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“Dhamma, the Buddhist word for truth and teachings, is also the word for Nature.
This is because they are the same. Nature is the manifestation of truth and of the
teachings. When we destroy Nature, we destroy the truth and the teachings. When
we protect Nature, we protect the truth and the teachings.”
Batchelor & Brown, 1994
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SUMMARY
Environmentalists have been warning about the depravity of ecosystems for decades. Despite the many efforts
made to halt environmental degradation, the situation is not improving at the necessary pace and the figures
are not optimistic.
The widespread capitalist system which encourages the population to strive for infinite economic and material
growth is disconnected from our world’s finite reality. People are nowadays more detached from the natural
world than ever before. The UN announced that in 2018, fifty-five percent of the population was living in cities
and predicted sixty-eight percent, by 2050. I build this MSc Thesis on the idea that this physical separation
between human beings and their natural environment is contributing to an emotional distancing, leading to
failure when it comes to building human-nature relationships that assist with conserving nature.
Our behaviours are deeply rooted in a hierarchical belief system, or ontology, which is ultimately sustained by
values. This study is, therefore, analysing what drives human behaviour regarding our relationship with the
natural world. As there are several ontologies, the present focus lays upon a Buddhist reality, emphasizing
Buddhist core values which cut across different traditions.
This MSc Thesis’s objective is, therefore, to grasp how Buddhist values, value sets, institutions, and norms, are
guiding people towards pro-environmental behaviours. By doing so, it will help understanding whether these
Buddhist core values can positively impact the current ecological crisis, and therefore help re-establishing
ecological stability. In order to fulfil this objective, the following question will be answered: how is Buddhism
guiding Buddhist practitioners towards pro-environmental behaviour, in a European setting?
The answer to this question is given through an Institutional framework, focusing on Institutional Bricolage, its
core principle of human agency and relation between formal and informal institutions.
This is an ethnographical study which features several methods, aimed at giving me an insider’s perspective,
apart from the theoretical knowledge gathered by reading literature. First of all, a literature review was
conducted to allow a relevant positioning within the scientific community. Then, ethnographical methods were
used to acquaint myself with the Buddhist ontology. Eleven online interviews were performed and participatory
observation during seven online events was conducted. These methods allowed a deep understanding of how
European Buddhist practitioners relate their practice with daily environment thoughtful behaviour. The most
important Buddhist institutions identified were the Three Marks of Existence – suffering (dukkha),
impermanence (anicca), non-self (anatta) – Interdependence, and the four Brahma-viharas – loving-kindness
(metta), compassion (karuna), sympathetic-joy (muditta), and equanimity (uppekha). Of the above, the most
mentioned and cared for by the interviewees was interdependence, followed by compassion and afterwards by
impermanence.
Capitalism, materialism, and individualism were three recurrent themes and were presented as opposing values
to those of Buddhism. Moreover, they were pointed at as a central root cause of the environmental crisis. In
order to restore ecological balance and halt further environmental degradation a fundamental paradigm shift
must be assumed. A paradigm which values life over money and highlights compassion towards every being.
Buddhist institutions in Europe are starting to develop independently from their Asian counterparts. Further
research is advised in order to grasp important trends in differences regarding different Buddhist traditions,
which were not addressed in the course of this study, and to see how these trends might evolve.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

Various studies link the adoption of free-market forms of capitalism to the endorsement of materialistic values,
such as wealth and social standing (Schwartz, 2007; Kasser, 2011; Hurst et al., 2013). Children are raised into
adults in a capitalist environment where the financial success and status are placed above other moral values,
including environmental and social values (Hurst et al., 2013). In such an environment, people start losing their
capacity to construct meaningful social relationships, being too focused on their own success. In fact, Hurst et
al., concluded that people guided by materialistic values are less likely to believe that human beings need to
change their behaviours to ensure environmental protection. Therefore, the relationship between human beings
and non-human nature is becoming less and less tangible (Jones, 2010; Şekercioğlu, 2012), and today there is a
clear distancing between the human and the non-human domains.
As we will realise while reading this report, there are many forces (institutions) acting upon human behaviour,
which are not parallel to each other. Rather, they inform one another and inform people’s conduct as well. For
instance, the scientific community influences our daily lives in a different way than religious or spiritual values
do. Rather than addressing a scientific contribution, this MSc Thesis focuses on the role Buddhist spiritual values
are taking in informing people’s relationships with the natural environment.
To understand that separation between what is human and what is not, we must understand how our
behaviours are deeply embedded in a hierarchical belief system which is ultimately sustained by values (Jacobs
et al., 2012). This belief system is generally referred to as an ontology, which determines what is real and what
is not and what value should we attribute to different things (Smith, 2012, pp. 47-68). We could say that the
natural world abides to the objective laws of physics and this would characterise an ontology of natural sciences,
which is quite different from an ontology in which nature is regarded as a social construct.
The reality for most of us living in a Western society, is rooted on an ontology that recognises supremacy of
human beings over other beings, and although this perception has been changing, it is still the reality our culture
is built upon (Lupinacci & Happel-Parkins, 2016). This is called Anthropocentrism and has been identified as the
root of the environmental crisis we are experiencing today (Soulé, 1985; Cafaro & Pimack, 2014; ShoremanOuimet & Kopnina, 2016; Kopnina et al., 2018). It is not something, however, which has started recently. In his
article, White (1967) identifies the cause for the ecological crisis being the anthropocentric way of living of the
West, and links it to Christian beliefs – the Holly Book states God has created nature for its sole purpose of
serving at human pleasure (White, 1967). According to White (1967) the spread of Christianity has, hence,
settled a comfortable, anthropocentric ontology. In this (comfortable) ontology we do not question how
products arrive at our stores, for example. We simply eat a steak, buy a leather belt or the latest smartphone
without having to consider the entire chain of production as well as the environmental and social impact of
those products. In this sense, we allow ourselves the comfort of not questioning, of not asking the hard
questions. This position, however, has been largely contested over the years. One important note made by
Taylor, Wieren & Zaleha (2016) is that significant steps have been taken, by religious entities – including the
Catholic church – towards a more environmentally friendly understanding of sacred religious teachings. It is the
case of the encyclical Laudato si written in 2015, by Pope Francis, where he ‘acknowledges that his tradition is
anthropocentric, [and offers] a unique obligation to care for the world that God created’ (Taylor, Wieren &
Zaleha, 2016).
In their extensive comparative study, the same authors concluded that, ‘indeed, religion does often play an
important and perhaps sometimes even a decisive role in nature-related perceptions, values, and behaviours’.
Ives & Kidwell (2019) went as far as saying that religion is one of the most wide-spread social institutions,
assuming different shapes in different parts of the world and Bhagwat, Ormsby, and Rutte (2011) state that
eighty percent of the world’s population follows one of the eleven main faiths (Baha’i, Buddhism, Christianity,
Daoism, Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Judaism, Shinto, Sikhism, and Zoroastrianism).
2

As White (1967) identified at the time, the dominant worldview, present in Christianity is quite opposite to that
of other Asian religions. Awoyemi et al. (2012) also mentions the anthropocentric worldview shared by
Abrahamic religions (Christianity, Judaism, and Islam), and compares it with other worldviews – such as those of
Animism, Buddhism, Hinduism and African Traditional Religion – which dime as sacred, natural places like forests
and grooves. Indeed, long before our modern concept of nature conservation had been born, these traditional
practices were already protecting animal species and natural sites (Verschuuren et al., 2010).
Regardless of the many distinct shapes that religion and religious practices might take, these are powerful forces
in steering the behaviour of those who follow them (Awoyemi et al., 2012). Even those who consider themselves
non-believers (atheists or agnostics, for instance), have grown up as part of a society which is deeply rooted in
religious values. Religion has, hence, became an important part of human heritage (Wunn et al., 2012). For this
reason, many environmental organisations put their efforts in engaging with religious leaders who guide a big
chunk of the world’s population; furthermore, with such a collaboration it is possible to transcend transnational
boundaries, which are, many times, a hindrance when it comes to stablishing pro-environmental plans or
measures (Awoyemi et al., 2012).
This twenty first century will be forever marked as the one when an environmental crisis started to be
acknowledged by the masses. We have lived nearly a quarter of the century and, although there has been a lot
of work put into it, we have not been able to halt the threat (Awoyemi et al., 2012). It is recognised by the
scientific community that we are, currently, at the brink of crossing several tipping points which will translate
into major changes for life on earth as we know it (Steffen et al., 2019). Habitat loss and fragmentation,
overexploitation, pollution, invasive species, and climate change are the five main threats to biodiversity (Tilman
et al., 2017), which according to the IPBES summary for policymakers (Bongaarts, 2019), has vital and
unreplaceable contributions to people, all over the world.
Nature conservation, as a field of work is predominantly informed by Western sciences and focused on dealing
with the consequences of this anthropocentric ontology and the impacts it has on our world. Therefore, it could
more effectively engage with religion and education as means to address human values and change behaviours.
As Thathong (2012) clearly states, ‘education and religion are two important tools which can be used to address
environmental problems. They help enlighten individuals and give them greater insight into their own nature
and the consequences of their actions’. Thathong (2012) continues by saying ‘education can help find novel ways
of fostering positive attitudes and attributes to overcome environmentally destructive behaviours’. This is an
interesting idea which aligns with the concept of transformative change (Bongaarts, 2019). Transformative
change suggests a ‘fundamental, system-wide change that includes consideration of technological, economic
and social factors, including in terms of paradigms, goals or values’ (Bongaarts, 2019).
Finally, although Taylor, Wieren & Zaleha (2016) mentioned that there was little evidence that the world’s
religions were, generally, working in favour of the environment, they opened a door for further research.
All in all, our everyday intentions and behaviours are based on different social and political contexts and that, in
turn, is embedded on subtle belief systems or ontologies. Therefore, to understand what is guiding us towards
such environmentally destructive behaviours, I have decided to work on these very belief systems.
Henceforward, I will be focusing on one. This MSc Thesis will be about the role of Buddhism in the current
environmental crisis.
One important remark is that there are obvious differences between distinct Buddhist traditions. Although this
study acknowledges those differences, it will be mostly focusing on what unites them in a Buddhist institution,
when it comes to its perspective over nature, our relationship with it and subsequent environmental
degradation.
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1.1.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

According to the UN (United Nations, DESA), the human population is more and more detached from the natural
world – in 2018, 55% of the human population was living in urban areas with a predicted increase up to 68%, by
2050. It is possible that this physical distance is creating emotional distance or, even, that it is altering the way
we relate with and understand nature. People are, currently, unable to establish an empathy-based relationship
with the natural world, which is something more and more abstract (Şekercioğlu, 2012; Awoyemi et al., 2012).
Moreover, people, often fail to recognise how important biodiversity and ecosystem services are, for human
wellbeing (Miller, 2005). Accordingly, human-nature relationships are grandly characterised by resource use.
Buddhism is based upon fundamental principles such as non-violence, compassion and loving-kindness towards
every living being (Sponsel & Natadecha-Sponsel, 2003). Dhamma – the teachings of Gautama Buddha – is seen,
by many, purely as ‘nature’ and all that is a part of it. Human and non-human animals, trees, grass, the wind; all
of it is Dhamma (Batchelor & Brown, 1994; Sponsel & Natadecha-Sponsel, 2003). Due to this perception of
Dhamma and nature, and the great respect that Buddhist followers have towards it (Kabilsingh, 2004), Buddhism
has been addressed as a ‘green religion’ or even as the ‘religion of nature’ (Johnson, 1992). In addition, a central
idea of the Buddha’s teachings is interdependence, not only between humans but between all beings (Johnson,
1992; Sponsel & Natadecha-Sponsel, 2003). This means that, for those practicing Buddhism, our wellbeing is
dependent upon the wellbeing of planet Earth.
Literature on ‘environmental crisis’ is immense, just as it is that which tells of efforts made to fight it. It is not
my point to study the various threats to biodiversity, but it is important to understand such threats are not a
novelty. I will take as an example, one of the main threats to biodiversity on this planet. The anthropogenic
capacity of influencing the world’s climate – today known as climate change – has been recognised decades ago,
being previously discussed under another name: global warming. In fact, as soon as in 1896, Svante Arrhenius
publishes an article where he discusses how CO2 concentration in the atmosphere is leading to an increase in
the surface’s temperature (Rodhe, Charlson & Crawford, 1997). This was the greenhouse effect. More than 100
years separate us from that time and although much knowledge has been gathered on this topic, the figures are
not optimistic. The IPBES report published in 2019 stated that most of the Aichi Biodiversity Targets for 2020
were going to be missed (Bongaarts, 2019). Furthermore, it states that goals for conservation cannot be met
through current methods, but it offers a way out through transformative change – multi-sector transformation
across economy, society, politics, and technology (Bongaarts, 2019).
Contrary to science, Buddhism takes a spiritual approach to the environment around us. Hence, I propose that
Buddhism and Buddhist values can contribute to reconnecting people and nature offering a deep shift in the
current materialistic paradigm. Apart from religion there are other institutions guiding people. Therefore,
human behaviour ends up being based on a trade-off between different values and value sets that make up not
only religious but also societal institutions. The study of these trade-offs will fill a knowledge gap by enhancing
our understanding of how Buddhist theory and practice influences pro-environmental behaviour in a Western
context.
Before advancing any further, I must clarify what the meaning of ‘pro-environmental behaviour’ will be,
henceforward. Pro-environmental behaviour is a concept under investigation (Stern, 2000; Gatersleben,
Murtagh & Abrahamse, 2014; Bamberg & Rees, 2015; Zhong & Shi, 2020). Stern (2000) proposes an interesting
definition considering the content of the next pages. He proposes two dimensions of pro-environmental
behaviour – intention and impact (Stern, 2000). Following Stern’s proposed definition, I consider to be ‘proenvironmental’ an action which (1) is informed by an intention to do right by the natural environment and (2)
shows either a direct or indirect positive impact onto it.
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1.2.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

The aim of this thesis is, then, to learn how Buddhist teachings steer people towards environmentally friendly
behaviours, in Europe. In the broader picture, this research may contribute to learning more about whether
Buddhism can contribute to a solution for the environmental crisis. In other words, my purpose is to learn in
what ways do Buddhist values, rules, norms, and teachings contribute to (re-)establishing human-nature
relationships, and thus engage people in pro-environmental behaviours. I will try to grasp how is the Buddhist
ontology different from any other, when it regards our relationship with nature and related practices, and how
does it interplay with those other ontologies.
In order to achieve this objective, an institutional approach will be applied to Buddhism and Buddhist values. In
the next section, the Institutional Theory, and how it defines the drivers of behaviour, will be addressed.
This research will contribute to better understanding if Buddhism is as much of a ‘green religion’ in practice, as
it is in theory. In other words, it will shed light on whether Buddhism has a positive impact on people’s behaviour
regarding curbing the environmental crisis. Furthermore, there is a broad gap when it comes to understanding
Buddhism as an informal institution, in a European setting. This study will cover that gap by learning about the
influence Buddhist institutions have on individual behaviour.

