
Right View
Four Noble Truths

Freedom from Suffering

Right Intention
Renunciation

Good Will
Compassion

Right Speech
Abstaining from:

Lying
Divisive Speech
Abusive Speech

Idle Chatter

T - Is it truthful?

H - Is it helpful? 
 I - Is the intention of good will?

N - Is it necessary or timely?

K - Is it kind?
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"Suta Sutta: On What is Heard" (AN 4.183), translated from the Pali by Thanissaro Bhikkhu. Access to 
Insight (Legacy Edition), 30 November 2013, http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/an04/
an04.183.than.html

I have heard that on one occasion the Blessed One was staying at Rajagaha in the Bamboo Grove, the Squirrels' 
Sanctuary. Then Vassakara the brahman, the minister to the king of Magadha, approached the Blessed One and, on arrival, 
exchanged courteous greetings with him. After an exchange of friendly greetings & courtesies, he sat to one side. As he 
was sitting there he said to the Blessed One: "I am of the view, of the opinion, that when anyone speaks of what he has 
seen, [saying,] 'Thus have I seen,' there is no fault in that. When anyone speaks of what he has heard, [saying,] 'Thus have 
I heard,' there is no fault in that. When anyone speaks of what he has sensed, [saying,] 'Thus have I sensed,' there is no 
fault in that. When anyone speaks of what he has cognized, [saying,] 'Thus have I cognized,' there is no fault in that."

[The Blessed One responded:] "I do not say, brahman, that everything that has been seen should be spoken about. Nor do I 
say that everything that has been seen should not be spoken about. I do not say that everything that has been heard... 
everything that has been sensed... everything that has been cognized should be spoken about. Nor do I say that everything 
that has been cognized should not be spoken about.

"When, for one who speaks of what has been seen, unskillful mental qualities increase and skillful mental qualities 
decrease, then that sort of thing should not be spoken about. But when, for one who speaks of what has been seen, 
unskillful mental qualities decrease and skillful mental qualities increase, then that sort of thing should be spoken about.

"When, for one who speaks of what has been heard... what has been sensed... what has been cognized, unskillful mental 
qualities increase and skillful mental qualities decrease, then that sort of thing should not be spoken about. But when, for 
one who speaks of what has been cognized, unskillful mental qualities decrease and skillful mental qualities increase, then 
that sort of thing should be spoken about."

Then Vassakara the brahman, delighting & rejoicing in the Blessed One's words, got up from his seat and left.

"Kathavatthu Sutta: Topics of Conversation (1)" (AN 10.69), translated from the Pali by Thanissaro 
Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (Legacy Edition), 30 November 2013, http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/an/
an10/an10.069.than.html

I have heard that on one occasion the Blessed One was staying in Savatthi at Jeta's Grove, Anathapindika's monastery. 
Now at that time a large number of monks, after the meal, on returning from their alms round, had gathered at the meeting 
hall and were engaged in many kinds of bestial topics of conversation: conversation about kings, robbers, & ministers of 
state; armies, alarms, & battles; food & drink; clothing, furniture, garlands, & scents; relatives; vehicles; villages, towns, 
cities, the countryside; women & heroes; the gossip of the street & the well; tales of the dead; tales of diversity, the 
creation of the world & of the sea; talk of whether things exist or not.

Then the Blessed One, emerging from his seclusion in the late afternoon, went to the meeting hall and, on arrival, sat 
down on a seat made ready. As he was sitting there, he addressed the monks: "For what topic of conversation are you 
gathered together here? In the midst of what topic of conversation have you been interrupted?"

"Just now, lord, after the meal, on returning from our alms round, we gathered at the meeting hall and got engaged in 
many kinds of bestial topics of conversation: conversation about kings, robbers, & ministers of state; armies, alarms, & 
battles; food & drink; clothing, furniture, garlands, & scents; relatives; vehicles; villages, towns, cities, the countryside; 
women & heroes; the gossip of the street & the well; tales of the dead; tales of diversity, the creation of the world & of the 
sea; talk of whether things exist or not."

