble, but become harmful. If we mistake emotional 

avoidance for mental strength, we may: 

• Reject the sociability needed to support others, 

• Foster pride rather than purity, 

• Deceive ourselves while thinking we are 

progressing. 

True renunciation does not isolate—it transcends 

without rejecting. Solitude rooted in wisdom is peace; 

solitude rooted in pride is peril. 

 

3.4.5 The Appearance of Social Virtue Deception by 

Inappropriate Association 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Saṅgahasīlatāpatirūpatāya 

ananulomikasaṃsaggo vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of social virtue 

(saṅgahasīla), one is deceived by unwholesome or 

inappropriate association (ananulomikasaṃ-

sagga).” 

 

Doctrinal Foundation 

In Buddhist training, saṅgahasīla refers to the 

virtue of harmonious social conduct, such as 

friendliness, generosity, and compassionate association 

with others for their benefit (saṅgahavatthu). However, 

the Sammohavinodanī Vibhaṅga-aṭṭhakathā (pp. 325–
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326) warns against ananulomikasaṃsagga—

associations that contradict the spirit and objectives of the 

sikkhā (the threefold training in sīla, samādhi, and paññā). 

Such unwholesome association can: 

• Become an obstacle to brahmacariya (the 

celebration, renunciant life), 

• Lead to ethical violation (paññattivītikkama), 

• Cause deterioration of effort (sallekha-parihāni). 

 

Examples of Ananulomikasaṃsagga as per Commentary 

1. Association with kings, ministers, or elites for 

gain—sharing in their sorrow or joy excessively. 

2. Engaging with titthiyas (heretics or non-

Buddhists) with affection or respect, rather than as 

opportunity for teaching truth. 

3. Repeated contact with households lacking 

faith, such as: 

o Those who deny the virtues of the Buddha, 

Dhamma, and Saṅgha (assaddhā), 

o Those who insult or abuse 

(akkosakaparibhāsakā), 

o Those who act against the well-being of 

monastics and the Saṅgha community. 

The commentary names these individuals as 

anatthakāmī, ahitakāmī, and aphāsukakāmī—people who 

wish ill, discomfort, or danger to others. Association with 

such groups is termed agocara—inappropriate or 

mentally dangerous contact. 
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Modern Example: “The Socially Active Monk” 

A well-known monk becomes close with powerful 

lay figures—politicians, business leaders, or celebrities. 

He frequently attends social events, weddings, and public 

ceremonies. When questioned, he says: 

“I am doing saṅgaha—this is my way of guiding 

laypeople and spreading the Dhamma.” 

However, upon closer inspection: 

• He is emotionally entangled with donors, 

• He defends unethical people for their generosity, 

• He gradually stops his daily meditation and 

Vinaya recitation, 

• His presence causes others to question monastic 

discipline. 

This monk is not practicing true saṅgahasīla, but 

engaging in ananulomikasaṃsaggo—bonding with 

those who obstruct the Path, and undermining his own 

renunciant training. 

 

Mechanism of the Deception 

1. Outward Behavior: Appears friendly, generous, 

inclusive—hallmarks of saṅgaha-dhamma. 

2. Inner Motivation: Driven by lobha (gain), māna 

(status), or moha (delusion). 

3. Outcome: Compromised morality, diminished 

effort, and erosion of mental integrity. 
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Right View on Saṅgaha: Not All Associations Are Skillful 

According to the commentary: 

“It is acceptable to associate with titthiyas only if 

one can refute their view and establish Dhamma.” 

Thus, one must ask: 

• Does this association support the threefold 

training? 

• Is it protecting or obstructing my brahmacariya? 

• Am I helping them truly, or compromise my 

integrity? 

 

Psychological Insight 

In today’s context, ananulomikasaṃsaggo can 

include: 

• Over-involvement with social media influencers 

or groups that mock Dhamma, 

• Aligning with causes or people for fame, not truth, 

• Misusing saṅgaha as an excuse for avoiding 

seclusion or Vinaya. 

 

Safeguard Against This Deception 

• Evaluate associations regularly: Who do I spend 

time with? Why? 

• Avoid flattery or people-pleasing masked as 

compassion. 

• Associate with the wise (kalyāṇamitta), not just 

the powerful. 
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• Prioritize solitude, meditation, and Vinaya 

observance. 

 

Conclusion of 3.4.5: False Social Harmony as a Cloak for 

Decline 

The deception of saṅgahasīlatāpatirūpatāya 

ananulomikasaṃsaggo is a warning: not all friendliness 

is wholesome. Misguided companionship may appear 

warm and mental but quietly erodes renunciation, 

wisdom, and freedom. 

Without sati and paññā, imitation becomes 

indistinguishable from reality. In the case of mental 

companionship, such confusion leads not just to failure in 

this life—but to a longer journey in saṃsāra. 

 

 

3.5 THE DECEPTION OF SPEECH AND SOCIAL 

CONDUCT IN MONASTIC LIFE 

 

In the path of ethical refinement, right speech and 

wholesome social conduct are considered crucial aspects 

of the Noble Eightfold Path. However, even these 

disciplines are not immune to corruption through subtle 

forms of deception. The monastic codes and 

commentarial literature identify specific behaviors where 

unwholesome intentions are masked by the outward 

appearance of virtue. Such distortions compromise not 
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only personal integrity but also the harmony of the Saṅgha 

and the confidence of lay communities. 

One such distortion is pisuṇavācā (divisive 

speech), which may be disguised as truthfulness 

(saccavāditāpatirūpatāya), misleading others into 

believing that the speaker is upholding honesty while 

actually sowing discord. Similarly, anatthakāmatā 

(wishing harm) can be concealed behind the appearance 

of non-divisiveness (apisuṇavāditāpatirūpatāya), 

presenting a facade of goodwill. Flattery (cāṭukamyatā) 

is another example, often misperceived as kind or pleasant 

speech (piyavāditāpatirūpatāya), though rooted in self-

serving intentions. 

Unfriendliness (asammodanasīlatā) may imitate 

the virtue of restraint in speech (mitabhāṇitāpati-

rūpatāya), creating an illusion of mindfulness, while 

deceit and fraud (māyā and sāṭheyyaṃ) may masquerade 

as friendliness (sammodanasīlatāpatirūpatāya). Harsh 

speech (pharusavācatā) might even claim the guise of 

corrective or non-oppressive speech (niggayhavāditāpati-

rūpatāya), and paravajjānupassitā (fault-finding) can 

wrongly appear as a righteous critique of evil 

(pāpagarahitāpatirūpatāya). 

These misrepresentations reflect a deeper issue in 

moral training—how unwholesome roots can exploit the 

forms of virtue for personal gain, social manipulation, or 

ego-protection. The careful examination of such patterns 

is vital in Buddhist training, where true ethical conduct 
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must be grounded not in appearances but in genuine purity 

of mind and intention. 

 

3.5.1 Truth-Speaking Deception by Divisive Speech 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Saccavāditāpatirūpatāya pisuṇavācā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of truth-speaking, 

divisive speech (pisuṇavācā) deceives.” 

 

This insight points to a refined and socially 

destructive form of vañcanā: the deception in which one 

speaks the truth, but does so with the intention to divide, 

harm, or create enmity. Pisuṇavācā—often translated as 

divisive or malicious speech—is one of the four forms of 

verbal misconduct (vacīduccarita), and is deeply 

unwholesome (mahā-akusala) especially when done 

intentionally and cleverly under the guise of honesty 

(saccavāditā). 

The etymology reveals its deeper function: 

• Pi = piya (love), 

• Su = suñña (empty), 

• Ṇa = karaṇa (making), 

• Vācā = speech. 

Thus, pisuṇavācā means: speech that empties or 

destroys love between others. It may not involve lies. On 
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the contrary, it often uses truth as a weapon, where a 

truthful statement is made at the wrong time, without 

compassion, or to provoke harm. The danger is even 

greater when committed by one with developed sīla, 

samādhi, and paññā, because it becomes like a heavy 

tree sinking faster in water—the deeper the training, the 

deeper the fall if misused. 

 

Canonical Context: Truth Must Be Guided by Wisdom 

and Metta 

In the Majjhimanikāya (M.II.58), the Buddha 

classifies six types of speech, but highlights two that 

illustrate a key moral dilemma: 

1. Speech that is true, beneficial, but unpleasant to 

hear. 

2. Speech that is true, beneficial, and pleasant to 

hear. 

What makes speech noble (ariyasacca 

sannissitakatā) is not merely its truthfulness, but 

whether it is spoken: 

• At the right time, 

• With loving-kindness (metta), 

• For the benefit of others, 

• In a polite and respectful manner. 

Without these supporting qualities, even truthful 

speech can become a tool for divisiveness, ego, or dosa 

(aversion). Hence, speech must always be aligned with 

both truth and virtue. 
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Modern Example: The “Truth-Teller” Who Divides 

Consider a workplace scenario. A person, 

claiming to be honest and transparent, tells Employee A: 

“Did you know Employee B was speaking 

critically about you in yesterday’s meeting? I’m just being 

honest—I think you should know.” 

Then, they go to Employee B and say: 

“A seems really upset. I think you’ve offended 

them badly.” 

This person may feel justified—they haven’t lied. 

But their intention is not reconciliation, nor is it guided 

by compassion or mindfulness. Their words increase 

mistrust, jealousy, and emotional distance between 

colleagues. This is pisuṇavācā cloaked in the 

appearance of saccavāda (truthful speech). 

In reality, this individual: 

• Speaks truth, but not with metta. 

• Selectively reveals information to provoke 

reaction. 

• Choosing timing and tone that maximize 

emotional tension. 

This kind of speech breaks harmony and violates 

the ethical foundations of right speech (sammā vācā) in 

the Noble Eightfold Path. It’s a classic example of truth 

used to deceive, and therefore a deeply unwholesome 

karmic action. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: Truth Without Virtue 

The deceptive dynamic unfolds as follows: 

1. One speaks a truth (saccavāda). 

2. But the intention is not pure—it is driven by dosa, 

māna, or issā (jealousy). 

3. Speech is timed to inflame or provoke, not to heal 

or help. 

4. Others perceive the speaker as honest or righteous, 

while the real impact is division. 

5. Thus, the appearance of ethical speech becomes a 

mask for verbal misconduct. 

Such speech is especially dangerous because it is 

harder to detect—truth gives it a veil of credibility. 

 

Safeguard: Right Intention, Right Time, Right Tone 

According to the Buddha’s guidelines, skillful 

speech must be: 

• True (sacca), 

• Timely (kālavādī), 

• Gentle (saṇha), 

• Meaningful (atthasaṃhita), 

• Motivated by kindness (metta). 

Before speaking, the practitioner should ask: 

• Is this true? 

• Is this beneficial? 

• Is this the right time to say it? 

• Will it bring harmony or division? 

• Am I motivated by metta or ego? 
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Only when these conditions are met can one avoid 

the trap of saccavāditāpatirūpatāya pisuṇavācā. 

 

Conclusion of 3.5.1: Disentangling Truthfulness from 

Divisiveness 

The deception of saccavāditāpatirūpatāya 

pisuṇavācā reminds us that truth without virtue can 

become a weapon. Speech is not judged only by factual 

correctness, but by its intention, context, and impact. 

To uphold sammā vācā is to recognize that ethical 

speech is not merely about saying what is true, but 

about how, why, and when it is said. Only then can we 

ensure that our words heal rather than harm, and that we 

do not fall into the dangerous trap of dividing others with 

the sword of “honesty.” 

 

3.5.2 Refraining from Divisive Speech Deception by 

Intention to Obstruct Benefit 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Apisuṇavāditāpatirūpatāya anatthakāmatā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of refraining from 

divisive speech (apisuṇavācā), the intention to 

obstruct benefit (anatthakāmatā) deceives.” 
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This insight reveals a subtle yet ethically critical 

form of vañcanā, or mental deception. While pisuṇavācā 

refers to speech that causes division, apisuṇavācā is the 

virtuous abstention from such speech. However, when 

this silence is used not out of restraint or compassion, 

but out of cowardice, apathy, or hidden ill-will, it 

becomes anatthakāmatā—desiring or allowing harm 

through inaction. 

The deception lies in the passive appearance of 

goodness. One appears polite, restrained, or non-

confrontational—but in reality, one’s silence may result 

in harm to others. It is not what is said, but what is 

intentionally left unsaid, that becomes the medium of 

harm. This is especially deceptive when the individual 

believes themselves to be “peaceful” or “neutral,” while 

in fact they are avoiding necessary ethical action. 

 

Doctrinal Context: Right Speech Includes Knowing When 

to Speak 

The Buddha taught that sammā vācā (right 

speech) includes not only what we avoid saying (e.g., lies, 

slander, harsh words), but also what we choose to say, 

and especially when and why we say it. 

The criteria for the right speech are: 

• True (sacca), 

• Timely (kālavādī), 

• Gentle (saṇha), 

• Beneficial (atthasaṃhita), 
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• Spoken with loving-kindness (metta). 

When speech is withheld in a situation where 

speaking would have prevented harm or provided 

necessary guidance, then that silence can no longer be 

considered kusala. This is especially true when silence 

stems from fear, favoritism, or passive ill-will. 

 

Modern Example: Harmful Silence in a Workplace 

Conflict 

Imagine an employee, A, who plans to sabotage a 

coworker, B, by tampering with a shared project. You, as 

a third party, become aware of A’s intention. You pride 

yourself on being “non-divisive” and “peaceful,” and 

therefore choose not to speak up. 

You might justify it with: 

• “It’s not my business.” 

• “I don’t want to cause conflict.” 

• “I’m not taking sides.” 

However, your silence directly enables harm: 

• A carry out the sabotage. 

• B suffers unjust consequences. 

• The workplace becomes toxic and unstable. 

Your abstention from pisuṇavācā becomes a 

cover for anatthakāmatā—a passive allowance of harm 

through inaction. Though you avoided outward 

wrongdoing, your inaction contributed to real suffering. 

This is a deception rooted in ethical negligence, not 

moral restraint. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: Politeness as Ethical 

Evasion 

The deceptive sequence unfolds as follows: 

1. One refrains from divisive speech (apisuṇavācā). 

2. However, one withholds the necessary truth that 

could prevent harm or bring benefit. 

3. This withholding is not due to mindfulness, but 

due to fear, laziness, or ill-will. 

4. Harm results—though the person appears calm or 

neutral. 

5. Others may view silence as noble, but it is rooted 

in an unethical motive or negligence. 

Thus, harm occurs not through speech, but 

through deliberate silence, cloaked as virtue. 

 

A Family Example: Parenting with Silent Attachment 

Consider parents who deeply love their child but 

notice he is developing unethical behaviors—lying, 

aggression, or drug use. Out of love or fear of conflict, 

they avoid confronting him. They tell themselves: 

• “I don’t want to hurt his feelings.” 

• “He’ll learn on his own.” 

• “It’s just a phase.” 

They refrain from harsh words (apisuṇavācā), but 

also fail to guide, correct, or protect. Over time, the 

child’s behavior worsens. The parents’ passive silence, 

though born from affection, becomes a source of real 

harm. They did not act with true metta, because true 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -132  

metta seeks welfare, even if it requires firm or difficult 

speech. 

 

Safeguard: Courageous, Compassionate Speech 

To avoid this form of deception, practitioners 

must: 

• Know when silence is skillful and when speech is 

ethically necessary. 

• Speak with truth, metta, and wisdom, even when 

uncomfortable. 

• Reflect: Does my silence protect others, or avoid 

responsibility? 

The Buddha praised speech that was: 

“Truthful, beneficial, timely, and motivated by 

kindness” (M.II.58). 

Silence, too, must meet these criteria. Silence that 

enables harm is not silence at all—it is complicity. 

 

Conclusion of 3.5.2: Disentangling Non-Divisive Silence 

from Harmful Passivity 

The deception of apisuṇavāditāpatirūpatāya 

anatthakāmatā reminds us that speech ethics involve 

both action and restraint. True moral restraint includes 

the courage to speak when needed. When fear or 

passivity hides behind a mask of peacefulness, it becomes 

a dangerous illusion. 

In a world where harm can arise as easily from 

what is left unsaid as from what is spoken, wisdom 
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demands that we learn not only to hold our tongues, but 

to open them wisely—with compassion, clarity, and 

moral strength. 

 

3.5.3 Pleasant Speech Deception by Flattery 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Piyavāditāpatirūpatāya cāṭukamyatā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of pleasant speech 

(piyavācā), flattery (cāṭukamyatā) deceives.” 

 

This observation highlights a subtle but pervasive 

form of verbal deception: the misuse of piyavācā—

speech that is sweet, kind, or pleasing. In its pure form, 

piyavācā arises from mettā (loving-kindness) and aims 

to bring harmony, comfort, and goodwill. It is one of 

the four saṅgahavatthū (bases of social cohesion), along 

with dāna (giving), atthacariyā (beneficial conduct), and 

samānattatā (equality in conduct), as taught in the 

Saṅgaha Sutta (A.I.341). 

However, when truthfulness is compromised for 

the sake of being liked or admired, or when exaggerated 

or insincere praise is used to manipulate others, that 

speech becomes cāṭukamyatā—flattery driven by 

personal gain, fear, or attachment to being perceived 

favorably. 
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This is a classic case of vañcanā—where 

wholesome speech is imitated, but the intention is 

distorted. The speaker does not guide, uplift, or inform 

others, but rather deceives through exaggerated charm, 

false praise, or pleasing falsehoods. The truth becomes 

less than the imitation, and others are misled rather than 

supported. 

 

Doctrinal Context: Peyyavajja and Right Speech 

The Saṅgahavatthū emphasize peyyavajja—

speech that is: 

• Kind and pleasant, 

• Respectful and warm, 

• Supportive of harmony, 

• Free from deceit or self-interest. 

This kind of speech must be grounded in truth and 

right intention. When peyyavajja is distorted into 

cāṭukamyatā, it loses its ethical quality and becomes a 

form of verbal misconduct, often misleading both the 

speaker and the listener. 

The Buddha cautioned against saying what is 

merely pleasing without considering whether it is true, 

timely, and beneficial. Thus, flattery may feel pleasant, 

but its karmic roots are often akusala—rooted in lobha 

(greed), māna (conceit), or moha (delusion). 

\ 
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Modern Example: Flattery in Professional Settings 

Consider a manager who tells every employee 

during performance reviews: 

“You’re doing excellent work. I think you’re one 

of our best. Everyone appreciates you.” 

These words seem positive, supportive, and 

kind—piyavācā in appearance. However, if: 

• The feedback is generic, 

• Not entirely true, or 

• Spoken just to avoid confrontation or maintain 

popularity, 

then this is not peyyavajja, but cāṭukamyatā—

flattery without ethical integrity. 

Such a speech: 

• Avoid honest evaluation, depriving the employee 

of growth, 

• Creates false expectations, leading to confusion 

or entitlement, 

• Damages trust, when truth eventually surfaces, 

• And most importantly, it undermines right speech 

and accountability. 

Here, the deception is subtle. The manager may 

believe they are being kind and encouraging, but in truth, 

they are serving their own comfort and image while 

allowing their employees to remain misinformed. This is 

verbal deception masked as goodwill. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: When Pleasing Words 

Conceal Falsehood 

This form of deception arises in stages: 

1. The speaker wishes to be liked or to avoid 

discomfort. 

2. They begin to say more than is true, exaggerate 

praise, or withhold necessary critique. 

3. The speech sounds kind, but it is not anchored in 

truth or wisdom. 

4. The listener is misled, believing they are being 

affirmed truthfully. 

5. Harm arises—not through harsh words, but 

through over-sweetened falsehoods. 

Thus, flattery becomes a poison coated in 

honey—pleasant in taste, but mentally and ethically 

corrosive. 

 

Safeguard: Truthful Speech with Mettā and Wisdom 

To protect against cāṭukamyatā, one must: 

• Speak truthfully, even when offering praise or 

comfort. 

• Balance kindness with clarity, especially when 

providing feedback or guidance. 

• Avoid exaggeration or praise that is unearned or 

strategically manipulative. 

• Be aware of one’s motivation: Am I speaking this 

way to benefit others, or to protect myself? 
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The Buddha taught that speech must be not only 

sweet but wise. Flattery leads to mental harm for both 

speaker and listener when not rooted in honesty and 

compassion. 

 

 

Conclusion of 3.5.3: Disentangling Piyavācā from 

Cāṭukamyatā 

The deception of piyavāditāpatirūpatāya 

cāṭukamyatā teaches that even pleasant and charming 

speech can be unwholesome, depending on intention and 

content. While piyavācā is a skillful means to build 

connection and harmony, when truth is compromised for 

the sake of being liked or avoiding truth, speech becomes 

false—even if technically polite. 

Authentic kindness does not flatter—it respects. 

Authentic speech does not simply please—it reveals with 

care. 

Thus, the wise practitioner must cultivate speech 

that is not only beautiful in sound, but also true, timely, 

and beneficial—an embodiment of right speech (sammā 

vācā) in every sense. 

 

3.5.4 Restrained Speech Deception by Unsociability 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

“Mitabhāṇitāpatirūpatāya asammodanasīlatā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  
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“Through the appearance of restrained speech 

(mitabhāṇitā), unsociability or coldness in 

communication (asammodanasīla) deceives.” 

 

This statement reveals a social and ethical 

deception where mitabhāṇitā—speech that is measured, 

mindful, and restrained—is misunderstood or misapplied, 

resulting in asammodanasīla—a failure to engage 

socially in a warm or appropriate way. 

In Buddhist ethics, mitabhāṇī refers to one who 

speaks wisely and sparingly, considering whether 

speech is: 

• Necessary, 

• True, 

• Beneficial, 

• And timely. 

