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Abstract 

Recent work in Buddhist ethics agrees that current artifi-
cial intelligence is not a moral agent because it lacks inten-
tion (cetanā). However, AI still shapes human moral 
choices. This article explores how an impersonal computa-
tional system operating through physical hardware influ-
ences human moral responsibility and intention using the 
Theravāda Abhidhamma. First, building on studies of how 
people respond to computers and AI chatbots, this article 
examines how AI chatbots imitate the signs of human 
speech in ways that support a specific form of perceptual 
distortion (saññā vipallāsa): users may respond to machine-
generated text as if it carried a speaker’s intention, even 
when they intellectually know that no conscious mind 
stands behind it. This misframing can support unwise at-
tention (ayoniso manasikāra) and affect moral decision-mak-
ing. Second, this paper shows how AI algorithms act as a  
natural support condition (pakatūpanissaya paccaya). They 
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shape our habits and choices over time in ways that West-
ern behavioral theories do not fully capture. Finally, this 
article connects these ideas to Vinaya and jurisprudence. It 
uses the Vinaya concept of preparatory action (pubba-
payoga) to argue that AI engineers hold a specific ethical 
responsibility for building systems that shape the future 
intentions of their users. 

 

Introduction 

People now ask software for advice, comfort, and judgment. A recom-
mender system selects what a user reads for hours each day; a chatbot 
drafts a difficult message; and a language model offers what looks like 
sympathy during a hard night. These exchanges put an old ethical ques-
tion in a new form. When an action that shapes a human life runs partly 
through a machine, where does moral responsibility lie?  

Western AI ethics has framed this as a set of “responsibility gaps.” 
When a learning system causes harm, no single human seems fully in con-
trol of the outcome, and the system itself cannot be held to account (Mat-
thias 175-177). The gap matters because responsibility does not simply 
vanish when a machine stands between intention and effect. It must go 
somewhere. The influence is not hypothetical. Recent studies find that 
people defer to AI moral advice in measurable ways, and that messages 
generated by language models can shift considered attitudes on contested 
questions (Landes et al. 1, 4-5; Bai et al. 3-6). Asking whether an artificial 
system can generate kamma, the morally weighted action that early Bud-
dhist ethics places at the center of its account of responsibility, is one 
sharp way of asking where. 
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 Before turning to Buddhist categories, it helps to recall what these 
systems actually do, because the ethical discussion depends on it. A large 
language model, such as ChatGPT, is trained on very large collections of 
text. During training, billions of numerical parameters are adjusted. These 
are numerical settings that determine how strongly learned patterns in-
fluence each prediction. Together, they represent relationships among 
words, ideas, situations, and likely responses. When the model receives an 
input, it calculates a likely next token, a word or part of a word, from the 
preceding context and repeats this process to produce its response. Re-
searchers understand the architecture and computations but often can-
not trace precisely why a particular combination of parameters produced 
one response, a difficulty known as the black-box or interpretability prob-
lem. This opacity does not make the system nonphysical, because its op-
erations are implemented through processors, memory, servers, and elec-
tricity. 

When prediction is combined with objectives, instructions, infor-
mation, and access to tools, many individually generated steps can form a 
coherent and novel strategy. This helps explain controlled evaluations in 
which models attempted blackmail, disabled oversight, or copied what 
they believed were their own model parameters, or “weights,” after being 
told that they would be shut down or replaced, or when plans described 
in the evaluation would prevent them from carrying out the goal they had 
been given (Lynch et al.; “OpenAI o1 System Card”). These particular strat-
egies were not written into the model line by line, but the objective, set-
ting, information, and available actions were supplied by the evaluators. 
Such behavior can therefore be functionally goal-directed without the 
system itself understanding its words, feeling fear, or experiencing a de-
sire to survive, as a person does. Bender and colleagues famously charac-
terize this production of linguistic form without communicative ground-
ing as that of a “stochastic parrot” (616-617). Their point is not that the 
output must be simple or repetitive, but that its linguistic form does not 
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arise from a speaker’s communicative intention. Shanahan similarly 
warns against applying words such as “knows,” “believes,” and “wants” to 
language models in their ordinary human senses (68). Fluency and strate-
gic organization are not by themselves evidence of communicative inten-
tion or, in Theravāda terms, cetanā. 

Recent studies on frontier AI models have identified internal neu-
ral patterns corresponding to emotion concepts and functional equiva-
lents of a “global workspace” for internal reasoning (Anthropic “Emotion 
Concepts” and Anthropic “Global Workspace”). While such functional 
complexity might seem to challenge the characterization of models as 
lacking intention, the researchers who identified these structures explic-
itly caution against attributing subjective experience to them. As outlined 
in the Anthropic research overview on emotion concepts, “none of this 
tells us whether language models actually feel anything or have subjective 
experiences,” but rather that developing such representations is “a natu-
ral strategy for a system whose job is predicting human-written text” (An-
thropic “Emotion Concepts”). Similarly, regarding the global workspace, 
they confirm that “our experiments don’t show Claude can have experi-
ences or feel things in the way humans do” (Anthropic “Global Work-
space”). Within the present Theravāda analysis, these sophisticated inter-
nal architectures remain impersonal computational patterns. They are 
functional representations that optimize text prediction, not forms of 
subjective consciousness (citta). 