1.3.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Because people live their day-to-day lives having to make thousands of different choices and having to consider
very distinct, sometimes even opposite, values and rules, a decision is hardly ever informed by one institution
alone. Regardless of the common perception, being a Buddhist practitioner does not mean to be free from anger,
jealously or futility. This naturally applies when considering nature and the environmental crisis. There are
tensions between what is officially known as Buddhism and all its characteristic pro-nature features and the way
Buddhism actually performs and influences people in their environmental behaviour, perhaps even more in a
foreign context such as Europe.
Bearing in mind all I have written above, please consider the following research question:
RQ: How is Buddhism guiding Buddhist practitioners towards pro-environmental behaviour, in a
European setting?
Moreover, in order to find an answer to the previous question, the following sub-questions (SQ) should be
considered:
SQ1: How do Buddhists perceive nature?
SQ2: How do Buddhists perceive the environmental crisis?
SQ3: How do other institutions inform people’s behaviours regarding nature?
SQ4: How is the interplay between the Buddhist institution and others at play in European societies?
This MSc Thesis is portrayed as a narrative of a six-month study. It is laid out divided into sections, which in turn
have multiple parts addressing different topics. The Theoretical Framework section follows this Introduction.
There, I present a review of the available academic literature regarding Institutional Bricolage. It is also on this
section that I introduce some key concepts of my argument. Next, in the Research Methodology section, I explain
what it took to conduct this study, in a detailed manner in order to ensure reproducibility. This is followed by
5

the Results section, where I display this research’s findings – what I have learned regarding Buddhism, Buddhist
human-nature relationships and its ideas on the environmental crisis. The Discussion section starts with an
overview over the findings, objectives, and research questions. This initial part of the Discussion presents a clear
and direct answer to all sub-questions and main research question. Then, an interpretation of the previously
depicted results is shown, using both already presented and new academic reports, which assist me in writing a
current and relevant text. The final section of this Thesis’ main body is the Conclusion. There, I present an
overview of what I have wrote above, I reflect on this study’s limitations and propose a way forward, both
academically and socially.
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2.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Institutionalism is a school of thought founded to understand what drives social and political outcomes (Hall &
Taylor, 1996, p. 936). Far from being a unified movement, institutionalism has many branches which seek to
understand the role of institutions in socio-political contexts, but do so, emphasizing different aspects (Hall &
Taylor, 1996, p. 936). Institutions are an assemblage of values, rules or norms that steer the behaviour of people
at a given temporal and spacial context (Hall & Taylor, 1996, p. 936). Within institutional analysis, critical
institutionalism or institutional bricolage was developed as a critique to the already existing institutional
approaches (Cleaver & De Koning, 2015). Critical institutionalism emphasizes how people influence every-day
institutions just as much as institutions influence people (Cleaver & De Koning, 2015). As emphasized by Cleaver
& De Koning (2015) the term ‘bricolage’ is quite explanatory: the act of making something new, with what is
available at a given time and place. Accordingly, critical institutionalism – or institutional bricolage – regards
institutions as a mixture of former and current, formal, and informal values, norms and rules that are fashioned
by actors according to their needs in a specific time and place (De Koning, 2014; Cleaver & De Koning, 2015).
Institutional bricolage emphasizes the importance of human agency in the dynamic process of building
institutions. Cleaver & De Koning (2015), describe this agency as a ‘creative exercise’ in which actors can shape
institutions according to their present wishes and needs. Moreover, the same authors, highlight the role of
emotions or moral grounds in structuring institutions, instead of it being purely a rational strategic process.
However, it is also recognised, by Cleaver & De Koning (2015), that the exercise of human agency is done within
larger frames that comprehend the environment where actors live, the relationships they establish and the
current forms of power.
As the Lord Buddha founded Buddhism in India, his message soon spread to neighbouring countries and,
eventually, the rest of the world. In its long history, Buddhism (like many other religions) did not remain a
monolithic religion. It diversified and variations were born. Besides, when Buddhism first arrived in various parts
of the world, it encountered, not only other religious institutions, but also other social norms. In Thailand (a
nowadays Buddhist country), for instance, Buddhism adjusted itself to the local ideologies and animist practices
(Johnson, 1992; Reynolds, 1994). Likewise, today, there are many social, political, and economic rules which do
not, necessarily, align with those of Buddhism. At the light of critical institutionalism, this means that Buddhism
has been shaped and continues to be shaped by people and their cultural institutions.
This study on institutions does not only focus on important core values and beliefs. It will also focus on the
interplay between different institutions. In this case, Buddhist values and teachings encounter a Western
European setting. Buddhism is not a mainstream religion in the west and, therefore, it is of interest to address
the influence that the most practiced religion has had on Buddhism, and vice-versa. This interplay is decisive
when it comes to how Buddhism influences Buddhist practitioners and their relationship with the environment.
Before delving any further, there are some concepts that need attention. In order to thoroughly grasp the ideas
presented in the following pages it is important to consider the framework I have used. This scheme ultimately
explains the results presented in this dissertation and helps understanding the conclusions I have drawn from it.
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from
theory

Buddhist Institutions
Informal
Institutions

to
practice

Formal
Institutions

Moral values

Other
Dhamma
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Cultural
practices &
rituals

Loving-kindness,
compassion,
sympathetic-joy,
equanimity

Interdependence,
Suffering,
Impermanence,
Non-self

Rituals,
blessings,
religious
festivals

Proenvironmental
behaviours

Figure 1 Theoretical framework used in this study, going from a theoretical plane to its
consequences on the practical plane.

This framework drives from theory to practice and present the concepts to be further developed throughout the
dissertation. As introduced above, there are formal and informal institution which differently steer people’s
behaviour. While formal institutions, values, rules and norms are usually institutionalized and written down,
informal ones are not (Pejovich, 2006). In this study, informal institutions are understood to be those comprising
moral guiding principles and other institutions or teachings which do not regard structural or hierarchical
indicators, and institutionalized festivities or celebrations. In the pages that follow it is explained how these
values ultimately result in the adoption of pro-environmental behaviour, defined in the introduction of this
Thesis as ‘an action which (1) is informed by an intention to do right by the natural environment and (2) shows
either a direct or indirect positive impact onto it.’

8

3.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1.

INTRODUCTION

As an initial note to this study’s methodological approach, I would like to share that the methodology applied
might not be the most appropriate, but the result of COVID-19 restrictions imposed both by the Dutch and the
Portuguese government (being my home country, Portugal was the only country I was allowed to travel to, by
WUR travel policy). The initial plan was to conduct on-site ethnographical research; to join a Buddhist community
where I could learn from and practice with Buddhists, and therefore gain a deeper insight over these topics.
Notwithstanding, I believe I was able to design and fulfil a plan which has enabled me to reach the research
objectives and answer the research questions.
A qualitative study design was applied in order to allow a better understanding of the “how” and “why” of the
relationships between Buddhism, people, and nature. This research addresses the way people are guided by
various institutions – particularly Buddhism – when it comes to the likelihood of them engaging in proenvironmental behaviour. This demands a deep understanding on how people acknowledge and perceive these
institutions, and how one can influence the other. There is a great complexity associated with understanding
how people feel and see reality around them. This also means that there is no objective truth about how
Buddhism affects people; rather, “multiple meanings or interpretations that are equally valid” (Newing, 2010,
p. 11).

3.2.

DATA COLLECTION

This study’s fieldwork consisted of two essential parts: literature review and ethnographic methods, namely
semi-structured interviews, and participatory observation. While the first was used as background research and
supplement to interview transcripts, the other two were the core of my study, used as a tool to address people
and grasp both their knowledge and their feelings over the topic.
Literature review was, nevertheless, an important part of the study, which has enabled me to understand the
state-of-the-art regarding Institutional Theory and Buddhism. Furthermore, it was essential, after conducting all
the interviews, to answer the third research question. This review was carried out using research engines such
as Google Scholar and WUR Library, and by searching for key words such as ‘human-nature relation’,
‘environmental/ecological/social/climate crisis’, ‘climate change’, ‘transformative change’, ‘Buddhism’ and
‘Buddhist economics’. Other important key words were ‘capitalism’ and ‘materialism’ that I have used to answer
SQ3. Moreover, I have had access to some material which was with me shared by the communities I was in
contact with. This mainly covered SQ1 and SQ2, presenting important concepts regarding nature and humannature relations.
The practical approach to this study, was divided into two main parts: interviewing and participatory
observation.
Firstly, I have conducted semi-structured interviews, where I have used an interview script (Appendix 8.3) to
make sure I addressed all the relevant topics. Most often, however, I did not follow the order of such guide,
letting the conversation flow naturally. Three versions of the interview guide were drawn, result of necessary
improvements in accordance with my research needs. The final version of such guide can be found in Appendix
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8.3. I was able to connect with 12 different respondents for 11 interviews (one of the interviews was with two
people). All the interviews were conducted in an online environment, using Zoom1.
I had initially planned to focus on two case studies – two monastic communities, one from the Netherlands, and
one from France. Answers from these two were late to arrive, so I changed the plan. I broadened my contact
list, and search for Buddhist European communities who announced to be actively engaged in environmental
action and activism. In the end, I have sent more than 30 emails. Some of the first contacts I made, forwarded
me to other people, resulting in a snowball sample. Having the consent from all respondents, the interviews
were recorded, in order to enable posterior transcription. A complete list of all interviewees is presented in
Appendix 8.1.
Apart from interviewing, I have engaged in online forums, talks and seminars (Appendix 8.2) where I have
collected fieldnotes (Appendix 8.6) and further learned about Buddhism, its practice in Europe and relation with
the environment. Some of these were listen-only events, while others offered the opportunity to participate.
Not all these events were recorded. I believe this allowed me to better understand the views and perspectives I
was striving to fathom. In other words, it gave me a perspective of my own in respect to Buddhist teachings and
practice, allowing a better understanding of how Buddhist values are connected to pro-environmental
behaviour. Therefore, an important consideration at this point, is that this report will feature auto-ethnographic
aspects, which include some of my reflections during the course of this study.
While all the interviews occurred within a month timeframe, participatory observation activities have extended
throughout the rest of the study. While conducting the interviews I was also committed to the transcription and
an early analysis of the gathered material which allowed me to adapt the script, as mentioned above. Once all
the interviews were transcribed, I advanced with analysing the data.

3.3.

DATA ANALYSIS

The analysis, like the methods described above, was a qualitative and critical analysis followed by the
construction of a narrative account.
The first analysis of the data was conducted during the fieldwork, as I have explained in the above section (3.2.
Data Collection). After conducting all interviews and transcriptions, I read through all the transcripts and
identified some reoccurring themes and used that to apply initial codes and make annotations. This stage was
important to get an initial perception of the data as well as to see what was still missing. The next step was to
write a memo (Appendix 8.5), a longer, more detailed, and stand-alone kind of annotation in which I reflected
upon the analysed data, at the light of my research objectives and questions.
At this point, I had reached saturation, so I continued with the data analysis. The final, and deeper analysis of
the data was done using Atlas.ti where I could combine all documents I had gathered. This included interview
transcripts, fieldnotes and other information I had gathered from reading academic literature and surfing on
relevant websites, such as those of the communities I spoke with. Atlas.ti allowed me to build networks, connect
codes and highlight trends in the data, crucial to decide what to focus on while writing this report.

1

I spoke with Ajahn Appamado on two different occasions, but only the second was considered. We firstly met in the
monastery where he lives, face-to-face, since COVID-19 restrictions imposed at the time allowed me to travel between
municipalities. For the second time we spoke, this was no more a reality, resulting in an online meeting, through Zoom. The
recording of my first meeting with Ajahn Appamado was lost. After explaining this, he agreed to speak with me a second
time.
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The main output of this study – this MSc Thesis – is a narrative account where I share my findings based on
personal interpretation of the collected material, not only regarding practical data, but also information acquired
from literature review. Although not possible to remove the researcher from the research, I have done my best
to write an unbiased, scientifically sound report. Just as outlined by Newing (2010, p. 251), it was ‘a constant
interplay between thinking and writing and the data itself; unlike quantitative analysis, qualitative analysis
cannot be separated from the writing-up process but is inextricably intertwined with it’.

3.4.

ETHICAL NOTE AND LIMITATIONS

Due to COVID-19 restrictions, this research was conducted almost entirely online This brings both an ethical
consideration and a limitation to this study. The former regards the possibility of filming the interviewees during
a meeting or interview. As I have announced I have recorded all interviews; this was done after a brief
explanation of the project and the circumstances I was working on. During this introduction I asked all
interviewees for the possibility of recording and whether they would consent me using their names for citations
purposes. This consent was given by all during the interviews. As you will find bellow, I attached a name to every
citation. However, when it comes to the extraordinary events I have attended, such a consent was not asked. I
can imagine in a normal, face-to-face environment, I could have introduced myself and the project to the hosting
team. In an online setting this is not as straightforward. In this case I have withheld the identity of the
participants2.
I would like to put forward another inconvenient of doing online research. Meeting people through a screen will
always change the perception both interviewer and interviewee have over the other. I do not believe, however,
this has resulted in less credible testimonies. All the interviewees were happy to participate and eager to learn
more about my project. Some of them were keen on helping me extend my network and on meeting me again
if necessary.
Finally, I was able to triangulate the information I was given both during the interviews and while reading
literature. This is an important aspect of a study since it offers credibility and a strong argument. It was on this
data I have based the following report.

2

There is one exception to this rule. During ‘What would the Buddha do? Reflecting on Buddhism and eco-activism’ (see
Appendix 8.2.) Joseph Mishan (see Appendix 8.1.) gave a talk, from which I have saved a statement. In this case, having his
consent I have identified him as the author of such statement.
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4.

RESULTS
4.1.