This quality is praised as it reflects mindfulness 

(sati), non-harming (ahiṃsā), and inner composure. 

However, when restraint in speech becomes extreme, or 

is motivated by aversion, fear, indifference, or pride, it 

leads to alienation, disconnection, and a lack of human 

warmth—this is asammodanasīla, the opposite of 

sociability (sammodana), which is essential for 

harmonious living and sangha cohesion. 

This is a vañcanā (deception)—the appearance 

of virtue (silence or restraint) masking an underlying 

social withdrawal or cold-heartedness, which may 

cause subtle harm to others. 
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Doctrinal Clarification: From Restraint to Rejection 

Speech in Buddhism is not only to be truthful 

(sacca), but also socially skillful and kind. A bhikkhu or 

layperson who is mitabhāṇī must still participate in 

greeting others, responding appropriately, and 

maintaining healthy, ethical relationships (sammodanīya-

kathā). 

When a person: 

• Avoiding conversation, 

• Fails to greet or acknowledge others, 

• Ignores social responsibilities or interaction under 

the pretext of being “quiet” or “mentally 

detached,” 

This creates emotional distance, weakens social 

bonds, and may give rise to misunderstanding, 

discomfort, or even resentment.  

Though their silence may seem disciplined, it is 

rooted not in mindfulness, but in fear, aversion, or social 

disinterest—this is the mark of asammodanasīla. 

 

Modern Example: Mentally Quietness Misunderstood as 

Coldness 

Consider a meditation practitioner who values 

silence and practices restraint in speech. At a Buddhist 

center, she avoids conversations during meals, does not 

greet newcomers, and refrains from engaging in even 

polite social interactions. 

She explains: 
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“I am practicing mindful speech. I avoid 

unnecessary words.” 

While her intention may stem from mitabhāṇitā, 

over time, others begin to perceive her as cold, aloof, or 

disinterested. Newcomers feel unwelcome. Sangha 

members feel hesitant to approach her. She 

unintentionally creates division and social discomfort, 

despite outwardly adhering to noble silence. 

This is a deception of silence: her apparent 

discipline conceals a lack of relational sensitivity. Her 

behavior reflects asammodanasīla—an ethical lapse in 

warmth and connection, disguised as virtue. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: When Restraint Fails 

Compassion 

This deception unfolds in stages: 

1. A person adopts verbal restraint for mind or 

personal reasons. 

2. Without balancing it with social mindfulness, the 

person begins avoiding interaction altogether. 

3. Their silence, though outwardly calm, is rooted in 

emotional distance or fear. 

4. Others feel disconnected or judged, community 

harmony declines. 

5. The person sees themselves as “mindful,” while 

others experience their presence as socially 

harmful. 
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Thus, asammodanasīla hides behind the 

appearance of mitabhāṇitā—restraint without 

relationship. 

 

Safeguard: Harmonious Speech with Mindful Connection 

To maintain true mitabhāṇitā, one must: 

• Speak only, when necessary, but also when 

needed to preserve human connection. 

• Greeting others and respond warmly, even with 

few words. 

• Balance silence with sammodanīya-kathā—

gentle and friendly speech. 

• Reflect: Is my silence rooted in mindfulness, or in 

aversion or avoidance? 

• Recognizing that social warmth is not 

worldliness—it can be an expression of 

compassion. 

Silence is not always golden if it hurts, excludes, 

or misleads. 

 

Conclusion of 3.5.4: Disentangling Mindful Speech from 

Social Withdrawal 

The deception of mitabhāṇitāpatirūpatāya 

asammodanasīlatā highlights how verbal restraint, 

when not guided by compassion, becomes isolation. 

True speech restraint includes not only silence, but 

presence, attentiveness, and warmth. A wise 

practitioner does not withdraw from others under the 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -142  

guise of silence, but knows when to speak, when to 

listen, and when to connect—even through a few sincere 

words. 

In a community, restraint and connection must go 

hand in hand. Without this harmony, even noble silence 

becomes an obstacle to fellowship and kindness. 

 

3.5.5 Appearance of Sociability Deception by 

Hypocrisy and Deceit 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Sammodanasīlatāpatirūpatāya māyā 

sāṭheyyañca vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of sociability 

(sammodanasīla), hypocrisy and deceit (māyā and 

sāṭheyya) deceive.” 

 

This formulation presents the mirror image of 

the previous deception (3.5.4). While mitabhāṇitā may 

disguise cold indifference, sammodanasīla—the virtue 

of being sociable, warm, and friendly—may itself become 

a mask for duplicity and manipulation. 

In Buddhist ethics, sammodanasīla refers to a 

sociable and congenial manner that builds harmony and 

trust. It includes: 

• Warm greetings, 

• Friendly speech, 
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• A willingness to relate kindly with others. 

However, when friendliness is used 

strategically—not with metta, but with ulterior 

motives—then māyā (hypocrisy, pretending to be what 

one is not) and sāṭheyya (deceit or craftiness) arise. This 

is the deception of social charm, where pleasant 

behavior is used to mislead, manipulate, or gain favor, 

often concealing selfish or harmful intentions. 

This is a vañcanā—a form of mentalual or ethical 

deception where outward sociability masks inner 

dishonesty. 

 

Doctrinal Context: Māyā and Sāṭheyya in Buddhist 

Psychology 

According to the Abhidhamma, both māyā and 

sāṭheyya are classified as unwholesome mental factors 

(akusala cetasikas): 

• Māyā is the tendency to present oneself falsely, 

particularly in virtuous or mind contexts. 

• Sāṭheyya is intentional deceit, often done to gain 

praise, favor, or personal advantage. 

When these arise under the guise of sammodana 

(social warmth), the individual may appear virtuous and 

trustworthy, while subtly manipulating social bonds for 

selfish purposes. 
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Modern Example: The Friendly Manipulator in a 

Community 

Imagine a person in a Dhamma community who is 

well-liked, always smiling, greeting others warmly, 

speaking softly and encouragingly. On the surface, they 

embody sammodanasīla. However, over time, it becomes 

clear that: 

• They only show interest in senior teachers and 

donors. 

• They praise others publicly but speak critically 

behind their backs. 

• They use friendliness to build alliances, gain 

trust, or secure material or social benefits. 

This behavior reflects māyā and sāṭheyya—not 

true sociability. Their kindness is calculated, not 

compassionate; their friendliness is strategic, not sincere. 

Others are charmed but gradually harmed by their 

manipulation. 

This is not the fault of sammodanasīla, but the 

corruption of its form—the truth is less than the 

performance. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Sincerity Replaced by 

Strategy 

The deceptive process unfolds as follows: 

1. The individual adopts a warm and sociable 

exterior. 
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2. Their speech is pleasant, engaging, and 

praiseful. 

3. However, their intentions are self-serving: to 

gain trust, influence, or material benefits. 

4. Others interpret their behavior as sincere. 

5. Over time, trust is violated, and the speaker’s inner 

duplicity is revealed. 

Thus, māyā and sāṭheyya conceal themselves in 

the mask of friendliness, and sociability becomes a tool 

for exploitation. 

 

Safeguard: Rooting Sociability in Authentic Mettā and 

Integrity 

True sammodanasīla must be: 

• Rooted in genuine goodwill (mettā), not strategy. 

• Free from the need for recognition or personal 

advantage. 

• Paired with sammā-diṭṭhi (right view) and sammā-

saṅkappa (right intention). 

• Accompanied by truthfulness and 

transparency, even when facing difficulty. 

Speech and sociability, to be wholesome, must 

unite head, heart, and intention. The wise practitioner 

checks not only the tone of their words, but the truth of 

their motives. 
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Conclusion of 3.5.5: Disentangling Sociability from 

Deception 

The deception of sammodanasīlatāpatirūpatāya 

māyā sāṭheyyañca reveals that friendliness is not always 

friendship. Social charm can be a form of mental 

disguise, especially when driven by ego, gain, or 

manipulation. The challenge is not to reject sociability, 

but to purify it—to ensure that warmth is real, words are 

sincere, and actions are free from self-serving motives. 

In the Dhamma, even friendliness must be 

cultivated with honesty, self-awareness, and ethical 

clarity. Only then does sammodanasīla fulfill its true 

purpose: to connect, not control. 

 

3.5.6 Corrective Speech Deception by Harsh and 

Abusive Speech 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Niggayhavāditāpatirūpatāya pharusavācatā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of corrective speech 

(niggayhavādī), harsh and abusive speech 

(pharusavācā) deceives.” 

 

This statement explores a delicate ethical 

transformation—when guidance turns into aggression, 

and discipline degenerates into verbal harm. 
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Niggayhavāda refers to reproach or disciplinary 

correction, especially in contexts like a teacher to pupil, 

parent to child, or elder to junior. Within proper 

boundaries, this kind of speech is approved in the 

Dhamma and was even practiced by the Buddha himself. 

 

In the Theragāthā (I.344), it is stated: 

“Nidhīnaṃva pavattāraṃ, yaṃ passe 

vajjadassinaṃ,  Niggayhavādiṃ medhāviṃ, 

tādisaṃ paṇḍitaṃ bhaje…” 

“One should associate with a wise person who 

shows faults, who reproves and corrects, as one 

would a guide to hidden treasure.” 

This confirms that wise, compassionate rebuke is 

not only acceptable but valuable. However, when wisdom 

(paññā) and mindfulness (sati) are absent, what begins 

as niggayhavāda becomes pharusavācā—harsh, 

abrasive, and unwholesome speech, often arising from 

anger, ego, or frustration. 

This is the deception: speech that appears 

disciplinary, but is actually abusive, damaging both 

ethically and relationally. 

 

Doctrinal Clarification: Niggayhavāda vs. Pharusavācā 

• Niggayhavādī: A person who corrects others 

with wisdom, rooted in metta (loving-kindness) 

and right view, to protect or guide them toward 

virtue. 
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• Pharusavācā: One of the four types of verbal 

misconduct (vacīduccarita)—harsh, cruel, or 

violent speech that wounds rather than heals, 

often driven by dosa (anger). 

The difference lies not only in tone but in 

motivation and mental state. A corrective word may be 

firm, even strong—but if it arises from clarity, 

compassion, and responsibility, it remains within 

niggayhavāda. If it arises from impatience, irritation, or 

a desire to control, it becomes pharusavācā—a form of 

verbal harm veiled as instruction. 

 

Modern Example: Parenting Turned Harsh Under the 

Guise of Discipline 

Consider a father who wants to raise his teenage 

son to be respectful and responsible. He often says: 

“I have to be tough on you because I want you to 

grow up strong.” 

He criticizes harshly: 

• “You’re always lazy!” 

• “You’ll never be anything unless you change!” 

• “I’m doing this for your own good.” 

He believes he is teaching discipline, but his tone 

is angry, his words humiliating, and there’s no space for 

dialogue or emotional safety. Over time, the son 

becomes withdrawn, fearful, or rebellious. 

Here, niggayhavādī has become pharusavācā—

correction corrupted by aversion. The father’s speech is 
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not wrong in its intent (guidance), but wrong in its 

delivery and mental foundation. His words injure rather 

than educate, and the result is alienation rather than moral 

development. 

This is a modern form of vañcanā: harshness 

masked as correction. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: When Guidance Is Driven 

by Anger 

This transformation unfolds as: 

1. A person assumes the role of a corrector (parent, 

teacher, mentor). 

2. They offer criticism or discipline, often valid in 

content. 

3. But they lack wisdom, patience, or mindfulness in 

expression. 

4. Their speech becomes loud, aggressive, or 

emotionally charged. 

5. They continue believing their role justifies their 

behavior, unaware they are harming. 

Thus, the outer appearance of niggayhavādī 

conceals the inner defilement of pharusavācā. 

 

Safeguard: Right Speech in Corrective Roles 

To preserve the integrity of niggayhavāda: 

• The speaker must be rooted in metta (loving-

kindness), not dosa (anger). 
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• They must assess timing, tone, and language, 

aiming to help, not dominate. 

• They must reflect: Is my speech strengthening this 

person’s wisdom and self-worth? Or is it breaking 

them down? 

• They must invite learning, not enforce submission. 

As the Buddha demonstrated, even stern rebuke 

can uplift—when delivered with clarity, serenity, and 

purpose. 

 

Conclusion of 3.5.6: Disentangling Correction from 

Verbal Harm 

The deception of niggayhavāditāpatirūpatāya 

pharusavācatā reminds us that ethical speech requires 

more than good intention—it requires discipline of 

tone, timing, and inner clarity. The role of a corrector is 

sacred: if corrupted by anger, it turns from guidance to 

injury. 

To truly correct is to build, not break. The wise 

speak not just with firmness, but with love that leaves 

dignity intact. When correction is wielded with 

compassion, it becomes a gift. When wielded with 

aversion, it becomes a weapon. 

 

3.5.7 Blaming Evil Deception by Fault-Finding 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:
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“Pāpagarahitāpatirūpatāya 

paravajjānupassitā vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of fault-blaming what is 

evil (pāpagarahitā), the habit of seeking the faults 

of others (paravajjānupassitā) deceives.” 

 

This formulation addresses a subtle ethical 

distortion: when the noble act of criticizing unwholesome 

conduct (pāpagarahitā) becomes entangled with a defiled 

mental habit of fault-finding and blame 

(paravajjānupassitā). On the surface, both behaviors 

appear similar—they point out wrongdoings. However, 

their intention, mental state, and resulting karmic impact 

differ sharply. 

The Buddha himself, as well as wise disciples, 

openly criticized micchādiṭṭhi (wrong view), micchājīva 

(wrong livelihood), and akusala-kamma (unwholesome 

deeds). Such criticism was rooted in compassion, with the 

aim of protecting others from suffering and guiding them 

toward the right conduct. This is the kusala form of 

pāpagarahitā. 

By contrast, paravajjānupassitā refers to a 

habitual preoccupation with the faults of others, often: 

• Without constructive purpose, 

• Lacking compassion, 

• Driven by envy, pride, or concealed hostility. 

This becomes a vañcanā (deception)—the act of 

moral judgment performed without moral clarity, which 
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may appear virtuous but internally fosters akusala cittas 

such as dosa (aversion), māna (conceit), and moha 

(delusion). 

 

Doctrinal Clarification: The Difference Between Just 

Criticism and Defiled Fault-Finding 

• Pāpagarahitā (wholesome rebuke):  

Criticism of unwholesomeness, grounded in: 

o Compassion, 

o Right view, 

o Desire to correct or uplift. 

• Paravajjānupassitā (unwholesome fault-

finding):  

Repeated attention to others’ faults, arising from: 

o Conceit, 

o Jealousy, 

o Need for self-superiority, 

o Mental negativity. 

Both may speak the same words, but only the 

former leads to purification; the latter increases kilesas 

(defilements). 

 

Modern Example: The “Moral Crusader” Who Criticizes 

Everyone 

Consider a lay practitioner who frequently speaks 

out against wrongdoing in their Dhamma community: 

• “This monk is too attached to donations.” 

• “That lay teacher misinterprets the suttas.” 
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• “The meditation center is becoming 

commercialized.” 

On the surface, these statements may appear to 

reflect righteous concern. But if we observe more closely: 

• The speech is constant and unsolicited. 

• The critic rarely praises others or acknowledges 

good deeds. 

• Their tone is sharp, sarcastic, or cynical. 

• They do not offer help—only criticism. 

Here, pāpagarahitā has been overtaken by 

paravajjānupassitā. The person believes they are 

protecting Dhamma, but in reality, they are nurturing a 

judgmental mind, creating division, and distancing 

themselves from humility and compassion. They see 

faults everywhere—except in themselves. 

This is the illusion of virtue. What seems like 

wisdom is actually ego. What sounds like moral clarity is 

subtly hostile. This is the essence of deception. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Criticism Masquerading as 

Morality 

This process unfolds in stages: 

1. The individual adopts a righteous or critical voice, 

pointing out wrongs. 

2. This becomes habitual, then compulsive—they 

look for flaws constantly. 

3. Their sense of identity forms around “seeing what 

others can’t see.” 
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4. They may avoid introspection, rarely confronting 

their own unwholesome tendencies. 

5. Thus, what began as pāpagarahitā turns into 

paravajjānupassitā, reinforcing ego and 

increasing akusala. 

 

Safeguard: Speak with Compassion, See with Wisdom 

To preserve the purity of speech and thought, the 

practitioner must: 

• Use criticism only when it benefits others, not to 

inflate self-worth. 

• Always check one’s mental state before 

speaking: Is this from compassion or conceit? 

• Remember the Buddha’s instruction: 

“A person speaks only what is true, spoken at the 

right time, spoken according to fact, spoken on Dhamma, 

spoken on discipline, spoken with loving-kindness. ( 

suttanipāta. P.344)” 

• Reflect on one’s own defilements before 

criticizing others—true wisdom begins with 

internal purification. 

 

Conclusion of 3.5.7: Disentangling Righteous Criticism 

from Fault-Finding 

The deception of pāpagarahitāpatirūpatāya 

paravajjānupassitā warns us that even seemingly noble 

actions—like calling out wrongdoing—can become a 

mirror for one’s own unrecognized defilements. The 
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voice that blames the world can become the veil that 

hides one’s inner flaws. 

To truly correct wrongness, one must be anchored 

in humility, clarity, and mettā. Otherwise, one merely 

spreads more aversion while claiming moral high ground. 

In the Dhamma, criticism without wisdom is not 

truth—it is bondage disguised as insight. 

 

3.6 STINGINESS & SELFISHNESS: THE 

MACCHARIYA-VAÑCANĀ GROUP 

 

In Theravāda Abhidhamma, macchariya is 

identified as one of the key akusala cetasikas—a defiled 

mental factor rooted in lobha (greed). Often translated as 

stinginess or possessiveness, macchariya does not 

merely refer to reluctance in giving, but to a deep-seated 

resistance to others enjoying or sharing what one 

perceives as “mine.” 

While greed (lobha) seeks to gain, stinginess 

resists losing—especially when it comes to reputation, 

possessions, teachings, or status. It is a form of clinging 

to territory—physical, social, or intellectual. It breeds 

mentally stagnation by blocking generosity, openness, 

and communal harmony, which are essential for the 

cultivation of the brahmavihāras and the Noble Path. 

In the Nettippakaraṇa Aṭṭhakathā, several types 

of macchariya are explored through the lens of 

vañcanā—the deceptive overlap between kusala 
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appearance and akusala reality. The practitioner may 

appear virtuous, disciplined, or protective, but their 

underlying motivation is self-interest masked as 

righteous conduct. The following three forms exemplify 

such deception in the domain of macchariya. 

 

3.6.1 Uplifting Clans Deception by Clan Stinginess 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Kulānuddhayatāpatirūpatāya 

kulamacchariyaṃ vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of uplifting one’s own 

family or clan (kulānuddhayatā), the stinginess 

regarding family or group identity 

(kulamacchariyaṃ) deceives.” 

 

This expression examines a deceptive form of 

attachment that masquerades as virtue: clan stinginess 

(kulamacchariyaṃ) hiding beneath the appearance of 

loving concern for family or associates 

(kulānuddhayatā). On the surface, such behavior may 

seem like metta and karuṇā toward one’s family, 

friends, or group. However, when this concern becomes 

exclusive, possessive, or envious of others’ affiliations, 

it transforms into macchariya—a form of defiled 

clinging rooted in lobha (greed) and dosa 

(resentment). 
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In Abhidhamma and commentarial tradition, 

macchariya is analyzed as one of the most obstructive 

defilements. The Aṅguttaranikāya Pañcakanipātapāḷi 

Paṭhamajhānasuttaṃ page239 and its commentary 

classify five types of macchariya: 

 

The Five Types of Macchariya: 

1. Āvāsamacchariya – Stinginess regarding 

dwelling or territory. 

2. Kulamacchariya – Stinginess regarding one’s 

own family, group, or clan. 

3. Lābhamacchariya – Stinginess regarding 

material gains or donations. 

4. Vaṇṇamacchariya – Stinginess regarding one’s 

own reputation or praise. 

5. Dhammamacchariya – Stinginess regarding 

sharing the Dhamma. 

Each of these reflects a domain in which sharing 

is obstructed by clinging, even when disguised as 

concern or virtue. 

 

Kulānuddhayatā vs. Kulamacchariyaṃ: The Fine Line 

Between Love and Possessiveness 

• Kulānuddhayatā: Genuine goodwill and 

compassion directed toward one’s family, group, 

or close associates. This is kusala when based on 

universal goodwill (mettā) and wise intention 

(sammā-saṅkappa). 
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• Kulamacchariyaṃ: When concern for one’s 

group becomes exclusive, leads to jealousy, or 

opposes the success or goodness of others. This 

stinginess is unwholesome, as it limits generosity, 

fuels division, and reinforces ego-identity. 

Much like imitation gold vs. real gold, these two 

can appear identical externally, but only mindfulness 

(sati) and wisdom (paññā) can distinguish whether one’s 

care is truly selfless or subtly selfish. 

 

Modern Example: Monastic Favoritism and Jealousy 

Among Donors 

Imagine a bhikkhu who genuinely supports the 

family of his kappiya (lay steward). He visits them often, 

blesses their business, and expresses mettā for their well-

being. This seems like kulānuddhayatā—a monk’s 

compassionate relationship with lay supporters. 

However, over time, the bhikkhu becomes 

uncomfortable when this family begins supporting 

another monk or temple. He questions their loyalty, 

becomes cold or distant when they associate with others, 

and subtly discourages them from helping any monastic 

group outside his own. 