"It isn't right, monks, that sons of good families, on having gone forth out of faith from home to the homeless life, should 
get engaged in such topics of conversation, i.e., conversation about kings, robbers, & ministers of state... talk of whether 
things exist or not.
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"There are these ten topics of [proper] conversation. Which ten? Talk on modesty, on contentment, on seclusion, on non-
entanglement, on arousing persistence, on virtue, on concentration, on discernment, on release, and on the knowledge & 
vision of release. These are the ten topics of conversation. If you were to engage repeatedly in these ten topics of 
conversation, you would outshine even the sun & moon, so mighty, so powerful — to say nothing of the wanderers of 
other sects."

"Right Speech", by Thanissaro Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (Legacy Edition), 8 March 2011, http://
www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/speech.html

As my teacher once said, "If you can't control your mouth, there's no way you can hope to control your mind.' This is why 
right speech is so important in day-to-day practice.

Right speech, explained in negative terms, means avoiding four types of harmful speech: lies (words spoken with the 
intent of misrepresenting the truth); divisive speech (spoken with the intent of creating rifts between people); harsh speech 
(spoken with the intent of hurting another person's feelings); and idle chatter (spoken with no purposeful intent at all).

Notice the focus on intent: this is where the practice of right speech intersects with the training of the mind. Before you 
speak, you focus on why you want to speak. This helps get you in touch with all the machinations taking place in the 
committee of voices running your mind. If you see any unskillful motives lurking behind the committee's decisions, you 
veto them. As a result, you become more aware of yourself, more honest with yourself, more firm with yourself. You also 
save yourself from saying things that you'll later regret. In this way you strengthen qualities of mind that will be helpful in 
meditation, at the same time avoiding any potentially painful memories that would get in the way of being attentive to the 
present moment when the time comes to meditate.

In positive terms, right speech means speaking in ways that are trustworthy, harmonious, comforting, and worth taking to 
heart. When you make a practice of these positive forms of right speech, your words become a gift to others. In response, 
other people will start listening more to what you say, and will be more likely to respond in kind. This gives you a sense of 
the power of your actions: the way you act in the present moment does shape the world of your experience. You don't need 
to be a victim of past events.

For many of us, the most difficult part of practicing right speech lies in how we express our sense of humor. Especially 
here in America, we're used to getting laughs with exaggeration, sarcasm, group stereotypes, and pure silliness — all 
classic examples of wrong speech. If people get used to these sorts of careless humor, they stop listening carefully to what 
we say. In this way, we cheapen our own discourse. Actually, there's enough irony in the state of the world that we don't 
need to exaggerate or be sarcastic. The greatest humorists are the ones who simply make us look directly at the way things 
are.

Expressing our humor in ways that are truthful, useful, and wise may require thought and effort, but when we master this 
sort of wit we find that the effort is well spent. We've sharpened our own minds and have improved our verbal 
environment. In this way, even our jokes become part of our practice: an opportunity to develop positive qualities of mind 
and to offer something of intelligent value to the people around us.

So pay close attention to what you say — and to why you say it. When you do, you'll discover that an open mouth doesn't 
have to be a mistake.
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The criteria for deciding what is worth saying
[1] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be unfactual, untrue, unbeneficial (or: not connected with 
the goal), unendearing & disagreeable to others, he does not say them.

[2] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, unbeneficial, unendearing & disagreeable 
to others, he does not say them.

[3] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, beneficial, but unendearing & disagreeable 
to others, he has a sense of the proper time for saying them.

[4] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be unfactual, untrue, unbeneficial, but endearing & 
agreeable to others, he does not say them.

[5] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, unbeneficial, but endearing & agreeable to 
others, he does not say them.

[6] "In the case of words that the Tathagata knows to be factual, true, beneficial, and endearing & agreeable to 
others, he has a sense of the proper time for saying them. Why is that? Because the Tathagata has sympathy for 
living beings."