INTRODUCTION

The full extent of the topic I proposed to discuss goes way beyond what I would ever be able to cover within a
six-month timeframe, let alone considering the scope of a MSc Thesis. My objective, although ambitious, was
clear and well framed – to investigate how Buddhism, in present day, is influencing people’s lives when it comes
to engaging in pro-environmental behaviour, in a European setting.
Buddhism has been classified as a ‘green religion’ (Johnson, 1992). My efforts were towards understanding if
these claims are grounded in practical experience which is beneficial to the environment or if, on the other hand,
were purely based on theoretical teachings.
This is indeed an ambitious goal. For starters, ‘Buddhism’ should never be understood as one monolithic
philosophy. Founded more than 2500 years ago, what is known as Buddhism is comprised of many schools and
different traditions (Robinson, 2020). However, it should be noted that, in order to make my goal realistic and
conduct this six-month research, I will be focusing on what unites Buddhism, rather than what it divides it. Having
this said, I will mainly address core values and principles which are common to all forms of Buddhism.
Notwithstanding, some distinctions will be brought to discussion in order to provide deeper insight and answer
the research questions.
Although it is profoundly engrained in the culture of Asian countries where it has been present for millennia,
Buddhism – in its many traditions – is a young institution in Europe, when compared, for instance, to the
dominant religious institution, Christianity. Academic literature on how this philosophy has influenced the lives
of European citizens is nowhere as developed as in Asian countries. Although a minority, Buddhist groups are
flourishing all over Europe, suggesting that more people are feeling an appeal for these teachings.
Understanding how these growing institutions might play a role in halting an alarming and unprecedented
threat, is a pressing need.
As a first remark of this section, I would stress that various words can be used to express an idea. I am aware,
however, that these words might carry different meanings. I want to emphasize that when I speak of ‘nature’ or
‘the environment’ I am not backing up a human-nature divide, a separation between the human and non-human
world. Later on, in the discussion section (section 5) I will further reflect upon this.
In this section, I will present what I have found after the first five months of research. As further explained below
I will firstly present all research findings relevant to ultimately answering the research questions. These results
are mainly based on the interviews I conducted (see section 3. Research Methodology). The respondents
frequently showed similar views on three aspects. I will use them to divide the Results’ section into three parts:
the first part consists of Buddhist thought, crucial for grasping its understanding of nature and the ecological
crisis; the second part will focus on institutions promoting environmental damaging behaviour, seen to be in
opposition with what is considered proper in Buddhism; thirdly, I will introduce important differences and
similarities between the Buddhist and European narratives, as well as tackling the interplay between the two.
Each of these parts is aimed at answering one or two research questions. This division follows the logical line of
argument posed by the sub-questions I have presented above. Answering the main question of this study (how
is Buddhism guiding Buddhist practitioners towards pro-environmental behaviour, in a European setting?)
requires one to firstly understand the Buddhist perception of nature (SQ1) and of the environmental crisis (SQ2);
this will be addressed in section 4.2. Besides, because Buddhism is not the only institution informing Buddhist’s
decisions (and the respondents’ in particular), one must search for other values, rules and norms which are
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influencing people nowadays. This is the aim of the second part (section 4.3.), targeting SQ3. Finally, after
considering various aspects of these institutions, the third part (section 4.4.) will look at the interplay between
them (SQ4), how they converge and diverge, so that one can better grasp what comes out of such a relation.
This section will, therefore, provide a deeper insight on Buddhist values and explain their connection with
nature, the environmental crisis, and the European setting this study takes place in.

4.2.

BUDDHISM & ECOLOGY

These results will commence with a presentation of important Buddhist concepts which will demonstrate
Buddhist perception of the ecological crisis. These concepts are the Three Marks of Existence, Interdependence,
and The Four Immeasurables. These are not in any way separable from each other, but I will try to depict them
in a way that is clear and sensible. After writing this part of the results, I will have provided sufficient information
to answer SQ1 and SQ2, ‘How do Buddhists perceive nature?’ and ‘how Buddhists perceive the environmental
crisis?’, respectively.
It is said that the Buddha gave eighty-four thousand teachings and that the first complete teaching he gave is
what is known as the Four Noble Truths or The Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, in Pali language. This word,
‘Dhammacakkappavattana’ can be translated has ‘the discourse which sets rolling the Wheel of Truth’ and can,
therefore, be understood has the first teaching, the most basic in which all the others are built upon. Ajahn
Sumedho, a monk from the Theravada Tradition, explains that understanding the Four Noble Truths is what it
takes to understand Dhamma (Dharma, in Sanskrit). The word Dhamma carries different meanings, being one
of them simply ‘the teachings of the Buddha’ (more on this further on – section 4.2.2. The Second Noble Truth).
Because this is a fundamental principle in Buddhism, it contains insights on many other values, important for
this study, including the concepts I have introduced above (Three Marks of Existence, Interdependence, and The
Four Immeasurables). Therefore, apart from the Three Marks of Existence, Interdependence, and The Four
Immeasurables, I will introduce and explain The Four Noble Truths, demonstrating the significant link between
those three teachings. Furthermore, it will make clear how Buddhist thought, and these concepts in particular,
is an important contribution to the environmental crisis debate. To ensure a better grasp there will be four subheadings, one per Noble Truth, dividing this part of the results.
It is not, however, my aim to write a comprehensive analysis on Buddhist teachings, not even on this singular
teaching of the Noble Truths. Rather, I will share what I was taught during the fieldwork as well as what I have
learned through data analysis (see section 3. Research Methodology), and how this is related to the
environment, to the relationship we hold with it, and to the environmental threat we face.
Each Noble Truth is made up of three insights; altogether there are twelve insights. The Four go as follows: there
is suffering; there is the origin of suffering; there is the cessation of suffering and there is the path that leads to
the cessation of suffering. These insights follow a logical order. Buddhist teachings are regarded as very practical.
This means that it is not something one must blindly believe in or be devoted to. Instead, the practitioners are
invited to test the teachings and to access their usefulness for themselves. Furthermore, each individual must
find its own way of tunning into the teachings. In fact, the high number of different traditions and forms of
practice result from this very adaptability (personal communication with Olivia Fuchs). I will address this further,
in the pages that follow (see section 4.4. Capitalism, Buddhism & Ecology).

4.2.1. THE FIRST NOBLE TRUTH
This teaching is a logical – but complex – understanding of reality. The First Noble Truth purely and without
preconceptions states the existence of suffering. There is suffering. Different from ‘I suffer’, or ‘I am suffering’.
It is a clear recognition of something inherent to the condition of being alive.
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Suffering is addressed in another Buddhist teaching which I will explain next. The Three Markings of Existence
are a pillar in Buddhist thought, being these marks Suffering (dukkha), Impermanence (anicca) and non-self
(anatta).
The word ‘mark’ has a lot of synonyms: characteristic, symbol, symptom even. We could say these marks are,
simply put, a symptom of being alive, a symptom that everyone shares just for the fact of being alive. The first
mark, suffering or dukkha, is a fact also presented in The First Noble Truth, there is suffering.
The reason I chose to talk about suffering, apart from being a pillar in Buddhism, is the way it was addressed
during the interviews. To understand suffering, which is a necessary step to deal with it, we must accept it.
Acceptance was an important concept taken from most of the interviews, and which fits into today’s narrative
considering the natural environment.
It is the Buddhist perspective that suffering does not have to be haunting. Of course, this might sound silly, when
one is not accustomed to reflecting on it, but suffering is just a condition, something that arises in us and
something that, given proper time and attention, will cease (personal communication with Lama Rinchen).
Likewise, what we are living today, named by many as an environmental crisis is a condition brought upon us –
and by us, I am including every living being inhabiting the planet – by the very way we, human beings, live and
make use of the environment around us (personal communication with David Midgley). Just like dukkha, it is
nothing but a condition that arose in response to our lives.
Acknowledging the environmental crisis is not, however, synonymous to feeling apathy towards it. One question
I asked all the interviewees addressed their understanding of the environmental situation we are experiencing.
All, without exception, shared not only tremendous concern about it, but also an incredible willingness to be
part of the solution, to change their own lives and to raise awareness on the problem.
Accepting the dramatic character of the environmental crisis is relatively widespread. Next, one must
acknowledge one’s role in it and understand that, in the face of an alarming situation, a drastic solution must be
drawn. Accepting the need for severe change is mandatory if we are to deal with this issue.
Accepting suffering is a part of life, accepting we are in the midst of a unprecedent environmental crisis and
accepting we must change all we know and are used to, in order to face it, can sound quite scary and even, some
would say, fatalistic. I want, then, to highlight what I have learned to be a promising contribution from Buddhism
to the environmental situation. It is not a pessimistic view; it is not meant to depress us into a ‘there’s nothing
we can do’ state. In fact, what I have come to understand is quite opposite to that. After acknowledging the
problem and the necessity for a solution, one is free to consider all the possible alternatives. There is an
interesting image shared with me by Lama Gyurme which is full of hope and possibility, even in the face of threat:
‘I love this word, crisis, to be honest. Because most people see a crisis as chaos, disturbance, etc. but
some time ago I heard someone explaining that in Hebrew, there is a word which can also be seen as
roots of the word crisis, which is crisol [‘crucible’ in English]. Crucible is the place where a goldsmith
places impure gold and flames it to extract impurities. So, I say that every crisis is a chance for us to
extract impurities from gold. (…) Therefore, it is a remarkable opportunity, even this lockdown is a great
opportunity for us to reflect about so many things’ (personal communication with Lama Gyurme).
As Lama Gyurme suggests, facing a problem and accepting its severity does not have to unable our action. This
understanding was consistent throughout the interviews which led me to consider the applicability of this
teaching (accepting suffering or the environmental crisis) to the ecological threat we face. Furthermore, ‘human
ingenuity’ – the capacity to come up with innovative and positive ideas – was frequently mentioned, indicating
that although recognizing there is a serious problem at hands, there is hope and everyone and anyone can join
the fight.
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Therefore, it is not surprising that in Buddhism, suffering (dukkha) is one of the three symptoms of being alive.
As contradictory as it might sound, Buddhists experience great peace in accepting this. Impermanence (anicca)
and non-self (anatta) are the other two, according to Buddhist theory. I will come back later for further reflection
on these two (see 4.2.3. The Third Noble Truth).

4.2.2. THE SECOND NOBLE TRUTH
The Second Noble Truth follows naturally from the First. After accepting dukkha, we can reflect on what causes
it, what is its origin. Hence, the Second goes as follows: there is the origin of suffering. Understanding where our
suffering comes from seems like the logical thing to do if we wish to end it. In order to change a given situation
we must change what is causing it. Likewise, after considering the ecological crisis and accepting it as a threat,
if we wish to find it a solution, we must analyse its cause, its origin. Fortunately, we all have a head start. I
profoundly agree with Jamie Cresswell when he states that ‘human beings are in a particular position in the way
that they are able to take action, to change things’ (personal communication with Jamie Cresswell). I would add,
however, that human beings are now in such a particular position. I was once told that until very recently humans
did not have the necessary information to take action, to know that action was needed in the first place. Today,
however, we do know. We do know what is causing ecological devastation, we do know its origin.
There is a myriad of information available on biodiversity loss, climate change, loss of habitat, etc. If one wishes
to learn, that is possible, because that information has been made available by countless scientists and experts
all over the world, for decades now. The general public knows what greenhouse gases are, what deforestation
is, what pesticides and plastic pollution are. The environmental crisis is not, at this moment, some mysterious
and unforetold problem.
Following the previous logic, this would mean we know the origin of the environmental crisis. But to know
something does not equal to really understand it. In fact, I heard this statement countless times while I was
interviewing; it is one thing to ‘intellectually know’, it is other to ‘deeply understand’. So, the question is, what
do we need to ‘deeply understand’?
There is a principle in Buddhist thought, which plays an important role in this deep understanding. It was the
single most mentioned value during the interviews, which made me truly curious about it. There are many ways
to go on about it; the Pali name is Paṭiccasamuppāda and it translates to English as dependent origination,
dependent co-arising, interdependence, etc. As mentioned, the words I choose are important, therefore,
henceforward I will address this teaching as Interdependence, since, in my head, it better brings forward the
idea of connectedness and dependence between all things.
The notion of interdependence alone, is an outstanding insight. If there is suffering – the effect – there must be
an origin of suffering – the cause. So, this teaching is nothing but the law of cause and effect. The English
physician Isaac Newton is worldwide known for the Newton’s Laws of Motion, by him introduced in the XVII
century. The Third Newton’s Law is the law of action-reaction: to every action, there is a reaction. Similarly, to
every cause, there is an effect. Newton is well known for his contributions to the maths and physics fields.
Gautama Buddha, on the other hand, was alive approximately 500 years before Jesus Christ and approximately
2100 years before Isaac Newton. During his life, Gautama Buddha is said to have taught about the law of cause
and effect, interdependence which is by some regarded as the heart of all Buddhist teachings (Feldman, 1999).
The simple but truly profound meaning of this teaching is that everything is dependent on everything else. It is
not possible to exist in isolation and, therefore, everything one does has an impact on everything else. This is
the one single insight we, humans, must have if we are to, collectively halt the environmental threat (personal
log).
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Of course, this has multiple dimensions. One of them is to grasp that one’s actions have a profound impact on
the world. In other words, our daily-life choices have a substantial role on the course of the environmental
emergency. During the interviews I was often told about how much individual action can ripple out and how
much a bottom-up approach much be explored.
To deeply understand this interdependence is not simply to grasp how physical actions have physical
consequences. This is another vital contribution of Buddhist thought to the world in general, but to the
environmental situation in particular. Interdependence means that anything that we think, say or do has an
effect, whatever effect this might be. It is easy to sense how one’s thoughts might lead to an action, or how
one’s speech can trigger either thought, speech or action, but it is not so tangible to link how one individual’s
thoughts, words or deeds can be impactful for everything and everyone around him. But after that one individual
presents his speech or takes his action, it will ripple out. There is an image by the Dalai Lama (2015), that I find
amazingly simple to get, yet truly powerful: one person could influence ten people; and ten people could
influence a hundred people; and a hundred people could become a thousand people; a thousand could become
ten thousand; ten thousand, a hundred thousand; so, it all starts with the individual.
Buddhist practice encourages self-reflection, to become aware of what in going on inside one’s mind and body.
Different traditions will have different focuses on the role of the individual, but to some extent they all advocate
for being aware and conscious at all times. Becoming aware of one’s breath, for instance, is a simple exercise.
Then, we can train to become aware of what goes on in our heads, our thoughts. If we are truly aware of our
thoughts, we can better manage them, question them, reflect upon them. We can also become more conscious
of our actions, instead of doing them just because it is normal to do so, because it is what everybody is doing.
Then, we become aware of how our actions impact our close circle of friends and family, how they react to my
existence. We can realise that we react to their existence as well and, just as we do, every other person does.
After considering all this, a connection starts forming. A thread that links every single person on this planet. By
going even further, we see that it is not only people, but every other being as well. Every breath we take, so
neglected yet so fundamental for our bare existence, requires the collective work of every single entity. The
thread deepens and touches every being multiple times because our impact is in fact continuous, it is not static,
it flows, it comes and goes. There is a very interesting representation of reality, known as Indra’s Net, which I
became acquainted with after performing the interviews:
‘It’s basically a net; there are little jewels connected by strings, so you’ve got, the way I see it you’ve got
the whole globe which is little jewels connected by threads. And each jewel, because it’s got mirror like
surface, it will reflect any other jewel, so if you look to any jewel, you will see the rest of the net, and if
you poke one of the jewels, everything will shake and you will see that everything is connected, because
it’s connected by threads, so anyone jewel holds within it any other jewels, there’s no such thing as a
separate jewel. So that’s rather an elegant picture of the reality of interdependence, you can’t move
part of the ecosystem without moving everything else.’ (personal communication with Joseph Mishan)
To deeply understand interdependence means that we understand that no individual lives in isolation. Rather,
as Joseph says, every individual holds within itself every other living being.
During the course of my fieldwork, I came across the word selfish a lot of times. I was once told (not by any of
the interviewees) that people deserve to be a little bit selfish at times. I kept thinking about that, because it did
not add up to me. I then decided to check the meaning of the word selfish on Wikipedia, and I got something like
so: to be selfish means to prioritize your own wishes, needs or opinions over other people’s or the environment’s
(Wikipedia, 2020). The opposite, I read, is to be altruistic, to strive to bring advantages to others, even if it results
in disadvantaging oneself (Wikipedia, 2020). Although I can obviously relate to one and not to the other, once I
dedicated it a little bit more thought, I realised that neither make a lot of sense. If we accept the reality of
interdependence, then we can never act selfishly, because we understand our well-being is not just ours, is
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everyone else’s. The human species’ survival and well-being depends upon the survival and well-being of every
other entity on the planet. We already know we cannot survive alone, but we are yet to understand it (personal
log).
One question I asked all the interviewees was what their perception of nature was. After dwelling for so long on
the hidden meaning of being interdependent, one can guess what their answers were. Ajahn Amaro told me the
‘short answer is, everything’ and then he laughed (personal communication with Ajahn Amaro). I consider that
to be a curious understanding of nature. Not very long ago I would have considered that an odd answer. Even
more so what he said next:
‘So, in ordinary everyday speech when people talk about nature, they tend to say (…) the sky and the
trees and the sun and the moon and the stars and the wind and the rain and, then, ‘I really like to be
out in nature’; but one of the frequent things that I would say is that – and it’s there in the Buddhist
principles – how can you get away from nature? You are nature, every cell of your body, every atom
that makes up the molecules of your body, is part of nature, how could it not be? You know, the cloths
that we’re wearing, the glasses that you are wearing, they have all come from natural resources, they
put together and they function according to the laws of nature, the way light works, the way sound
works, the way language and mind works, those are all parts of nature. So, I don’t go along with the idea
that nature equals the outdoors. We are inescapably part of nature and that also is informing the way
that Buddhists relate to, say, living skilfully. Say, rather than getting back to nature or being out in nature,
realising that you are nature from the very beginning and its really bringing your understanding and your
way of operating and thinking in accordance to what is already your own reality’
Another insightful consideration occurred while interviewing:
‘It’s very interesting that we have this idea [of nature] at all, because the idea of nature seems to imply
that there is something that it isn’t nature, and that although that is how we normally think, is actually
a very strange idea, that there can be anything that’s not nature, right? If we are not part of nature,
where did we come from?’ (personal communication with David Midgley)
In one way or another, every participant shared this view, which indicates they consciously live and breathe the
meaning of being interdependent.
In fact, and to conclude this part, it is common to have one word carrying multiple meanings. The Pali word
Dhamma (or Dharma, in Sanskrit) can be used in many contexts. It is often used to address the teachings of the
Buddha. However, one of the core principles in Buddhist philosophy is that ‘nature is the ultimate reality. So,
[the] word for ultimate truth is Dhamma or Dharma, so it can be said that Dharma is nature, nature is Dharma.’
(personal communication with Ajahn Amaro).