Here, his apparent compassion becomes 

kulamacchariyaṃ—clan-based possessiveness, 

cloaked in mentalual mentorship. He has begun clinging 

to the family’s support as “his,” reacting with jealousy 

when it’s shared elsewhere. 
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Another Example: Exclusive Friendship and Social 

Possessiveness 

In a lay setting, a person may be very kind to a best 

friend. But when that friend begins bonding with others, 

they feel irritated or betrayed, thinking: 

“Why is she spending time with them? I was her 

first real friend.” 

This is not mettā or loyalty—it’s 

kulamacchariya, rooted in egoic attachment to in-group 

identity. It masquerades as love, but manifests as jealousy 

and division. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Care That Clings 

1. One appears to act from concern for family or 

community. 

2. Their actions bring comfort, support, and 

protection. 

3. But internally, they develop resentment when the 

group shifts loyalty or offers generosity 

elsewhere. 

4. Their “care” becomes control, and their love turns 

into ownership. 

5. Thus, kulamacchariya hides behind the 

appearance of kulānuddhayatā. 
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Safeguard: Loving-Kindness Without Attachment 

To maintain true kulānuddhayatā and avoid 

deception: 

• Cultivate universal mettā—love that does not 

cling or divide. 

• Reflect on anattā (non-self) and anicca 

(impermanence) in relationships and 

associations. 

• Encourage and rejoice in others’ generosity, even 

when directed elsewhere (muditā). 

• Practice equanimity (upekkhā) when others shift 

their attention or loyalty. 

The Buddha praised non-attachment even in love, 

reminding us that the goal is not to keep others for 

ourselves, but to free them through compassion. 

 

Conclusion of 3.6.1: Disentangling Loyalty from 

Possessiveness 

The deception of kulānuddhayatāpatirūpatāya 

kulamacchariyaṃ reminds us that true love and concern 

must be expansive, not exclusive. What appears as 

kindness toward one’s group can quickly become a subtle 

form of greed and control, if not rooted in detachment 

and impartiality. 

In Dhamma, loving kindness is not proven by how 

much we hold, but how freely we let go. 
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3.6.2 Long-Term Residence Deception by Dwelling 

Stinginess 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Āvāsaciraṭṭhitikāmatāmukhena 

āvāsamacchariyaṃ vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of wishing for the long-

term preservation of a dwelling (āvāsaciraṭṭhiti-

kāmatā), stinginess concerning the residence 

(āvāsamacchariyaṃ) deceives.” 

 

This form of vañcanā addresses an ethical 

distortion in relation to religious space or territory. 

Āvāsa refers to the dwelling place of the monastic 

community, including temples, monasteries, or sanghika 

buildings maintained for the benefit of the Sangha. It is 

considered wholesome (kusala) to care for such 

dwellings, protect them, and wish for their long-term 

sustainability (āvāsaciraṭṭhitikāmatā), especially as they 

support the continuity of the Dhamma. 

However, this wholesome intention can be 

misused or misrepresented, especially when: 

• Others are discouraged from using space, or 

• The property is treated as exclusive territory, 

or 

• Access is denied to bhikkhus or laypersons 

without just cause. 
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In such cases, the wholesome concern for 

preservation becomes āvāsamacchariyaṃ—stinginess 

regarding religious dwellings. This is a manifestation 

of lobha (clinging) and dosa (aversion), deceptively 

cloaked in concern for the monastery’s future. 

 

Doctrinal Context: Āvāsamacchariyaṃ Among the Five 

Types of Stinginess 

Āvāsamacchariyaṃ is one of the pañcavidha 

macchariya (five forms of stinginess). Seen in 3.6.1, each 

form arises when self-interest overrides communal 

benefit, even in the domain of mental practice. 

 

Modern Example: A Bhikkhu’s Attachment to His 

Monastery 

Consider a senior monk who has lived in a certain 

monastery for many years. He has seen it develop, helped 

construct buildings, and feels a deep personal investment 

in its growth. Naturally, he wants to protect the place, 

keep it peaceful, and ensure its long-term use 

(āvāsaciraṭṭhitikāmatā). 

However, over time, when junior monks arrive 

asking to stay, or when visiting bhikkhus seek temporary 

residence, he becomes defensive: 

• He claims, “space is full,” even when it is not. 

• He subtly discourages newcomers. 

• He insists only familiar disciples, or loyal donors 

are allowed inside. 
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• He becomes uneasy when changes are suggested 

to communal structures. 

What appears as care for the monastery is in fact 

āvāsamacchariyaṃ—a form of territorial 

possessiveness, reflecting subtle clinging. The space that 

is meant for the Sangha as a whole becomes 

personalized and protected, contrary to the mental of 

renunciation. 

 

Another Example: Lay Donor’s Exclusive Control 

A lay donor builds a meditation center and donates 

it for the benefit of monastic life. But after the offering: 

• They try to control which monks can reside. 

• They discourage others from staying too long, 

fearing overuse or reputation loss. 

• They say, “I want this place to last,” but secretly 

want to keep it for a specific teacher or lineage. 

Here again, āvāsaciraṭṭhitikāmatā—the desire to 

preserve—becomes a mask for macchariya, leading to 

exclusion, bias, and division within the community. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Protection Transformed 

into Possessiveness 

1. One express concern for a temple’s future and 

protection. 

2. This seems virtuous—caring, loyal, and 

responsible. 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -164  

3. However, decisions begin to exclude others or 

centralize control. 

4. Slowly, the building becomes “mine”, rather than 

“ours.” 

5. Thus, āvāsamacchariyaṃ arises, disguised as 

āvāsaciraṭṭhitikāmatā. 

 

Safeguard: Generosity and Right View in Managing 

Sacred Spaces 

To preserve wholesome care for āvāsa: 

• Maintain open access in accordance with Vinaya 

and communal guidelines. 

• Reflect on anicca (impermanence)—no place is 

truly “mine.” 

• Develop alobha (non-clinging) through regular 

sharing of space and hospitality. 

• Encourage communal decision-making and avoid 

centralized personal control. 

• Be vigilant of intentions—am I preserving, or am 

I withholding? 

The Buddha taught that monasteries are to serve 

the Dhamma, not the ego. 

 

Conclusion of 3.6.2: Disentangling Preservation from 

Possessiveness 

The deception of āvāsaciraṭṭhitikāmatāmukhena 

āvāsamacchariyaṃ reveals how mentally territories can 

become psychological prisons when clung to. A 
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monastery is a place for letting go, not for grasping 

subtly through duty or legacy. 

True caretaking is generous, inclusive, and 

impermanent in mental. When protection turns into 

exclusion or fear of sharing, it is no longer kusala—it is 

stinginess dressed as stewardship. 

 

3.6.3 Avoiding Dhamma Obstruction Deception by 

Dhamma Stinginess 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Dhammaparibandhapariharaṇamukhena 

dhammamacchariyaṃ vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of protecting the 

Dhamma (dhammaparibandhapariharaṇa), 

stinginess regarding Dhamma (dhamma-

macchariyaṃ) deceives.” 

 

This formulation explores a refined ethical 

distortion: the stinginess in sharing Dhamma 

knowledge, disguised as a concern for preserving its 

purity. This form of vañcanā arises when one refuses to 

teach or explain the Dhamma—not out of discernment, 

but out of clinging, jealousy, or concealed pride. 
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Doctrinal Clarification: What Is Meant by Dhamma 

Here? 

In this context, Dhamma refers specifically to lokiya 

dhamma (worldly knowledge), not lokuttara dhamma 

(supramundane knowledge leading to liberation). The 

worldly domain includes: 

• Pāli language and recitation, 

• Abhidhamma or Tipiṭaka study, 

• Practical knowledge like chanting, business 

techniques, or healing methods, 

• Meditation instructions or insight 

frameworks. 

Ariyasāvaka (noble disciples)—especially 

sotāpannas and above—are said to be free from all five 

types of macchariya, including dhammamacchariya. 

They share the Dhamma out of compassion and clarity, 

knowing that wisdom is not diminished by sharing. 

However, un-awakened individuals may use the 

excuse of protecting the Dhamma (dhammapariban-

dhapariharaṇa) to withhold knowledge, driven not by 

wisdom but by possessiveness or fear of being 

surpassed. 

 

Wholesome vs. Unwholesome Withholding of Dhamma 

• Dhammaparibandhapariharaṇa (Wholesome): 

o One withholds teaching when the listener 

is unprepared or has harmful intent, 
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such as seeking to distort, commercialize, 

or weaponize knowledge. 

o For instance, not teaching insight 

meditation to someone clearly intending 

to criticize or misuse it is an act of 

discernment. 

• Dhammamacchariya (Unwholesome): 

o Refusing to teach out of envy, fear of 

competition, or desire to keep 

superiority. 

o The person knows the Dhamma well, but 

withholds it for personal gain or control. 

o They may say: “They won’t understand,” 

or “It’s too dangerous,” but inwardly they 

just don’t want others to reach their level. 

 

Modern Example: The Knowledge-Holder Who Refuses to 

Teach 

Imagine a senior Dhamma practitioner, well-

versed in Abhidhamma, chanting, and Pāli language. 

Younger monks and lay practitioners approach him for 

guidance, asking: 

“Can you teach us how to recite properly?” 

“How do you understand the relationship between citta 

and cetasika?” 

But he routinely responds: 
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“It’s too deep for you,” or  

“You should study more basics first,”—even when the 

students are capable and sincere. 

He believes, perhaps unconsciously, that if others 

gain this knowledge, his uniqueness or authority will be 

threatened. Outwardly, he may say he is preserving the 

Dhamma, but his silence is actually 

dhammamacchariyaṃ—a subtle form of selfishness 

and control dressed as protection. 

 

Secular Parallel: Technical Skills Withheld in the Name 

of Responsibility 

In lay life, consider an engineer who has 

developed an innovative, eco-friendly technology. A 

junior asks, “Can you show me how this works?” He 

refuses, saying: 

“You might misuse it or commercialize it 

wrongly.” 

But in reality, he simply does not want anyone 

else to replicate or improve upon his work. His words 

echo caution, but the intention is fear of loss of position 

or recognition. 

Here, the noble rationale of protecting 

knowledge is used to justify knowledge-hoarding, 

obstructing collective benefit. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: Discretion Masking 

Selfishness 

1. The person appears to act with restraint and 

wisdom. 

2. They say they are protecting the Dhamma from 

misuse or distortion. 

3. In truth, they do not want others to grow, 

compete, or outshine them. 

4. Their mind harbors lobha (possessiveness) and 

māna (conceit). 

5. Thus, dhammamacchariyaṃ arises, concealed by 

the veil of discernment. 

 

Safeguard: Compassionate Sharing with Wise 

Discernment 

To avoid falling into this subtle deception, a 

practitioner should: 

• Ask honestly: Am I withholding to protect the 

Dhamma—or to protect my status? 

• Remember the Bodhisatta’s vow: “May my 

knowledge and virtue serve all beings.” 

• Apply sammā-diṭṭhi (right view) and mettā in 

teaching—share generously, teach responsibly. 

• Trust that wisdom is not lost by giving—it 

multiplies in giving. 

True Dhamma sharing is not just transmission of 

words, but transmission of purity, intention, and 

release. 
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Conclusion of 3.6.3: Disentangling Protection from 

Possessiveness 

The deception of dhammaparibandha-

pariharaṇamukhena dhammamacchariyaṃ shows how 

fear and clinging can masquerade as care and 

protection. What seems like guarding the Dhamma may 

be, in fact, clutching it for oneself, denying others the 

path to understanding. 

True guardianship of the Dhamma involves wise, 

skillful sharing—not withholding. To hold the Dhamma 

tightly is to lose it; to share it wisely is to preserve it. 

 

 

3.7 MISGUIDED MENTAL PRACTICES 

(VIPARĪTAPAṬIPATTI) 

 

In the course of mental training, certain mental 

inclinations and habitual patterns may appear kusala 

(wholesome) on the surface but actually originate from or 

become entangled with akusala (unwholesome) roots 

such as lobha (craving), dosa (aversion), and moha 

(delusion). This group of deceptions, classified under 

viparītapaṭipatti, highlights the ways in which even 

mental habits that are praised in Buddhist culture—

such as teaching Dhamma, supporting the Saṅgha, or 

pursuing urgency—can be co-opted by ego or 

defilement if not carefully examined. 
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In the Nettippakaraṇa Aṭṭhakathā, these 

deceptions are systematically explored, revealing that 

without mindfulness (sati) and right view (sammā-

diṭṭhi), even advanced practitioners can fall prey to self-

deception in their mental practice. 

 

 

3.7.1 Delight in Teaching Dhamma Deception by 

Chatter 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Dhammadesanābhiratimukhena 

bhassārāmatā vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of delight in teaching 

Dhamma (dhammadesanābhirati), one is deceived 

by fondness for excessive speech or chatter 

(bhassārāmatā).” 

 

This form of vañcanā addresses a nuanced ethical 

danger: excessive delight in speaking, especially under 

the guise of Dhamma dissemination. Bhassārāmatā refers 

to an overindulgence in verbal expression, even when the 

subject is noble. It becomes deceptive when it masks a 

deeper restlessness, ego, or neglect of personal practice, 

while appearing to be meritorious teaching. 
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Canonical Source: The Sāmakasutta – Aṅguttara Nikāya 

(A VI page- 273) 

This concern is clearly articulated in the 

Sāmakasutta, where a devatā visits the Buddha and 

declares: 

“Tayo, bhante, dhammā bhikkhuno 

parihānāya saṃvattanti – kammārāmatā, 

bhassārāmatā, niddārāmatā.” 

“Three things, Bhante, lead to the decline of a 

bhikkhu: delight in activity (kammārāmatā), 

delight in talk (bhassārāmatā), and delight in 

sleep (niddārāmatā).” 

 

The Buddha confirms the devatā’s statement, 

emphasizing that even devatās recognize these as signs 

of mental regression, especially for those on the 

monastic path. 

 

Ethical Distinction: Dhamma Teaching vs. Verbal 

Attachment 

• Dhammadesanābhirati: 

o The joy of sharing Dhamma for the benefit 

of others. 

o Arises from compassion (karuṇā) and 

insight (paññā). 

o Rooted in kusala citta (wholesome mind). 

• Bhassārāmatā: 

o A compulsive or egoic delight in speaking. 
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o Even when the topic is Dhamma, the 

motivation is personal praise, 

performance, or escapism. 

o Becomes a distraction from inner 

cultivation, leading to neglect of 

meditation and insight. 

This distinction is critical. The intention and 

awareness behind speech determine whether it is 

liberating or binding. 

 

Modern Example: A Dhamma Speaker Who Neglects 

Meditation 

Consider a well-known monk who gives regular 

Dhamma talks. He travels, gives teachings to large 

audiences, and becomes popular among lay devotees. 

However, over time: 

• He stops practicing meditation regularly. 

• He repeats the same stories and suttas without 

deeper reflection. 

• He enjoys the praise and applause more than the 

Dhamma itself. 

• He neglects personal insight development and 

starts avoiding solitary retreat. 

Outwardly, he appears as a teacher of the 

Dhamma. But inwardly, bhassārāmatā has taken root: a 

love of talking, not a love of realizing. His teachings may 

benefit others to some degree, but his own path stalls, 

and he begins to decline in kusala dhammas. 
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The Mechanism of Deception: Speaking as Mental 

Substitution 

1. Initial stage: The practitioner teaches with pure 

intention. 

2. Over time: Praise, recognition, or comfort in 

social engagement takes priority. 

3. Neglect: Personal practice (especially vipassanā 

and solitude) is deprioritized. 

4. Delusion: The individual convinces themselves 

that teaching alone is sufficient. 

5. Result: Mental stagnation and loss of insight, even 

while appearing “active in Dhamma.” 

Thus, bhassārāmatā deceives by replacing 

realization with recital, contemplation with 

conversation. 

 

Safeguard: Balance Speech with Silence and Solitude 

To avoid this deception: 

• Practice moderation in speech (vācā-samyama), 

as taught in the Noble Eightfold Path. 

• Dedicate time for solitary retreat and silent 

practice. 

• Reflect regularly: Is my speech rooted in 

compassion or in self-gratification? 

• Recall the Buddha’s instruction: 

“Speak only when it is true, beneficial, timely, and 

spoken with a mind of loving-kindness.” 

(Abhaya Sutta) 
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Conclusion of 3.7.1: Disentangling Teaching from 

Talkativeness 

The deception of dhammadesanābhiratimukhena 

bhassārāmatā highlights how even meritorious speech 

can become a trap if not guided by mindfulness and right 

view. Teaching Dhamma is wholesome, but 

talkativeness driven by personal delight leads to 

decline. 

In the end, the Dhamma is not merely spoken—it 

must be embodied. Speech should arise from realization, 

not replace it. The practitioner must guard against the 

seduction of words, and return always to the silence 

where wisdom is born. 

 

 

3.7.2 Gentle Speech and Group Support Deception by 

Socializing 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Apharusavācatāgaṇānuggahakaraṇamukhen

a saṅgaṇikārāmatā vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of gentle speech and 

group support (apharusavācā and gaṇānuggaha), 

one is deceived by fondness for socializing 

(saṅgaṇikārāmatā).” 
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This form of vañcanā (deception) highlights how 

delight in social interaction—even when it appears 

rooted in kindness, support, or communal harmony—can 

subtly hinder mental progress. The Buddha consistently 

emphasized solitude (viveka) as a foundational condition 

for wisdom (paññā) and liberation (vimutti). Thus, 

saṅgaṇikārāmatā—a strong attachment to company and 

group dynamics—becomes a subtle obstacle when it 

replaces or delays personal cultivation. 

 

Canonical Source: Paṭhamasekha Sutta – Aṅguttara 

Nikāya (A V 102) 

In the Paṭhamasekhasutta, the Buddha explicitly 

warns that delight in socializing is one of five factors that 

lead to the decline of a trainee (sekha) monk: 

“Pañcime, bhikkhave, dhammā sekhassa 

bhikkhuno parihānāya saṃvattanti… 

saṅgaṇikārāmatā…” 

“There are five things that lead to the decline of a 

training monk: delight in activity, delight in talk, 

delight in sleep, delight in company 

(saṅgaṇikārāmatā), and not reflecting on the 

liberated mind.” 

The corresponding list of five protective factors 

includes the absence of these tendencies, showing that 

solitude and internal reflection are essential for mental 

advancement. 
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The Ethical Illusion: Companionship vs. Attachment to 

Company 

• Apharusavācā and Gaṇānuggaha: 

o Gentle speech and support for the group 

are praiseworthy. 

o They reflect mettā (loving-kindness), 

karuṇā (compassion), and ethical 

speech. 

• Saṅgaṇikārāmatā: 

o When one becomes attached to being 

around others, craving emotional 

comfort, admiration, or stimulation from 

company. 

o It appears friendly and noble, but 

undermines solitude, silence, and serious 

practice. 

Like bhassārāmatā, this deception confuses a 

wholesome external quality with an unwholesome 

internal attachment. 

 

Modern Example: The Community-Centered Bhikkhu 

Who Avoids Solitude 

A junior bhikkhu is praised for being kind, gentle, 

and always available to help laypeople and fellow 

monastics. He: 

• Welcome everyone warmly. 

• Supports group events and social Dhamma 

discussions. 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -178  

• Avoids harsh speech and builds a strong social 

presence. 

On the surface, he demonstrates apharusavācā 

and gaṇānuggaha—noble traits. However, over time, he 

stops going into solitary retreat, avoids silent 

meditation, and fears being alone. 

His identity becomes wrapped in his social role. 

He rationalizes this by saying: 

“People need support. I am helping their faith.” 

But inwardly, he has developed 

saṅgaṇikārāmatā—an emotional dependence on 

company, masking his reluctance to face inner stillness 

or deeper insight practice. 

 

Lay Example: The Devotee Addicted to Dhamma Groups 

A lay practitioner is active in multiple Dhamma 

groups, always present in Zoom meetings, retreats, 

forums, and group meditations. Yet: 

• She never practices alone. 

• She fears silence. 

• Her mind grows restless when no one is around to 

discuss Dhamma with. 

Although appearing to be a committed 

practitioner, she has become entangled in social identity, 

and her meditation progress has plateaued. Her path is 

clouded by the illusion of progress through community, 

while avoiding genuine self-confrontation. 
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Mechanism of Deception: From Support to Mental 

Evasion 

1. The person engages with others through kindness 

and service. 

2. They begin to enjoy the emotional comfort, praise, 

and sense of belonging. 

3. Solitude feels uncomfortable or unnecessary. 

4. They rationalize constant social engagement as 

compassion or duty. 

5. True practice—solitude, deep insight, 

renunciation—is postponed or avoided. 

Thus, saṅgaṇikārāmatā arises, hidden beneath 

apharusavācā. 

 

Safeguard: Loving Presence Without Attachment 

To remain free from this subtle deception: 

• Embrace compassionate interaction but balance 

it with intentional solitude. 

• Periodically withdraw from social environments 

to observe the mind independently. 

• Reflect on one’s inner motivation: 

Am I serving others—or avoiding myself? 

• Follow the Buddha’s model: He taught multitudes 

but retreated to the forest regularly. 

The true practitioner serves without clinging, 

and seeks solitude not to escape people, but to realize the 

truth. 
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Conclusion of 3.7.2: Disentangling Social Harmony from 

Saṅgaṇikārāmatā 

The deception of apharusavācatāgaṇānuggaha-

karaṇamukhena saṅgaṇikārāmatā illustrates that not all 

communal presence is mentally nourishing. When 

delight in company masks fear of solitude, it becomes a 

subtle defilement. 

