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Abstract: This paper examines the concept of Engaged
Buddhism and its role in fostering social responsibility
and environmental activism through compassionate
action. Engaged Buddhism emphasizes the active
involvement of Buddhists in addressing pressing social,
political, and environmental issues. Drawing on Buddhist
principles such as compassion, non-violence, and
interdependence, Engaged Buddhism advocates for
ethical engagement with the world, aiming to alleviate
suffering and promote well-being. Through case studies
and examples, this paper illustrates how Engaged
Buddhism translates into concrete actions to address
social injustices and environmental challenges. It also
discusses the potential implications of Engaged
Buddhism for fostering positive social change and
promoting a more sustainable relationship with the
environment.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Buddhism, with its rich philosophical heritage and
emphasis on compassion and wisdom, has long been
regarded as a source of profound spiritual insight and
personal transformation (Gethin, 1998,). Yet, in recent
decades, Buddhism has also emerged as a potent force
for social and environmental change through the
movement known as Engaged Buddhism (Queen,
2013,). This dynamic and evolving form of Buddhist
practice emphasizes the active engagement of
Buddhists in addressing the pressing social, political,
and environmental challenges of our time.

At the heart of Engaged Buddhism lies a profound
recognition of the interconnectedness of all beings and

the ethical imperative to alleviate suffering wherever
it is found. Inspired by the teachings of the Buddha,
Engaged Buddhists seek to translate the principles of
compassion, non-violence, and interdependence into
concrete actions that promote social justice, peace, and
ecological sustainability.

The concept of Engaged Buddhism first gained
prominence in the mid-20th century, amidst the
backdrop of widespread social upheaval and political
turmoil. Influential figures such as Thich Nhat Hanh
in Vietnam, Sulak Sivaraksa in Thailand, and Maha
Ghosananda in Cambodia played pivotal roles in
articulating and disseminating the principles of
Engaged Buddhism (King, 2009,). These visionary
leaders recognized that the teachings of the Buddha
were not meant to be confined to the monastery or
meditation cushion but were profoundly relevant to the
challenges of the world.

Drawing on the wisdom of the Buddhist tradition,
Engaged Buddhists have sought to address a wide
range of social issues, including poverty, inequality,
discrimination, and human rights abuses (Kaza &
Kraft, 2000,). Through compassionate action, they
have worked tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of
marginalized communities and promote a more just
and equitable society for all beings. Similarly,
Engaged Buddhists have been at the forefront of
environmental activism, advocating for the protection
of the natural world and the cultivation of a more
harmonious relationship between humanity and the
Earth.

As we confront urgent global crises such as climate
change, environmental degradation, and social
injustice, the principles and practices of Engaged
Buddhism offer a beacon of hope and inspiration (Loy,
2008,). By cultivating social responsibility and
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environmental activism through compassionate action,
Engaged Buddhists are demonstrating that spiritual
practice and social engagement are not mutually
exclusive but are in fact deeply intertwined. In doing
so, they are challenging us to reexamine our own
values, priorities, and responsibilities as global
citizens in an increasingly interconnected world.

II. HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF ENGAGED
BUDDHISM

The mid-20th century marked a period of profound
social and political upheaval across Southeast Asia.
The Vietnam War, conflicts in Cambodia and Laos,
and political turmoil in Thailand were just a few of the
challenges facing the region. In the midst of this
turmoil, Thich Nhat Hanh, Sulak Sivaraksa, and Maha
Ghosananda emerged as influential voices advocating
for peace, justice, and compassion.

Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist monk,
scholar, and peace activist, is perhaps best known for
his teachings on mindfulness and engaged living.
During the Vietnam War, Thich Nhat Hanh founded
the School of Youth for Social Service, a grassroots
organization dedicated to providing aid to war
refugees and promoting nonviolent resistance to the
conflict. His teachings on “engaged Buddhism”
emphasized the importance of applying Buddhist
principles to address social injustices and promote
peace. Thich Nhat Hanh’s efforts earned him
international recognition, including nominations for
the Nobel Peace Prize, and inspired countless
individuals to embrace mindfulness as a tool for
personal and social transformation.