4.2.3. THE THIRD NOBLE TRUTH
The Third Noble Truth speaks about the cessation of suffering. After accepting suffering and understanding its
origin, one can finally consider its cessation. Then, the Third states: there is the cessation of suffering. This
teaching talks about an end, but again, the Four Noble Truths can apply to a myriad of situations. What we are
asked to contemplate is not the end of suffering alone, but simply the end, as a natural result of being started.
Or in order words, of existing.
I will now introduce the remaining two Marks of Existence, Impermanence (anicca) and Non-self (anatta),
prioritizing the former, which was most referred to, during the interviews.

17

Everything that was once started, will eventually come to an end. Everything that was once born, will eventually
have to die. Again, this is not meant to bring us misery and suffering. In fact, realising this is the nature of things
will bring us peace and serenity. Impermanence is a mark of existence, because existence is a constant flux, it is
changing every single moment. Following this reasoning, Buddhist theory belies the concept of an intrinsic self.
Just as reality is always moving, the ‘self’ is constantly changing too, being, therefore, not possible to identify
this ‘self’. The moment we do, it will be gone.
Of course, these teachings are not in any way separate from the others.
Everything that arises will undoubtedly cease, so that other things might arise and in due time give their way
again. That flow is the natural order which is both transitory and interdependent.
Half of the interviewees identified this has a core value of Buddhism, during the interviews. The respondents
would argue this is an important consideration when evaluating the environmental crisis, as well as our role, as
human beings, in it. As far as it is known, humans are in a unique position; we were born gifted with free will or
self-determination. We can choose to be conscious of our thoughts and our actions. We can contemplate what
role we want to have in life and decide upon what is it we aspire to do. This consideration is not a once-in-a-lifetime exercise. Rather, it is constantly happening, moment by moment we decide what to do next. Therefore,
instead of being fixed, our lives are a constant flux.
Like anything and everything else, the present crisis is not fixed, it is not decided. Accordingly, we can choose to
act in such a way which is aligned with our values and is informed by the available knowledge on how to stop
the threat from worsening. The respondents presented specific actions which they deemed extremely relevant
in an ecological crisis scenario, and which can be easily adopted (it is important to mention here, that I am
considering a European scenario which is unquestionably a privileged one). Drastically reducing meat
consumption; avoiding traveling by plane and privileging bikes and public transports; growing one’s own food;
buying local products, and publicly advocating for ecological smart solution, through peaceful protest, were
some of the changes the respondents have made in their lives. This means, once again, that choosing to accept
the severity of the situation is not synonym to give up on a solution. If we accept change and if we acknowledge
it is a natural aspect of life, then we do not have to see the environmental crisis as ‘the end of the world’. In fact,
it can be the end of the word as we know it, but that is part of the change too. The Dalai Lama (2015) explain
that everything changes and hence our minds must not be fixed to a long gone past. We must change our
approach, do things differently and in accordance with the needs of the present.
A lot of the respondents admitted this teaching to be empowering, since it puts every individual in charge of our
collective future instead of scaring everyone off. In fact, it was often mentioned that environmental activism
(animal activism was also brought up a few times) was more frequently than not making people afraid and
unresponsive as a result. Then, Buddhism would come in as an alternative approach, a more balanced one. Lama
Rinchen argued that it ‘really wants to help [people] understand the lack of fixation, this understanding that
everything changes all the time, that nothing is solid’ (personal communication with Lama Rinchen). Not even
the crisis that we are living. It is alarming, and we recognize action is imperative, but it is not going to last forever,
just as it started and developed, it will cease. And then, naturally, what we do now with the time we have, will
influence its course, where it develops and how long it will last. While speaking with Lama Gyurme, he made a
valid point:
‘When I was young (…) a problem arose regarding the ozone layer. I remember this very well, every
problem and the fears it originated. The truth is, that which seemed irreversible, within a few years we
were able to change it’ (personal communication with Lama Gyurme).
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Although quite young at the time, I do remember hearing about the ozone layer and the impact ozone depleting
substances (ODSs), like CFCs. Similar to what we face today, there was the need to swiftly deal with an issue of
global concern. The origin was identified, and measures were taken, internationally. Conferences like the
Montereal Protocol and subsequent amendments led to the ban over CFCs (Fang et al., 2019). Although not at
the pace once predicted and although far from complete recovery, the ozone layer is bouncing back, as ODSs
concentration in the atmosphere lowers (Wilmouth, Salawitch, & Canty, 2018.).
In Buddhist thought every moment is a new beginning. Our lives are not but a sum of beginnings and ends where
one can consciously choose one’s action. This, if nothing else, offers a sense of power, of capacity, of hope. The
environmental crisis is happening now due to our way of living, but it is not going to last forever. It is in our
hands to change it and we have, every day, an infinity of opportunities to do so.

4.2.4. THE FOURTH NOBLE TRUTH
Finally, the Fourth and last of the Noble Truths: there is the path that leads to the cessation of suffering. Perhaps
this is a flaw of the language system, but I cannot help to find curious that the last of the Noble Truths speaks
about a path to the ending of suffering, when, in my understanding this road starts with the very first Truth:
looking at suffering and acknowledging it. Without this step, none of the others would follow.
In any case, this teaching speaks about a path leading to the end of suffering. This is the Eightfold Path
(Atthangika magga) and introduces eight qualities divided into 3 categories. Wisdom (paññā): right
understanding and right aspiration; Morality (sīla): right speech, right action and right livelihood, and
Concentration (samādhi): right effort, right mind, and right concentration.
The fact that these are usually introduced in this order, does not mean that they happen in a linear way. Rather,
they arise together. Besides, it is not a one moment illumination; we walk the Eightfold Path every single
moment. The teaching invites us to develop wisdom, morality and concentration in other to achieve the
cessation of suffering – or dukkha (Ajahn Sumedho, 1992).
Wisdom (paññā) and morality (sīla) were the most mentioned during the interviews, not necessarily as part of
the Eightfold Path, but as guiding principles. Wisdom is essential in order to fully grasp the true nature of reality
– dukkha, annica and anatta – which has been covered. Morality, on the other hand, was extremely important
for the interviewees, having been voiced several times. There were a number of moral values named, but one
that appeared consistently throughout the fieldwork – compassion. Compassion, or karuṇā in Pali, seems to be
a highly regarded principle in Buddhism having been mentioned by ten out of twelve respondents. It is one of
the Four Immeasurables or Brahma viharas, sided with Loving-kindness (metta), Sympathetic-joy (muditta) and
Equanimity (upekkha).
The purpose of this study is to investigate how Buddhist values are steering people towards a lifestyle which is
thoughtful of the planet’s needs, or, as I have phased it before (see section 1.2. Research Objective) how
Buddhist values are driving people towards pro-environmental behaviour. I have so far addressed a few
important lessons from Buddhist theory. Next, I am going to discuss the role of morality or sīla as a driver of
behaviour. The idea that one must act in a certain way, merely because it is the right thing to do so, because ‘it
is kind’ as expressed by Dhammavedin (personal communication with Dhammavedin).
The Brahma viharas are not a Buddhist concept in origin. In fact, as emphasized by several respondents,
Buddhism does not have the monopoly on morality, on kindness and compassion. These are, for many, common
sense. They are, never-the-less, important to mention as they are pillars in Buddhist behaviour. Although not
introduced by the Buddha, he did preserve the teachings, as they were in alignment with his own ideas and
views of the world (Aronson, 1996).
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The name ‘Brahma viharas’ is not a name that has popped up a lot during the interviews. The respondents would
talk about these virtues but not necessarily group them in a formal teaching with a formal name.
We all know what these words means, but it is really how we relate with them that differs. During the interviews
I have performed, I have had the opportunity to listen to people sharing how they exercised their virtues. These
meetings alone were already a proof of morality, of willingness to help, of wanting to give one’s time to others.
Furthermore, I have noticed an outstanding openness towards others and their views and perspectives. Some
of the respondents, who are involved in interfaith activities concerning climate activism, shared with me they
found a lot of common ground between their Buddhist practice and other religious practices. It was also frequent
to talk about the many different Buddhist traditions, and its many distinct practices. Although differences were
acknowledged, the emphasis was given to the similarities. Olivia Fuchs puts it in a clear way: ‘as soon as we work
down on climate together all values are aligned’ (personal communication with Olivia Fuchs). Jiggy Bhore also
shared a truly important feeling; she said her practice invited her ‘treasure the person in front of [her]’ (personal
communication with Jiggy Bhore). This might seem very basic, but it is an important notion, because if everyone
treasures the person in front of them, then nobody will be left behind. This will for justice and equality was also
a concern. Open heartedness, caring for others, simply being unconditionally loving and kind are important
characteristics for those who aspire to become better and wiser individuals.
Another virtue depicted within the Brahma viharas is a compassionate heart. Compassion (karuṇā) can be
described as an emotional response to other’s pain or suffering, creating a desire to help them. I have learned
this to be a trademark in Buddhist thought and although it might not be exclusive to Buddhism, it is oriented
towards every being. Contrary to what might be the case with other forms of faith, Buddhism considers that
every being – not only human beings – is worthy of the same appreciation. Being compassionate towards every
living thing is, hence, something one will frequently hear when studying Buddhism. Once unconditional
compassion is developed, one cannot really choose what to be compassionate about (personal communication
Joseph Mishan); hence, we will no longer be looking after our family or close friends alone. Rather, we will care
for everyone and everything. Because there is an understanding of unity, of ‘we’ rather they ‘they’, our choices
in life change. There is, no longer, the desire to prioritize my life or my family or my friends – in the end it is
down to our own ego, we do not want to suffer, therefore, we don’t want something bad happening to someone
close to us – because we feel love and compassion for everyone. We can also feel a great joy whenever ‘anyone’
is happy. Sympathetic joy (muditta) is the feeling that arises when something or someone is happy and successful
and results of one cultivating loving-kindness for all beings. As anything else, these values are intertwined and,
although I am giving them an order, they do not necessarily arise following it. In fact, they inform each other in
an organic way.
Finally, the fourth quality of the heart as taught by the Buddha is Equanimity (upekkha). Equanimity is a state of
psychological stability, of composure, which is not disturbed by strong emotions or pain, but is able to maintain
its balance. I did not use to know the meaning of this word. It was spoken of during some of the interviews,
however, it was not until joining an online forum organized by Extinction Rebellion Buddhists UK (XR Buddhists),
that I truly saw Equanimity.
This gathering was entitled ‘What would the Buddha do? Reflecting on Buddhism and Eco-activism’ and was
started with a twenty-minute presentation by Joseph Mishan, followed by discussion in breakout rooms. (In fact,
this meeting could easily sum-up most of the arguments written in this report.) After presenting us with some
of the figures of the environmental crisis (sourced by recent UN reports) and speaking about how every single
human being is empowered to act, Joseph took us through a photo gallery, portraying pictures of some of the
activist actions, by XR Buddhists. The pictures showed what XR Buddhist’s actions usually look like: XR activists
sitting in meditation inside or outside buildings, on the streets or public roads. They wear placards around their
neck, where you can read sentences like ‘Grief and love for the Earth’. There was a photo (Figure 1) I found quite
special:
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Figure 2 Protest conducted by XR Buddhist activists, in the United Kingdom. The activists engage in civil disobedience by sitting on the
ground, in meditation (What would the Buddha do? Reflecting on Buddhism and eco-activism., 2021).