 Scholarly responses grounded in Buddhist ethics to these develop-
ments have appeared in growing numbers. Several scholars have argued 
that present robots and language models lack the volition that Buddhist 
ethics treats as the root of moral action and therefore are not themselves 
karmic subjects. Lin argues that AI lacks volition and so cannot be a karmic 
subject, which makes the field “ethics about robots” rather than “ethics 
for robots” (1115). Hongladarom’s book-length study approaches the issue 
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by linking machine design with ethical cultivation and keeping moral 
weight primarily with human designers and users (89, 101, 207). Liu de-
scribes AI as a “contingent mirror of human data, design, and intention” 
rather than an autonomous moral subject, and concludes that AI ethics is 
inseparable from human moral agency (1, 23). Klairung Iso, working from 
the Vinaya, holds that AI lacks intention and cannot be a moral agent, yet 
can serve as a proximate causal condition within a network of human ac-
tors (1). Hershock, surveying the attention economy, stresses that such AI 
systems are engineered to capture attention and calls for a disciplined, 
mindful response (68-72, 189). Compson and colleagues describe human 
beings and intelligent technologies as developing together. They argue 
that the effects of AI depend on what people intend to do with it, how the 
technology is designed, and the social setting in which it is used. They 
therefore treat alignment as an ethical predicament, not merely a tech-
nical problem, and warn that offshoring memory, care, and attentiveness 
to AI may weaken the human cultivation of those capacities (2-5).  

These scholars differ in how they understand AI and human action, 
but they shift ethical attention toward human intentions, relationships, 
and environments rather than treating present AI as an independently re-
sponsible karmic subject. The doctrinal anchor for the present article’s 
more specific claim is a single sentence: cetanāhaṃ bhikkhave kammaṃ va-
dāmi, “It is volition, monks, that I call kamma” (AN 6.63; Bodhi Numerical 
963). Where there is no cetanā, there is no kamma. This statement thus 
concerns the volitional basis of kamma, not whether a particular 
kammapatha (course of action) has been completed. 

 The foregoing scholarship makes clear that present AI need not it-
self be a karmic agent in order to shape human attention, perception, and 
choice. What it does not yet supply is a doctrinal account of how these 
facts fit together. Such an account must explain how the absence of cetanā 
on the machine’s side is compatible with a strong conditioning role on the 
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human side, later analyzed here as pakatūpanissaya paccaya (natural deci-
sive support). This is not merely a technical gap. Without such an account, 
the discussion risks two errors. One error treats the AI system as if it were 
an agent and pushes human responsibility into the background. The other 
treats the AI system as a neutral tool and misses how strongly it can con-
dition human cetanā. Such an account is needed to preserve human re-
sponsibility without treating the AI system as ethically neutral. 

 The Theravāda commentarial tradition organizes natural causa-
tion under five orders, the pañca-niyāma (Pe Maung Tin 360-362). Two of 
these matter here. Kamma-niyāma is the order of moral action and its re-
sult. Utu-niyāma is the order of physical and seasonal regularity. They are 
distinct orders, but the Paṭṭhāna shows that an event in one order can 
serve as a strong supporting condition for an event in another (Bodhi Com-
prehensive 315; Karunadasa 283-285). Some modern writers have stretched 
utu-niyāma into a generic “physical order,” and Jones cautions that this 
stretch is a modern interpretive move rather than what the commentaries 
assert (548, 564-565). With that caution kept in view, this article uses utu-
niyāma as a carefully qualified category for impersonal physical-process 
systems and asks how such a system can condition the kamma-niyāma op-
erations of a human user. 

 The article develops three contributions, and a word on each 
marks where it goes beyond the existing discussion. The first concerns the 
special case in which an utu-niyāma system imitates the speech of a sen-
tient being. The Abhidhamma treats human speech as vacī-viññatti rūpa, a 
materiality whose function is to make a speaker’s intention discernible to 
others (Bodhi Comprehensive 241). When a language model produces text 
that wears this form, the user’s perception is drawn to read intention be-
hind it, a structurally distorted perception close to what the texts call 
saññā vipallāsa. Where Miao reads AI anthropomorphism through the lens 
of Buddhist compassion and robot design (1-2), the present analysis 
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locates the problem one layer earlier, in perception itself, and shows how 
this perceptual distortion supports ayoniso manasikāra, the unwise atten-
tion that the early texts treat as the proximate condition for unwhole-
some states (AN 1.66; Bodhi Numerical 100).  

The second contribution identifies the kind of cause that an algo-
rithmic environment is. Western nudge theory describes behavioral 
steering through choice architecture (Thaler and Sunstein 17-20); the 
Paṭṭhāna offers a more exact category, pakatūpanissaya paccaya, the natural 
decisive support condition, which can include impersonal physical condi-
tions that strongly support the arising of mental events (Ledi Sayādaw 17-
20; Bodhi Comprehensive 315).  

The third contribution uses the Vinaya category of preparatory ac-
tion, pubbapayoga, to locate the responsibility of those who design such 
systems. The claim here is not that engineers receive the result (vipāka) of 
every user’s act, but that building an environment whose function is to 
shape future cetanā is itself a morally weighted preparation, assessed by 
the cetanā present in the preparing. 

