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• It is generally accepted that SEB (Socially Engaged 
Buddhism) had its roots against the background of the 
Vietnam War with the work of Thich Nhat Hanh and 
his teaching that there should be the union of Buddhist 
meditative practices aimed at inner transformation and 
social action for the benefit of society. This form of 
Buddhism was widely accepted in the West.

• In Sri Lanka, Dr A. T. Ariyaratne founded Sarvodaya which is 
the largest NGO in Sri Lanka with a philosophy and approach 
based on the teaching of Mahatma Gandhi and Buddhism. Its 
aim was to ‘awaken’ villagers as individuals and then ‘awaken’ 
the village as a whole. Having done that the community 
worked to satisfy ten basic needs. Pratityasamutpada and 
interdependence are also recognised in that each villager’s 
contribution is as valuable as any others.

• Thich Nhat Hanh founded the Tiep Hien Order with the 
background concepts of Interbeing, being in touch with the 
reality of the world and the mind and continuing to extend the 
way of enlightenment.

• The Order’s Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings can be understood 
as being based on the dasa sila (five precepts) but more than that 
have the goal of not closing the eye to suffering but finding ways 
out of suffering for the individual, the community and the world.

• The Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings together teaching that 
Buddhists have to be engaged in the world in order to listen, to 
respond and to be compassionate.

• The Dalai Lama’s support for SEB has been evident from the outset 
in the non-violent protests with regard to Tibet.

• Teaching and training the individual to have peace of mind based 
on love and compassion is only the first step because this can then 
be extended to the wider community and to the world.

• Sakyadhita – which means ‘daughters of Buddha’ – focuses on 
enlightening Buddhist women through researching Buddhist 
women’s history and through giving practical assistance in 
supporting Buddhist women’s initiatives.

• Sakyadhita argues that Buddhist women should engage in 
compassionate social action for the benefit of humanity.

• The Buddhist Peace Fellowship pursues a mandala of ‘progressive 
social change’ which involves learning, speaking, doing and which trains 
Buddhists to block harm and oppression, to build relationships and 
communities and to be the voice of the dhamma engaging in society.

• Joanna Macy (1929–) combines her background as a Buddhist in the 
Theravada tradition with developing psychological programmes. Using the 
imagery of Indra’s Net she teaches that pratityasamutpada connects the 
individual Buddhist with all aspects requiring social action in the world.

• Damien Keown (1951–) argues that modern Buddhism has to be involved 
in the issues that impact on the modern world otherwise it will not survive. 
Whilst this can be linked to the teaching of the Buddha he cautions 
against the danger ‘cultural misappropriation’ of viewing an Asian tradition 
from an entirely Western perspective.
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‘Meditation means to be aware of what is happening in the present 
moment – to your body, to your feelings, to your environment. But if 
you see and if you don’t do anything, where is your awareness? Then 
where would your enlightenment be? Your compassion?’ (Nhat Hanh)

‘[SEB] brings a liberal Buddhist perspective to…contemporary issues, 
from gender equality to euthanasia. It aims to combine the cultivation 
of inner peace with active social compassion in a practice and 
lifestyle that enrich both.’ (Jones)

Key arguments/debates

Some focus on how there is continuity between SEB 
and the Buddha.
Others focus on SEB as being a distraction from 
meditation and the magga.

Key question
To what extent is SEB essentially a form of 
Buddhism which has been driven by Western 
concerns of doing, acting, changing, challenging, 
demonstrating and protesting?
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