Sulak Sivaraksa, a leading intellectual and social critic
in Thailand, similarly played a pivotal role in the
development of Engaged Buddhism. As the founder of
the International Network of Engaged Buddhists
(INEB), Sulak sought to mobilize Buddhists around
the world to address pressing social, political, and
environmental issues. Through his writings, lectures,
and activism, Sulak challenged the entrenched power
structures and injustices in Thai society, advocating for
human  rights, democracy, and sustainable
development. His work inspired a new generation of
activists to integrate Buddhist values into their efforts
to create a more just and compassionate world.

3 Dhammayietra means Pilgrimage of Truth

Maha Ghosananda, often referred to as the “Gandhi of
Cambodia,” emerged as a leading voice for peace and
reconciliation in war-torn Cambodia. Despite facing
persecution and exile under the Khmer Rouge regime,
Maha Ghosananda remained steadfast in his
commitment to nonviolence and compassion. After the
fall of the Khmer Rouge, he played a key role in
rebuilding communities and promoting reconciliation
among Cambodia’s diverse ethnic and religious
groups. Maha Ghosananda’s Dhammayietra® brought
together thousands of Cambodians to walk for peace
and healing, symbolizing the power of Buddhist
practice to overcome the legacy of war and division.
Together, Thich Nhat Hanh, Sulak Sivaraksa, and
Maha Ghosananda exemplify the principles of
Engaged Buddhism in action. Through their tireless
efforts to promote peace, justice, and compassion, they
have inspired a global movement of engaged
Buddhists committed to transforming themselves and
society for the better.

III. CORE PRINCIPLES OF ENGAGED
BUDDHISM

Engaged Buddhism is grounded in three core
principles derived from Buddhist teachings:
compassion, non-violence, and interdependence.
These principles serve as the ethical foundation for
Engaged Buddhists as they engage with the world to
address social, political, and environmental
challenges.

1. Compassion (Karuna):

Compassion, or karuna, lies at the heart of Buddhist
practice and serves as the guiding principle of Engaged
Buddhism. The concept of compassion is deeply
rooted in the teachings of the Buddha, who
emphasized the importance of cultivating empathy and
alleviating the suffering of all beings. In the Karaniya
Metta Sutta (Discourse on Loving-kindness), the
Buddha instructs his followers to cultivate boundless
loving-kindness towards all living beings, extending
compassion equally to friends and enemies alike.

The Bodhisattva ideal, as outlined in Mahayana
Buddhist scriptures such as the Bodhicaryavatara
(Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life) by
Shantideva, emphasizes the altruistic aspiration to
attain enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient
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beings. Bodhisattvas are motivated by boundless
compassion to work tirelessly for the welfare and
liberation of others, embodying the spirit of Engaged
Buddhism through their selfless actions.

Engaged Buddhists draw inspiration from these
teachings, recognizing the interconnectedness of all
life and the inherent dignity and worth of every
individual. In the spirit of compassion, they strive to
alleviate suffering wherever it is found, advocating for
social justice, human rights, and the well-being of all
beings.

2. Non-violence (Ahimsa):

Non-violence, or ahimsa, is a foundational principle of
Buddhist ethics and forms the basis of Engaged
Buddhist activism. The Buddha taught the importance
of abstaining from harmful actions, speech, and
thoughts, recognizing that violence and aggression
only perpetuate suffering and conflict. In the
Dhammapada, a collection of the Buddha’s sayings, it
is stated, “Hatred is never appeased by hatred; hatred
is only appeased by love. This is an eternal law”
(Dhammapada, Verse 5).

The principle of non-violence is exemplified in the life
and teachings of the Buddha himself, who consistently
advocated for peaceful resolution of conflicts and
reconciliation among adversaries. In the Anguttara
Nikaya (Numerical Discourses), the Buddha instructs
his disciples to overcome anger and hatred with
loving-kindness and to respond to hostility with
compassion and non-retaliation.