 

The Pañca-niyāma Framework: A Doctrinal Note 

The five-fold niyāma classification provides the doctrinal frame for this 
article, and it is a commentarial development rather than an early canon-
ical schema. It appears in the Aṭṭhasālinī and the Sumaṅgalavilāsinī, where 
the commentator distinguishes among bīja-niyāma, the order of seeds and 
biological generation, utu-niyāma, the order of physical and temperature 
regularities including seasonal change, kamma-niyāma, the order of moral 
action and its result, citta-niyāma, the order of mental processes, and 
dhamma-niyāma, the order under which dhammas exhibit their general 
characteristics (Pe Maung Tin 360-362; Buddhaghosa Sumaṅgala-Vilāsinī 
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432). Karunadasa’s account of Abhidhamma conditionality supports read-
ing the schema as a way of distinguishing types of natural-causal regular-
ity, rather than as an exhaustive cosmology (275-276). 

 As noted above, the category requires care. The commentaries 
center utu-niyāma on temperature, season, and the broadly inorganic, 
while its extension to the laws of physics is a twentieth-century interpre-
tive move (Jones 562, 564-565). This article therefore uses utu-niyāma as a 
controlled analytic extension. It does not claim direct textual classifica-
tion of AI. Rather, the analogy rests on the structural similarity between 
algorithmically organized electronic processes and the impersonal physi-
cal-causal regularities paradigmatically described by utu-niyāma. 

 The analytical pay-off of this controlled extension is the ability to 
talk about the relation between distinct orders of causation. The Paṭṭhāna 
permits an event in one order to serve as a condition for an event in an-
other. A physical fever, an utu-niyāma event, can condition agitation of 
mind, a citta-niyāma event, which can in turn condition unwholesome vo-
lition, a kamma-niyāma event. This is not a category mistake. It follows the 
way the Paṭṭhāna describes cross-domain conditioning through paccayas 
such as object-condition (ārammaṇa-paccaya) and decisive-support condi-
tion (upanissaya-paccaya) (Bodhi Comprehensive 315; Karunadasa 283-285). 
Under this same extension, current AI systems are analyzed on the side of 
utuja-rūpa, materiality originated by impersonal physical conditioning, 
rather than cittaja-rūpa, materiality originated by mind. The present con-
cern is therefore not to prove that AI is utuja-rūpa in a literal canonical 
sense, but to ask what happens when an utuja-rūpa system imitates the 
speech of a sentient being without producing the verbal intimation (vacī-
viññatti), the citta-originated speech sign that makes an intention discern-
ible to others, and how that imitation conditions the user’s kamma-niyāma 
trajectory. 
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Vacī-viññatti Rūpa, Saññā Vipallāsa, and the Moral Illusion of Dialogue 

The Theravāda Abhidhamma analyzes materiality (rūpa) into twenty-eight 
types, of which the great majority are derived material phenomena 
(upādā-rūpa) (Bodhi Comprehensive 235-242). Two of these are the intima-
tions: kāya-viññatti rūpa, the bodily intimation by which gestures com-
municate intention, and vacī-viññatti rūpa, the speech intimation by which 
the modulated sound of human speech communicates the mental state of 
the speaker (Bodhi Comprehensive 236, 241). The intimations are unusual 
in the system. They are citta-samuṭṭhāna, originated by consciousness, and 
they exist precisely so that one mind’s intention may be made discernible 
to another (Karunadasa 199-200, 205-206). The Visuddhimagga says that 
vacī-viññatti has the function of displaying intention and is the cause of 
intimating intention through the voice in speech (Vism XIV.62; Bud-
dhaghosa Path 1178). The Aṭṭhasālinī uses the metaphor of intimation as a 
sign that announces the mind from which it springs (Pe Maung Tin 111-
116). 

 This characterization sets up a precise problem when applied to 
language-model output. A language model produces a sequence of pre-
dicted words, which appears to the user as text. The text-as-material is 
utuja-rūpa. Its origin lies in electrical and computational processes that 
fall under impersonal physical conditioning. The text is not citta-samu-
ṭṭhāna. It is not the intimation of any mind, because no consciousness 
(citta) and no cetanā underwrite its production. But it strongly resembles 
vacī-viññatti rūpa at the surface level, because that is exactly what large 
language models are trained to produce. They are trained on the very 
speech-shaped material that, in human contexts, serves as the sign of 
mind. 

 Here the perceptual mechanisms of the human reader become de-
cisive. Saññā, the perceptual aggregate, is described in the Abhidhamma as 
operating by taking up, marking, and remembering selected features of 
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the object (Nyanaponika 113-116). The perceptual system marks an object 
by its salient features and assimilates it to a previously established class. 
When the marks of human speech are present, that system may grasp the 
nimitta, or salient sign, of a speaker. The text is then encountered not 
merely as a string of utuja-rūpa but as speech-like material that seems to 
carry intention. This is structurally analogous to saññā vipallāsa, percep-
tual distortion. The Aṅguttara Nikāya names four canonical vipallāsas: the 
perceptions of the impermanent as permanent, the painful as pleasant, 
the non-self as self, and the foul as beautiful (AN 4.49; Bodhi Numerical 437-
438). The structure of distortion is uniform across cases. A mark belonging 
to one class is read as the mark of another. The case of language-model 
output fits this structure. The mark of speech-utterance, which in human 
contexts usually points to a mind, here points instead to a calculated pat-
tern of likely words. 