The group is sited, some have their eyes closed and in front of them there is a number of policemen in a straight
line. There are no words that can describe what those people were feeling, but Joseph Mishan was there and
shared with us what those photos meant to him. The words he used made an impression on me. His description
was: ‘embodied equanimity in the face of threat’. I found it quite an accurate legend. To sit in meditation in the
name of something you care deeply, while facing eminent threat: threat of being arrested or the threat of being
subject of social disapproval. I cannot begin to imagine the range of emotions that were rushing through their
heads, but they still sat in a non-violent protest.
This characteristic was identified very often, both during the interviews and forums such as this, as a very
important contribution of Buddhist thought, to the environmental crisis and to the activist movement in
particular. According to what I have heard, Buddhist practice allows one to develop a balance between one’s
profound wish for urgent change and the sense that it can never happen through violent action or speech.
Furthermore, and as briefly touched upon, it was a shared belief that unity rather than division is what will take
humanity forward, closer to a more balanced lifestyles which leaves no one behind.
Thus far in this report I have acknowledged there is a crisis. I have acknowledged there is an origin to this crisis
and I have acknowledged we – human beings – can contribute to its mitigation rather than to making it worse.
Therefore, I now suggest we must work on the path that will take us there. Equanimity will guide us towards an
appropriate response to this situation. Appropriate to the severity and urgency of the situation, not forgetting
different countries have different capacities for action just as much as different individuals can be activists in so
many distinct ways, according to their abilities, tastes or even availability of time.
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4.2.5. CONCLUSION
Not different from other religious, Buddhism is a very wide system, formed by multiple values and value sets. I
have presented a selection of Buddhist institutions I understand to be elemental when it comes to dealing with
the environmental crisis. Understanding the deep interdependence sustaining our very existence, looking at the
world with compassionate eyes, realising there is not a fixed end to the environmental crisis and therefore that
everybody is called to act, are the most important Buddhist institutions I have identified through engaging with
a Buddhist population. These are important contributions to the environmental crisis debate and can bring
meaningful impacts to the way people perceive themselves and their environment; more importantly,
themselves as part of their environment.
In the next section, I have directed my attention to answering SQ3, allowing some consideration on how other
institutions are influencing people’s actions.

4.3.

CAPITALISM & ECOLOGY

People are driven by multiple moral, social, political or economic norms at once, which means that one’s
behaviour is not informed by one institution alone. Rather, it is the interplay between all those values. Apart
from investigating Buddhism and its role in shaping human-nature relationships, I have worked towards
identifying other institutions at play. This section will be presented as the result of both interviews and
subsequent literature review. I will display what was more often brought up by the interviewees and their views
on it, and on how it is impacting the world when it comes to the environmental crisis. This section aims at
answering SQ3: How do other institutions inform people’s behaviours regarding nature?
Eleven out of the twelve respondents have made a direct association between consumerism, materialism or
capitalism and the environmental crisis we are facing. These are not synonyms but can be interpreted as part of
one single ‘Capitalist’ narrative, which will be the focus of this part. Before diving into it, it should be noted that
this will not be a comprehensive analysis on capitalist ideology – neither could a natural scientist such as myself
dream that big at this point. Rather, I will be focusing on exposing this idea ‘through a Buddhist lens’, meaning I
will focus on the main aspects discussed during the interviews and how these relate to the Buddhist teachings
presented in the above section.
As an example, I would like to share an image to me brought by Lama Gyurme. It is an interesting perspective
which summarizes – in an extremely condensed way – the environmental situation we find ourselves in, product
of what is called capitalism: in a consumerist society, one dreams of first-rate products all the time. This demand
will boost production which throws into the market, updated versions of these products. What yesterday was
novelty, today is outdated. This non-stop production requires more resources than those available leading to
depletion of natural resources – habitat destruction, biodiversity loss and burning of fossil fuels leading to
climate change. On the other hand, compulsive consumption of new products generates incredible amounts of
waste resulting in another known human impact on the planet – pollution (personal communication with Lama
Gyurme).
Next, I will construct a notion of capitalism, based both on academic literature and the interviews conducted.
The body of literature on capitalism is immense, there being numerous, often contradictory views on it.
Moreover, there are many forms of capitalist economies which will present varying aspects. However, I believe
the following to be a generally accepted way of understanding capitalism:
‘Capitalism is often thought of as an economic system in which private actors own and control property
in accord with their interests, and demand and supply freely set prices in markets in a way that can
serve the best interests of society.’ (International Monetary Fund, 2015)
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Furthermore, capitalism is a global form of political economy (West & Brockington, 2012) being profit its main
driver (International Monetary Fund, 2015). According to the IMF, there are six pillars to capitalism which will be
valuable for this analysis. The six are as follows:
o
o
o
o
o
o

private property, allowing owners to make use of both tangible and intangible goods, such as buildings or
lands, and stocks, respectively.
self-interest: individuals act in order to fulfil their desires and aspirations, without having to give into social
and political pressures, beneficiating society as a result.
competition, a game between production and demand, which dictates the value of assets.
a market mechanism, which determines an asset’s value through the interaction between buyers and sellers
and which, in turn allocates appropriate resources.
freedom to choose, when it comes to production, consumption, and investment.
limited government intervention, which should focus on protecting individual citizen’s rights and to regulate
the environment in which the markets freely operate.

These characteristics make-up various combinations and exist in different proportions in different parts of the
world. Besides, there are different characterizations, by distinct academics. Let’s take Hall and Soskice (2001) as
an example. The authors divide the many capitalist forms into two big groups: some countries, such as the
United States of America and the United Kingdom, follow a liberal market economy, where the competitive
market is the dominant force in production services and the government has minimal intervention. Other
countries, Germany for example, have a coordinated market economy where there is a significant interplay
between market and non-market institutions, such as associations and unions. On the other hand, authors as
Baumol, Litan, and Schramm (2007) propose another division into four groups, based on the role of
entrepreneurship, instead of focusing on how production is organized, as developed by the previous authors.
Whether the free market can truly serve society, acting as the ‘invisible hand’ Adam Smith proposed (Smith,
1791), or if it is a means to serving a somewhat narrow societal group, increasing inequalities, is an on-going
debate (Lindsey, 2004; Baumol, Litan & Schramm, 2007; White, 2011; Piketty, 2014). Adam Smith was pioneer
when considering the view that only self-interest could benefit society as a whole. An individual’s investment
would generate profit which would then be used for further investment, creating and distributing wealth along
the way.
Piketty (2014) argues, however, this wealth is indeed generated but it does not get back to the system, resulting
in capital accumulation and infinite growth, available only to a selected few. Piketty (2014) has added to the
discussion by concluding that frequently, the return rate of invested capital is higher than overall growth rate.
In the end, this means the market is not benefiting all social groups, as equals. According to the author, wealth
accumulation prevents the growth of other forms of earning, such as wages, enhancing inequalities (Piketty,
2014).
This hoarding coming from self-interest clashes directly with what I have heard from the respondents, who
introduced individualism as a conflicting value. In fact, individualism was presented as a root cause of the
problem currently under discussion – the environmental crisis. Indeed, this idea goes against what I previously
presented. In Buddhist thought, there is no such thing as one separate individual, making it close to impossible
to consider one’s wellbeing independent of another’s. In fact, some Buddhist traditions clearly state there is no
such thing as wishing for individual enlightenment; this alone, would be a misinterpretation of the true teaching.
As one awakens to the Truth, it will inevitably wish the same for others and work towards that goal (personal
communication with Lou Hemmerman).
Sense of community and desire to build strong and resilient societies was actually pointed out as a fundamental
way of fighting the environmental crisis. I was told ecological catastrophe is, at this point and to some extent,
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inevitable, but that community building would be the way forward towards a more resilient society which can
survive difficult conditions. This will happen only if we broaden our definition of family towards a more holistic
concept. Instead of caring for the individual and a selected few which are regularly blood-related and close
friends, one must see family as ‘one human family’ and perhaps even beyond, to one in which all living beings
are included (personal communication with Ajahn Amaro; personal communication with Jiggy Bhore).
The idea of caring about oneself alone fundamentally disregards the pillar of interdependence, being therefore
incompatible with Buddhist thought.
‘Competition’ was also brought up during the interviews. David Midgley suggests ‘we need a society which is
based on compassion instead of competition’ (personal communication with David Midgley). Competition is an
important part of the capitalist engine. It is through competition that value is created. Simply put, increased
offer will lower the market price. On the other hand, an innovative idea which has no market rivalry will be,
generally, more expensive. In turn, if demand is high for a given product, that product will show high value, and
vice-versa. However, this simplification is purely that; these factors coexist in complex dynamics which are way
beyond the scope of this study. Nonetheless, the point is once again, the focus on individual (material) fulfilment
instead of community development.
Indeed, we are raised to nurture a sense of dissatisfaction, so that we can always strive to have more and to be
better, when compared to the next guy. We are taught to compare ourselves with the ones next to us and
encouraged to overcome them. Feeling content with what one has achieved might even be regarded as dull or
lazy. As David has pointed out ‘the idea of stopping and doing nothing is unthinkable’ (personal communication
with David Midgley).
Apart from deviating one’s attention towards the self, this non-stop competition has another pitfall, considering
the environment. Being finite, the planet cannot sustain unlimited demand or growth.
In the eighteenth century, Smith was living in a newly industrialised world where the carrying capacity of the
planet was far from being reached. Two centuries later, in 1968, Gerret Hardin understands that, and puts
forward what came to be known as the Tragedy of the Commons:
‘Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without limit – in a world
that is limited. Ruin is the destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest
in a society that believes in the freedom of the commons. Freedom in the commons brings ruin to
all.’ (Hardin, 1968, p.1244)
The image Hardin is using is a very simple one, very easy to understand, but accurate. A common is a piece of
land which is public, i.e. one cannot be excluded from it. People make use of the commons for various purposes.
Let us take Hardin’s example, where several herdsman place one cow on that piece of land. In order to increase
their individual profit, each herdsman adds one cow to the land. The amount of resources is the same, but are
extracted at a faster rate. Each herdsman can profit from adding one cow (+1) and the costs – resource depletion,
soil erosion, etc. – are divided by all the herdsmen (-1/all herdsman). Profit is not shared, while costs are
externalized, resulting in individual profit greatly compensating individual costs. This situation, again, was not
seen as a problem until the carrying capacity of that common was achieved (and now greatly overcome). This,
according to Hardin, is the Tragedy of the Commons and the same logic can be applied to the investment on
capital.
Finding on Earth an infinite resource spring, is way overdue. The non-stop production-and-demand dynamics
must evolve accordingly. My point, similar to the Buddhist perspective is that we must find a place of a
contentment and acceptance that some things, namely material possessions, come and go (personal
communication with Rowena Field).
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Of course, this desire for better is also what has made our society evolve, to develop a free healthcare system
and schooling for everyone, to care for basic human rights, and now, for the rights of the planet. It is not my
point, and certainly not that of the people I have interviewed, that society should stop, stagnate. The desire to
be better – for our sake, the sake of those next to us, and that of future generations – is exactly what is making
people stand-up and fight for the environment.
This is a fine balance indeed, and it is not achievable over-night, it is the product of years of reflection and
understanding a fundamental shift in what is valued is in order. Jamie Cresswell explained that creating value
(as in ‘valuing what one has, every moment of one’s life’) is crucial to counter the impacts brought upon by a
consumerist and materialist ideology that has been and continues to be nurtured all around the globe (personal
communication with Jamie Cresswell). Furthermore, that ‘fundamental shift’ addressed by so many of the
respondents – seven out of twelve respondents addressed this point directly – calls for a transformation on
every layer of society, from top to bottom (or vice-versa, it is not my aim to suggest a direction at this point),
changing the paradigm which values money over life and humans over any other life.

4.3.1. CONCLUSION
The last century has witnessed unprecedented development in every sector of society, even if not equality
around the globe (Siddiqui, 2018). Capitalism has, unquestionably contributed to such development, in part,
grounded in that inequality (Siddiqui, 2018). It is not possible nor advisable to undo what has been done, but
the time has come for a new perspective. A more holistic mindset which respects the interconnectedness of all
things, and therefore respects all life. In the last part of the chapter, I will address the interplay between what
has been presented thus far. What are the most striking differences and similarities between these narratives
and what is the result of their encounter is what is still to unfold.

4.4.