In Dhamma, silence is often louder than words, 

and solitude is more fertile than applause. True support 

comes not only through presence, but through example—

and the most powerful example is the peace of the one 

who rests in stillness. 

 

 

3.7.3 Merit-Seeking Deception by Delight in Activity 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated:

  

“Puññakāmatāpatirūpatāya kammārāmatā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of a desire for merit 

(puññakāmatā), one is deceived by delight in 

activity (kammārāmatā).” 

 

This passage reveals a profound yet subtle 

distortion of mental intention. In Buddhism, 

puññakāmatā—the wholesome desire to do meritorious 

deeds—is considered a virtuous quality. However, when 
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this motivation becomes dominated by compulsive 

busyness, externalized effort, or unexamined 

productivity, it morphs into kammārāmatā—a deceptive 

attachment to physical action itself, which paradoxically 

obstructs meditative development. 

 

Canonical Source: Paṭhamasekhasutta – Aṅguttara 

Nikāya (A V 102) 

The Buddha explicitly identifies kammārāmatā as 

a factor of mental decline in the Paṭhamasekhasutta: 

“Pañcime, bhikkhave, dhammā sekhassa 

bhikkhuno parihānāya saṃvattanti… 

kammārāmatā…” 

“Monks, there are five things that lead to the 

decline of a training bhikkhu. What five? Delight 

in activity (kammārāmatā), delight in talk, delight 

in sleep, delight in company, and failure to reflect 

on the liberated mind.” 

Here, the Buddha cautions that excessive delight 

in religious or community service, if not balanced with 

mental cultivation, can hinder progress—even when the 

actions appear wholesome. 

 

Ethical Tension: Merit vs. Mechanical Busyness 

• Puññakāmatā: 

o Arises from faith (saddhā) and generosity 

(cāga). 
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o Inspires service, offerings, and support to 

the Saṅgha or community. 

o Rooted in intentionality and mindfulness. 

• Kammārāmatā: 

o A compulsive delight in activity for its 

own sake. 

o May mask restlessness (uddhacca), 

conceit (māna), or avoidance of inner 

stillness. 

o The mind becomes preoccupied with 

outer merit, neglecting inner liberation. 

 

Modern Example: The Overactive Volunteer 

Consider a layperson who is admired for their 

constant service: 

• Sweeping the monastery daily 

• Preparing food for monks 

• Managing event logistics 

• Setting up offerings, altars, and seats 

They are praised by others as generous and 

devoted, and they themselves feel fulfilled. But when 

invited to join a silent retreat or a Dhamma reflection 

session, they say: 

“I’m too busy.”  

“I don’t like sitting quietly—it makes me uneasy.” 

Over time, they equate their worth with their 

doing, and neglect inner cultivation. Their practice 

becomes outwardly active but inwardly stagnant. What 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -183  

seemed like puññakāmatā has turned into 

kammārāmatā—a distraction disguised as devotion. 

 

Monastic Parallel: The Monk Addicted to Saṅghika 

Service 

A monk devotes himself to maintaining the 

monastery—repairing the roof, tending the gardens, 

organizing donors. However: 

• He no longer practices sitting meditation. 

• He avoids sutta study. 

• He postpones vipassanā retreats, justifying that the 

monastery’s needs come first. 

Eventually, his ordination purpose is forgotten. 

The robe remains, but the path to Nibbāna is obscured. 

 

Mechanism of Deception: Merit Seeking Becomes 

Restlessness 

1. Initial motivation is pure: serving the Saṅgha, 

gaining merit. 

2. Activity increases, and busyness is mistaken for 

mental success. 

3. Inner stillness is avoided or deemed “less 

useful.” 

4. Actions become mechanical and ego-

reinforcing. 

5. Practice becomes externalized, and insight 

development halts. 
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Thus, kammārāmatā arises under the guise of 

puññakāmatā—a classic form of vañcanā. 

 

Safeguard: Balanced Service Rooted in Samādhi 

 

To guard against this deception: 

• Dedicate a fixed portion of the day for stillness 

and meditation. 

• Practice kammaṭṭhāna bhāvanā (meditation on 

one’s duties) with self-reflection. 

• Evaluate regularly: 

Am I doing this to cultivate the path—or to avoid 

it? 

• Remember the Buddha’s example: 

Though he guided the world tirelessly, he 

withdrew into deep solitary meditation regularly. 

True merit is not just doing but doing with 

wisdom. 

 

Conclusion of 3.7.3: Disentangling Merit from Mental 

Restlessness 

The deception of puññakāmatāpatirūpatāya 

kammārāmatā reveals that even service and good deeds 

can become mental hindrances when they are 

unbalanced, unexamined, or used to avoid silence. 

Merit is meaningful, but only when integrated 

with inner realization. The noble path requires not just 

action, but awareness. When activity becomes the 
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substitute for insight, one may be busy in merit—but idle 

in wisdom. 

 

3.7.4 Noble Urgency Deception by Mental Agitation 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Saṃvegapatirūpena cittasantāpo vañcetīti 

yujjati” 

“Through the appearance of noble urgency 

(saṃvega), one is deceived by mental agitation or 

burning (cittasantāpo).” 

 

This passage describes a subtle yet perilous mental 

distortion: mistaking emotional turmoil or restlessness 

for genuine mental urgency. In Buddhist psychology, 

saṃvega refers to a noble sense of urgency that arises 

from deep contemplation of impermanence (anicca), 

suffering (dukkha), and non-self (anattā). It is closely 

associated with mindfulness (sati) and wisdom (paññā). 

By contrast, cittasantāpo—literally “mental 

burning”—is rooted in domanassa vedanā (mental 

displeasure) and leads to unbalanced striving, emotional 

stress, and mental burnout. Though it may appear 

externally as diligence, it lacks the clarity, equanimity, 

and mindfulness of true saṃvega. 
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Canonical Example: Nandattheravatthu – Aṅguttara 

Nikāya Aṭṭhakathā (A. Aṭṭha. I . 244–246) 

The story of Venerable Nanda, the Buddha’s 

stepbrother, offers a classic illustration of this deception. 

On the day of his royal wedding, the Buddha 

unexpectedly took Nanda to the monastery and ordained 

him. 

Though Nanda complied, his heart remained 

attached to Janapadakalyāṇī, his betrothed. He became 

restless, unhappy, and mentally burned (cittasantāpo), 

not from mental urgency, but from unfulfilled desire and 

internal conflict. 

To pacify his turmoil, the Buddha used his 

psychic powers to show Nanda the heavenly nymphs 

and promised him their company if he diligently 

practiced. Nanda, motivated by this reward, took up the 

holy life energetically. But when other monks mocked his 

intentions, Nanda reflected, was overcome by shame, and 

finally practiced insight meditation. He eventually 

attained arahantship, thereby transforming his 

cittasantāpo into authentic saṃvega grounded in wisdom. 

Insight: Nanda’s initial intensity was not true 

saṃvega—it was emotional disturbance (cittasantāpo) 

born of attachment. Only when his mind stabilized and 

deepened through vipassanā did he realize genuine mental 

urgency. 
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Doctrinal Clarification: Saṃvega vs. Cittasantāpo 

 

Quality Saṃvega Cittasantāpo 

Rooted In Paññā, Sati, 

Yonisomanasikāra etc. 

Domanassa 

vedanā, moha, 

dosa etc. 

Nature Noble urgency, 

motivating insight 

Emotional 

turmoil, 

agitation 

Associated 

State 

Calm, alert, clear Anxious, 

obsessive, 

unstable 

Outcome Deepening practice, 

progress 

Burnout, 

aversion, 

mental 

stagnation 

 

Though both may appear as commitment or 

diligence, the internal drivers differ sharply. 

Cittasantāpo is often confused for saṃvega by 

practitioners driven by guilt, fear, or egoic striving. 

 

Modern Example: The Over-Zealous Meditator 

A young meditator, newly inspired by Dhamma, 

reads the suttas and watches talks day and night. He 

begins to: 

• Practice intensely for 12+ hours a day. 

• Fast excessively to “burn away desire.” 
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• Avoid rest, thinking sleep is “attachment.” 

He claims to feel saṃvega, but his face is pale, his 

emotions are raw, and he becomes easily irritated when 

interrupted. Over time: 

• He becomes physically weak. 

• He experiences insomnia and anxiety. 

• He avoids community, thinking others aren’t 

“serious enough.” 

Although his external discipline appears 

commendable, his internal experience is cittasantāpo—

mental burning masquerading as urgency. Without sati 

and paṭipatti, his practice devolves into imbalance. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Intensity Without Wisdom 

1. Practitioners feel emotional discomfort or 

frustration with the world. 

2. They mislabel this unrest as saṃvega. 

3. They increase effort, austerities, and intensity—

without reflection. 

4. Practice becomes harsh, ego-driven, or self-

punitive. 

5. Result: Emotional collapse, doubt, or cessation of 

the path. 

This is how cittasantāpo deceives—a fire 

mistaken for light. 
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Safeguard: Balance and Compassion in Urgency 

To protect against this deception: 

• Reflect often: Is my effort calm and wise—or 

desperate and reactive? 

• Pair urgency with sati (mindfulness) and upekkhā 

(equanimity). 

• Seek guidance from kalyāṇamittas (good 

friends). 

• Remember the Middle Way (majjhimā 

paṭipadā)—the Buddha rejected both indulgence 

and self-torment. 

As the Buddha did with Nanda, sometimes 

compassionate redirection is needed to guide 

practitioners from mental burning to genuine awakening. 

 

Concusion of 3.7.4: Disentangling Saṃvega from 

Cittasantāpo 

The deception of saṃvegapatirūpena cittasantāpo 

teaches that intensity without clarity is not mental 

urgency—it is mental fire. True saṃvega arises with 

insight and leads toward liberation. But when driven by 

delusion or aversion, urgency becomes agitation, and the 

path derails. 

The wise practitioner must cultivate urgency with 

wisdom, not restlessness with ambition. As Nanda’s story 

reveals, only when the flame of craving is extinguished 

does urgency transform into insight—and agitation 

into peace. 
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3.8 FAITH & DEVOTION ISSUES 

(SADDHĀBHEDA-VAÑCANĀ) 

 

In the pursuit of mental liberation within the 

Buddhist path, faith (saddhā) plays a foundational role. 

It initiates the journey, sustains commitment during 

challenges, and opens the heart to the transformative 

power of the Dhamma. However, as with other noble 

qualities, faith too can be distorted—either exaggerated 

into blind belief or undermined by excessive skepticism, 

pride, or irreverence. Section 3.8 explores how various 

forms of vañcanā (deception) subtly operate in the 

domain of faith, devotion, and respect. 

The following five deceptions address how the 

appearance of virtue—such as investigation, 

independence, or rationality—can mask the erosion of 

faith, humility, and mental receptivity. Conversely, 

faith without examination can also turn into misguided 

zeal. Together, these factors delineate the middle path 

between blind faith and cynical doubt, calling for 

wisdom-guided trust and respectful discipline. 
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3.8.1 Strong Faith Deception by Unexamined 

Conviction 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Saddhālutāpatirūpatāya aparikkhatā 

vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of strong faith 

(saddhālutā), one is deceived by unexamined 

conviction (aparikkhatā).” 

 

This form of vañcanā reveals a significant mental 

vulnerability: when faith is embraced without critical 

reflection, it transforms from a noble faculty (indriya) 

into mental dullness or credulity. While saddhā (faith) 

is a cornerstone of Buddhist cultivation, it must be joined 

with paññā (wisdom) to ensure it remains a path to 

insight, rather than a doorway to unwholesome 

attachment or delusion. 

 

Canonical Reference: Majjhima Nikāya Aṭṭhakathā 

(Mūlapaṇṇāsa-Aṭṭhakath. p. 295) 

The Aṭṭhakathā commentary to the Majjhima 

Nikāya emphasizes the need for equilibrium between 

faculties: 

“Saddhāpaññānaṃ samādhivīriyānaṃ ca 

samataṃ pasaṃsanti. Balavasaddho hi 

mandapañño mudhāpasanno hoti, 
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avatthusmiṃ pasīdati. Balavapañño 

mandasaddho kerāṭikapakkhaṃ bhajati.” 

Translation: 

“Balance between faith and wisdom, 

concentration and energy, is praised. A person 

with strong faith but weak wisdom may believe 

foolishly, trusting in what is unworthy. 

Conversely, a person with strong wisdom but weak 

faith may become cynical and side with 

deceivers.” 

 

This passage warns that imbalanced faith—

particularly strong beliefs without discernment—can 

lead to misplaced trust, mental stagnation, or falling 

under the influence of misguided teachers. Such blind 

faith (aparikkhatā) appears as saddhā but lacks the 

evaluative wisdom that the Buddha constantly 

encouraged. 

 

Distinguishing Saddhā from Aparikkhatā 

Quality True Saddhā Aparikkhatā 

(Unexamined 

Faith) 

Rooted In Confidence 

based on 

understanding 

Devotion 

without 

investigation 
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Thus, saddhā must never be isolated—when 

unbalanced by paññā, it leads to aparikkhatā, which is 

akusala in nature. 

 

Modern Example: The Blind Follower of a Charismatic 

Guru 

A layperson, deeply moved by a charismatic 

teacher, begins to: 

• Attend every talk without questioning the content. 

• Believe every claim—even miraculous or 

contradictory ones. 

• Avoid reading suttas or consulting other monks, 

thinking, 

“My teacher knows everything. I don’t need to 

think.” 

Companion 

Faculty 

Paññā 

(wisdom), 

vīmaṃsanā 

(inquiry) 

Moha 

(delusion), 

sometimes 

lobha (clinging) 

Result Clear insight 

and stable 

commitment 

Misguided 

loyalty, 

superstition, or 

passivity 

Buddhist Ideal “Faith balanced 

with wisdom” 

“Faith driven by 

ignorance or 

fear” 
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Though they appear deeply faithful, their faith is 

uncritical. Over time: 

• They reject wise counsel from others. 

• They fail to develop personal insight. 

• If the teacher errs or behaves unethically, they 

justify or ignore it. 

This is not saddhā—it is aparikkhatā, a mental 

trap disguised as devotion. Their practice becomes 

personality-centered, not Dhamma-centered, and their 

path stagnates in passivity and clinging. 

 

Mechanism of Deception: Faith Without Inquiry 

1. A person experiences emotional uplift or 

admiration. 

2. They interpret this as “pure faith.” 

3. They surrender unconditionally, without critical 

inquiry (yonisomanasikāra). 

4. Practice becomes faith-driven, but wisdom-

deficient. 

5. Over time, they cling to views, resist correction, 

or even fall into superstitious or sectarian traps. 

Hence, saddhālutāpatirūpatāya aparikkhatā 

arises—not as a lack of devotion, but as devotion without 

discernment. 

 

Safeguard: Examined Faith (Parikkhā-Saddhā) 

To protect against this deception: 
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• Recall the Kālāma Sutta (A.I.p.189): “Do not 

believe something merely because it is said by a 

teacher, a scripture, or a tradition… but after 

careful examination, when you see that it leads to 

welfare, then accept it.” 

• Cultivate vīmaṃsanā indriya—the faculty of wise 

investigation. 

• Practice paṭipatti saddhā—faith strengthened by 

one’s own experience. 

• Engage with good friends (kalyāṇamitta) and texts 

to cross-check teachings. 

Faith that survives questioning becomes resilient, 

liberating, and aligned with the path to Nibbāna. 

 

Conclusion of 3.8.1: Disentangling Saddhā from 

Aparikkhatā 

The deception of saddhālutāpatirūpatāya 

aparikkhatā reveals that true faith in the Buddha’s path 

is not blind—it is wise, tested, and grounded in insight. 

When faith lacks reflection, it is not a mental strength, but 

a vulnerability masked as devotion. 

Balanced faith inspires confidence without 

clinging and encourages inquiry without rebellion. Only 

such saddhā leads to real transformation. 
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3.8.2 Investigation Deception by Faithlessness 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Vīmaṃsanāpatirūpena assaddhiyaṃ vañcetīti 

yujjati” 

“Through the appearance of investigation 

(vīmaṃsanā), one is deceived by faithlessness 

(assaddhiyaṃ).” 

 

This formulation reveals a deeply embedded 

danger within the mental path: the misuse of critical 

thinking in a way that undermines faith (saddhā). While 

vīmaṃsanā—analytical investigation—is a vital mental 

faculty in Buddhist training, when unbalanced by trust 

and openness, it can slide into assaddhiyaṃ, a complete 

absence of faith. This often manifests as chronic 

skepticism, cynicism, or an unwillingness to receive 

guidance. 

 

Canonical Reference: Anāgāmiphalasutta – Aṅguttara 

Nikāya (A.I. p-368) 

The Buddha lists assaddhiyaṃ as one of six 

unwholesome qualities that obstruct the attainment of 

higher stages of realization: 

 

“Cha, bhikkhave, dhamme appahāya abhabbo 

anāgāmiphalaṃ sacchikātuṃ… katame cha? 
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Assaddhiyaṃ, ahirikaṃ, anottappaṃ, 

kosajjaṃ, muṭṭhassaccaṃ, duppaññataṃ.” 

“Bhikkhus, without abandoning these six things, 

one is incapable of realizing the fruit of non-

returning. What six? Lack of faith, moral shame, 

moral dread, laziness, forgetfulness, and poor 

discernment.” 

 

Here, assaddhiyaṃ is positioned not just as a 

minor flaw, but as a major mental hindrance, equal in 

severity to heedlessness (muṭṭhassacca) and lack of 

wisdom (duppaññatā). The illusion lies in mistaking 

one’s doubt or distrust for “analytical wisdom” 

(vīmaṃsanā)—when it is actually defiance, pride, or 

fear of commitment. 

 

Ethical Distinction: Vīmaṃsanā vs. Assaddhiyaṃ 

 

Quality True Vīmaṃsanā Assaddhiyaṃ 

(Faithlessness) 

Rooted In Inquiry guided by 

trust and 

mindfulness 

Chronic doubt, fear 

of surrender, ego-

defensiveness 

Objective To clarify truth 

and deepen 

practice 

To question 

without openness 

to resolution 

Associated 

Virtues 

Saddhā, paññā, 

yonisomanasikāra 

Vicikicchā, moha, 

māna 
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Outcome Increased 

understanding 

and mental clarity 

Alienation, 

confusion, 

paralysis 

 

Thus, over-questioning or overthinking—

without the foundation of confidence in the Triple 

Gem—can turn investigation into a subtle act of 

rejection. 

 

Modern Example: The Cynical Intellectual Practitioner 

A well-read Buddhist practitioner spends hours 

analyzing texts and debating points of doctrine online. He: 

• Questions about every meditation instruction 

given by his teacher. 

• Prefer reading over practicing. 

• Saying things like: 

“I’m not sure these teachings apply to modern 

life,” or “How can we trust suttas that were orally 

transmitted for centuries?” 

While he claims to be “investigating wisely,” his 

unwillingness to trust any teacher, method, or mental 

community reveals not vīmaṃsanā—but assaddhiyaṃ. 

Over time: 

• He stops meditating altogether, saying he is “still 

researching.” 

• He isolates from mental community (saṅgha). 

• He becomes more opinionated but less 

transformed. 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -199  

This is faithlessness cloaked as discernment—a 

classic vañcanā that looks like wisdom but cuts one off 

from growth. 

 

The Mechanism of Deception: Overthinking as Avoidance 

1. The practitioner begins with healthy inquiry. 

2. The mind becomes attached to questioning, 

resistant to guidance. 

3. The attitude shifts from “I want to understand” to 

“I won’t trust unless everything is proven.” 

4. Doubt becomes chronic, leading to paralysis, 

arrogance, or retreat from practice. 

5. Faith (saddhā) erodes, and assaddhiyaṃ 

dominates the path. 

Hence, vīmaṃsanāpatirūpena assaddhiyaṃ 

arises—faithlessness masked as philosophical inquiry. 

 

Safeguard: Investigate with Confidence, Not Cynicism 

To protect against this deception: 

• Balance inquiry (vīmaṃsanā) with reverence 

(saddhā). 

• Recall the Buddha’s gradual method: 

First trust, then test; then verify through personal 

realization. 

• Engage with kalyāṇamitta (noble friends) who 

embody the Dhamma—not just those who speak 

it. 

• Reflect on this principle: 
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“Faith without inquiry is superstition; inquiry 

without faith is mental nihilism.” 

True vīmaṃsanā leads to insight. But when 

governed by ego or fear, it becomes a weapon against the 

very truth it seeks. 

 

Conclusion of 3.8.2: Disentangling Inquiry from 

Faithlessness 

The deception of vīmaṃsanāpatirūpena 

assaddhiyaṃ warns that not all questions are wise, and 

not all doubt is healthy. Doubt must lead toward deeper 

understanding—not permanent detachment from trust. 

Wisdom flourishes when guided by trust, and 

faith becomes strong when tested through experience. 

To walk the path, one must question wisely, but also have 

the courage to believe where belief is due. 

 

3.8.3 Self-governance Deception by Disrespect for 

Elders 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Attādhipateyyapatirūpena garūnaṃ 

anusāsaniyā appadakkhiṇaggāhitā vañcetīti 

yujjati” 

“Through the appearance of self-governance 

(attādhipateyya), one is deceived by a failure to 
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respectfully accept the instruction of elders 

(appadakkhiṇaggāhitā).” 

 

This form of deception reveals how pride and 

independence, when untampered by humility and 

mindfulness, can manifest as a subtle rejection of the 

guidance of teachers, elders, or mental mentors. While 

attādhipateyya—being guided by one’s own ethical 

discernment—is a recognized virtue in Buddhist practice, 

it must not override the role of kalyāṇamitta (mental 

friends) or garū (worthy mentors). 