— MN 58

(1) Abstaining from false speech (musavada veramani)

Herein someone avoids false speech and abstains from it. He speaks the truth, is devoted to truth, reliable, 
worthy of confidence, not a deceiver of people. Being at a meeting, or amongst people, or in the midst of his 
relatives, or in a society, or in the king's court, and called upon and asked as witness to tell what he knows, he 
answers, if he knows nothing: "I know nothing," and if he knows, he answers: "I know"; if he has seen nothing, 
he answers: "I have seen nothing," and if he has seen, he answers: "I have seen." Thus he never knowingly 
speaks a lie, either for the sake of his own advantage, or for the sake of another person's advantage, or for the 
sake of any advantage whatsoever.[21]

greed: gaining personal advantage, hatred: malicious aimed at harm or hurt, delusion: exaggeration, joking

(2) Abstaining from slanderous speech (pisunaya vacaya veramani)

He avoids slanderous speech and abstains from it. What he has heard here he does not repeat there, so as to 
cause dissension there; and what he has heard there he does not repeat here, so as to cause dissension here. Thus 
he unites those that are divided; and those that are united he encourages. Concord gladdens him, he delights and 
rejoices in concord; and it is concord that he spreads by his words.[23]

aversion: division, resentment; cruelty: harm, schadenfreude; hate: slander

(3) Abstaining from harsh speech (pharusaya vacaya veramani).

He avoids harsh language and abstains from it. He speaks such words as are gentle, soothing to the ear, loving, 
such words as go to the heart, and are courteous, friendly, and agreeable to many.[25]

abusive: scolding, reviling; insulting: putting someone down; sarcasm: intent to cause pain

(4) Abstaining from idle chatter (samphappalapa veramani).
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He avoids idle chatter and abstains from it. He speaks at the right time, in accordance with facts, speaks what is 
useful, speaks of the Dhamma and the discipline; his speech is like a treasure, uttered at the right moment, 
accompanied by reason, moderate and full of sense.[27]

stirs up defilements through pointless talk or chatter.

From the Theragatha 21:

"One should speak only that word by which one would not torment oneself nor harm others. That word is 
indeed well spoken.”

"Perhaps the most important thing we bring to another person is the silence in us, not the sort of 
silence that is filled with unspoken criticism or hard withdrawal. The sort of silence that is a place of 
refuge, of rest, of acceptance of someone as they are. We are all hungry for this other silence."

-Rachel Naomi Remen

Listen with ears of tolerance.
See through the eyes of compassion.
Speak with the language of love!

~ Rumi

HONESTY is reached through the doorway of grief and loss. Where we cannot go in our mind, our memory, or 
our body is where we cannot be straight with another, with the world, or with our self. The fear of loss, in one 
form or another, is the motivator behind all conscious and unconscious dishonesties: all of us are afraid of loss, 
in all its forms, all of us, at times, are haunted or overwhelmed by the possibility of a disappearance, and all of 
us therefore, are one short step away from dishonesty. Every human being dwells intimately close to a door of 
revelation they are afraid to pass through. Honesty lies in understanding our close and necessary relationship 
with not wanting to hear the truth.

The ability to speak the truth is as much the ability to describe what it is like to stand in trepidation at this door, 
as it is to actually go through it and become that beautifully honest spiritual warrior, equal to all circumstances, 
we would like to become. Honesty is not the revealing of some foundational truth that gives us power over life 
or another or even the self, but a robust incarnation into the unknown unfolding vulnerability of existence, 
where we acknowledge how powerless we feel, how little we actually know, how afraid we are of not knowing 
and how astonished we are by the generous measure of grief that is conferred upon even the most average life.

Honesty is grounded in humility and indeed in humiliation, and in admitting exactly where we are powerless. 
Honesty is not found in revealing the truth, but in understanding how deeply afraid of it we are. To become 
honest is in effect to become fully and robustly incarnated into powerlessness. Honesty allows us to live with 
not knowing. We do not know the full story, we do not know where we are in the story; we do not know who is 
at fault or who will carry the blame in the end. Honesty is not a weapon to keep loss and heartbreak at bay, 
honesty is the outer diagnostic of our ability to come to ground in reality, the hardest attainable ground of all, 
the place where we actually dwell, the living, breathing frontier where there is no realistic choice between gain 
or loss.
©2013 David Whyte Excerpted from ‘HONESTY’ From the upcoming book of essays CONSOLATIONS: The 
Solace, Nourishment and Underlying Meaning of Everyday Words.
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