CAPITALISM, BUDDHISM & ECOLOGY

‘Institutions dynamically mediate relationships between people, natural resources and society’ (Cleaver & De
Koning, 2015). In their article, the authors talk about the interplay between various institutions (rules, norms or
values), how these influence one another, and the role people have in shaping them. This agency (as referred to
by the authors), is important for the evolution of social norms, which adapt to the population that embraces
them, becoming an entanglement of values.
This is the idea to be addressed in this last part of the results. Henceforward I will be presenting some
differences, as well as similarities, between Buddhist thought and the Western mainstream narrative, partially
address above. Furthermore, I will be talking about how such differences and similarities have worked towards
creating a new Buddhist institution in Europe, different from that in the East. Therefore, this part of the results
targets the last SQ: How is the interplay between the Buddhist Tradition and other institutions?
When I mention differences and similarities it is important to make some distinctions. During the interviews and
also while coding the data I have realised there were different layers being compared. Firstly, I could focus on
the analysis of a single Buddhist tradition and understand there are differences and similarities between
different practitioners of one same school. Secondly, I could explore in what ways do distinct Buddhist traditions
meet and diverge. Then, while acknowledging all those differences and similarities I could investigate the
relationship between Buddhist thought, as one ideology, and other institutions at play in Europe. Finally, it would
also be interesting to understand how Buddhist practice has changed since it came to Europe, which differences
arose, and which similarities prevail.
Obviously, addressing each and every one of these points would require not only more time, but also deeper
investigation. For current purposes, my main focus will be the last two points made above, where I explore the
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way in which Buddhist institutions have been adapting to a European setting and how these have influenced
practitioners when it regards the environment.
One of the aims of this study is to fill in a gap in literature regarding the adaptation of Buddhism in Europe.
Having been born and developed in a very different context than the European, it certainly encountered moral
values and social norms which were unfamiliar, perhaps even contradictory to those present in its homeland.
Bearing this in mind, I have asked all the interviewees – Buddhist practitioners raised and living in a European
setting – what they considered to be the most striking differences and affinities between these two contexts.
Let us firstly dive into the distinctions. I have started these results by sharing what are some important Buddhist
institutions, regarding the human relationship with one another and with the rest of the environment. In the
second part of the results, I have presented some guiding principles, to me pointed by the interviewees, which
were not in alignment with their Buddhist practice. I now intent to overlap these two in order to expose some
important oppositions.
When it comes to the environmental crisis, perhaps the most conspicuous point of disagreement is the
anthropocentric versus biocentric debate. The first is the perspective which places the world – and its resources
– at human service. The human being is a superior being and is entitled to make use of such resources. On the
other hand, biocentrism postulates that humans are as much part of the ecosystem as the next bird or tree. It
maintains that the human being, as well as any other forms of life has intrinsic value, which must be equally
respected. In fact, ‘respect for all life’ was a recurrent code I used, while analysing the transcripts. Furthermore,
it was clear, both during the interviews and the discussions I attended to, there was a clear intend to care and
grow concern towards other living beings besides humans, which are just as important as we are. ‘It is not as if
[we are] not important, we are very much, but for that same reason, [every other living being] is also very much
important’ (Lama Gyurme).
Although the respondents were not keen at pointing fingers or naming specific institutions, they felt this was a
point of disagreement in relation to the mainstream narrative they live in. And although they sensed a changing
tide, it is still the case that other religious call for a more Anthropocentric paradigm. According to the dominant
religious force in Europe, Christianity, God created the world for it to serve at human pleasure (White, 1967);
for better or worse, our society has grown as a part of that narrative. Having been so, people, consciously or
not, behave in such a way which is detrimental to other forms of life – the consumption of animal products,
animal testing, deforestation, wildlife trade are a few examples of activities which are deeply engrained on the
way society works, making them unlikely subjects of reflection.
Capitalism was also born from this anthropocentric view of the world, a perspective rising at the frenzy of the
Industrial Revolution, which was crucial for industrial development and growth, but belied the way humans
interacted with their environment:
‘We came up with this machine view of the nature of reality (…) a worldview which was a worldview
of a dead world. A machine is (…) a non-living thing and so this whole concept of nature as this vast
machine was a concept of nature as something non-living (…). I think this is the really deep cause, we
had that separative way of thinking that blinded us to the fact that we live in a – not in an inanimate
environment with a few living creatures in it – no, we live on a living planet, the whole of nature is
alive.’ (personal communication with David Midgley)
The way we place our species in relation to the rest of the world is a fundamental aspect when it comes to
dealing with the environmental crisis. As I have said before, if anything is to change, a radical shift in the
paradigm we live in is in order. A worldview which surrounds us of other beings which we form deep connections
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with, instead of a multi-layered hierarchy where the human being acts as the commander-in-chief, deciding what
lives, what dies and in what conditions.
Another important distinction I have made is the materialist versus value creation mindsets. As I have deepened
above (section 4.3. Capitalism & Ecology), the non-stopping acquisition of material goods is leading both to
resource depletion and to waste production, two significant threats to biodiversity on the planet (Tilman et al.,
2017). Whilst our society encourages us to surrender to materialistic values, Buddhism inspires towards valuing
what we already have and finding ‘a place of complacency’. Furthermore, I have learned that this acceptance is
not the bottom line. Once we accept and value what we have, gratitude can flourish. Being grateful means to
allow our ego to lower and to understand we are not owed anything and therefore, if we have it, then we must
cherish it, value it even more.
Another point worth mentioning (from the interviews) is that, instead of promoting an individualist mindset
where one must fight for itself and itself alone, we need community building. This idea was shared by many
respondents, from Ajahn Appamado who told me about how in Sumedharama Monastery the doors were kept
open (during COVID-19 lockdown and although restrictions were imposed on the number of people allowed
inside, providing the users with a safe place to practice in) for all those who would like to visits and practice
meditation (personal communication with Ajahn Appamado); to XR Buddhist who actively promoted (online)
gatherings where people could meditate together, attend to live talks and share their views and feelings about
the imminent environmental catastrophe. From Lou Hemmerman, who is part-time living in a Buddhist
community where ‘living with other people and coping with relationships and communicating well’ is the routine
(personal communication with Lou Hemmerman); to Jamie Cresswell, currently the director of the Centre for
Applied Buddhism and previous director of the European Buddhist Union, both organization which aim at
connecting people and promoting significant (environmental) dialogue and action (personal communication
with Jamie Cresswell).
Community building was often deemed decisive in order to develop resilience against environmental change.
Apart from what could be regarded as moral values, there is an interesting distinction between what is
traditionally, the Buddhist practice in the East and in Europe. Although the respondents believed the core values
have kept intact, they have brought attention to the way Buddhist practice has been developing. Buddhism, in
its many forms, has been circulating in Asian countries for hundreds of years, which means it has integrated the
very culture of those countries. Therefore, Buddhist is more than a religion or a form of spirituality; Buddhism
has become the cultural identity of millions of people.
In this sense there are people who have been born into Buddhism, and people who have found Buddhism later
in their lives. Most Buddhists in Asia were born in Buddhist families and have been Buddhists all their lives. Being
this close to Buddhism often results in assimilating values without questioning and without personal reflection
(Ajahn Appamdo). On the other hand, most European citizens were not raised in a Buddhist setting. Rather, they
encountered Buddhism – either by chance or on purpose – and decided to stick with it, because they found it
worked for them. For Buddhist Europeans, Buddhism is not their culture and many aspects – rituals, festivities,
etc. – of Buddhist culture are not as significant as they are in the East. One clear example lies with the decrease
of monastic tradition from Asia to Europe (personal communication with Ajahn Amaro; personal communication
with Jamie Cresswell). In Europe, although there are some monasteries – namely Amaravati Buddhist Monastery
and Sumedharama Buddhist Monastery, from the Thai Forest Tradition, which I was in contact with – one can
more easily find a Buddhist Centre, where people get together and practice Dhamma, but in Asian this is not
really the case. Instead, there is a high number of monasteries where Dhamma practice is much more often led
by a monastic (personal communication with David Midgley).
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The worldwide movement know as Mindfulness (by Jon Kabat-Zinn) is another example, being deeply rooted in
Buddhism and Buddhist meditation, where practitioners cultivate a conscious mind at all times (Staff, 2017).
This is linked with the fact that our Western culture is somewhat unused to dealing with spirituality, regarded
as something exoteric, and for many, silly (personal communication with Lama Gyurme). Jon Kabat-Zinn was
able to see through that and develop a new practice which shares a lot with Buddhism but is evolving
independently.
Buddhism keeps changing and evolving, adapting to people’s needs at a given moment. Not that different from
the path Christianity has taken, having multiple forms which share similarities but show distinctions as well.
Similarities which are product of what was demanded of it in varying contexts.
I have shown what separates Buddhism from European mainstream thought, but there are important similarities
to be considered. The first aspect I want to address was briefly mentioned above. This was highlighted by the
respondents as an important contribute to the development of Buddhism in the West.
Buddhist practice can be a very empirical experience in the sense that one is not asked to believe in anything
one cannot prove. The bottom line in Buddhist practice is, you learn it, you test it, if it works, you keep it, if it
does not work, you discard it. It is a grounded experience instead of based on belief (personal communication
with Ajahn Amaro). This is close to the scientific method developed and used in the West (personal
communication with Ajahn Amaro).
During the interviews, two of the respondents commented on the fact that some of what is today regarded as
scientific knowledge, was considered thousands of years ago and incorporated within Buddhist thought. The
principle of interdependence, that nothing exists in isolation and is therefore exempt of impacting its
surroundings. This can be compared with Newton’s Laws of Motion, but it can also be looked at, at the light of
recent scientific research on climate feedback-loops – which are now known to have a dramatic impact on
climate change (Gils & Morgan, 2020). Moreover, there is the old thesis by Lavoisier, advocating that mass in
neither created nor destroyed, rather it transforms into something new. This idea is also considered in Dhamma.
My point, presenting these examples, is that Buddhist thought is very much aligned with the way most science
is conducted nowadays, which has led it to be perceived as a trustworthy grounded practice within a setting
which praises such an empirical understanding of reality. Buddhism has been able to offer that.
Lastly, I want to briefly write about other religions and forms of practice. As I have noted before, Buddhism does
not hold exclusivity on moral values and wisdom teachings. It is true there is an important emphasis given to
those aspects and certainly different from that of other religions. Nevertheless, I was often told about interfaith
work, while speaking with the interviewees. I most often heard about the comparison between Buddhism and
Christianity since this is the mainstream form of religion in Europe. Christianity (I will not make distinctions
between different sects of Christianity, but I understand they exist and might bring some different
understandings to the discussion) has a very long tradition of caring for other people. In the past, most facilities
focused on tending sick or old people were ran by clerics. Jesus Christ preached for love and forgiveness. This is
no different from the Buddhist way. There is a known tale speaking about three hungry men knocking at a poor
family’s door. This family who struggles to feed itself, shares whatever they have with these three hungry men,
out of pure goodness and generosity. It seems this story is shared by many, regardless of their faith. Whether
the three hungry men are Jesus Christ and two disciples, or the Buddha and two Bodhisattvas is, in the end,
irrelevant, because the meaning is the same.
It is true that Christianity is pillared in an anthropocentric worldview which has shouldered many
environmentally detrimental attitudes and behaviours. It is also true that these can change. Pope Francis’ papacy
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has been marked by significant environmental reforms. Francis was the name chosen by Jorge Mario Bergolio at
the start of his papacy. He chose this name in the honour of Saint Francis of Assisi:
‘I believe that Saint Francis is the example par excellence of care for the vulnerable and of an integral
ecology lived out joyfully and authentically. He is the patron saint of all who study and work in the
area of ecology, and he is also much loved by non-Christians. He was particularly concerned for God’s
creation and for the poor and outcast. He loved, and was deeply loved for his joy, his generous selfgiving, his openheartedness. He was a mystic and a pilgrim who lived in simplicity and in wonderful
harmony with God, with others, with nature and with himself. He shows us just how inseparable the
bond is between concern for nature, justice for the poor, commitment to society, and interior peace.’
(Pope Francis, 2015)
Had I chosen to leave out the object of the above description, it would have been impossible grasp whether it
was a Christian or a Buddhist.
Laudato si was the Encyclical Letter written by Francis, published in 2015. He writes about how ‘[t]he urgent
challenge to protect our common home includes a concern to bring the whole human family together to seek a
sustainable and integral development, for we know that things can change. [He then appeals for] a new dialogue
about how we are shaping the future of our planet [and adds that we] need a conversation which includes
everyone, since the environmental challenge we are undergoing, and its human roots, concern and affect us all.’
(Pope Francis, 2015).
As I understand it, any Buddhist practitioner concerned with the development of the environmental crisis could
have put these words together. There are, hence, similarities within the concerns of a Buddhist practitioner and
a Christian, an atheist or someone else who exercises other religion or spiritual practice.
Finally, I want to highlight an interesting point regarding the interplay that has been going on between Buddhism
and the West. It is not my intention to portray an extensive narrative of the advent of Buddhist to the West.
Rather, I want to raise a significant question which reflection might contribute a great deal to the continued
development of East and West perspectives, which in turn, influence the way people behave in relation to the
world. Furthermore, it will add to the existing body of literature, which is yet to place important focus on this
relation.
The first encounter of Buddhism and Europeans dates back a long way, before the common era of Jesus Christ
(Batchelor, 1994). In the first chapter of his 2011 edition, Batchelor writes about the meeting between early
Greek settlers and Buddhist practitioners - ‘Greek colonies are known to have existed in India at least since the
time of the Buddha in the 6th century BCE’ (Batchelor, 1994).This is merely the beginning of a tale which would
later on include accounts on several Buddhist schools, including the time when they developed and the context
which brought them into contact with the West. This report, according to the Dalai Lama (author of the foreword
of the book), ‘is essential reading for all who are concerned with the significance of religious experience in the
modern world’.
Indeed, this exchange between East and West has started a long time ago, however, the British historian Arnold
Toynbee argued ‘the coming of Buddhism to the West may well prove to be the most important event of the
twentieth century’ (Paine, 2017). This is a remarkable statement alone, even more considering the development
the last century has brought us. Furthermore, it suggests the solid roots Buddhism has been able to grow so far,
date back to that period, and that even though this East-West relationship goes further back in time, Buddhism
was not, until recently, able to (significantly) impress the population.
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‘There’s something about the way that Western thought is evolving (...) in the middle of the twentieth
century, it suddenly became possible for it to receive Buddhist teachings.’ (personal communication
with David Midgley)
It is unlikely the case that the development of Western thought alone enabled the boost of Buddhist practice in
Europe. It is, nevertheless, a very interesting question which ought to be investigated.
Indeed, Buddhism, in its long history has travelled a long way, from India, its birth country, to the world. Most
of its past was lived in Asian, but since the time when Siddhartha Gautama was alive, Buddhism and Buddhist
practice has experienced significant change. In other words, Buddhism has adapted everywhere it when;
therefore, it is expected that it keeps on changing and adapting, now to a Western mindset; the increase of lay
Buddhist organizations is but one example. It is most certainly not a one-way contribution, however. Europe has
shown a strong commitment to the Human Rights cause and has a long-lasting tradition on charitable work,
much of it thanks to Christian institutions (personal communication with Rowena Field; personal communication
with David Midgley).
Gary Sidney points out that ‘[t]he mercy of the west has been social revolution. the mercy of the east has been
individual insight into the basic self/void. we need both’ (Loy, 2014). This is a brilliant thought which reflects
accurately the interplay I am portraying, where there is active participation from both sides, in creating a new
and unique narrative, which recognizes relevant traits in such different institutions, but chooses to focus on
what unites them, rather than what it takes them apart.

4.4.1. CONCLUSION
There are unavoidable differences between Buddhism and other institutions, heavily informing global
behaviour, such as capitalism and other religious forms, like Christianity.
Self-care and the desire for infinite growth are aspects of the mainstream mindset which must be swiftly dealt
with. Turning towards community building in such a way that it enhances resilience against climate change,
encouraging a severe reduction in consumption, giving the Earth system time to bounce back and reimage our
place in the ecosystem are fundamental steps which must be globally embraced.
Despite the differences, Buddhism as found in the West a fertile soil to sprout from. Upon Buddhist arrival,
cultural, social, and spiritual institutions were drastically different, but rooted in some common principles.
Regardless of the time that it will take to be possible to identify a (or several) Western forms of Buddhism, some
indicators are starting to show.
The next section – the Discussion – will start with an overview of everything mentioned thus far, as well as with
a comprehensive and direct answer to all research question answered in this Results section. It will then follow
with a reflection on the presented subjects as well as suggested amendments to currently available literature.
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5.

DISCUSSION
5.1.