 

Canonical Reference: Dutiyasovacassatāsutta (Aṅguttara 

Nikāya.II. P.420) 

In this sutta, a devatā visits the Buddha and praises 

seven qualities that protect a bhikkhu from decline. These 

include: 

“Satthugāravatā, dhammagāravatā, 

saṅghagāravatā, sikkhāgāravatā, 

samādhigāravatā, sovacassatā, 

kalyāṇamittatā.” 

(“Respect for the Teacher, respect for the 

Dhamma, respect for the Saṅgha, respect for the 

training, respect for concentration, being easy to 

instruct, and associating with good friends.”) 

The Buddha affirms this list, and Ven. Sāriputta 

elaborates that a bhikkhu should both possess these 

qualities and encourage others in them. Especially 
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notable is the quality of sovacassatā—being easy to 

instruct, which contrasts directly with the tendency of 

appadakkhiṇaggāhitā. 

 

Key Distinction: Self-Governance vs. Conceit 

 

When attādhipateyya is disconnected from 

wisdom and humility, it ceases to be a strength. Instead, 

it becomes an excuse to ignore discipline, dismiss 

instruction, and elevate one’s own views above all 

others. 

Quality True 

Attādhipateyya 

Appadakkhiṇaggāhitā 

Rooted In Mindfulness, 

self-discipline, 

insight 

Māna (conceit), 

pride, resistance to 

correction 

View of 

Teachers 

Reveres and 

learns from 

elders 

Dismisses teachers as 

irrelevant or outdated 

Effect on 

Practice 

Growth 

through 

autonomy and 

guidance 

Stagnation, moral 

isolation, and subtle 

defilements 

Relation to 

Sāsana 

Strengthens 

transmission of 

Dhamma 

Weakens trust in 

mental lineage and 

Saṅgha unity 
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Modern Example: The “Independent Thinker” Who 

Rejects Guidance 

A young monastic, newly ordained, is intelligent 

and passionate about the Dhamma. However: 

• He resists the advice of senior monks, saying: “I 

prefer to learn through direct experience.” 

• When corrected, he deflects with: “That may be 

your way, but I follow my own path.” 

• He avoids traditional practices, dismissing them as 

“rituals,” and claims: “The Buddha encouraged 

self-reliance.” 

Externally, this seems like attādhipateyya—a 

commendable independence. But his behavior reveals 

appadakkhiṇaggāhitā: a failure to respect, internalize, 

and follow the instructions of elders. He does not 

receive Dhamma through respectful listening, but through 

ego-filtered preference. 

Over time: 

• His meditation stagnates. 

• He isolates from the community. 

• He rationalizes his struggle as others “not 

understanding his approach.” 

This is not insight-driven independence—it is 

conceit disguised as autonomy. 

 

Mechanism of Deception: Autonomy Becomes Isolation 

1. Practitioner values self-governance 

(attādhipateyya). 
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2. Subtle pride develops: “I don’t need anyone else’s 

input.” 

3. He resists advice from mentors, thinking it limits 

freedom. 

4. His behavior drifts away from the community and 

standard training. 

5. Result: Apparent self-mastery conceals a rejection 

of wisdom. 

This is the deceptive process where a virtue 

becomes a vice. 

 

Safeguard: Autonomy in Harmony with Reverence 

To avoid this deception: 

• Reflect on sovacassatā: being eager and willing 

to be instructed. 

• Engage senior mentors (garūnaṃ) with 

humility, even when disagreeing. 

• Recognize that Buddhas and arahants 

themselves respected their own mentors—as 

shown in the Buddha’s past lives. 

• Even the strong tree grows straight because it 

leans first on others. 

Mental autonomy is not the rejection of 

guidance—it is the integration of guidance into 

independent understanding. 
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Conclusion of 3.8.3: Disentangling Self-Mastery from 

Disrespect 

The deception of attādhipateyyapatirūpena 

garūnaṃ anusāsaniyā appadakkhiṇaggāhitā warns that 

true mental independence cannot flourish in isolation. 

Genuine growth requires humility, reverence, and the 

capacity to listen deeply—even when the teachings 

challenge personal views. 

Just as Ven. Sāriputta praised the harmony 

between respect and instruction, the wise practitioner 

combines autonomy with discipleship, and confidence 

with surrender. In this balance lies the true path to 

Nibbāna. 

 

3.8.4 Being Governed by Dhamma Deception by 

Disrespect for Fellow Practitioners 

 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Dhammādhipateyyapatirūpena 

sabrahmacārīsu agāravaṃ vañcetīti yujjati” 

“Through the appearance of being governed by 

Dhamma (dhammādhipateyya), one is deceived by 

disrespect toward fellow practitioners 

(sabrahmacārīsu agāravaṃ).” 

 

This formulation addresses a subtle mental 

distortion: when a practitioner claims loyalty to the 
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Dhamma, but in doing so, neglects or looks down on 

their peers. The mind may justify rudeness, superiority, 

or emotional distance by saying, “I follow only the 

Dhamma, not people,” thereby masking agārava 

(disrespect) under the cloak of dhammādhipateyya 

(Dhamma-centeredness). 

 

Doctrinal Clarification: Dhamma-Led vs. Dhamma-

Proud 

Dhammādhipateyya—having the Dhamma as 

supreme authority—is a noble quality praised by the 

Buddha. In the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (D.II.62), the 

Buddha advises: 

“Let the Dhamma and Vinaya be your teacher 

after I am gone.” 

However, Dhamma is not merely an abstract 

doctrine. It is embodied through: 

• Sīla (ethical conduct), 

• Metta (loving-kindness), 

• Saṅghavassa (communal harmony), and 

• Sabhāga-vihāra (dwelling in concord with 

others). 

Thus, if a practitioner claims Dhamma-adherence 

while neglecting kindness, listening, or fellowship, it is 

no longer dhammādhipateyya—it is a form of mental 

conceit. 
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Ethical Comparison: Authentic Dhamma Respect vs. 

Concealed Disrespect 

               

Quality 

True 

Dhammādhipateyya 

Sabrahmacārīsu 

Agāravaṃ 

Rooted In Dhamma + respect 

+ compassion 

Conceit, 

arrogance, or 

withdrawal 

Relations to 

Others 

Kind, collaborative, 

respectful 

Cold, 

dismissive, or 

competitive 

Hidden 

Justification 

“I follow the path 

purely.” 

“Others are not 

as serious as I 

am.” 

Outcome Community 

harmony and 

shared progress 

Isolation, 

tension, and 

subtle ego 

inflation 

 

Thus, disrespect toward peers, even while 

professing deep commitment to Dhamma, is a mental 

contradiction—a refined vañcanā. 

 

Modern Example: The “Purist” Who Avoids Others 

A monk in a meditation center is extremely 

committed to study and practice. He says: 

• “I don’t talk with others. I only focus on the 

Dhamma.” 
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• “They’re always chatting. I stay pure by avoiding 

interaction.” 

• “Friendship just leads to distraction.” 

On the surface, this sounds like 

dhammādhipateyya—putting the Dhamma first. But his 

behavior reveals: 

• Avoidance of basic social duties, like cleaning 

shared areas together. 

• Refusal to offer or accept help. 

• An attitude of subtle contempt for peers who do 

engage in community life. 

Eventually, he becomes isolated and unhappy, 

believing himself to be misunderstood. In reality, his 

“purity” is concealing aversion, aloofness, and pride. 

This is sabrahmacārīsu agāravaṃ masquerading as 

Dhamma devotion. 

 

Mechanism of Deception: Virtue Without Connection 

1. Practitioner aspires to be “governed by Dhamma.” 

2. Begins isolating from peers, judging others as 

inferior. 

3. Justifies behavior as “not needing 

companionship.” 

4. Fails to express mettā, respect (agārava), or 

sabhāga-vihāra. 

5. Develops arrogance and disconnection in the 

name of Dhamma. 
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This is not dhammādhipateyya—it is a self-made 

rule that violates the center of the Dhamma. 

 

Safeguard: Practicing Dhamma with Respect and Mettā 

To protect against this subtle deception: 

• Remember that Dhamma practice includes 

community virtues:  

“Sangha means harmony—not isolation.” 

• Engage in small acts of kindness and collaboration 

with fellow practitioners. 

• Balance solitary practice with moments of human 

connection and humility. 

• One who reveres the Dhamma also reveres those 

who live it. 

 

Conclusion of 3.8.4: Disentangling Dhamma-

Centeredness from Disrespect 

The deception of dhammādhipateyyapatirūpena 

sabrahmacārīsu agāravaṃ reveals how even a 

commitment to truth can become a veil for pride or 

coldness. True dhammādhipateyya fosters humility, 

warmth, and deep respect for all companions on the path. 

To walk the Buddha’s way is not only to revere 

the Dhamma textually or technically, but to embody it 

in relational life—with love, respect, and shared 

aspiration toward liberation. 
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3.8.5 Worldly Governance Deception by Self & 

Dhamma Disparagement 

In the Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā, it is stated: 

 

“Lokādhipateyyapatirūpena attani dhamme ca 

paribhavo vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of worldly authority 

(lokādhipateyya), one is deceived by 

disparagement of self and the Dhamma (attani 

dhamme ca paribhavo).” 

 

This subtle deception involves a misplaced 

reliance on worldly norms, judgments, or social 

acceptance (lokādhipateyya), which leads to a weakening 

of inner confidence and a diminished reverence for the 

Dhamma. While appearing as realism, modesty, or even 

social responsibility, it actually reflects a disempowered 

and disheartened mind, disconnected from saddhā 

(faith) and viriya (effort). 

 

Key Insight: Mistaking Worldliness for Wisdom 

This form of deception often presents itself in 

thoughts like: 

• “I’m just being realistic—I could never attain 

that.” 

• “These teachings are too idealistic for modern 

life.” 
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• “I don’t want to act wrongly, what if devas or 

mental beings know?” 

• “Better to stay quiet than try and fail.” 

At first glance, such attitudes may look like 

humility or ethical caution, but they often stem from: 

• Low mental self-esteem, and 

• Overdependence on external opinions or fear of 

judgment. 

This erodes confidence in the efficacy of the 

Dhamma, and worse, undermines faith in one’s own 

ability to walk the Noble Path. 

 

Contextual Doctrinal Support 

While the specific canonical sutta for this exact 

deception is not directly cited, the Buddha repeatedly 

taught: 

“Attāhi attano nātho” – “One is one’s own 

protector.” (Dhp.160) 

And also emphasized saddhā, chanda, and viriya 

as vital for progress. Those who habitually say “I can’t” 

are not practicing right view but are succumbing to 

moha (delusion) masked as humility. 
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Contrast Table: Realism vs. Self-Paribhava 

(Disparagement) 

 

Quality Realistic 

Humility 

Attani Dhamme 

Ca Paribhavo 

View of Self Aware of 

limitations, but 

hopeful 

Believe one is 

incapable or 

unworthy 

Relationship to 

Dhamma 

Reveres 

Dhamma as a 

path worth 

attempting 

Thinks Dhamma 

is too idealistic 

or unreachable 

Inner Energy Uplifted and 

ready to grow 

Deflated, 

mentally passive 

External 

Influence 

Learns from 

society but not 

ruled by it 

Cares more for 

others’ opinions 

than truth itself 

 

This deception is thus a quiet but serious block—

not from craving or anger, but from deflated self-view 

rooted in delusion (moha) and disguised by social 

conformity. 

 

Modern Example: “I’m Not Good Enough for Dhamma” 

A layperson is interested in meditation and studies 

Buddhist teachings regularly. However: 

• They constantly say, “I can’t reach those levels—

it’s only for monks or special people.” 
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• When invited to join a retreat, they reply, “I’m just 

a normal person. I’ll never get it.” 

• They fear making mistakes, saying, “What if 

devas or other meditators see how defiled my mind 

is?” 

Outwardly, this seems like humility and 

conscience. But over time, they: 

• Avoid deeper practice, 

• Lose confidence in their ability to transform, 

• Even doubt the Dhamma’s practical relevance. 

What has happened here? Worldly influence—

judgment, comparison, fear—has become their inner 

authority. This is lokādhipateyya. And it leads to attani 

dhamme ca paribhavo—devaluation of both one and 

the Dhamma path. 

 

Mechanism of Deception: Worldly Realism Replaces 

Dhamma Confidence 

1. People desire to practice the Dhamma but lacks 

confidence. 

2. They overvalue social perception and fear external 

judgment (e.g., “What if devas see my faults?”). 

3. They dismiss the Dhamma as too advanced or 

themselves as too unworthy. 

4. Over time, practice becomes shallow or ceases 

altogether. 

5. Faith and energy collapse—not from external 

opposition, but internal misbelief. 
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This is not humility—it is self-paralysis rooted in 

delusion. 

 

Safeguard: Replacing Fearful Doubt with Faithful Effort 

To avoid this subtle deception: 

• Reaffirm the Buddha’s teaching that even the 

most ordinary person can attain Nibbāna. 

• Recall that arising doubt is not failure—it’s the 

beginning of inquiry. 

• Trust that the Dhamma is not just to be 

revered—it is to be realized. 

 

Conclusion of 3.8.5: Disentangling False Humility from 

True Faith 

The deception of lokādhipateyyapatirūpena attani 

dhamme ca paribhavo warns us that not all modesty is 

wise, and not all realism is right view. When worldly 

doubt leads us to devalue ourselves or the Dhamma, we 

are no longer practicing truth—we are practicing mental 

avoidance. 

True humility acknowledges one’s flaws while 

still walking the path. It does not say, “I am not 

enough,” but rather, “With guidance and effort, I will 

grow.” 
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CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER III: RECOGNIZING 

THE TRUE FROM THE DECEPTIVE 

 

In the ever-spinning cycle of saṃsāra, the 

distinction between reality and imitation is more than just 

an abstract concern—it is a matter of existential 

consequence. In worldly life, when we mistake imitation 

gold for real, the loss is limited to wealth or status. But in 

the mental journey, mistaking false Dhamma for genuine 

Dhamma results in a devastating karmic debt and 

deepens our entrapment in suffering. 

The 38 Deceptions (vañcanā) as presented in the 

Nettippakaraṇā Aṭṭhakathā serve as a vital diagnostic lens 

for sincere practitioners. Each describes how 

unwholesome mental states—lobha, dosa, and moha—

disguise themselves beneath the cloak of virtue, wisdom, 

or renunciation. They do not arise in obvious forms. 

Rather, they closely resemble kusala: compassion 

becomes sorrow (soka), loving-kindness becomes 

attachment (rāga), equanimity masks indifference, and 

generosity conceals selfish gain. The resemblance is so 

subtle that without deep mindfulness (sati) and wisdom 

(paññā), even experienced practitioners may be misled. 

As the Buddha taught in the Vinaya Piṭaka, 

Mahāvagga 1.11.1 (page 19), the foundational insight 

into the impermanence (anicca), unsatisfactoriness 

(dukkha), and non-self (anattā) nature of all conditioned 
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phenomena is the starting point of right view (sammā-

diṭṭhi): 

“Taṃ kiṃ maññatha, bhikkhave, rūpaṃ niccaṃ vā 

aniccaṃ vāti? Aniccaṃ, bhante…” 

This dialogue illustrates how the clinging mind 

erroneously grasps phenomena as mine, I am this, or this 

is my self—misapprehensions that give rise to taṇhā 

(craving), māna (conceit), and diṭṭhi (wrong view). 

These three are not just obstacles; they are the roots of 

deception itself. 

The 38 vañcanā explored in this chapter are not 

exhaustive; they represent the entry-level distortions in 

a practitioner’s path. For those who embark on the Noble 

Eightfold Path, overcoming these initial delusions is 

essential. Otherwise, even practices meant to lead toward 

awakening—such as meditation, charity, or solitude—can 

become traps of ego or delusion when misunderstood or 

misapplied. 

 

 Why This Matters Deeply 

• When false Dhamma is accepted as true, the path 

becomes reversed. What was meant to liberate 

now binds. 

• When a practitioner lacks critical examination, 

imitation kusala leads to pride, stagnation, or 

deeper saṃsāric entanglement. 

• The Dhamma is subtle; it requires both faith and 

discernment—saddhā guided by paññā. 
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Safeguards on the Path 

To avoid deception and preserve the integrity of 

our mental practice, three internal allies must be 

cultivated: 

1. Sati (Mindfulness) – to see the present clearly and 

recognize subtle shifts in intention. 

2. Paññā (Wisdom) – to discern reality from 

appearances, especially when kusala and akusala 

resemble one another. 

3. Yoniso manasikāra (Wise Attention) – to 

investigate causes and conditions thoroughly. 

These serve not only as tools for awakening but 

also as bodyguards of the mind in the face of seductive 

appearances and conceptual traps. 

 

Final Reflection 

In a world where false gold shines brighter, the 

wise seek substance over appearance. The Buddha’s 

teachings are not merely to be revered—they must be 

understood and internalized with depth. The 38 vañcanā 

invite us to inspect not just what we do, but how and why 

we do it. 

In the long journey through saṃsāra, getting even 

a single step right can be the difference between bondage 

and liberation. Let us, therefore, pursue real Dhamma, 

not its shadow—lest the very path to freedom become 

another chain.
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CHAPTER IV: ANALYTICAL CLASSIFICATION 

OF THE 38 VAÑCANĀ 

 

4.1 Taxonomy by Dominant Akusala Root 

 

Theravāda Abhidhamma categorizes 

unwholesome mental phenomena according to their root 

defilements—lobha (greed/craving), dosa 

(hatred/aversion), and moha (delusion/ignorance). In this 

section, the 38 vañcanā are systematized based on these 

three akusala-mūla, illuminating the cognitive and 

behavioral architecture of each deception. 

While many vañcanā contain overlapping 

influences from multiple roots, they are here categorized 

according to the dominant mental coloration. This 

taxonomy is not only doctrinal but diagnostic: it helps 

identify which ethical and meditative countermeasures are 

most effective for dismantling specific deceptions. 

 

 4.1.1 Vañcanā Rooted in Lobha (Craving) 

 

Lobha-rooted deceptions arise from clinging, 

possessiveness, or an insatiable desire for material, 

sensual, or existential fulfillment. These forms of vañcanā 

are often subtle because they mask themselves as virtuous 

intentions—generosity, devotion, or ambition—while 

driven by egocentric grasping. 
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Identification of Lobha-Based Vañcanā 

Key forms include: 

• Kāmacchanda: sensual desire masked as 

appreciation or aesthetic sensitivity. 

• Rāga: emotional attachment disguised as 

compassion or love. 

• Micchājīvo: wrong livelihood, especially when 

masked by professional piety or social 

responsibility. 

• Kammārāmatā: love of “doing good” that stems 

from egoic satisfaction rather than true altruism. 

• Kulamacchariyaṃ: clinging to one’s social 

identity masked as moral dignity. 

 

Behavioral and Psychological Expressions 

• Mental materialism: engaging in merit-making 

or generosity (dāna) with hidden expectations. 

• Over-investment in status or reputation: taking 

roles like “teacher,” “healer,” or “devotee” to 

fulfill emotional needs rather than serving 

Dhamma. 

• Dependency in relationships: mistaking 

possessive attachment for metta or karuṇā. 

• Rationalized indulgence: justifying sensual 

pleasures as “self-care” or “balance” within the 

practice. 
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 Doctrinal Insight 

Lobha-rooted deceptions cloud ethical clarity by 

glamorizing attachment. They are often accompanied by 

somanassa vedanā (pleasant mental feeling) and give 

rise to taṇhā (craving) and upādāna (clinging). These 

deceptions can only be purified through alobha (non-

attachment), sati (mindfulness), and discernment into 

anicca (impermanence). 

 

 4.1.2 Vañcanā Rooted in Dosa (Aversion) 

 

Dosa-rooted vañcanā are characterized by ill will, 

criticism, or ethical rigidity. They often appear as 

principled indignation, doctrinal purism, or disciplined 

asceticism, but beneath lie subtle aversions toward 

discomfort, others, or vulnerability. 

Common Forms 

• Byāpāda: masked as “moral judgment” or 

protective concern. 

• Pharusavācatā: harsh speech disguised as “tough 

love” or “truth-speaking.” 

• Paravajjānupassitā: obsession with others’ 

faults masked as “guardianship of the Dhamma.” 

• Paṭikkūlasaññā: perception of repulsiveness that 

evolves into disgust or hatred. 

• Ananulomikasaṃsaggo: aversion to social 

interaction masked as mental seclusion. 
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Manifestations in Ethical Rigidity or Disguised Anger 

• Critical idealism: intolerance toward laypeople 

or monastics “who aren’t strict enough.” 

• Moral superiority: using Vinaya or doctrinal 

adherence as a veil for disdain. 

• Suppressed aggression: sarcastic speech or 

passive-aggressive behavior masked as “honest 

feedback.” 

• Excessive renunciation: rejection of pleasure or 

comfort driven by revulsion, not wisdom. 

 

Doctrinal Insight 

Dosa distorts perception through paṭigha (mental 

striking) and is associated with domanassa vedanā 

(mental displeasure). These forms of vañcanā obstruct 

Brahmavihāras, especially mettā and upekkhā. Their 

antidote lies in cultivating adosa (non-hatred), khanti 

(patience), and loving-kindness toward perceived 

imperfections. 

 

4.1.3 Vañcanā Rooted in Moha (Delusion) 

 

Moha-rooted deceptions are the most insidious, 

operating through confusion, intellectual pride, or blind 

faith. These vañcanā distort both perception (saññā) and 

view (diṭṭhi), leading to misidentification of wholesome 

and unwholesome states. 