Engaged Buddhists follow in the footsteps of the
Buddha, embracing non-violence as a fundamental
ethical precept and a powerful tool for social
transformation. Inspired by the examples of Mahatma
Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and other proponents
of nonviolent resistance, they advocate for peaceful
methods of protest, dialogue, and conflict resolution,
rejecting all forms of violence, oppression, and
coercion.

3. Interdependence (Pratityasamutpada):
Interdependence, or pratityasamutpada, is a central
teaching of Buddhism that underscores the
interconnected nature of all phenomena. According to
this principle, all things arise in dependence on
multiple causes and conditions, without inherent
existence or independent self-nature. The Diamond
Sutra, a key Mahayana Buddhist text, proclaims, “This
existence of mine which is dependently arisen, this
also is termed sunyata (emptiness).”

Engaged Buddhists recognize the profound
implications of interdependence for understanding the
root causes of social and environmental problems.
They wunderstand that individual well-being is
intimately connected to the well-being of others and
the environment, and that the actions of one inevitably
impact the whole. In the Mahaparinirvana Sutra, the
Buddha teaches, “Because all phenomena arise
through causes and conditions, they are empty of a
permanent self, empty of inherent existence, and
devoid of independent existence.”

By embracing the principle of interdependence,
Engaged Buddhists are motivated to address the
underlying causes of suffering and injustice, working
towards systemic change and collective liberation.
They recognize that true transformation requires a
holistic approach that
interconnectedness of all beings and the
interdependent web of life.

The core principles of compassion, non-violence, and
interdependence form the ethical foundation of
Engaged Buddhism, guiding practitioners in their
efforts to alleviate suffering, promote social justice,

considers the

and foster harmony and understanding in society.
Grounded in the teachings of the Buddha and
supported by insights from Buddhist scriptures, these
principles inspire Engaged Buddhists to actively
engage with the world, embodying the spirit of
compassion and wisdom in their actions and
aspirations.

V. Engaged Buddhism and Environmental
Activism

Environmental activism holds a pivotal place within
the ethos of Engaged Buddhism, embodying the
Buddhist principle of interconnectedness and
underscoring the intrinsic value of all living beings.
Engaged Buddhists are actively involved in endeavors
to address environmental degradation, combat climate
change, and advocate for sustainable living practices.
Through these efforts, Engaged Buddhism seeks to
cultivate a deeper connection to the natural world and
foster harmony and balance between humanity and the
environment.

1. Interconnectedness and Environmental Ethics:

The Buddhist concept of interconnectedness,
articulated in sutras such as the Avatamsaka Sutra,
elucidates the interdependence of all phenomena. This
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profound understanding informs Engaged Buddhist
environmental ethics, prompting practitioners to
recognize the interwoven fabric of life and the
profound impact of human actions on ecological
systems. As Thich Nhat Hanh elucidates in “The
World We Have: A Buddhist Approach to Peace and
Ecology,” Engaged Buddhists view environmental
issues not as isolated problems but as interconnected
manifestations of humanity’s relationship with the
Earth. This perspective underscores the importance of
adopting sustainable practices and fostering reverence
for the interconnected web of existence.

2. Mindfulness and Ecological Awareness:
Mindfulness, a cornerstone of Buddhist practice,
assumes a central role in Engaged Buddhist
environmental activism. Through practices such as
walking meditation, nature contemplation, and
mindful consumption, Engaged Buddhists cultivate
ecological awareness and deepen their connection to
the natural world. In “The Great Awakening: A
Buddhist Social Theory,” David Loy explores the
transformative potential of mindfulness in fostering
ecological consciousness and inspiring compassionate
action. By anchoring themselves in the present
moment and attuning to the rhythms of nature,
Engaged Buddhists develop a profound appreciation
for the Earth’s beauty and fragility, motivating them to
protect and preserve the environment.