INTRODUCTION

This study’s aim is informed by the pressing need to engage with the environmental crisis in a swift and agile
way, which understands the severity of the situation and the urgency for appropriate action.
Addressing human-nature relationships was a stepping-stone in order to reach the main research objective:
understanding the role of Buddhist institutions in the promotion of pro-environmental behaviour – which can
help solving the environmental crisis – in a European setting.
In order to fulfil the research goal, I have explored four sub-questions which together answer one main question.
Firstly, I have talked about the Buddhist worldview regarding humans and their environment. This worldview is
that of a non-hierarchical system where humans are levelled with every other living being which they share the
planet with. This is a biocentric worldview, opposing an anthropocentric perspective which gives humans the
right to exploit the environment and its resources (White, 1967). Further than that, the Buddhist perspective
advocates for a deep interconnectedness between all beings which means that one cannot live without the
other. Human beings’ well-being is, therefore, dependent on the well-being of ecosystems, composed of biotic
and abiotic factors. Moreover, it implies we must commit ourselves to understanding the impact our actions
have on the world and on ourselves.
The second research question targeted the perception Buddhist followers have over the environmental crisis. I
have explained there is a deep concern regarding the impact humans force onto the planet and its beings.
Furthermore, the common view is that there is no fixed outcome of the ecological situation we are facing,
bringing hope and willingness to be part of the solution, rather than accepting a fatalistic end with no possibility
for action. Extremely relevant is the empowering mindset this view offers, where everyone has a role to play
and is empowered to act.
Next, I addressed the question asking about other institutions guiding people. I have written about a worldwide
narrative which has been key in the way people relate with each other and the world around them. In this part
I have introduced capitalism and explained its effect on the ecosystem. Focus was placed to the role of
competition and self-interest as main principles of capitalism and as promoters of current environmental
degradation. These are contradictory to Buddhist guiding values such as the Four Immeasurable – lovingkindness, compassion, sympathetic-joy, and equanimity – which aim at connecting people.
The last sub-question highlighted the interplay between the different institutions mentioned above as well as
the mutual influence between Buddhism and European principles. I have shown there is a significant exchange
of values, namely considering the increasing number of lay Buddhist groups as opposed to monastic. I have also
considered the important role of interfaith dialogue in the evolution of the ecological crisis.
These findings allowed me to build up the answer to the main research question of this study: how is Buddhism
influencing pro-environmental behaviour, in a European setting? Buddhism provides a spiritual path which is
simultaneously in- and outward looking. Through self-reflection and investment, one’s impact ripples out and
influences the entire network of connections. Buddhist practitioners understand their place within the
environment as one of collaboration and choose to act accordingly. I have proposed myself to analyse the role
of Buddhist institutions in halting environmental degradation. These institutions endorse self-knowledge and
reflection upon one’s relationship with others, human or not. They encourage morality which in turn, invites us
to do what is right for the sake of others, instead of considering what is in it for ourselves; through
compassionate and equanimous actions we can fairly deal with the environmental situation. It is important to
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note these are not Buddhist principles alone. As I have shown above, there is a vast common ground to work
on, where Buddhism can both inform and be informed.
Before moving on to the next section, I would like to provide the follow consideration. I have explained in section
3 (Research Methodology), this study was initially designed to take place on site, in two Buddhist communities
– one in the Netherlands, one in France. Due to COVID-19 travelling restrictions such a plan could not be applied.
This has clearly affected the outcome of this study and dissertation. For starters, doing online ethnography is
significantly different from doing so on site. Face-to-face communication offers different possibilities to connect
with the respondents. Furthermore, having been able to stay within a community, as initially programmed, I
could have integrated its practices as part of my own experience at a deeper level. On the other hand, the
methodology I have used allowed to meet a wider variety of Buddhist practitioners, from varying Buddhist
traditions, giving me a more diverse data set. I have realised that there are differences between Buddhist
practices and that all of them focus on similar values to deal with the eminent ecological threat. This is, in fact,
an important point to highlight. The respondents I have spoken with, were all centred on what unites different
forms of Buddhism, rather than what separates them.
In this section, I will discuss the results hitherto mentioned, divided into two parts: the first one (section 5.2.)
focused on the Buddhist perception of human-nature relationships and its link with pro-environmental
behaviour. The second part (section 5.3.) will discuss Buddhism as an institution and introduce relevant
literature, contributing for a better grasp of the task Buddhism has taken and can continue to take, both form
practical and theoretical viewpoints.

5.2.

HUMAN-NATURE RELATIONSHIP & PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR

As an initial point of reflection, I would like to put forward the following consideration: the words I choose to
phrase my sentences are already a frame upon which I share these insights. Language is a very old institution,
which undoubtedly evolves, but which has an incredible force in shaping the way people express their feelings.
We have all experienced some level of difficulty when trying to express what we feel, since at times, there simply
are no words that mirror exactly how and what we experience. During my interviews, several respondents
shared this trouble. The English language (I mention the English language because it is the one currently at use,
but many others face this challenge) does not have a comprehensive vocabulary that enables one to speak about
nature – about one’s relationship with nature – without going along this divide between the human and the
non-human worlds. As expressed by Brown & Verschuuren (2018), ‘many cultures do not have a concept or word
equivalent to the Western construct of nature’. This is because what these cultures perceive nature to be, is
something completely different from what ‘the West’ does. A logical but difficult question poses: is this divide
even real, or is it merely the result of our own interpretations of the world? From what I have shared in this
dissertation, there is no such thing as ‘non-nature’. From a Buddhist perspective, the entire world in one
interconnected web, it is one nature, making humans and everything built and constructed by us, part of nature
too. This notion is closely tight to what was postulated by the chemist James Lovelock and co-developed by the
microbiologist Lynn Margulis, as the Gaia Theory (Lovelock, 1972; Margulis & Lovelock, 1974). Lovelock was
pioneer in attributing the ancient Greek name for Earth – Gaia – to the theory that ‘succinctly suggests that Earth
is a self-regulating, self-sustaining entity, that continually adjusts its environment in order to support life’
(Scharper, 1998). Lovelock emphasized that the atmosphere and hydrosphere are a part of this system, just as
much as the biosphere, announcing what was already part of Buddhist belief – deep interconnectedness
between all things. This idea too, advocates for co-evolution between all entities which continually influence
one another. Having this said, from a Buddhist viewpoint, it is important to consider what is skilful and what it
is not, considering the wellbeing of this interconnected web.
Another relevant consideration is that the way the interviewer frames a question can have obvious implications
on the interviewee’s answer, since the former is, consciously or not, steering the latter and its response (Newing,
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2010). During my contact with the respondents, I have experienced this hardship. Nevertheless, there was an
honest attempt on my behalf to keep the questions as unbiased as possible, so that I would have minimal
interference on the interviewee’s answers. Many were the words or expressions used to speak about ‘nature’:
‘nature’, ‘the environment’, ‘the ecology’ and ‘the world around us’. While asking questions I have also used this
range of expressions, since I wanted to avoid narrowing down the interviewee’s answers. Theoretically speaking,
it is not the same to address the climate crisis and the environmental crisis, nor is it the same to speak of nature
and ecology. Even though these terms might carry different meanings within the academic literature, the way
they are used in day-to-day dialogue dictates the meaning people attribute to such concepts, as well as the
attention paid. Regardless of which concepts were used, the respondents showed to consider scientific reports,
which significantly aligns with their spiritual paths, regarding one’s relationship with the non-human
environment.
The relationship one builds with the natural environment, although personal, is framed within larger societal,
economic, and political frames (Schultz, 2002; Schroeder, 2007; Brown & Verschuuren, 2018). This means we
are conditioned to think and act in a certain way in accordance with what is considered normal or even right
(Cleaver & De Koning, 2015; Beunen & Patterson, 2019). This ontological perspective of the world allows one to
recognise there are other ways to understand reality and search for those, once the one held true is no longer
enough.
Religion is a powerful institution, being the world’s largest social organization (Gardner 2002; Awoyemi et al.
2012). There are numerous dimensions of human life which are informed by such institution. The human-nature
relationship is one which has developed and changed since humans came to be, until present time:
‘In Antiquity every tree, every spring, every stream, every hill had its own genius loci, its guardian spirit…
Before one cut a tree, mined a mountain, or dammed a brook, it was important to placate the spirit in
charge of that particular situation, and to keep it placated. By destroying pagan animism, Christianity
made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects… The
spirits in natural objects, which formerly had protected nature from man evaporated (…) and the old
inhibitions to the exploitation of nature crumbled’ (White, 1967)
In his article, White is confident on his thesis that Christianity is the ‘historical root of the ecological crisis’ and
that its Anthropocentric worldview had spread worldwide and is now influencing other ontologies (White, 1967).
Two influential conservationists of the twentieth century – Aldo Leopold and Rachel Carson – agree that
‘Western religions were deeply complicit in the environmentally destructive trends’ we nowadays see (Taylor,
2016). Leopold’s (1970) argument is that instead of looking at land as a ‘commodity belonging to us’, we should
regard it as a ‘community we belong to’; this is, simply put, the difference between an anthropocentric and a
biocentric perspective. He states that conservation efforts are useless due to the first concept of land, which is
Abrahamic in essence (Leopold, 1970).
As I have shown, the Buddhist perception of the environment is significantly different from that of other
(Abrahamic) religions. It is an illusion to regard humans as a separate part of nature. Such an illusion is exactly
what has allowed ecological degradation to reach current levels. It is not even the case that humans should be
stewards of the planet since this idea is still rooted in a human-centred view of the world. This advocates for our
superiority in relation to other beings and it postulates we should manage the planet and its resources in a way
that it won’t compromise future generations from doing the same. This is fundamentally different from being a
part of the ecosystem from the very beginning.
Understanding the cause of the environmental crisis is key if we are to imagine solutions. Having this said, I
believe every religion or form of faith has its role in finding a solution for the ecological crisis and can steer its
followers towards a path which is thoughtful of the ecosystem’s needs. Nature and natural elements are
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important aspects of one’s spirituality which is also often informed by one’s religious practice (Brown &
Verschuuren, 2018). Although Taylor, Wieren & Zaleha (2016) state there is no confirmation on the greening of
the world’s religions, I argue it is a powerful possibility. Spiritual values inform the behaviour of more than eighty
percent of the human population (UNEP, 2018). Moreover, faith-based organizations have been identified by
the UN, as key players in irradiating poverty, improving people’s health, and protecting the environment (UNEP,
2018):
‘More than 190 environmental faith-based organizations have been addressing climate change, energy
conservation, sustainable use of biodiversity, and reforestation, among other things, working at the
global, regional and local levels.’ (UNEP, 2018)
Therefore, regardless of what was the stance of Abrahamic religions up until now, it is important to consider
them as important contributing drivers towards pro-environmental behaviour. This also informs Institutional
Bricolage, since no religion can be grasp as a monolith. Instead, it is a combination of many values and value sets.
I will return to explore this idea further on (see section 5.3. Buddhism as an Institution).
Other idea central to Buddhist thought is the negation of a ‘self’. Anthony (2018) shares that by denying the
existence of a ‘self’, one has to deny intrinsic value as well. Following this logic, it does not make sense to ascribe
value to nature or natural elements, whether that is human or not. He argues that environmental ethics are
essentially secular and that such value creation is hard to picture at the light of those Marks of Existence. I would
suggest, however, that the denial of a self does not necessarily guide a practitioner towards rejecting value.
Anatta or non-self is deeply connected with the idea of impermanence (anicca). Impermanence invokes the
transitory nature of reality, everything exists in a continuous flow and hence, nothing is fixed. The idea is,
therefore, that one cannot find an intrinsic self in something which is changing all the time. This, however, does
not have to be a hindrance to value creation. Even if transitory and forever changing, any human and non-human
being has intrinsic value which, in ethics, means that it is valuable regardless of the importance attributed by
others (Taylor, 1996).
It is important to note, however, ‘value’ is not an objective concept, varying considerably between different
cultures and traditions. Furthermore, the term ‘cultural value’ is not one concept but an overarching terminology
which comprises different dimensions, such as aesthetic, historic, scientific, social, and spiritual (Brown &
Verschuuren, 2018).
Nevertheless, I agree with Anthony (2018) when he says that finding value in nature might be a Western
contribution. Perhaps, however, for different reasons than his. The ontological reality I live in is that of a
separation between what is human and what is not. In this scenario, I am forced to consider the value it has for
me. On the other hand, if just part of the ecosystem, one does not consider its value as something separate from
oneself. Buddhism has, hence, entered a new ontological reality where practitioners interpret the teachings at
the light of their own understanding of reality, which might not be Buddhist in essence. The way Buddhists
perceive the teachings and the value they get out of it will dictate the way in which it will develop.
The influence Buddhism is having on Europeans, but also the effect these practitioners have on Buddhist thought
and institutions, is what I am going to be focusing on the next part, where I will contribute to the discussion on
Institutional Theory.

5.3.