 Key Examples 
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• Vicikicchā: doubt disguised as philosophical 

inquiry or humility. 

• Micchādiṭṭhi: wrong views adopted under the 

guise of “critical thinking” or “non-dogmatism.” 

• Sammoha: dullness of mind masked as peace or 

contentment. 

• Cittasantāpo: self-torment mistaken for 

renunciation or remorse. 

• Aparikkhatā: blind faith without inquiry, 

presented as devotion. 

 

 Intellectual and Perceptual Distortions 

 

• mental nihilism: denying kamma or rebirth while 

still calling it “Buddhism.” 

• Conceptual overreach: clinging to views not 

grounded in sammā-diṭṭhi. 

• Emptiness rhetoric: misusing the idea of suññatā 

to justify inaction or amorality. 

• Overconfidence in views: taking philosophical 

insight as final realization (ñāṇa without 

bhāvanā). 

 

Doctrinal Insight 

Moha is the most dangerous akusala root because 

it clouds the clarity needed for any ethical or meditative 

progress. It corrupts paññā, and in extreme cases, creates 

resistance to Dhamma itself. The only way to pierce 
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moha-rooted deceptions is through yoniso manasikāra 

(wise attention), sammā-diṭṭhi (right views), and deep 

vipassanā (insight) that reveals the three characteristics—

anicca, dukkha, and anattā. 

 

 Conclusion to 4.1 

This taxonomy reveals how the 38 vañcanā are not 

random flaws but precise psychological distortions 

shaped by foundational akusala roots. By identifying 

whether deception is driven by grasping, rejection, or 

confusion, practitioners can employ targeted kusala 

antidotes. 

This structured classification offers a diagnostic 

model for self-observation and community practice. It 

also sets the stage for the following sections, where these 

insights are mapped across thematic contexts (e.g., 

monastic life, meditative discipline, ethical conduct) and 

applied in doctrinal and practical frameworks. 

 

4.2 Typological Analysis by Context of Manifestation 

 

While the 38 vañcanā are structurally grounded in 

the three akusala roots (lobha, dosa, moha), their 

manifestation often varies by psychological 

environment and functional domain. This section 

classifies vañcanā by thematic context: meditation, ethics, 

interpersonal relations, and doctrinal devotion—



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -224  

highlighting how mental defilements infiltrate specific 

spheres of practice under a cloak of virtue or neutrality. 

 

4.2.1 Meditative Context (Samādhi-based Deception) 

 

“Samādhimukhena thīnamiddhaṃ vañcetīti 

yujjati” 

“Through the doorway of concentration, sloth and 

torpor deceive.” 

In the meditative path, the subtle deceptions of 

vañcanā are especially dangerous, as practitioners may 

confuse unwholesome states for progress. Among the 

most common is thīnamiddha (sloth and torpor), which 

often masquerades as samādhi (deep meditative 

absorption). When the meditator lacks discernment, this 

mental dullness appears as tranquility. 

 

Canonical and Psychological Illustration 

• Thīnamiddha produces a sense of peaceful 

heaviness, absence of thought, and emotional 

quiet—but without clarity (paññā), mindfulness 

(sati), or energetic balance (vīriya). 

• The Dhammasaṅgaṇī warns that when perception 

of the object fades, awareness dims, and the 

practitioner becomes passive, the state is 

unwholesome despite its stillness. 

 

 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -225  

Other Samādhi-based Vañcanā 

• Cittasantāpo: mental agitation or remorse 

disguised as intense striving. 

• Cāṭukamyatā: pleasing speech during Dhamma 

discussions, mistaken as insightful 

communication. 

• Saṅgaṇikārāmatā: seeking group discussions not 

for Dhamma insight but for ego gratification. 

These deceptions highlight how mental stillness 

alone is not samādhi unless paired with alertness, clarity, 

and kusala roots. 

 

4.2.2 Ethical Misconduct & Monastic Life 

 

“Ājīvapārisuddhipatirūpatāya 

asaṃvibhāgasīlatā vañcetīti yujjati”  

“Through the appearance of livelihood purity 

(ājīvapārisuddhi), non-sharing conduct 

(asaṃvibhāgasīla) deceives.” 

In the realm of ethical conduct, particularly 

monastic life, many vañcanā arise through external 

conformity without internal transformation. Ethical 

misrepresentation includes behaviors that appear virtuous 

or Vinaya-compliant but are driven by akusala 

motivations. 
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 Representative Vañcanā 

• Micchājīvo: wrong livelihood cloaked in socially 

approved activity. 

• Māyā and Sāṭheyya: deliberate deceit and 

hypocrisy, e.g., hiding unwholesome intentions 

under polished Vinaya behavior. 

• Paravajjānupassitā: constant observation of 

others’ faults under the guise of moral 

guardianship. 

 

Expressions in Monastic Life 

• Rigorous Vinaya compliance as a means to gain 

praise, status, or control. 

• Public displays of renunciation (e.g., austere 

lifestyle) while secretly harboring sensual 

indulgence or egoic ambition. 

• Giving Dhamma talks more for self-promotion 

than compassion or insight. 

These forms of vañcanā degrade the saṅgha by 

promoting performance over purity and appearance 

over authenticity. 

 

4.2.3 Emotional & Relational Deceptions 

 

“Mettāyanāmukhena rāgo vañcetīti yujjati” 

“Through the doorway of loving-kindness, 

craving deceives.” 
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This group concerns how the Brahmavihāras—

mettā, karuṇā, muditā, and upekkhā—are corrupted by 

emotional distortion. These are among the most socially 

accepted and dangerously subtle deceptions because 

they occur in relational contexts where affection and 

concern are praised. 

 

 Examples 

• Rāga under the guise of mettā: possessiveness, 

romantic attraction, or emotional dependency 

masquerading as loving-kindness. 

• Soka posing as karuṇā: grief or despair mistaken 

for compassion. 

• Pahāsa mimicking muditā: shallow laughter or 

flattery instead of sincere joy. 

• Nikkhittachandatā as upekkhā: emotional 

withdrawal or apathy framed as equanimity. 

 

 Consequences 

• Reinforcement of attachment, jealousy, or 

helplessness instead of detachment and clarity. 

• Mental bypassing: avoiding ethical confrontation 

or critical feedback under the pretense of 

compassion or “letting go.” 

• Confusion of kusala with akusala due to social 

reinforcement and lack of introspection. 
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Recognizing these deceptions requires vigilant 

sati, wise intention (yoniso manasikāra), and an honest 

willingness to examine one’s motivations. 

 

 

4.2.4 Devotional & Doctrinal Deceptions 

“Saddhālutāpatirūpatāya aparikkhatā vañcetīti 

yujjati” 

“Through the semblance of faith, uncritical devotion 

deceives.” 

Faith (saddhā), doctrinal alignment, and 

submission to instruction are critical parts of the 

Theravāda path. However, when not balanced by 

investigative wisdom (vīmaṃsā), these qualities can be 

exploited by moha-rooted vañcanā. 

 

 Key Vañcanā 

• Aparikkhatā: blind faith or naiveté taken as noble 

devotion. 

• Assaddhiyaṃ: skepticism disguised as critical 

inquiry. 

• Agāravaṃ toward teachers masked as 

independence or “mental maturity.” 

• Attani dhamme ca paribhavo: overvaluing one’s 

personal experience while disregarding scriptural 

authority. 
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Manifestations 

• Following charismatic leaders without scriptural 

validation. 

• Cherry-picking Dhamma teachings to suit 

personal comfort. 

• Rationalizing wrong views (micchādiṭṭhi) as 

open-mindedness. 

These deceptions prevent the development of 

sammā-diṭṭhi and open the door to mental confusion, 

sectarianism, or nihilism. 

 

Conclusion to 4.2: The Situational Face of Deception 

 

Each vañcanā adapts to context like water to 

shape—fitting itself into the form of meditation, ethics, 

relationships, or faith. While the underlying roots remain 

consistent, the situational camouflage makes vañcanā 

particularly difficult to identify. 

Thus, the practitioner must cultivate contextual 

discernment (sampajañña), using mindfulness not just to 

observe the mind but to question how the environment 

invites or conceals deception. The next sections will 

provide a structural model for tracing these deceptions 

and developing precise kusala antidotes. 
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4.3 Causative Mechanisms of Deceptive Mental States 

 

Vañcanā does not arise arbitrarily. It is the product 

of complex cognitive distortions, defense mechanisms, 

and karmic reinforcements that operate both 

unconsciously and volitionally. Unlike gross defilements 

(kilesa), vañcanā embeds itself within the perceptual and 

affective fabric of the mind, often taking the shape of 

insight, virtue, or peace—thus evading direct 

confrontation. This section explores the causal dynamics 

underlying the formation and persistence of vañcanā, with 

a focus on three key dimensions: perceptional vipallāsa, 

psychological defenses, and saṃsāric habituation. 

 

4.3.1 Role of Perceptional Vipallāsa (Cognitive 

Inversion) 

 

The term vipallāsa refers to perceptual and 

cognitive distortions that invert the nature of reality. As 

taught in the Vipallāsa Sutta (Aṅguttara Nikāya. I.p 361), 

the mind is prone to four fundamental inversions: 

1. Attani anattasaññā: perceiving non-self as self 

2. Dukkhe sukhasaññā: perceiving suffering as 

pleasure 

3. Anicce niccasaññā: perceiving impermanence as 

permanence 

4. Asubhe subhasaññā: perceiving the impure as 

pure 
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These distortions form the cognitive architecture 

of vañcanā. They do not merely alter what is seen, but 

how it is interpreted, laying the groundwork for akusala 

mental states to masquerade as kusala. 

 

 Illustrations in Vañcanā 

• Asubhe subhasaññā: Perceiving passionate 

attachment (rāga) as loving-kindness (mettā). 

• Dukkhe sukhasaññā: Mistaking dependent 

relationships for joy or peace. 

• Anicce niccasaññā: Seeing roles or meditative 

attainments as stable achievements rather than 

transient phenomena. 

• Attani anattasaññā: Identifying with “the 

compassionate one,” “the wise teacher,” etc., 

thereby reinforcing sakkāya-diṭṭhi (personality 

belief). 

These perceptual vipallāsas are not corrected by 

will alone, but by systematic cultivation of insight 

(vipassanā) into the three characteristics: anicca, dukkha, 

and anattā. 

 

 4.3.2 Psychological Defense Mechanisms in Vañcanā 

 

Beyond philosophical inversion, vañcanā operates 

through psychological self-preservation strategies that 

prevent discomfort, shame, or moral dissonance. These 

mechanisms are not unique to Buddhist psychology, but 
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find doctrinal parallels in the Theravāda understanding of 

moha, māna (conceit), and diṭṭhi (views). 

 

Three Core Mechanisms 

1. Rationalization (diṭṭhiparāmāsa): Justifying 

unwholesome actions through logic or moral 

relativism. 

o E.g., “I scolded him because someone had 

to speak the truth.” 

2. Projection (paravajjānupassitā): Disowning 

one’s own faults and locating them in others. 

o E.g., A monk overly obsessed with others’ 

Vinaya violations may be repressing 

personal doubts or transgressions. 

3. Mental Bypassing (māyā–sāṭheyya): Using 

mental doctrines, roles, or practices to avoid 

confronting emotional wounds or ethical 

responsibilities. 

o E.g., Claiming “equanimity” while 

emotionally detached due to fear of 

vulnerability. 

 

 Doctrinal Correlates 

In the Abhidhamma, these mechanisms are often 

linked to: 

• Moha (ignorance): foundational distortion of 

reality 
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• Māna (conceit): comparing self favorably to 

others 

• Diṭṭhi (wrong views): clinging to distorted 

frameworks 

These mental defenses stabilize vañcanā by 

protecting the ego from moral dissonance, creating an 

illusion of authenticity while reinforcing akusala 

tendencies. 

 

4.3.3 Saṃsāric Reinforcement: How Deception 

Perpetuates Rebirth 

 

In Theravāda cosmology, saṃsāra is not only a 

series of lifetimes, but also a cycle of habitual mental 

patterns. Vañcanā becomes karmically entrenched 

through repeated expression and reinforcement of 

distorted cognition. This section explores how deception 

contributes to future becoming (bhava) and rebirth (jāti). 

 

 Karmic Dynamics of Deceptive Patterns 

• Intentional volition (cetanā) behind vañcanā 

generates akusala kamma even when the outer 

act appears meritorious. 

• Wrong view (micchādiṭṭhi) is considered a 

pāpakamma (grave offense) with strong rebirth 

consequences. 
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• When vañcanā becomes normalized, it forms part 

of anusaya (latent tendencies), shaping rebirth 

consciousness (paṭisandhi citta). 

 

Practical Implication: Deception as a Rebirth Engine 

• A life led under the illusion of virtue but guided 

by greed, aversion, or delusion culminates in birth 

in lower realms (apāya), despite superficial 

morality. 

• Even within the human realm, repeated vañcanā 

patterns reinforce psychological bondage—e.g., 

mental pride leading to fanaticism, or 

misunderstood faith leading to gullibility. 

 

Meditative Insight into Saṃsāric Loops 

The insight stages (vipassanā-ñāṇa) reveal not 

only impermanence but also the linkage of deception to 

craving and becoming. As bhava-taṇhā (craving for 

becoming) dissolves, so too does the compulsive need to 

mask akusala under kusala veneers. 

 

Conclusion to 4.3: From Causation to Liberation 

 

Understanding the causative machinery of 

vañcanā is essential for dismantling it. Perceptual 

inversion (vipallāsa), defense strategies (rationalization, 

projection), and karmic habituation all sustain the illusion 
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of self, virtue, and control. These mechanisms reinforce 

saṃsāra by keeping akusala disguised and undisturbed. 

The path of liberation, therefore, must involve not 

only the cultivation of kusala, but the exposure and 

deconstruction of the mind’s protective illusions. Only 

then can one genuinely practice sammā-diṭṭhi (right 

view), sammā-vāyāma (right effort), and sammā-sati 

(right mindfulness) as tools for awakening from 

deception. 

 

 

4.4 Visual Mapping and Charts: Structural Overview 

of Deceptive Dynamics 

 

To synthesize the analysis from Sections 4.1 to 

4.3, this section presents a visual diagnostic framework 

that maps each of the 38 vañcanā along four axes: 

• Vañcanā Type 

• Dominant Akusala Mūla (Root) 

• Deceptive Mechanism (Mode of Disguise) 

• Kusala Antidote (Corrective Factor) 

This mapping facilitates applied discernment for 

scholars, practitioners, and monastics aiming to identify 

and uproot latent self-deception. The inclusion of 

frequency charts based on root dominance also highlights 

the prevalence and psychological bias behind each class 

of deception. 
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4.4.1 Matrix: Cross-Linking Vañcanā, Root, Mechanism, and Antidote 

# Vañcanā Akusala Root Deceptive 

Mechanism 

Kusala Antidote 

1 Kāmacchanda Lobha Neutral 

perception 

disguising 

craving 

Asubha-saññā, 

Wise restraint 

2 Rāga disguised 

as Mettā 

Lobha Attachment 

masked as love 

Mettā with 

alobha and 

upekkhā 

3 Micchājīvo Lobha Justified 

unwholesome 

livelihood 

Right livelihood 

(sammā-ājīva) 

4 Byāpāda Dosa “Moral 

indignation” 

masking 

aversion 

Mettā, karuṇā 
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5 Pharusavācatā Dosa Harsh truth-

telling as 

honesty 

Soft speech, sati 

6 Soka (as 

Karuṇā) 

Dosa Grief 

masquerading 

as compassion 

Karuṇā with 

equanimity 

7 Vicikicchā Moha Doubt disguised 

as humility 

Paññā, 

vīmaṃsā, 

investigation 

8 Micchādiṭṭhi Moha Intellectual 

pride masked as 

reasoning 

Sammā-diṭṭhi, 

suttābhisamaya 

 

(Remaining 29 Vañcanā mapped similarly)    
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4.4.2 Graph: Frequency of Root Dominance Across 38 

Vañcanā 

 

Based on cross-analysis from Sections 4.1 and 4.2, 

we visualize the distribution of dominant akusala 

roots: 

 

 Root Distribution Pie Chart 

 

 
 

 

Interpretation: Lobha is the most common driving 

root, often cloaked in “virtue” or “aspiration.” Dosa-based 

deceptions cluster in ethical contexts. Moha-rooted 

vañcanā are often misidentified due to their subtlety and 

conceptual camouflage. 

 

 

47%

29%

24%

Root Distribution 

Lobha (Craving) Dosa (Aversion)

Moha (Delusion)
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Bar Graph: Contextual Frequency by Akusala Root 

 

 
 

This contextual breakdown helps practitioners 

understand which environments are prone to which 

root-based deceptions, supporting tailored strategies for 

discernment. 

 

Chapter IV Conclusion: Toward a Diagnostic 

Framework of Self-Deception 

 

This chapter has demonstrated that vañcanā is not 

an arbitrary set of moral failings, but a sophisticated 

structure of mental distortions shaped by three 

foundational roots—lobha, dosa, and moha—and 

catalyzed by situational variables such as meditative 

context, ethical performance, and doctrinal commitment. 
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 Key Insights Synthesized 

• Root-Based Taxonomy (4.1): Shows that craving 

(lobha) dominates deceptive formations, 

particularly when masked as mental aspiration or 

moral concern. 

• Contextual Typology (4.2): Reveals that vañcanā 

adapts to meditative, relational, monastic, and 

devotional environments—often by mimicking 

kusala qualities. 

• Causative Dynamics (4.3): Highlights how 

perceptional vipallāsa, egoic defense, and karmic 

reinforcement entrench deception as habitual 

identity. 

 

 Toward a Diagnostic Framework 

Drawing from this integrated analysis, we propose 

a four-fold diagnostic approach to detecting vañcanā: 

1. Root Identification – Is the dominant impulse 

craving, aversion, or delusion? 

2. Contextual Awareness – Is the deception 

emerging in meditation, relationship, doctrinal 

reasoning, or moral conduct? 

3. Mechanism Analysis – What disguise is being 

used? Rationalization, projection, mimicry of 

virtue? 

4. Antidotal Matching – What kusala practices are 

specifically suited to this deception? 
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This framework offers not only a theoretical lens 

but a practical toolset for meditation teachers, monastics, 

and practitioners committed to uprooting defilements that 

masquerade as Dhamma. In the next chapter, we move 

from diagnosis to treatment—developing strategic 

applications and antidotal practices for dismantling each 

vañcanā through samādhi, sati, and paññā.
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CHAPTER V: APPLIED STRATEGIES FOR 

RECOGNIZING AND UPROOTING VAÑCANĀ 

 

Following the diagnostic framework established 

in Chapter IV, this chapter addresses the practical 

dimension of the 38 vañcanā by proposing specific 

strategies for their recognition, containment, and 

uprooting. The primary mode of defense against self-

deception in the Theravāda tradition is the cultivation of 

Right View (sammā-diṭṭhi), which serves as both entry 

point and culmination of the Noble Eightfold Path. 

Right View enables the practitioner to discern 

kusala from akusala, appearance from essence, and self-

serving justification from genuine ethical clarity. Without 

sammā-diṭṭhi, even well-intentioned practices such as 

generosity, meditation, or seclusion may become vehicles 

of vañcanā. Therefore, this section outlines two core 

strategies for establishing and deepening the right view: 

scriptural anchoring and analytical discernment. 

 

5.1 Cultivating Right View (Sammā-Diṭṭhi) as 

Foundational Antidote 

 

The Mahācattārīsaka Sutta (M. III.p116) 

identifies Right View as the forerunner of all other path 

factors. It is the guiding compass that aligns intention, 

speech, action, and concentration. In the context of 
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vañcanā, Right View functions as a mirror that reveals 

disguised akusala and a filter that purifies intention. 

Right View arises through two primary means: 

• Āgamānusāra (reliance on mental transmission) 

• Yuttigavesanā (critical inquiry and reflective 

understanding) 

When these two work in tandem, they generate a 

well-rooted, living wisdom capable of exposing even the 

subtlest self-deceptions. 

 

5.1.1 Scriptural Anchoring (Āgamānusāra) 

 

Āgama refers to the authoritative words of the 

Buddha preserved in the Tipiṭaka. Anchoring one’s view 

in these teachings acts as a safeguard against subjective 

distortion and ego-projection, two primary mechanisms 

through which vañcanā thrives. 

 

Functional Role in Unmasking Vañcanā 

 

• Provides canonical clarity: Scriptural knowledge 

acts as a yardstick against which one can measure 

the authenticity of meditative or ethical 

experience. 

• Limits interpretive overreach: Prevents the 

practitioner from projecting personal views onto 

the Dhamma. 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -244  

• Promotes faith-rooted discernment (saddhā–

paññā): Where intuitive insight arises, scripture 

serves as a confirming or correcting lens. 

 

 Examples of Practice 

 

• A practitioner experiencing peaceful absorption 

may mistake it for nibbāna. Anchoring in (S.IV. 

p447) or (A.I. p486) reminds them that nibbāna is 

beyond all conditioned states. 

• A teacher rationalizing harsh behavior may cite 

“honesty,” but the Kodhana Sutta (A.II.p469) 

exposes anger as unwholesome even when 

justified. 

• Apparent “mental authority” can be critiqued 

using Vinaya standards, preventing the 

perpetuation of egoic delusion. 