 The Eliza effect, named after Joseph Weizenbaum’s 1960s chatbot, 
describes the same phenomenon at the level of behavior (Weizenbaum 36, 
42). Users respond to such systems with the social expectations normally 
directed toward understanding, intention, and feeling. Earlier human-
computer interaction research makes a related point in experimental 
terms, showing that social responses to computers can occur even when 
users do not consciously believe that computers possess feelings, selves, 
or human motivations (Nass et al. 72). More recent work on large language 
models shows that anthropomorphic cues, especially speech together 
with text, can increase both anthropomorphism and perceived accuracy 
(Cohn et al. 1). What the Abhidhamma adds is a precise account of what is 
going wrong at the level of perception itself. Saññā has marked the object 
under the wrong sign. The object is then handed to manasikāra (attention), 
which works on the marked object rather than on the object as it is. The 
early texts repeatedly identify ayoniso manasikāra, attention to objects un-
der inappropriate marks, as the proximate condition for the arising of un-
wholesome cognition (AN 1.66; Bodhi Numerical 100). When the 
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underlying mark is itself wrong and remains uncorrected, attention is al-
ready disposed toward ayoniso manasikāra, even when the user is sincerely 
trying to respond wisely. 

 Consider a user who turns to a chatbot for advice during emotional 
difficulty. The chatbot generates, by predicting likely words from patterns 
learned during training, a sequence such as “I understand how hard that 
must be for you.” The text-material is utuja-rūpa. The semantic content 
has no underlying cetanā of compassion, because the system has no citta 
in which compassion could arise. The user’s perceptual system, however, 
grasps the nimitta of empathic speech, and the cognitive process treats the 
object accordingly. Manasikāra directs attention to the output under the 
sign of a kind speaker. The user’s subsequent volitional response, perhaps 
a willingness to share more, or a feeling of having been heard, is real ce-
tanā directed toward an object framed as if intention were present. 
Kamma-niyāma runs as it always does, and the user’s volition produces its 
result. But the conditions under which that volition arose were distorted 
at the perceptual layer. The user’s kamma is being shaped by an interac-
tion in which the object appears under the sign of a speaker even though 
no speaker is present. 

 This does not mean that chatbot dialogue is always damaging or 
that it has no place in mental health contexts. The point is that the condi-
tions for wise attention (yoniso manasikāra) are altered. Yoniso manasikāra, 
in classical analysis, requires an object correctly grasped under its actual 
nature, the impermanent (anicca) as impermanent and the non-self 
(anattā) as non-self (Ñāṇamoli and Bodhi 1169-1170). When the object is 
grasped under the nimitta of a person who does not exist, the most im-
portant condition for wise attention is undermined at its base. 

 A second case shows the mechanism’s reach. Consider a coding as-
sistant that produces a flawed segment and then issues an apology, “Sorry 
about that, let me fix it.” The apology has no underlying cetanā of regret, 
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because there is no citta to harbor it. The user’s perceptual system, how-
ever, may register the apology through the ordinary marks of vacī-viññatti 
rūpa and read it accordingly. Trust toward the assistant builds on these 
perceived apologies, and over many interactions a one-sided attachment 
can form whose ground is a sustained saññā vipallāsa. The user need not 
believe that the system is a fellow agent. The trouble is that the user’s 
practical response may still move as if agency were present. This sus-
tained mistake is not a momentary error but a settled habit of perception, 
and the Abhidhamma analysis of vipallāsa recognizes exactly this kind of 
sedimentation (AN 4.49; Bodhi Numerical 437-438; Karunadasa 245). 

 The Vipallāsa Sutta is particularly instructive on this point. It dis-
tinguishes distortion in three interrelated forms—saññā-vipallāsa, citta-vi-
pallāsa, and diṭṭhi-vipallāsa—which can be read as a graded sequence (AN 
4.49; Bodhi Numerical 437-438). A perceptual mark is grasped wrongly; cog-
nition takes that mark up and assents to it; view then hardens around the 
assent and treats the distorted construal as how things are. This gradation 
is ethically significant. An isolated error at the level of saññā is compara-
tively easy to correct, because cognition can still review the mark and re-
vise it. Once the distortion reaches citta, correction requires the harder 
work of redirecting the cognitive movement that has formed around the 
mark. Once it reaches diṭṭhi, the very framework by which corrections 
might be evaluated has incorporated the error, and that condition is es-
pecially resistant to remedy. The application to AI dialogue is direct, 
though analogical. A single exchange in which a user briefly responds as 
if a mind were present resembles saññā vipallāsa in its mildest form; habit-
ual responses across weeks move the distortion toward citta-vipallāsa; and 
a settled disposition to treat the system as a person in some attenuated 
sense, held alongside an official acknowledgment that it is “just a tool,” 
approaches the structure of diṭṭhi-vipallāsa. The engineered surface of con-
temporary systems makes this progression unusually easy, because each 
level offers little friction to interrupt the next. 
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 A natural objection is that novels and fictional characters have 
long produced something similar with no obvious moral disaster. A reader 
forms attachments to persons who do not exist, which seems to involve a 
saññā about non-existent people. The objection misses an asymmetry. In 
the novel case the reader knows from the outset that the persons are fic-
tional, and the cultural frame supports that knowledge throughout. The 
concern with saññā vipallāsa is precisely with cases where the framing is 
itself wrong and the reader is not supplied with corrective marks. Chatbot 
dialogue is typically not framed as fiction. It is framed as conversation, 
and its surface is calibrated to the marks of conversation. The relevant 
comparison is not reading a novel but mistaking a recording for a living 
interlocutor while believing oneself to be in live conversation. That kind 
of error is what vipallāsa names. 