BUDDHISM AS AN INSTITUTION

Human beings are thought to have free-will. Unlike other animals, we can choose to act in a way which is not
purely driven by instinct. The way humans behave, as well as the reason they behave the way they do is subject
to analysis, from various authors who propose multiple theories (Hall & Taylor, 1996; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005;
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Torfing, 2005; Osei-Tutu, Pregernig & Pokorny, 2015) Institutional Theory is an example, with Institutional
Bricolage being the focused framework in this study.
Buddhism is practiced very differently throughout the world, suggesting it have been adapting to its
practitioners. It is not one big form of thought, but many smaller institutions which differ around the globe.
Understanding Buddhism through an institutional lens has not been well researched by the scientific community.
Even less when considering the appearance and growth of Buddhism in the West, and Europe in particular.
Besides, such focus could help to shed light on the way Buddhist practice and institutions will continue to
develop in Europe and influencing the rest of the world. As we have seen, Buddhist values are playing an
interesting role considering the way practitioners perceive the natural environment and ecological crisis.
For those Europeans feeling that the institutionalized form of spirituality was not working, Buddhism presented
itself as a solution. But these new practitioners, with no cultural Buddhist background would not take its word
for it. Buddhist thought stretches towards many dimensions of human life, some of which are not being as
developed as others. I would again highlight the nuance given to Critical Institutionalism, by Cleaver & De Koning
(2015): they emphasize how people influence every-day institutions just as much as institutions influence
people.
Buddhism is witnessing in the West, the foundation of more lay groups than ever before. It is also the case that
Europeans resonate with Buddhist values and ideas, but do not affiliate with any of the existing schools of
Buddhism, which originate in Asia. For example, the Triratna Buddhist Order and Community, previously named
‘Friends of the Western Buddhist Order’, ‘is a worldwide movement of people who tries to engage with the
Buddha’s teachings in the conditions of the modern world.’ (The Buddhist Centre, 2021). In this group’s website,
one can find: ‘[n]either monastic nor lay, we are simply Buddhists, at varying stages of commitment and
understanding, adopting to the best of our ability in our lives the ethical standards of the Dharma’ (The Buddhist
Centre, 2021).
This is an important point to mention because, unlike what happens in countries where Buddhism is the
mainstream form of religious practice, in Europe there is not a religion-culture duality. There is no cultural
Buddhist tradition in Europe, meaning that most Buddhist practitioners follow a religious institution, even
though many do not resonate positively with such a word (religion). As a consequence, Buddhism in Europe is,
seeing one of its dimensions – traditional cultural practices and rituals such has offerings, blessings, funerals,
etc. – being weakened. Others might be getting stronger: for example, a child born and raised in a Buddhist
family might regard Buddhism as a traditional practice, without ever truly considering its teachings. On the
contrary, a Buddhist individual who was born outside such a setting and who has, by his/her own initiative
started practicing Buddhism and learning about its ideals, will more likely have integrated those values in his/her
lifestyle. On the order hand, it is also true that a ‘born-Buddhist’ can understand some dimensions of Buddhist
practice in a more integrative way, because those principles are its religious, cultural, and spiritual realities. Such
a unifying institution might not be present for those who find Buddhism later in life.
This evolution on the way Buddhism is perceived and practiced, is particularly important for this study which
takes part in a foreign (foreign to those Buddhist institutions) setting. As I have had the opportunity to highlight,
Buddhism is not one single unified body; instead, it is comprised of many different values or teachings which
inform the population at varying levels. Institutional Bricolage speaks of different levels of behavioural drivers.
According to the theory, there are formal and informal institutions which exist in interdependence of each other,
informing one another and comprising ‘the rules of the game’ which shape people’s actions (Helmke and
Levitsky, 2004; Holmes et al., 2013; Ostrom et al., 1994; Pejovich, 1999). It is curious that, in this new European
setting, those cultural practices which encompass formal institutionalized Buddhist norms are weakening, while
informal institutions such as moral values are taking a paramount role. Furthermore, this is once again, an
example of the Buddhist pillars, interdependence and impermanece; from a Buddhist perspective it is clear these
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guiding values and principles could never exist in isolation. Instead, there is a constant interplay which will surely
result in change and evolution. The reason why this idea deserves scrutiny is that one could easily argue that
some Buddhist formal and informal institution are at odds with each other. I do not think there is one answer to
this question. On the one hand, it is precisely this deliberation which is responsible for the evolution of
institutions and societies. On the other hand, I would say it is easy to fall into a misinterpretation of what
Buddhism is, when seen from a distance. Buddhism is often associated with self-reflection and distancing from
the social world. However, from my experience during this study, this is not necessarily the case. Buddhism in
Europe is fuelling practitioners to engage in non-violent, compassionate and equanimous activism for the
environment, demanding appropriate action by big corporations and institutions.
It is nevertheless the case that some traditions’ monastic rules (namely the Thai Forest Tradition) constrain civil
action and public demonstration (personal communication with Ajahn Amaro). Notwithstanding, the term
‘engaged Buddhism’ was coined by a Buddhist Zen Master in the 1960s, who was faced with the violent and
destructive reality of the Vietnamese War. Thich Nhat Hanh has, since then been encouraging practitioners to
‘energetically engage with social concerns’ (Harvard University, 2021).
Buddhism practices differ around the world, result of centuries of adaptation. Thich Nhat Hanh found in Buddhist
teachings a way to actively counter hatred, violence, and divisiveness, evolving in his country. In fact, the first of
fourteen precepts of Engaged Buddhism, according to the Zen Master is not ‘to be idolatrous about or bound to
any doctrine, theory, or ideology, even Buddhist ones’ (Hanh, 2019), emphasizing the progressive aspect of his
message. Similarly, practitioners of today find in Buddhist teachings, a way to counter the same hatred, violence,
and divisiveness, now applied to the ecological emergency.
It is then clear that new forms of practicing and understanding Buddhism are developing, but it might be yet to
soon to predict any direction. Buddhism has been a part of Asian culture for more than two millennia, whilst in
Europe it has roughly a century. Notwithstanding, it is already possible to find some distinctions. Whether or not
these represent a trend is well beyond the scope of this study.
Exactly as Cleaver & De Koning (2015) explained, institutions are subject to human agency, which is in turn
limited by societal frames. There is this complex and multilateral interplay taking place, central to the evolution
of societies. I have highlighted some ideas which are in opposition to Buddhist core values and are, to this day,
the institutionalized form of thinking and acting. From a Buddhist perspective, it will be forever impossible to
have spiritual growth while focused on financial development alone. In fact, the Human Development Index
(HDI) was devised to emphasize that a country’s capacity cannot target financial growth alone. The HDI is,
therefore, a concept that measures key dimensions of human development: a long and healthy life, being
knowledgeable and have a decent standard of living (United Nations Development Program, 2021).
Of course, one should question who identifies these as key dimensions and on what capacity. Are other
knowledge systems, from varying ontologies being considered, or is it a Western concept alone?
Indeed, capitalism is focused on economic growth. We have seen however, that this growth is not happening at
the same time everywhere and I struggle to picture a scenario where equality and justice can thrive sided with
continuous economic growth (at least the way economic growth is nowadays perceived). The Buddhist path is
that of moderation in consumption which is not aligned with the demands of a fast growing and exploitative
system such as the capitalist (Daniels, 2007). A system which ‘locks each man into’ an illusion of separateness
and isolation, where common welling is often not a priority (Hardin, 1968). For Buddhist values to be integrated
in national or international governance it is necessary to change the focus from workfare to welfare, from global
financial growth to universal care through love and kindness. This thought alone, however, feels silly and naive
at the light of what is valued by the very society I was raised in.
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Today, the necessity for radical change or transformation is becoming increasingly acknowledged (Adger et al,
2009; DeFries et al, 2012; Feola, 2015; Patterson, Voogt & Sapiains, 2019). Transformation is often associated
with other concepts such as ‘resilience, adaptation, critical transition and sustainable development’, although
the extent to which such link can be establish is debated (Feola, 2015). It calls for a reform on political, social,
and economic institutions, strategies, and mechanisms, ‘advocating to break through mind-sets by stimulating
actors to critically reflect on existing assumptions, challenge prevailing norms and interests, and learn to deal
differently’ with the ecological crisis. (O’Brien, 2012).
Transformative change was a concept coined by the United Nations (UN) in 2012, during the United Nations
Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD), also known as Rio+20 conference (Islam & Iversen, 2018).
Before, the terminology used was Structural Change, said to be less encompassing, neglecting both social and
environmental sections of the triple bottom line (Islam & Iversen, 2018). Our current understanding of
sustainable development comprises three features – social, environmental, and economic – which should be
equally considered. Indeed, the overlap between these three is dangerously fragile and can easily be corrupted.
Our societies’ modus operandi relies on a system which does not regard the social, environmental, and economic
as equally important sectors (Islam & Iversen, 2018).
It is one thing to have the scientific community working on solutions for the environmental crisis, while
governments decide upon which are reasonable, and it is other empower the population and to inform about
what is a global concern. It is not enough to have international gatherings and a global agenda if it does not
reach the individual. Transformative change is undeniably, a powerful mechanism but it must be integrated from
bellow. In the introduction of this Thesis, I have used Thathong’s words, and I will do so again now: ‘education
and religion are two important tools which can be used to address environmental problems. They help enlighten
individuals and give them greater insight into their own nature and the consequences of their actions (…).
[E]ducation can help find novel ways of fostering positive attitudes and attributes to overcome environmentally
destructive behaviours’ (Thathong, 2012). If we are to mitigate the consequences of ecological devastation, then
a bottom-up approach is necessary. An approach which teaches individuals about their place in the world, and
which empowers them to act in the face of global emergency.
The fact is, this quest for sustainable development is not new; on the contrary, the concern about breaching the
‘planetary boundaries’ goes back until the 1970s when this concept was still not concrete (Islam & Iversen, 2018).
Yet, fifty years later, we have crossed four of the nine planetary boundaries – climate change, biosphere
integrity, land system change, and biogeochemical cycles – two of which are said to be ‘core boundaries’,
violations of which would ‘drive the Earth system to a new state’ (Steffen et al., 2015).
There is a global agenda to avoid such a doom and gloom scenario. The Agenda 2030 for Sustainable
Development offers a ‘blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future’
(United Nations, n.d.). At the very heart of this agenda are the very well-known Sustainable Development Goals
(SGDs) which are regarded as profoundly dependent on each other. Once again, the idea that everything in our
world in deeply connected is presented. Agarwal (2018) speaks of important synergies between the seventeen
SDGs, fundamental if we are to reach each goal individually. It is not possible to address poverty (SDG1) without
looking into hunger (SDG2); nor it is possible to deal with climate change (SDG13) and biodiversity loss (SDG14
and 15) without considering gender equality (SDG5). These are but two examples mentioned by the author
(Agarwal, 2018).
This MSc Thesis has allowed me to revisit some concepts, which are vital Buddhist institutions, at various stages
of its completion. Apart from interviewing engaged Buddhist practitioners, I have also attended some of their
meetings, where they shared their view of the world and their view on the threats it faces. All these activities
have allowed me, not only to know some of these principles, but to understand them and grasp my own
environment through their lenses. I believe this is vital, if one is to write about a foreign ontology, however, one
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must also consider its role as a researcher, as a writer and as an interpreter of the reality it is writing about.
Despite my efforts to keep this narrative impartial, I realise that, as the reader progresses through this report, it
is getting acquainted with a reality by me seen and perceived. The reality I have been studying for the last half
a year is significantly different from the one I was brought up in. It is a reality built by institutions which can
contribute enormously to halt environmental degradations and mitigate the unavoidable impact. Having been
in contact with such passionate and courageous people, who are willing to changes their lives and to peacefully
bring others into the cause, I now feel there is a way forward. This is not necessarily a Buddhist way, but a kind
and compassionate way, which grasps this world as a profoundly interconnected web, which aims at leaving
nobody behind. Any such path will allow us to re-connect with the non-human world and to re-connect with
each other, a fundamental step towards driving away from environmental collapse.
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6.

CONCLUSION

To tackle the environmental crisis is the challenge of the twenty-first century. We have less than a decade to
make severe changes in the very backbone of our society, if we are to meet goals set by climate scientist all over
the world (including the Sustainable Development Goals of the Agenda 2030). Work has been done, but the end
of the tunnel is not yet in sight. Global engagement and integrative mechanisms are only now starting to take
real form. Honest solutions which ‘leave no one behind’ still sound like a utopian dream.
This study has highlighted the role religion can have in addressing the environmental crisis from bottom to top.
Furthermore, it has taken up the difficult task of understanding how different religious and non-religious
practices are influencing one another in an age where it is neither possible nor advisable to segregate different
institutions. Instead, what we must strive for, is to find common ground between them.
I have made clear this research would not address the significant distinction between different Buddhist
traditions. Furthermore, although I have presented a good overview of important values and guiding principles
considering human-nature relationship and environmental significant behaviour, I realise this is not an extensive
portray of Buddhism as an institution. Buddhism is, after all, an overarching term for many different schools,
rituals and, of course, institutions. It is, therefore, important to note that any conclusion drawn from this study
should not be externalized to the general population. This might be considered a limitation of this study;
however, I consider it to be a ‘starter on the menu’ and hence I believe it has served its purpose: to understand
the processes in which Buddhist institutions influence European Buddhist practitioners regarding their proenvironmental behaviours. Further research is necessary in order to tackle the variation along different Buddhist
traditions in Europe. Besides, I believe future researchers should take an (offline) ethnographic approach in
order to truly understand Buddhist theory and practice.
Buddhist core teachings such as interconnectedness, wisdom practice and cultivation of a kind and
compassionate heart are examples of contributions from an institution of Asian origin, which is now deeply
rooted all over the world. It is possible that, given proper time, a European form of Buddhism might develop and
engage with other already existing forms of Buddhism in other places around the world. I have shown that, up
to this point, Buddhism and Buddhist practice has been promoting climate and humanitarian engagement
(through changing one’s habits and lifestyle, public demonstrations and connecting with people at a community
level) in several European communities which have brought together a significant number of people, from
various cultural, social, and even religious backgrounds.
Buddhism very strongly informs the relationship between the human and non-human worlds (which is one world
only). The evolution of the so-called environmental crisis is dependent on this bond. In a nutshell, what
(‘European’) Buddhism suggests is a paradigm shift from material outer growth to inner development which will,
in time, have visible repercussions all around the globe.
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8.

APPENDIXES

8.1. INTERVIEWEE LIST

Interviewee

1

Name

Ajahn Amaro

Date

11/12/2020

Duration
(minutes)

Group,
Monastery,
Organization

Country

63

Amaravati
Buddhist
Monastery

UK

UK

2

Jiggy Bhore

15/12/2020

79

Network of
Buddhist
Organisations

3

Joseph Mishan

17/12/2020

65

Extinction
Rebellion (XR)
Buddhists

UK

4

Olivia Fuchs

17/12/2020

58

Network of
Buddhist
Organisations

UK

5

Lama Rinchen

18/12/2020

67

Kagyu Samye
Dzong

Belgium

6

Ajahn
Appamado

21/12/2020

-

Sumedhārāma
Buddhist
Monastery

Portugal

7

Dhammavedin

21/12/2020

64

Triaratna
Boddhistische
Centrum

Belgium

8

Rowena

10/12/2020

69

David

22/12/2020

72

UK

9

Jamyang
Buddhist Centre
Leeds

10

Lama Gyurme

23/12/2020

90

Comunidade
Guhya Mantrika

Portugal

11

Jamie Cresswell

13/01/2021

51

Centre for
Applied
Buddhism

UK

12

Lou

15/01/2021

65

EcoDharma
Centre

Spain
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8.2.

EVENT LIST

Title

Hosting Group

Date

Type

Recording

Eco-Dharma Jamyang Buddhist
Centre Leeds

09/12/2020

Participatory3

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zpo3oNc6Cck4

His Holiness the Dalai Lama in
Conversation with Greta
Thunberg and Leading Scientists.

Mind and Life Institute

10/01/2021

Listen-only5

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=reodvcdadKg

How to manage our balance and
tranquillity, during lockdown?

Comunidade Guhya Mantrika

29/01/2021

Listen-only

-

What would the Buddha do?
Reflecting on Buddhism and ecoactivism.

XR Buddhist, UK

3/02/2021

Participatory

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4YAzo4YFI0A

Mantrathon!

XR Buddhist, UK

11/03/2021

Participatory

-

Touching the Earth. The climate
crisis and what Buddhists can do
about it.

XR Buddhist, UK

13/03/2021

Participatory

-

Network of Buddhist
Organizations

17/03/2021

Participatory

-

Global sustainability cannot
happen without great
compassion.

Personal climate action: what
are the many ways Buddhists
can act skilfully.

3

By participatory I mean there was a time when the group was divided into breakout rooms, given the participants the opportunity to actively participate in smaller groups.

4

I have not attended this event at the time of its occurrence; instead, I have watch the full recording.

5

By listen-only I mean the event was mainly one-sided. There was still the possibility to ask question at the end, but now to engage directly with one another.
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8.3. INTERVIEW SCRIPT
•

What is “nature”, from your perspective?

•

How would you characterise the current problems facing the environment?
o

How urgent is it to find solutions?
▪

•

What words come to mind when you think about these environmental problems?
o

How do you think we should respond to it?
▪

•

Are we still in time to find solutions?

Do you think it makes sense to address it as a crisis?

What do you reckon is our role – as human beings – in this global crisis/situation, regarding both a cause
and a solution?

•

What would you say is the role of Dhamma in addressing the current environmental situation?
o

If needed, ask about core Buddhist values.

o

How does Dhamma influences your relationship with the world around you?
▪

If needed, ask about environmental related initiatives, which the interviewee
has been a part of.

•

Would you say there is a great different between the way Buddhis is lived and perceived between its
many traditions when it comes to its perspective of nature?
o

And would you say the same regarding Buddhism in the west (in Europe for instance)
versus in Asia, where it was founded?

•

▪

What would you say are conflicting values?

▪

And aligning ones?

Can you think of any situation in which Buddhist teaching could work as a hindrance to nature
conservation measures?
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