3. Compassionate Action for Environmental Justice:
Driven by the Buddhist principle of compassion,
Engaged Buddhists are at the forefront of efforts to
address environmental injustices and promote
environmental justice. In “Love Letter to the Earth,”
Thich Nhat Hanh emphasizes the imperative of
extending compassion to all beings, including the
Earth itself. Engaged Buddhist environmental activists
advocate for the rights of marginalized communities
disproportionately impacted by environmental
degradation, pollution, and climate change. Drawing
inspiration from the Bodhisattva ideal, they embody
compassionate action, working collaboratively with
grassroots organizations and communities to address
environmental issues through a lens of social justice
and equity.

4. Engaged Buddhist Initiatives for Environmental
Sustainability:

Engaged Buddhists are spearheading initiatives aimed
at promoting environmental sustainability and
ecological restoration. In “Buddhist Economics: An
Enlightened Approach to the Dismal Science,” E.F.
Schumacher outlines principles of sustainable living
aligned with Buddhist values, advocating for a shift
from conventional consumerism to mindful
consumption. Engaged Buddhist monastic
communities and lay practitioners worldwide are
embracing sustainable living practices, implementing
renewable energy projects, and championing
ecological conservation efforts. Organizations such as
the Earth Holder Sangha and the Global Buddhist
Climate Change Collective (GBCCC) are mobilizing
Buddhists to take collective action in safeguarding the
planet for future generations.

5. Spiritual Ecology and Eco-Dharma:
The burgeoning field of spiritual ecology and eco-
dharma offers a fertile ground for exploring the
intersection of spirituality, environmentalism, and
social justice. In “Ecology and Religion: Toward a
New Christian Theology of Nature,” John B. Cobb Jr.
and Herman E. Daly explore the ecological
implications of religious worldviews, highlighting the
potential for Buddhism to offer insights into
sustainable living and ecological resilience. Engaged
Buddhists draw upon spiritual practices such as
meditation, ritual, and ceremony to deepen their
connection to the Earth and inspire collective action
for ecological regeneration and sustainability. Through
initiatives such as  eco-retreats, wilderness
immersions, and eco-monasticism, they seek to
embody the principles of Engaged Buddhism in their
relationship with the natural world.
So , Engaged Buddhism’s environmental activism is
grounded in the principles of interconnectedness,
mindfulness, and compassion, inspiring practitioners
to cultivate a harmonious relationship with the Earth
and advocate for environmental justice and
sustainability. By integrating Buddhist teachings with
contemporary environmental concerns, Engaged
Buddhists contribute to a global movement for
ecological stewardship and the protection of our planet
for future generations.

VI. Conclusion

Engaged Buddhism presents a compelling framework
for tackling the pressing social and environmental
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issues of our time. Through its emphasis on
compassion, non-violence, and interdependence,
Engaged Buddhists endeavor to foster a more ethical
and sustainable relationship with the world around
them. As humanity confronts urgent crises such as
poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation,
the principles and practices of Engaged Buddhism
serve as a beacon of hope and inspiration for positive
change.

In the face of daunting challenges, Engaged Buddhists
offer a transformative vision grounded in the belief
that individual and collective actions can make a
meaningful difference. By cultivating empathy,
advocating for justice, and promoting environmental
stewardship, Engaged Buddhists demonstrate the
profound impact of spiritual practice on social and
ecological well-being. Their commitment to
compassionate action reminds us of the power inherent
in each moment to sow seeds of kindness,
reconciliation, and healing.

As we navigate the complexities of the modern world,
Engaged Buddhism invites us to reflect on our
interconnectedness with all beings and the Earth itself.
It challenges us to transcend narrow self-interest and
embrace a broader sense of responsibility towards
future generations and the planet as a whole. Through
dialogue, collaboration, and collective action,
Engaged Buddhists inspire us to reimagine and co-
create a more just, peaceful, and sustainable world for
all.

In closing, Engaged Buddhism offers not only a path
of personal liberation but also a pathway to social and
environmental transformation. Its enduring message of
compassion, non-violence, and interdependence
resonates across cultures and generations, calling us to
awaken to our innate capacity for love, wisdom, and
ethical action. As we heed this call and embark on the
journey of Engaged Buddhism, may we walk together
with courage, humility, and boundless compassion,
guided by the light of awakening and the promise of a
more just and sustainable world.
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