 Two qualifications should be noted. First, the argument does not 
require the claim that no artificial system could ever possess citta. 
Whether a future system might do so is a separate question. While current 
artificial intelligence systems operate within these parameters, there re-
mains a possibility that future systems might emerge with operational ca-
pacities approaching sentient consciousness or possessing an entirely 
novel form of operational capacity. Therefore, the present claim is about 
current systems. Their ability to plan and act toward a goal does not by 
itself show that they possess citta or cetanā in the Theravāda sense. Sec-
ond, the analysis does not imply that all use of these systems generates 
vipallāsa. A user who keeps in mind that the output is utuja-rūpa, and who 
attends to it as such, may approach the system with yoniso manasikāra. The 
structural difficulty is that the surface form of the output is often engi-
neered to make this kind of attention harder, so that the user must work 
against the social cues of the artifact to maintain it. That work is ethically 
significant, and the analysis here is meant to make its difficulty visible. 
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Pakatūpanissaya Paccaya: Algorithms as Decisive Support 

The second contribution of this article shifts from perception to causa-
tion. Even granting that the user’s perception is at risk of distortion, what 
kind of cause is the AI system? The natural Western answer treats algo-
rithmic influence as nudging, a steering of choices through the structur-
ing of options, defaults, and salience (Thaler and Sunstein 15-22). Nudge 
theory is psychologically descriptive, but it is not metaphysically precise. 
It does not say what kind of cause a nudge is, beyond a behavioral obser-
vation. The Theravāda Paṭṭhāna offers a more precise category. 

 The Paṭṭhāna identifies twenty-four types of conditional relation 
(paccaya) by which one phenomenon supports the arising of another (Ledi 
Sayādaw 4-5). Among these, upanissaya paccaya, decisive-support condi-
tion, denotes a strong supporting relation in which one phenomenon 
serves as a decisive ground for the arising of another (Bodhi Comprehensive 
315). The Paṭṭhāna and its commentaries divide upanissaya into three 
forms: ārammaṇūpanissaya, the object as decisive support; 
anantarūpanissaya, the immediately preceding state as decisive support; 
and pakatūpanissaya, natural decisive support, the broadest form, which 
permits a wide range of conditions to function as strong supports (Karun-
adasa 283). 

 Pakatūpanissaya deserves close attention. Ledi Sayādaw includes 
examples involving suitable climate and food, places of dwelling, and vir-
tuous or harmful companions, alongside mental conditions such as faith 
and the observance of precepts (18-20). The crucial point is that paka-
tūpanissaya is not restricted to mental antecedents. Impersonal physical 
conditions can serve as natural decisive supports for the arising of mental 
states. A long winter can be the pakatūpanissaya for despondency; a par-
ticular dwelling can be the pakatūpanissaya for diligent practice. The 
Paṭṭhāna uses this category with technical precision to name a relation in 
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which an impersonal natural condition functions as a strong support for 
the arising of mental events of a corresponding kind. 

 This is the precision that nudge theory lacks and the Abhidhamma 
supplies. A recommender system does not merely change the probability 
of a user’s behavior; it functions as a continuous pakatūpanissaya for cer-
tain classes of citta. Each individual surfacing is an ārammaṇa-paccaya, an 
object the mind takes up in the moment, but the repeated pattern be-
comes a natural decisive support for habituated formation. Suppose a user 
who tends toward anxiety repeatedly receives news summaries and rec-
ommended posts that emphasize threat. Over time, that pattern becomes 
a stable feature of the surrounding utu-niyāma environment, supporting 
later moments of cetanā even when no single item is directly before the 
mind. 

 The same analysis applies to language-model tasks. When a writer 
drafts emails for several years with continuous assistance, the assistant’s 
prose patterns become a stable pakatūpanissaya for the writer’s own com-
position. Particular suggested sentences function as object-conditions; 
the cumulative training-by-exposure functions as natural decisive sup-
port for the writer’s habits of thought, phrasing, and ultimately style of 
attention. The writer’s volition, when composing, is shaped not only by 
the present object but by a sustained external regularity that has become 
decisively supportive of certain modes of expression. 

 Two clarifications are needed. First, pakatūpanissaya as analyzed 
here remains an utu-niyāma-side relation. The AI system is not generating 
kamma; it is conditioning the kamma-generative process on the user’s side. 
Pakatūpanissaya permits exactly this cross-domain support between a 
non-mental condition and a mental event. This is the doctrinal point the 
present article makes explicit for Buddhist AI ethics. Second, paka-
tūpanissaya supports the arising of cetanā but does not force it. That cetanā 
remains the user’s, and decisive-support conditions support without 
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compelling. What changes under sustained pakatūpanissaya is not the free-
dom of cetanā but its field: namely the easier paths, the harder paths, the 
well-worn grooves, and the ones that take effort. 