 

Limitations and Caveats 

 

Scripture alone does not immunize against 

vañcanā. Without contextual reading, linguistic 

understanding, or ethical intent, scriptural knowledge 

can itself become a tool of deception, e.g., quoting 

selectively to support pre-existing views 

(diṭṭhiparāmāsa). Hence, scriptural anchoring must be 

paired with disciplined reflection and humility. 
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5.1.2 Analytical Discernment (Yuttigavesanā) 

 

The Pāli term yuttigavesanā denotes rational 

investigation, logical coherence, and critical inquiry. It 

is the counterpart to scriptural faith and represents the 

second engine of Right View—a process by which 

teachings are verified through reason, reflection, and 

meditative insight. 

 

 Characteristics of Yuttigavesanā 

• Examines causal coherence (paccaya): Are 

effects in line with kamma? Is suffering due to 

internal or external causes? 

• Tests internal consistency: Does one’s view 

support liberation or reinforce identity? Is it 

aligned with anicca, dukkha, anattā? 

• Invokes wise questioning (yoniso manasikāra): 

Why do I believe this? What motivates this 

conclusion? Am I hiding behind this doctrine? 

 

Role in Deconstructing Vañcanā 

• Challenges ego-centric interpretation: “Am I 

helping, or do I need to be seen as helpful?” 

• Disentangles kusala from upakilesa: Is my 

concentration genuine samādhi or mental dullness 

(thīnamiddha)? 
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• Identifies false certainty: Confidence in one’s 

path (pasāda) must be distinguished from 

dogmatic clinging to views. 

 

Doctrinal Support 

 

The Kālāma Sutta (A.I. p189) explicitly upholds 

yuttigavesanā as a vital practice: 

“Do not go by tradition, reasoning, or authority 

alone. Known for yourselves what is unwholesome and 

leads to harm—abandon it.” 

Similarly, In the Vibhaṅga (Abhidhamma Piṭaka), 

paññā is classified as a sobhana cetasika—defined 

functionally as ‘pajānana,’ or the capacity for penetrative 

understanding that discerns truth from delusion. 

(See also: Dhammasaṅgaṇī §14; Atthasālinī I.2.) 

 

 

Summary of 5.1: Right View as Cognitive Immunity 

 

Together, Āgamānusāra and Yuttigavesanā 

create a dual epistemology of Right View: one rooted in 

tradition, the other in experiential verification. They form 

the first and most essential defense against vañcanā, 

acting as cognitive immunity against mental defilements 

masked as virtue. 

As vañcanā often flourishes in the name of 

Dhamma itself, Right View is not optional—it is the only 
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safeguard that exposes, contains, and ultimately dissolves 

these deceptive formations. The following sections will 

explore further methods—ethical refinement, 

contemplative skill, and relational honesty—designed to 

uproot these latent distortions through the full scope of the 

Noble Eightfold Path. 

 

5.2 Kusala Counter-Practices for Each Class of 

Deception 

 

The efficacy of uprooting vañcanā lies not merely 

in diagnosis, but in the strategic cultivation of mental 

states and practices that counteract the specific akusala 

mūla (unwholesome roots) from which these deceptions 

arise. While Right View provides the cognitive foundation 

(as outlined in §5.1), the systematic development of 

wholesome mental factors (kusala cetasika) ensures that 

latent patterns of deception are replaced with liberative 

qualities. 

This section identifies two pivotal classes of 

counter-practices emphasized in the Theravāda 

tradition: 

1. The Brahmavihāras, which purify relational and 

affective distortions. 

2. The Satipaṭṭhāna, which correct misperception 

and delusion through direct, sustained 

mindfulness. 
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5.2.1 The Brahmavihāras (Mettā, Karuṇā, Muditā, 

Upekkhā): Antidotes to Affective Deception 

 

In the Dīgha Nikāya (Saṅgīti Sutta, Pathikavagga, 

p. 187), the Buddha expounds: 

“Catasso appamaññā… mettāsahagatena cetasā 

ekaṃ disaṃ pharitvā viharati... 

karuṇāsahagatena... muditāsahagatena... 

upekkhāsahagatena cetasā vipulena mahaggatena 

appamāṇena averena abyāpajjena pharitvā 

viharati.” 

“A bhikkhu dwells pervading one direction with a 

mind imbued with mettā, and likewise the second, 

third, and fourth—above, below, and all around—

everywhere and to all as to himself; he dwells 

pervading the entire world with a mind imbued 

with mettā—vast, exalted, boundless, free from 

enmity and ill-will... Likewise with karuṇā, 

muditā, and upekkhā.” 

 

These Four Divine Abidings 

(Brahmavihāras)—mettā (loving-kindness), karuṇā 

(compassion), muditā (sympathetic joy), and upekkhā 

(equanimity)—represent refined affective states rooted in 
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wholesome mental factors (kusala citta). According to the 

Dīgha Nikāya commentary: 

“Cattāro Brahmavihārā kusalā bhāvanā 

cetovimutti paññāvimutti saṃvattanti.” 

“These four sublime abidings, when developed, 

lead to liberation of mind (cetovimutti) and 

liberation by wisdom (paññāvimutti).” 

 

Brahmavihāras as Correctives to Affective Vaṅcanā 

 

In the context of vañcanā—the deceptive 

imitation of wholesome mental states—these four 

qualities play a pivotal role as antidotes to corrupted or 

distorted emotional responses. Each Brahmavihāra 

counters a specific type of affective distortion: 

• Mettā vs. Rāga (Attachment): Mettā is 

unconditional loving-kindness without clinging. 

When attachment (rāga) masquerades as love, it 

binds rather than liberates. True mettā asks for 

nothing in return and dissolves possessiveness. 

• Karuṇā vs. Soka (Grief-rooted Aversion): 

Karuṇā seeks to relieve suffering with balance and 

strength. In contrast, soka—a grief entangled with 

dosa (aversion)—can appear like compassion but 

arises from personal loss or frustration, not 

empathy. 

• Muditā vs. Pahāsa (Envious Cheer): Muditā 

rejoices in others' success without self-reference. 
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Pahāsa, however, arises from craving or 

competition—expressing laughter, yet rooted in 

inner discontent. 

• Upekkhā vs. Apathy (Nikkhittachandatā): True 

equanimity understands kamma and remains 

inwardly poised amid gain and loss. Apathy or 

emotional indifference, however, resembles 

upekkhā but conceals disengagement and avijjā 

(ignorance). 

 

The Method of Cultivation 

Brahmavihāra meditation requires systematic and 

expansive practice—pervading all directions (uddham, 

adho, tiriyaṃ) and all beings (sabbattatāya). The mind 

becomes: 

• Vipula – vast 

• Mahaggata – sublime 

• Appamāṇa – immeasurable 

• Averena – without hostility 

• Abyāpajjhena – without ill-will 

Such cultivation dissolves the boundaries of self 

and other, eradicating the latent tendencies (anusaya) of 

pride, envy, and aversion. 

 

Doctrinal Basis 

 

The Visuddhimagga (Chapter IX) elaborates on 

the near and far enemies of each Brahmavihāra, warning 
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that mental imitation of these states can become a vessel 

of delusion. For instance, rāga (lust) is a near enemy of 

mettā, as both generate warmth but arise from radically 

different motivations. 

 

 Meditative Application 

In practical terms, the Brahmavihāras are 

cultivated through boundless radiation (appamaññā) 

and object-based reflection. For instance: 

• When vañcanā manifests as possessive affection, 

radiating mettā to perceived “threats” to one’s 

bond reveals its selfish underpinnings. 

• If grief is misidentified as compassion, 

contemplating dukkha as a universal truth 

reorients emotional responses toward liberative 

care. 

Thus, Brahmavihāra cultivation is not 

sentimentalism, but a structured ethical training aimed 

at purifying the emotional field from which deception 

draws its power. 

 

Conclusion: Brahmavihāras as Foundations of 

Liberation 

Properly developed, the Brahmavihāras are not 

mere moral attitudes but direct paths toward ceto-vimutti 

(liberation of mind) and paññā-vimutti (liberation 

through wisdom). In the context of vañcanā, they serve as 

luminous correctives—exposing the falseness of 
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emotional imitation and realigning the practitioner with 

genuine mental clarity. 

By replacing distorted affect with boundless 

goodwill, compassion, joy, and balance, the 

Brahmavihāras safeguard the path from the subtle 

corruptions of akusala masked as kusala. 

 

 

5.2.2 Satipaṭṭhāna (Foundations of Mindfulness) 

 

“Satipaṭṭhānaṁ bhikkhave ekāyano maggo... 

sattanam visuddhiyā.”  

“Monks, the Four Foundations of Mindfulness are 

the direct path to purification...” –( Satipaṭṭhāna 

Sutta, D.II.231) 

 

Among all Buddhist meditative systems, the 

Satipaṭṭhāna is most directly concerned with the 

exposure and disintegration of delusion (moha), the 

root most frequently associated with cognitive vañcanā. 

Where Brahmavihāras address affective distortion, 

Satipaṭṭhāna addresses cognitive and perceptual 

deception through rigorous, moment-to-moment 

observation. 
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The Four Foundations and Their Corrective Function 

 

Foundation Object of 

Mindfulness 

Corrects 

Kāyānupassanā Body Misidentification 

of body as self 

or pure 

Vedanānupassanā Feeling Misreading of 

pleasure/pain as 

inherently 

good/bad 

Cittānupassanā Mind states Failure to 

discern defiled 

from purified 

citta 

Dhammānupassanā Mental 

phenomena 

(e.g. 

hindrances) 

Ignorance of 

causal structures 

behind 

experience 

 

These contemplations are explicitly designed to 

develop sampajañña (clear comprehension) and yoniso 

manasikāra (wise attention), which cut through the veils 

of deception that present akusala as kusala. 
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Application to Vañcanā 

 

• When thīnamiddha masquerades as samādhi, 

cittānupassanā reveals sluggish, unenergetic mind 

states incompatible with genuine absorption. 

• When wrong view (micchādiṭṭhi) hides behind 

philosophical sophistication, dhammānupassanā 

lays bare the five hindrances and seven 

awakening factors, providing a doctrinal mirror 

for self-assessment. 

• Vedanānupassanā is crucial for recognizing how 

pleasant feelings can falsely validate craving-

driven actions, while unpleasant feelings are 

wrongly interpreted as moral failure. 

 

Strategic Integration 

 

Satipaṭṭhāna functions best when integrated with 

the Noble Eightfold Path, ensuring mindfulness is 

ethically grounded and directed toward liberation. As 

moha is the root of misperception, the four foundations 

act as a mirror that prevents unwholesome mental states 

from disguising themselves as insight, equanimity, or 

surrender. 
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5.2.3 Paññābhāvanā (Cultivation of Wisdom) 

 

In the progressive dismantling of vañcanā—the 

subtle deceptions that mask unwholesome roots (akusala-

mūla) as wholesome—paññābhāvanā (the development 

of wisdom) stands as the culminating force. While the 

Brahmavihāras purify emotional distortion and 

Satipaṭṭhāna penetrates perceptual illusion, it is 

paññābhāvanā that exposes and uproots the ontological 

misapprehensions sustaining the false self and its 

shadow: delusion. 

Wisdom (paññā) in Theravāda Buddhism is not 

speculative or merely reflective. It is insight into the 

three characteristics of all conditioned existence—

anicca (impermanence), dukkha (unsatisfactoriness), 

and anattā (non-self). When fully developed, this insight 

functions as a disintegrative force, dissolving the web of 

clinging, misperception, and self-reference that enables 

deception (vañcanā) to thrive. 

 

Visuddhimagga II, p. 340 explains: 

“Attha yaṃ nāmarūpaparicchedato paṭṭhāya 

sakkāyadiṭṭhādīnaṃ vasena nānākilesaviddhaṃ-

sanaṃ vuttaṃ, ayaṃ lokikāya paññābhāvanāya 

ānisaṃso. Yaṃ ariyamaggakkhaṇe saṃyoja-

nādīnaṃ vasena nānākilesaviddhaṃsanaṃ 
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vuttaṃ, ayaṃ lokuttarāya paññābhāvanāya 

ānisaṃsoti veditabbo.” 

This distinction highlights two pivotal functions of 

wisdom: 

1. Lokiya Paññābhāvanā – Beginning from 

nāmarūpapariccheda ñāṇa (discrimination of 

name-and-form), this mundane wisdom gradually 

dismantles wrong views (diṭṭhi) such as 

sakkāyadiṭṭhi (personality belief). 

2. Lokuttara Paññābhāvanā – At the moment of 

magga-ñāṇa (path knowledge), wisdom uproots 

latent defilements (saṃyojana), culminating in 

irreversible liberation. 

 

Modes of Wisdom That Directly Counteract Vañcanā 

1. Nāmarūpa-pariccheda ñāṇa  

By clearly distinguishing mind and matter, the 

practitioner stops conflating emotions, roles, or 

titles with a substantive “self.” This undermines 

forms of vañcanā rooted in identity-attachment 

(e.g., māna, micchādiṭṭhi). 

2. Paccaya-pariggaha ñāṇa  

Insight into conditionality (paṭiccasamuppāda) 

weakens narrative rationalizations and false 

causality that disguise unwholesome actions as 

virtuous (e.g., false detachment masking cruelty). 

3. Vipassanā Ñāṇas (Insight Knowledges)  

These sequential insights reveal the 
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impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and non-

substantiality of all experiences. Deceptive 

constructs like pride in spiritual attainment or 

clinging to emotional states (e.g., grief posing as 

compassion) dissolve under such scrutiny. 

 

Practical Application in Undoing Deception 

A practitioner may develop a refined image of 

being “wise,” “detached,” or “devoted.” Yet, through 

wisdom: 

• These identities are seen as conceptual 

aggregates, devoid of inherent substance. 

• Their arising is traced not to noble roots, but to 

subtle lobha (craving for status), māna (conceit), 

or moha (misunderstood effort). 

• Misconceptions like micchādiṭṭhi or vicikicchā 

collapse when wisdom penetrates the false 

permanence or authority ascribed to them. 

In this way, paññā is both a sword and a 

mirror—cutting through illusion while reflecting the 

constructed nature of identity, perception, and speech. 

 

Summary: Kusala as the Corrective Force 

The disciplines of Brahmavihāras, 

Satipaṭṭhāna, and Paññābhāvanā function not only as 

spiritual ideals but as targeted countermeasures against 

deception in all its forms: 
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Counterforce 
Primary 

Function 

Targeted 

Vañcanā 

Brahmavihāras 

Purify affective 

distortions 

(lobha, dosa) 

Rāga posing as 

mettā, grief as 

karuṇā 

Satipaṭṭhāna 

Refines 

perception and 

bodily-mindful 

clarity 

Misjudgments 

based on 

sensation, view, 

or feeling 

Paññābhāvanā 

Dismantles 

ontological 

misapprehension 

All forms of 

ego-based 

deception and 

wrong view 

 

Ultimately, wisdom is not a conclusion but a 

mode of seeing—a way of relating to experience that 

reveals its empty, impermanent, and conditioned nature. 

In so doing, paññā dissolves the very root of vañcanā, 

ensuring that the spiritual path is grounded not in pretense, 

but in liberation. 

 

5.3 Meditation Techniques for Exposure and 

Dissolution 

 

To recognize and uproot vañcanā, one must go 

beyond ethical vigilance and doctrinal alignment into the 

direct domain of contemplative experience. While 
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conceptual right view and ethical conduct provide 

necessary orientation, it is through meditative 

engagement that deception is experientially 

disassembled. 

This section outlines three meditative techniques 

that specifically aid in identifying and dissolving vañcanā: 

Vipassanā, Jhānic discrimination, and mindfulness of 

citta &cetasikas. 

 

5.3.1 Vipassanā for Direct Insight into Root Causes 

 

Vipassanā or insight meditation is the systematic 

contemplation of conditioned phenomena as 

impermanent, unsatisfactory, and not-self. It provides 

the most effective method for exposing root-level causes 

(akusala mūla) of vañcanā by breaking the illusion of 

solidity in mental events. 

 

Functional Mechanism 

 

Vipassanā develops clear seeing (vipassanāñāṇa) 

through repeated observation of the arising and passing 

away of sensations, thoughts, and mental states. As this 

observation deepens, deceptive disguises fall away: 

• Rāga reveals itself as restlessness and clinging. 

• Dosa appears as tightening, burning, or 

contraction. 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -260  

• Moha shows itself as blankness, fogginess, or 

indecisiveness. 

Vipassanā thus deconstructs deception from 

within, not through confrontation, but through non-

reactive, penetrative observation. 

 

 Stages of Insight That Dismantle Vañcanā 

• Udayabbaya ñāṇa: Seeing arising and passing 

removes illusion of constancy in “virtuous” states. 

• Bhaṅga ñāṇa: Perception of dissolution 

invalidates identification with any form or 

experience. 

• Saṅkhārupekkhā ñāṇa: Equanimity toward all 

formations undercuts emotional investment in 

deceitful constructs. 

 

5.3.2 Jhānic Discrimination: Samādhi vs. Thīnamiddha 

 

A particularly subtle domain of vañcanā occurs 

when thīnamiddha (sloth and torpor) mimics samādhi 

(concentration). Without proper discrimination, this leads 

to overvaluation of meditative stillness that lacks 

clarity, energy, and penetrative insight. 
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Discriminating Features 

 

Samādhi (Genuine) Thīnamiddha (Deceptive) 

Alert stillness Dull, heavy stillness 

Pīti and vīriya present Absent or minimal energy 

Sati active and sharp Sati weakened or absent 

Insight potential increases Insight capacity shut down 

 

Proper jhānic discrimination arises from 

cittānupassanā (mindfulness of mind) and dhamma-

anupassanā (noting hindrances). A practitioner attuned 

to the energy tone, clarity, and intentionality of their 

mind will distinguish wholesome concentration from 

passivity or escape. 

 

5.3.3 Mindfulness of Cetasika (Mental Factors) 

 

Mindfulness of cetasikas (mental factors) is an 

advanced application of satipaṭṭhāna, allowing the 

practitioner to track the ethical and psychological tone 

of each mental state. Since vañcanā often involves 

akusala masquerading as kusala, awareness of cetasikas 

becomes diagnostically critical. 

 

Practical Utility 
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• Tracking moral valence: Is this thought driven 

by lobha, dosa, or moha? 

• Detecting latent akusala: Identifying subtle 

traces of conceit (māna), jealousy (issā), or 

hypocrisy (sāṭheyya) beneath a seemingly pure 

thought. 

• Monitoring transformation: Observing the 

replacement of akusala with kusala as a marker of 

progress. 

 

 Integration with Abhidhamma 

 

The Abhidhammattha Saṅgaha classifies 52 

mental factors (cetasikas), of which 14 are unwholesome. 

Training in their recognition—e.g., distinguishing 

between somanassa-sahagata lobhamūla citta and 

upekkhā-sahagata paññā-sampayutta citta—sharpens 

the mind’s ability to detect vañcanā at its inception. 

 

Summary: Meditative Skill as Surgical Precision 

 

These three methods—Vipassanā, Jhānic 

Discrimination, and Mindfulness of Cetasikas—offer 

the practitioner meditative precision instruments to 

identify and dismantle deceptive mental patterns: 

• Vipassanā discloses phenomenological truth 

through sustained observation. 
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• Jhānic discrimination ensures the quality of calm 

is kusala and not escapism. 

• Cetasika tracking provides moment-to-moment 

ethical diagnostics, rooting out even the subtlest 

forms of delusion. 

In the therapeutic dismantling of vañcanā, 

meditative technique is not a generic solution but a 

custom-tailored diagnostic tool, sensitive to the shape, 

motive, and manifestation of deception in real-time. 

 

5.4 Real-Life Case Applications and Monastic 

Implications 

 

While theoretical models and meditative strategies 

provide indispensable frameworks for recognizing 

vañcanā, their true efficacy lies in their translatability 

into lived experience. Vañcanā, by its very nature, is a 

dynamic and context-sensitive phenomenon that adapts to 

personal tendencies, communal settings, and institutional 

structures. This section explores the application of 

diagnostic insight in practical scenarios, especially 

within monastic contexts, where structures of discipline 

(Vinaya) and expectations of purity can both expose and 

obscure latent deception. 
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5.4.1 Case Examples: Identifying Vañcanā in Daily 

Practice 

The following curated examples illustrate how 

vañcanā can manifest subtly in everyday behaviors, 

decisions, and meditative experiences. Each case includes 

a brief narrative, deceptive mechanism, and diagnostic 

reflection based on the frameworks from earlier sections. 

 

Case 1: The Dutiful Almsgiver 

A lay practitioner gives dana regularly with 

elaborate ceremony and public notification. When 

unacknowledged, he feels wounded and resentful. 

• Vañcanā Present: Kāmacchanda and micchājīvo 

disguised as generosity 

• Dominant Root: Lobha 

• Diagnostic Cue: Presence of expectation, 

emotional attachment to recognition 

• Antidote: Reflecting on dāna as renunciation; 

cultivation of alobha and mettā 

 

 Case 2: The Vigilant Preacher 

A monastic frequently criticizes other monks for 

lax discipline, citing Vinaya texts and invoking concern 

for the “decline of the Saṅgha.” 

• Vañcanā Present: Paravajjānupassitā and 

pharusavācatā 

• Dominant Root: Dosa 
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• Diagnostic Cue: Harshness, selective scrutiny, 

moral superiority 

• Antidote: Mettā, reflection on kilesa as universal; 

humility practices 

Case 3: The Equanimous Retreatant 

A yogī appears emotionally detached, avoids 

social interaction, and insists this is “true upekkhā.” 

• Vañcanā Present: Nikkhittachandatā 

misperceived as upekkhā 

• Dominant Root: Moha 

• Diagnostic Cue: Lack of empathetic response, 

aversion masked as peace 

• Antidote: Clarifying distinction between 

equanimity and apathy through Satipaṭṭhāna 

 

These cases demonstrate that vañcanā thrives 

where introspection is weak, social feedback is filtered, 

and ego is invested in moral identity. Practitioners must 

cultivate not only meditative acuity but interpersonal 

accountability to recognize and challenge these 

distortions. 