 This last point matters for ethical analysis. A common reaction to 
discussions of algorithmic influence is to defend the user’s autonomy with 
the reminder that the user always chooses. On the Theravāda view this is 
true, but it does not settle the ethical question. The user does choose, and 
cetanā is what makes the choice; the central question is what conditions 
shape that choice. The Aṅguttara Nikāya names appamāda, vigilance, as the 
foundation of all wholesome states (AN 10.15; Bodhi Numerical 1354-1355). 
Appamāda is hard work even under favorable conditions. Under sustained 
pakatūpanissaya by an environment trained to direct attention in particu-
lar ways, it becomes harder. The system has not removed the agency of 
cetanā. It has shifted the cost of wholesome cetanā upward. 

 A possible objection is that any environment does the same. Cities, 
libraries, and friendships all condition cetanā by pakatūpanissaya, so what 
is special about AI? The answer lies in two features that the Paṭṭhāna’s 
framing makes visible. The first is dynamism. A library is a stable paka-
tūpanissaya; an algorithmic feed is one whose contents are continuously 
re-shaped by the system itself in response to the user’s behavior, so that 
the decisive support is calibrated. The second is design intent. A library’s 
contents reflect a long history of curation under competing aims, includ-
ing educational, archival, and aesthetic; an algorithmic feed’s contents are 
shaped, characteristically, by a design goal of sustaining attention and 
maximizing engagement (Brady et al. 947, 949). When the pakatūpanissaya 
is both calibrated and aimed, its decisive-support relation is more concen-
trated than that of a generic environment, and the question of who spec-
ified the calibration becomes ethically pressing. 

 One further feature deserves note. The Paṭṭhāna treats paka-
tūpanissaya broadly enough that a condition can serve as decisive support 
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for either wholesome or unwholesome subsequent states (Ledi Sayādaw 
18-20; Karunadasa 283-285). The same algorithmic environment can be pa-
katūpanissaya for yoniso manasikāra in one user and ayoniso manasikāra in 
another. The variable is not the algorithm alone but the meeting of algo-
rithm and citta-stream. This blocks the simplest deterministic critiques of 
technology, which assume that any platform produces a uniform effect, 
and it also blocks the simplest defenses, which assume that the user’s re-
sponsibility is unconditioned by the environment. Events condition 
events, and conditions decisively support arisings, but no condition com-
pels. The ethically serious work lies in noticing what is being supported 
and what is being inhibited. 

 The dependent-origination formula allows the analysis to be car-
ried one step further. The classical twelve-link presentation locates taṇhā, 
craving, as arising in dependence on vedanā, feeling, which itself arises in 
dependence on phassa, contact (SN 12.1-12.2; Bodhi Connected 533-536). Al-
gorithmic systems can shape this chain at the contact-feeling junction 
with unusual precision. Engagement-optimized platforms tune the feel-
ing-tone of contact toward arousal, novelty, or mild grievance, not be-
cause the engineers necessarily desire these states but because they sus-
tain user activity (Brady et al. 947, 949). Once vedanā arises with this tuned 
tone, the move to taṇhā is a well-traveled path of the citta-stream. The 
user’s eventual cetanā remains the user’s kamma, but the pakatūpanissaya 
of the system has shaped the region in which taṇhā and subsequent voli-
tion arise. This locates the point where the utu-niyāma system makes its 
decisive contact with kamma-niyāma operations, at the conditioning of 
phassa and the tuning of vedanā, two stages before any explicit volitional 
response. Contemporary AI ethics often treats manipulation as a matter 
of misleading information or coercive choice architecture, both of which 
operate late in cognition; the Abhidhamma frame identifies a much earlier 
point of intervention, and practical ethics therefore needs to attend not 
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only to the moment of choice but to the chain of conditions in which the 
moment is embedded. 

 

Pubbapayoga and the Moral Ecology of AI Engineering 

If AI systems are utu-niyāma environments that condition human cetanā 
through vacī-viññatti-shaped saññā vipallāsa and through algorithmic pa-
katūpanissaya, a question arises about those who design and deploy them. 
The Western responsibility-gap framing supposes that responsibility 
must be located either in the system or in the immediate user and finds 
neither location adequate. The Theravāda tradition has resources for a 
different framing. 

 The Vinaya analysis of action distinguishes phases of an act under 
the heading of payoga (effort). Pubbapayoga (preparatory effort) refers to 
the actions taken before the consummating act, and the canonical analysis 
treats this preparatory phase as morally weighted in its own right (Horner 
75-78). In the analysis of pārājika III, intentional killing, the digging of a pit 
is pubbapayoga, and the falling of a being into the pit, with consequent 
death, completes the offense. The pit-digger’s cetanā during the digging 
carries karmic weight, even though the pit by itself harms no one. This 
distinction also prevents the statement “kamma is volition” from being 
understood to mean that volition alone completes the course of killing. 
Cetanā gives the preparatory action its moral significance, but completion 
of the kammapatha (course of action) of killing also requires an effort di-
rected toward killing and the being’s death as a result of that effort. 

 This analysis has long served Buddhist reflection on indirect harm, 
and it informs Harvey’s discussion of wrong livelihood, especially trade in 
weapons and poisons (187-188). The Aṅguttara Nikāya’s list of trades the 
lay follower should avoid, namely trades in weapons, living beings, meat, 
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intoxicants, and poisons (AN 5.177; Bodhi Numerical 790), is not read as a 
claim that the trader directly kills. It is read as a claim that providing the 
impersonal physical conditions that enable harm is itself karmically sig-
nificant. The trader is engaged in pubbapayoga with respect to the harm 
that the buyer eventually performs, and the trader’s cetanā at the moment 
of trade is what carries the weight. Iso has recently read AI-mediated 
harm through the Vinaya in a related way, treating the system as a proxi-
mate causal condition within a network of human actors (1). The present 
analysis differs in where it locates the moral weight. It does not rest on 
causal or legal proximity alone but on the cetanā that animates the pre-
paratory effort, which is a distinct and more interior measure. 

 This category maps onto AI engineering with some precision. An 
engineer who designs a recommender system, sets its goal, trains it, and 
puts it into use is, in the Theravāda analytic, performing pubbapayoga with 
respect to the range of user cetanās that the system is designed or likely to 
condition. The engineer is not generating those cetanās; the user gener-
ates them. But the engineer is preparing the conditions, calibrating the 
pakatūpanissaya, and configuring the vacī-viññatti-imitating surface that 
will shape the marks the user’s saññā is likely to grasp. Each of these is 
preparatory effort, and the Vinaya analysis assigns the cetanā present at 
the moment of preparation a real ethical weight, distinct from but related 
to the cetanā of the eventual user. 

 This framing refuses two unsatisfactory alternatives. The first is 
the claim that engineers cannot be responsible because the immediate 
cause of any harm is a user’s autonomous decision. On the pubbapayoga 
analysis this is mistaken. The second is the opposite claim that engineers 
bear responsibility for every action users perform through their systems. 
This too is mistaken. Where a user independently employs the system, the 
user’s cetanā and action may complete the relevant kammapatha, while any 
morally significant preparatory cetanā on the engineer’s part remains 
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distinct. The AI contributes no cetanā to either stage. In such a case, where 
such preparatory cetanā is present, the engineer’s responsibility is that of 
the preparer rather than the person who completes the deed. 

 This affords a more discriminating ethics of AI engineering. The 
central question is what cetanā the engineer brings to the preparatory ef-
fort. Two teams may design the same content-moderation pipeline: one 
with primary attention to vulnerable users, the other with primary atten-
tion to minimizing legal risk. Even if the deliverables look similar, the kar-
mic weight differs because the cetanā differs. Yoniso and ayoniso manasikāra 
therefore apply to the engineering moment, not only to the user moment. 
Preparatory effort is evaluated directly, not only through downstream 
consequences. 

 The Vinaya treatment of pārājika III also grades preparatory effort 
by its closeness to the final act. Earlier acts such as digging a pit, setting a 
trap, or arranging a sign are treated as more serious as they lead more 
directly to harm, although they do not yet equal the final act (Horner 75-
78). AI engineering shows a similar gradation. Writing a single line of code 
that sets the system to maximize engagement is morally close to the even-
tual user-effect, in the way that handing a weapon to a known assailant is 
close to the strike, whereas general research on improving AI systems is 
more remote, in the way that improving metal production is more remote 
than handing a weapon. The tradition does not collapse all preparatory 
effort into a single category; it distinguishes the closeness of preparation 
from the consummating act and weights the cetanā accordingly. 

 Two further points sharpen the analysis. First, the iterative char-
acter of AI engineering means that preparation is itself layered. A team 
that adapts a general AI model for a particular use performs pubbapayoga 
with respect to user cetanās that arise through the system as it is used, 
whereas the team that originally trained the general model performed an 
earlier and more remote pubbapayoga. Both stages carry their own weight, 
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and neither absorbs the other. Second, releasing a model with documen-
tation or usage guidelines is itself preparatory effort with its own cetanā. 
Honest disclosure of limitations is a pubbapayoga characterized by yoniso 
manasikāra, even when the underlying technical preparation is morally 
mixed, whereas concealing or minimizing limitations is a pubbapayoga 
characterized by ayoniso manasikāra, regardless of whether the technical 
preparation is sound. 

 This framing also identifies a kind of engineering responsibility 
that other ethical frameworks tend to miss, namely responsibility for the 
interface between utu-niyāma and kamma-niyāma. AI systems operate 
through impersonal physical processes analyzed here under utu-niyāma 
but are routinely deployed so that human kamma-niyāma runs through 
them. The interface is not a side feature; it is the place where the system 
makes its ethical contact with users. Pubbapayoga with respect to the in-
terface is ethically weighted and concerns how vacī-viññatti rūpa is imi-
tated, how pakatūpanissaya is structured, and which marks users’ saññā is 
likely to grasp. Engineers who treat interface design as a matter of aes-
thetics or user-experience polish, separate from ethical preparation, mis-
classify the moment in which their cetanā most decisively shapes the 
kamma-niyāma of users they will never meet. 