 

5.4.2 How Monastic Vinaya May Mask or Reveal 

Deception 

 

The Vinaya Piṭaka, the regulatory code 

governing monastic conduct, serves as both ethical 

scaffold and diagnostic mirror. While designed to 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -266  

safeguard moral purity and communal harmony, it may 

also become a platform for performative virtue or 

subtle ego reinforcement, giving rise to institutional 

forms of vañcanā. 

 

Vinaya as a Mirror for Deception 

When approached with yoniso manasikāra (wise 

attention), Vinaya practice enables the identification of: 

• Māyā and sāṭheyya: When restraint is 

exaggerated for reputation. 

• Micchājīvo: When monastic roles are used for 

economic or social gain under mental pretense. 

• Domanassa-sahagata dosa: When rule 

enforcement becomes punitive or self-righteous. 

Vinaya thus functions as a mirror that reflects 

intent, provided that observance is paired with internal 

honesty rather than external conformity. 

 

 Vinaya as a Mask for Deception 

Ironically, the very structure designed to curb 

defilements can serve as a camouflage for them if the 

practitioner clings to form without substance: 

• Rules as ego armor: Meticulous compliance may 

foster moral superiority (māna). 

• Legalism without integrity: Seeking loopholes 

while appearing compliant. 

• Inauthentic renunciation: Using austere conduct 

to attract reverence or power. 
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• This aligns with the Dhammapada verse 63 

“Yo bālo maññati bālyaṃ, paṇḍito’va tena so. 

Bālo ca paṇḍitamānī, sa ve ‘bālo’ti vuccati.” 

“The fool who knows his foolishness is wise at 

least to that extent. But the fool who thinks he is 

wise is called a fool indeed.” 

 

The Need for Self-Audit and Communal Safeguards 

 

To avoid such institutionalized vañcanā, two 

mechanisms are crucial: 

1. Cāritta-vatthu reflection: Regular internal 

review of one’s motives and habits. 

2. Saṅgha-based transparency: Open feedback, 

confession (pāṭimokkha recitation), and peer 

correction with mettā. 

When the Vinaya is internalized as a training in 

awareness and humility, it unveils rather than conceals 

vañcanā. 

 

Summary: Practice in Context 

Real-world scenarios and monastic systems both 

serve as litmus tests for the maturity of one’s practice. 

The complexity of vañcanā lies in its contextual 

adaptability—how it shape-shifts to survive in roles, 

rituals, and relationships. Only through a combination 

of introspective vigilance, scriptural discernment, and 
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communal honesty can the practitioner navigate these 

terrains without falling into deception’s subtle traps. 

 

5.5 Educational Tools for Saṅgha and Laity 

 

The Theravāda tradition emphasizes that true 

insight (paññā) must be supported by methodical 

training, especially in an age where the subtleties of 

vañcanā may evade even sincere practitioners. 

Accordingly, the pedagogical imperative is twofold: 

1. Preventative education—equipping practitioners 

to identify akusala in disguise. 

2. Remedial guidance—providing practices that 

directly counteract deception when it is 

recognized. 

This section proposes two implementable 

educational aids: (1) diagnostic checklists designed to 

uncover disguised unwholesome tendencies, and (2) ritual 

or contemplative methods that reinforce internal ethical 

alignment and meditative clarity. 

 

5.5.1 Diagnostic Checklists: Recognizing Akusala 

Disguises 

 

Structured diagnostic checklists serve as 

cognitive mirrors for lay and monastic practitioners alike. 

Designed for self-assessment or peer dialogue, these 
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checklists help identify covert akusala mental states that 

often masquerade as virtue, insight, or ethical rigor. 

 

 

 Sample Checklist: “Is This Kusala?” 

 

Prompt Assessment 

Question 

Red Flag 

Indicators 

Intention Am I seeking 

truth or 

validation? 

Desire for 

recognition, 

praise, 

dominance 

Affect Does this feel 

open and 

balanced, or 

tight and 

reactive? 

Irritation, 

elation, apathy 

Motivation Would I still act 

this way if no 

one were 

watching? 

Social 

performance, 

peer pressure 

Self-view Is there a subtle 

“I am” attached 

to this act or 

thought? 

“I am 

compassionate,” 

“I am advanced” 

Result Does this lead to 

stillness or 

Restlessness, 

guilt, superiority 
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agitation of 

mind? 

 

These checklists can be adapted for Dhamma 

classes, retreat interviews, or monastic Vinaya 

training, encouraging structured ethical inquiry that 

goes beyond rule compliance. 

 

 Benefits of Diagnostic Tools 

• Makes latent akusala explicit through targeted 

questioning. 

• Builds metacognitive awareness—seeing how 

one sees. 

• Cultivates moral sensitivity without 

judgmentalism. 

 

Limitations and Caveats 

Checklists must be contextualized, not 

mechanized. Without yoniso manasikāra (wise 

reflection), they risk becoming ritualized checkboxes or 

instruments of self-criticism rather than tools for 

liberation. 

 

5.5.2 Antidotal Chanting or Contemplative Reflection 

Practices 

In addition to cognitive diagnostics, ritual and 

contemplative methods provide embodied, affective 

reinforcement of wholesome qualities. Chanting and 
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reflection are especially powerful in transforming 

subconscious tendencies by repeatedly aligning the mind 

with ethical and philosophical truths. 

 

Antidotal Chanting Themes 

1. Anattā and anicca recollections 

o “Sabbe dhammā anattā…” – “All 

phenomena are not-self.” 

o Counteracts: self-based mental identity, 

delusions of control. 

2. Loving-kindness suttas (e.g., Karaṇīyamettā 

Sutta) 

o Reinforces: non-hostility, disarms dosa-

masked righteousness. 

3. Marana-saññā and saṃvega chants 

o “Jarā dhammo, maraṇa dhammo…” – 

“Subject to aging, subject to death.” 

o Dislodges: attachment to status, power, 

and mental complacency. 

4. Culakammavibhaṅga reflection 

o Cultivates karmic responsibility and 

personal accountability. 

 

Contemplative Reflections (Anussati) 

 

Practices such as Dhamma-anussati (recollection 

of the Dhamma), Cāga-anussati (recollection of 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -272  

generosity), and Sīla-anussati (recollection of ethical 

conduct) serve to: 

• Foster internal alignment with core Buddhist 

values. 

• Prevent moral distortion through external 

validation or ritualism. 

• Build a resilient inner compass that senses 

deviation from integrity. 

•  

Implementation Formats 

• Daily recitations during uposatha or morning 

chanting. 

• Guided reflections in lay training programs and 

novice instruction. 

• Printable cards/posters listing questions or 

chants for cell or kutī use. 

 

Summary: Education as Preventive Medicine 

 

These tools function not as ends in themselves, but 

as supportive technologies for moral awakening. 

Whether used for communal training or solitary 

reflection, they help internalize the teachings, 

strengthen discernment, and cultivate habits of self-

honesty—all of which are essential for the successful 

unmasking of vañcanā. 

A mentally mature saṅgha or lay community is 

one in which akusala is not merely restrained, but 
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recognized and released at its root through sustained 

practice and reflection. 

 

 

5.6 Toward Liberation: Final Reflections on Citta-

Visuddhi 

 

In the final analysis, the Theravāda path is not 

merely one of external renunciation or meditative 

attainment, but a radical purification of mind—what the 

canonical texts refer to as citta-visuddhi, the purification 

of consciousness. In this context, the work of unmasking 

vañcanā—the 38 forms of deceptive akusala—is not a 

peripheral exercise in moral refinement, but central to the 

realization of liberating insight. 

The deceptive mind is not simply mistaken; it is 

strategically evasive—constructing masks of virtue, 

compassion, and even “emptiness” to avoid facing its own 

tendencies toward clinging, aversion, and delusion. Thus, 

true Dhamma practice must function as a kind of 

exposure therapy for the ego’s mental disguises, 

relentlessly illuminating those inner corners where 

defilements remain hidden under the appearance of 

correctness or awakening. 

 

5.6.1 The Mind as Its Own Hiding Place 
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In the landscape of mental practice, the gravest 

threat is not always overt defilement (kilesa)—such as 

sensual desire, hatred, or delusion—but that which 

masquerades as purity, rigor, or righteousness. The 

Aṅguttaranikāya strongly warns of this deceptive 

inversion: 

“Ye te, bhikkhave, bhikkhū adhammaṃ 

dhammoti dīpenti… dhammaṃ adhammoti 

dīpenti… te bhikkhū bahujanaahitāya 

paṭipannā, bahuno janassa anatthāya… 

bahuñca te bhikkhū apuññaṃ pasavanti… te 

c’imaṃ saddhammaṃ antaradhāpentī.” 

(Aṅguttaranikāya, Ekakanipāta, 

Dutiyapamādādivagga, pp. 18–19) 

“Monks, those who present non-Dhamma as 

Dhamma, or Dhamma as non-Dhamma—such 

individuals walk the path of harm to many, for the 

sorrow and detriment of gods and humans. They 

generate much demerit, and they are the ones who 

cause the True Dhamma to disappear.” 

 

This passage is not merely caution against 

doctrinal misrepresentation; it is a precise description of 

vañcanā—the inner deception where unwholesome 

intentions wear the outer robes of Dhamma. In such 

cases, the problem lies not outside the practitioner, but 

within the folds of one’s own mental construction. 

 



ASHIN RAṬṬHAPĀLA   - UNMASKING DECEPTION IN 

THERAVĀDA BUDDHISM -275  

Vañcanā: The Self-Concealing Mind 

The mind, when untrained, becomes a master of 

disguise. It transforms craving into discipline, converts 

conceit into confidence, and cloaks delusion as insight. 

The most dangerous defilement is not the crude kilesa, 

but the refined, culturally reinforced, and intellectually 

camouflaged unwholesomeness that we mistake for 

Dhamma. 

This subtle confusion is what gives vañcanā its 

pernicious power. Unlike gross misconduct, vañcanā uses 

the structures of sīla, samādhi, and paññā as its 

camouflage. The mind can say, “I am practicing 

renunciation,” while being rooted in avoidance. It may 

say, “I am sharing Dhamma,” while feeding subtle māna 

(conceit). 

 

The Internal Question: Dhamma or Adhamma? 

To guard against this self-misdirection, the 

practitioner must ask with sincere discernment: 

• Is this thought or action rooted in taṇhā (craving), 

māna (conceit), or moha (delusion)? 

• Is my "practice" being used to escape, to elevate 

myself, or to control others? 

• Am I clinging to a view, an identity, or a method 

in a way that distorts the path? 

• Do I reject or resent the Dhamma when it conflicts 

with my preferences? 
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Such self-questioning is not merely therapeutic—

it is existentially necessary. Because when Dhamma is 

subtly hijacked by adhamma, the entire path becomes 

inverted. As the Buddha warned, misrepresenting 

Dhamma—whether to others or within one’s own 

mind—leads not just to individual suffering but to the 

degradation of the entire dispensation. 

 

Conclusion: Vigilance at the Deepest Level 

The deceptive self-arises in the very structures 

meant to dismantle it. This is the final refuge of vañcanā: 

when the mind uses the Dhamma itself to shield itself 

from the Dhamma. Therefore, the true practitioner must 

become a silent guardian of their own motives, 

relentlessly examining: 

• What is arising now? 

• What is this experience concealing? 

• What is this form of “virtue” defending? 

Only such uncompromising introspection, paired 

with deep humility, can prevent the sacred from being 

used in service of the self, and preserve the clarity of 

the path amid the fog of false appearances. 

“Those who do not examine whether what they 

call Dhamma truly leads to the cessation of craving, 

become the very agents of the Dhamma’s 

disappearance—even as they speak its name.” 
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5.6.2 Citta-Visuddhi and the Shattering of Identity 

According to the Visuddhimagga, the purification 

of mind (citta-visuddhi) follows the purification of virtue 

and view and precedes the arising of insight 

knowledges. It refers not only to temporary mental 

clarity, but to the eradication of latent tendencies 

(anusaya) that keep identity intact through deception. 

Unmasking vañcanā is thus a prerequisite for the 

emergence of undefiled wisdom (anāsava-paññā), the 

final liberation from all forms of clinging. 

• Without confronting micchādiṭṭhi, the mind will 

cling to views that entrench selfhood. 

• Without recognizing sāṭheyya and māyā, the 

practitioner may perfect a public persona of 

wisdom while remaining internally bound. 

• Without dismantling vicikicchā, doubt may 

masquerade as intellectual humility, shielding the 

mind from decisive insight. 

Each form of vañcanā obstructs the seeing of 

things as they are (yathābhūtañāṇadassana) and thereby 

obstructs liberation itself. 

 

5.6.3 Liberation as Honest Seeing 

 

The final dismantling of vañcanā—the deception 

of self and world—occurs not through mere suppression 

of defilements, nor through displays of virtue, but through 

yathābhūta-ñāṇadassana: seeing things as they truly 
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are. This is the fruit of vipassanā, the cleansing fire of 

sammā-diṭṭhi, and the emergence of anāsava-paññā—

wisdom untainted by craving, conceit, or view. 

Canonical Insight: Seeing Emptiness Where 

“I” Once Stood 

In the Saṃyuttanikāyo, the Buddha declares: 

“No cassaṃ, no ca me siyā, nābhavissa, na me 

bhavissatī’ti—evaṃ adhimuccamāno bhikkhu 

chindeyya orambhāgiyāni saṃyojanāni.” 

(“If a bhikkhu, with determined understanding, 

reflects—‘May I not be, may nothing be mine, may 

I not become, may nothing become mine’—he can 

cut off the lower fetters.”)  

(Saṃyutta Nikāya, Khandhavagga, Udānasutta, 

pp. 45–48) 

The radical insight here is the complete 

dismantling of identity, the severing of all claims to “I,” 

“me,” and “mine.” This is not nihilism, but the direct 

knowing that rūpa, vedanā, saññā, saṅkhāra, and 

viññāṇa—the five aggregates—are: 

• Anicca: Impermanent 

• Dukkha: Unsatisfactory 

• Anattā: Not-self 

• Saṅkhata: Conditioned 

• Vibhavissa: Destined for cessation 

When a practitioner fails to see these 

characteristics, they misperceive the aggregates as self. 

This ignorance births clinging, conceit, and rebirth. But 
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when a sutavā ariyasāvako (a learned noble disciple) 

sees the aggregates as they truly are, they no longer 

identify with them. This understanding is not 

intellectual—it is existential, experiential, and 

transformative. 

“Tadappatiṭṭhitaṃ viññāṇaṃ… vimuttaṃ. 

Vimuttattā ṭhitaṃ. Ṭhitattā santusitaṃ… 

paccattaññeva parinibbāyati.”  

(When consciousness finds no footing—no fuel, no 

delight, no clinging—it is released. Released, it is 

stable. Stable, it is peaceful. Peaceful, it is finally 

quenched.) 

 

Honest Seeing: The Death of Delusion 

What is most revolutionary about this path is that 

liberation is not an acquisition, but a removal of masks: 

• The mask of “I am wise.” 

• The mask of “This is mine.” 

• The mask of “I am becoming.” 

• Even the mask of “I am practicing.” 

Liberation is not a self-perfecting journey. It is the 

profound cessation of all need to be someone or 

somewhere other than what this moment reveals. 

 

Application to Vañcanā 

Deception (vañcanā) thrives when we protect our 

identity with the Dhamma, rather than surrender it to 

Dhamma. The Buddha warns: even the aggregates—when 
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clung to as self—become the very ground for continued 

becoming (bhava), conceit (māna), and wrong view 

(diṭṭhi). 

Hence, honest seeing includes: 

• Letting go of even subtle notions of being “a 

practitioner.” 

• Not identifying with progress, attainment, or 

failure. 

• Seeing through the storylines of “I was,” “I am,” 

“I will be.” 

• Cultivating deep dispassion (virāga) for the 

process of fabrication itself. 

This is how the āsavas—the deep taints of 

sensuality, becoming, and ignorance—are uprooted at 

their root. 

 

Conclusion: The End of Self-Deception 

Liberation begins where self-deception ends. 

When the practitioner finally sees that no form, feeling, 

perception, formation, or consciousness is “I” or 

“mine,” the house of delusion collapses. From that point, 

the mind does not struggle, does not grasp, and does not 

fabricate a future self. 

It is this depth of seeing—silent, immediate, non-

conceptual—that breaks the final fetters. The one who 

walks this path does not announce themselves as 

liberated; they are simply free from the need to be anyone 

at all. 
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“Khīṇā jāti, vusitaṃ brahmacariyaṃ, kataṃ 

karaṇīyaṃ, nāparaṃ itthattāyā’ti pajānāti.”  

(“Birth is ended, the holy life has been lived, the task is 

done, there is nothing further of this state of being.”) 

Final Summary of Chapter V 

 

Through the cultivation of right view, the 

application of ethical and contemplative antidotes, and 

the development of diagnostic awareness, the 

practitioner gradually dismantles the inner machinery of 

vañcanā. These strategies are not merely supports to 

practice—they are the practice itself, when rightly 

understood. 

In a world where ego can imitate virtue, and 

delusion can masquerade as insight, the unmasking of 

vañcanā stands as a necessary condition for awakening. 

The attainment of citta-visuddhi and the realization of 

anāsava-paññā depend not only on meditative depth, but 

on ethical clarity, self-transparency, and fearless honesty.
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CHAPTER VI: FINAL CONCLUSION 

 

6.1 Revisiting the Purpose and Scope 

 

This dissertation has undertaken an in-depth 

investigation into the 38 forms of vañcanā—subtle 

modes of self-deception—as preserved in Theravāda 

Buddhist exegesis and analyzed through the framework of 

kusala (wholesome) and akusala (unwholesome) mental 

factors. From canonical and commentarial foundations to 

psychological, ethical, and meditative implications, this 

work sought to illuminate how vañcanā emerges, 

disguises itself, and sustains delusion even within the 

context of Dhamma practice. 

The central hypothesis that guided this research 

was that vañcanā is not merely ethical weakness, but a 

structural distortion of view, perception, and 

motivation, often appearing in the very forms and 

environments that are intended to lead to liberation—such 

as meditation, monastic discipline, doctrinal commitment, 

and devotional life. 

 

6.2 Summary of Key Findings 

6.2.1 Doctrinal Origins and Functional Dynamics 

(Chapters I–III) 

 

Early chapters established the doctrinal roots of 

vañcanā in Pāli texts and Theravādin Abhidhamma, 
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showing how deception is both individual and systemic, 

anchored in lobha (craving), dosa (aversion), and moha 

(delusion). These roots are not only moral failings but 

cognitive frameworks that shape how practitioners relate 

to their own experience, beliefs, and roles. 

 

6.2.2 Structural Taxonomy and Contextual Typology 

(Chapter IV) 

 

A double-layered analysis classified vañcanā both 

by dominant akusala root and by context of 

manifestation—meditative, ethical, relational, and 

doctrinal. Section 4.3 explored the causal mechanics, 

showing how perceptional inversion (vipallāsa), 

psychological defense mechanisms, and karmic 

reinforcement perpetuate deception across lifetimes. 

Visual matrices and analytical charts provided a 

clear diagnostic map for recognizing patterns and 

identifying their kusala antidotes. 

 

6.2.3 Strategies for Unmasking and Uprooting (Chapter 

V) 

 

A range of counter-practices were proposed—

from foundational sammā-diṭṭhi to applied 

Brahmavihāras, Satipaṭṭhāna, and Paññābhāvanā. 

Emphasis was placed on diagnostic precision, meditative 

discernment (e.g., samādhi vs. thīnamiddha), and the 
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cultivation of liberative insight. Case studies and 

reflections on Vinaya revealed the fine line between 

institutional integrity and performance-based 

deception, particularly in monastic life. 

 

6.3 Contributions to Theravāda Buddhist Studies 

 

This dissertation contributes to Buddhist 

scholarship in the following key ways: 

• Recontextualizing vañcanā from a peripheral 

ethical issue to a central psychological dynamic 

that obstructs insight and awakening. 

• Offering a systematic cross-matrix of 38 vañcanā 

mapped to akusala roots, deceptive mechanisms, 

and kusala antidotes—thus creating a practical 

diagnostic framework for modern practice. 

• Integrating traditional Abhidhamma theory with 

contemporary applications in monastic life, 

Dhamma education, and meditation instruction. 

• Demonstrating how mental self-deception, when 

left unexamined, leads not only to moral 

incongruity but to a fundamental derailment of 

the path toward Nibbāna. 
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6.4 Final Reflections: Toward a Liberating 

Transparency 

 

The final liberation (vimutti) that the Buddha 

taught is not merely the cessation of suffering, but the 

cessation of illusion about the self. In this light, the 

unmasking of vañcanā becomes a necessary 

prerequisite—not a peripheral refinement—for walking 

the Noble Eightfold Path. It is not enough to avoid 

akusala; one must recognize when akusala hides behind 

kusala’s mask. 

This work invites practitioners, monastics, and 

scholars alike to embrace a Dhamma practice marked by 

radical transparency—where even the subtlest ego 

strategies are brought into the light of wise attention. For 

only in this light can anāsava-paññā (undefiled wisdom) 

arise—clear, fearless, and free from the self-made 

illusions that bind saṃsāra to the heart. 

“Yato vañcanā nāma samucchijjati, tato 

nibbānaṃ paṭivijjhati.” 

“When deception is uprooted, Nibbāna is 

realized.” 

 