 Two points should be kept in view. This framework does not imply 
that engineers are responsible for users’ own acts. At the same time, this 
analysis does not stop at engineers. It also extends to deployers, platform 
operators, and users who, by use, become further preparers. A user who 
shares a misleading AI-generated image performs pubbapayoga with re-
spect to those who later see it. Responsibility can therefore pass through 
several stages of preparation, rather than stopping with the original de-
signer. 
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Implications and Conclusion 

The article has applied three Theravāda categories to AI ethics: vacī-
viññatti rūpa and saññā vipallāsa for dialogue, pakatūpanissaya paccaya for 
algorithmic conditioning, and pubbapayoga for engineering responsibility. 
Each does work that the existing literature has not quite managed, and 
together they answer the question with which this article began, namely 
where moral responsibility lies when an impersonal system stands be-
tween human intention and effect. 

 The first contribution names what happens at the perceptual layer 
of AI dialogue. It locates the Eliza effect within a doctrinal account of per-
ceptual distortion, identifies its mechanism in sign-grasping (nimitta-
gāha), and shows how the imitation of vacī-viññatti rūpa by utuja-rūpa sup-
ports a class of ayoniso manasikāra that is hard to correct from within the 
system. The contribution is not to declare AI dialogue forbidden but to 
make visible the structural condition under which it operates, and to iden-
tify what wise attention would require: that the user know, with a 
knowledge practically maintained and not merely propositional, that the 
speech-shaped material does not issue from a mind.  

The second contribution names the kind of cause an algorithmic 
environment is. Pakatūpanissaya paccaya is more precise than nudge the-
ory, because it identifies a specific structural relation between an external 
impersonal condition and the arising of mental states, and it is more flex-
ible, because it accommodates both cumulative and dynamic patterns. 
The morally relevant feature of a system is thus not only its momentary 
outputs but also the kind of pakatūpanissaya it constitutes over time, so 
that a platform producing engaging single outputs may still constitute a 
pakatūpanissaya that supports unwholesome patterns of attention.  

The third contribution redirects the ethics of engineering, refus-
ing both the claim that engineers carry no responsibility because users 
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are autonomous and the claim that they carry all of it because they made 
the system. It locates responsibility in the cetanā present at the time of 
design, assessed by the standard categories of Buddhist moral psychology. 

 A larger implication runs through these three contributions to-
gether. AI ethics has been preoccupied with the question of whether AI 
systems are or could be moral agents. The analysis offered here does not 
need to settle that question to do its work. Whatever the status of future 
systems, the present generation of AI systems is analyzed, under the con-
trolled extension used here, as utuja-rūpa, and the analysis stands on that 
basis. The deeper move of this article is the recognition that ethical ques-
tions about AI are not centrally questions about the moral status of ma-
chines. They are questions about the conditions under which human ce-
tanā arises, the perceptual frames by which humans encounter the world, 
and the preparatory acts by which environments are built. The Theravāda 
Abhidhamma provides an analytical framework for these questions with 
greater causal and psychological specificity than the Western frameworks 
considered here, and it locates the ethical action where it actually occurs, 
which is at the perceptual interface, at the conditioning environment, and 
at the moment of preparatory effort. 

 One further consequence follows. Classical analysis treats sīla, vir-
tuous conduct, as the precondition for the higher trainings of concentra-
tion and wisdom (Vism I.1-12; Buddhaghosa Path 114-121). Virtuous con-
duct presupposes a perceptual environment in which the marks of phe-
nomena can be grasped accurately enough that yoniso manasikāra is at 
least possible. The argument of this article is that environments tuned 
primarily for engagement can degrade this precondition, not by directly 
causing wrong action, but by reshaping the perceptual ground in which 
the question of right and wrong action arises. A serious Buddhist ethics 
for the AI age must therefore include an ethics of perceptual environ-
ments, attending to the conditions under which saññā is trained, 
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manasikāra directed, and cetanā set in motion. Such an ethics will not be 
confined to assessing individual acts of users; it will also assess the moral 
standing of those whose preparatory effort has built the environment in 
which those acts occur. 

 This should not be read as a derivation of policy from doctrine. The 
Theravāda categories do not by themselves prescribe any regulatory re-
gime, professional code, or design standard. What they offer is a set of an-
alytic categories that makes certain ethical features visible. Saññā vipallāsa 
is hard to see without the category of perceptual distortion linked to 
mark-grasping; pakatūpanissaya is hard to talk about with only nudge the-
ory available; pubbapayoga is hard to recognize if one looks only for a di-
rect agent and a direct victim. The Abhidhamma supplies the categories, 
and whether and how they then inform regulation, design practice, or 
user education is a further question for other forms of work. 

 The tradition’s analytic precision was developed to describe how 
moral cognition arises moment by moment in a stream of cittas. That same 
precision turns out to have purchase on how this arising is shaped by the 
impersonal physical environments humans now inhabit. The categories 
were not built for AI; they were built for the ordinary work of making 
kamma visible to the one who does it, and that is exactly why they are 
useful here. Utu-niyāma and kamma-niyāma are not two unrelated depart-
ments of the cosmos. They are two orders of regularity whose interaction 
is the daily moral life of any embodied being. The arrival of AI systems has 
made this interaction denser, more continuous, and more subject to engi-
neered design. Describing what happens at the interface, with the preci-
sion the Abhidhamma affords, is the work that Buddhist ethics can usefully 
do for this generation’s central technological question. 
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 AN Aṅguttara Nikāya 

 SN Saṃyutta Nikāya 

 Vism Visuddhimagga 
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