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Introduction
Empirical research has already shown that the climate is changing drastically and that these changes are
mostly due to human actions. For example, the burning of fossil fuels produces carbon emissions. This in
turn contributes to what is referred to as global warming, which in turn causes the melting of the ice caps
and, therefore the rising of the sea level. The rising sea level already forces people to leave their homes. In
the future there will be many more climate refugees.1 

This is only one aspect of the environmental crisis. If we do not act, we will carry not only other
species but  ourselves to extinction. To most  it  is obvious that  something will  have to change if we are
interested in preserving our own kind and the planet our lives rely on. Change of this scale is too big a task
for  a single individual.  As a collective,  however,  it  is  theoretically possible.  But  before we can change
collectively, something within us, our values and ethics will have to change.2 But how to bring about such an
intrinsic change in the behaviours of humans towards our environment? Gus Speth, an adviser on climate
change in the United States, states that the environmental crisis is not longer a matter that can be fixed
through science or technology, rather it must be approached differently:

I used to think the top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem collapse, and  
climate change. I thought that with 30 years of good science, we could address those problems. But  
I was wrong. The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed, and apathy and to deal with 
those we need a cultural and spiritual transformation. And we scientists don’t know how to do  
that.3 

Over the centuries religions have served as possibilities for cultural and spiritual transformations. 4 I claim
that religions can still fulfil this role. Religions have had a great influence on how humans perceive and
understand our relationship with nature. It is important that religions continue to reflect on the value of
nature in a modern context, and therefore in light of climate change.5

In this thesis,  I  focus on Mahayana Buddhism (for practical  reasons I  will  continue to use  just
‘’Buddhism’’).  I  claim  that  Buddhism  is  able  to  offer  a  theoretical  and  practical  approach  to  foster  a
transformation  of  the  human  mindset  towards  an  environmental  behaviour.  What  has  been  labelled  as
‘’Engaged Buddhism’’ by the Vietnamese Zen monk Thich Nhat Hanh puts the historical teachings of the
Buddha  into  practice.  With  practical  guidelines  and  ethical  norms,  Engaged  Buddhism  can  help  the
individual and therefore the collective to create a change within the mind – a change in attitude towards
oneself and the environment. Buddhism is thus able to help humans transcend the greed which is the cause of
environmental pollution. 

In the first part of this thesis, I will elaborate on the Buddhist concepts of impermanence (anitya),
emptiness or no-self (shunyata) and interconnectedness (pratitya samutpada). According to Cummiskey and
Hamilton these concepts offer a foundation for environmental ethics. Cummiskey and Hamilton, however,
also stress that a lot of theoretical work on Buddhism and environmental ethics has been done already. 6 To

1 http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=48201   Accessed on August 1, 2017. 
2 Dale Jamieson, "Ethics, Public Policy, and Global Warming," in Climate Ethics, ed. Stephen M. Gardiner et al. 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010): 79-80. 
3 Daniel Crockett, ''Nature Connection will be the next Big Human Trend,'' HuffPost, (2014), accessed August 15, 

2018, http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/daniel-crockett/nature-connection-will-be-the-next-big-human-
trend_b_5698267.html

4 Ruben L. F. Habito ‘’Environment or earth sangha: Buddhist perspectives on our global ecological well-being,’’ 
Contemporary Buddhism, 8:2, (2007): 136, accessed February 22, 2017, doi:10.1080/14639940701636117.

5 Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim, ''Overview of World Religions and Ecology,'' Yale University (2009), 
Accessed August 15, 2017, URL:
http://fore.yale.edu/religion/. 

6 David Cummiskey and Alex Hamilton, ‘’Dependent Origination, Emptiness, and the Value of Nature,’’ Journal of 
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offer something new to the discussion, the second part of the thesis suggests how the theory can be put into
practice.  What  follows  is  a  psychological  and  sociological  approach  to  Buddhism  in  coalition  with
environmentalism.7 In  order  to  study  the  application  of  this  theory  within  a  practical  context,  I  have
conducted field-research at Plum Village, France. This monastery and meditation centre was founded by
Thich  Nhat  Hanh  in  1982  and  is  home  to  the  Rinzai  Zen  School.8 Thus  I  look  at  the  concepts  of
impermanence, no-self and interconnectedness in light of an Engaged Buddhist Community. The aim of the
thesis is to provide a practical approach for the lay person (in contrast to a monastic, for example).

The  research  question  is  as  follows:  To  what  extent  can  the  Mahayana  Buddhist  concepts  of
emptiness, impermanence, and interconnectedness help to cultivate an environmentally ethical behaviour? 
Before we start looking at each of the concepts in order to put them in the light of Engaged Buddhism, we
shall begin with a brief introduction to Buddhism. 

Part I – The Theory

Global Suffering
The underlying principle of ‘’Buddhism’’ – dharma – is what unifies all the different Buddhist traditions, and
is that which, all traditions would claim, unifies all living beings on and with this planet. 9 Dharma means
‘’the law or nature of all things’’ but also ‘’the Buddha’s teaching.’’10 David P. Barash summarises the key
teachings of the Buddha as the ‘’concern with the sources of personal pain and disappointment (dukkha in
Sanskrit), ways of ameliorating dukkha, and insight into the nature of reality and of living things.’’11 

The Buddha’s teachings are fundamentally about the nature of things. Dukkha is often translated as
suffering and is the root of Buddha Shakyamuni’s core teaching, commonly referred to as  the Four-Noble
Truths. The four truths are (1) the Truth of Suffering, (2) the Truth of the Origin of Suffering, (3) the Truth of
the Cessation of Suffering, and (4) the Truth of the Way Leading to the Cessation of Suffering. The way to
the cessation of suffering is presented in The Eightfold Path which offers practical guidelines on righteous
living with the aim of ameliorating dukkha.12 The second truth thus unveils the origin of suffering, which is
very interesting because the origins of suffering that Buddha spoke about – known as ‘’the three poisons’’ –
remain relevant today’s situation: what causes most suffering to human beings are said to be greed (the desire
for always wanting more, never being satisfied with what you have), ill-will (including hatred and anger),
and delusion (or ignorance). 

These ‘’poisons’’ are harmful for the individual, but even more harmful when manifested in a whole
society. In most societies they are however deeply manifested. As Barash puts it, ‘’...greed is a driving force
behind rampant dog-eat-dog capitalism, consumerism, indifference to social injustice, rapacious treatment of
natural ecosystems, and so forth, whereas ill-will on a social scale results in militarism as well as harsh
retributive justice. And delusion, which is bad enough when experienced by individuals, is readily enhanced
by the mass media.’’13 

The ailing state of the environment, mostly due to societies characterised by the three poisons, can

Buddhist Ethics, 24, (2017): 3, accessed April 17, 2017.
7 Due to the shortage of this thesis we will continue to use 'Environmentalism' defined as ''an interest in or the study 

of the environment, in order to protect it from damage by human activites.'' 
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/environmentalism, accessed August 1, 2017.

8 https://plumvillage.org/about/thich-nhat-hanh/biography/   Accessed on July 21, 2017. 
9 David P. Barash, Buddhist Biology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014): 4. 
10 Ibid., 194. 
11 Ibid., 4.
12 Kongsak Thathong, ‘’A spiritual dimension and environmental education: Buddhism and environmental crisis,’’ 

Procedia – Social and Behavioral Sciences 46, (2012): 5064, accessed February 22, 2017, 
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.06.386. 

13 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 174.
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thus be described as ‘’global suffering.’’ In order to transform into a global society the three poisons need to
be  recognised  and  overturned.14 In  how far  can  such  a  transformation  take  place?  What  is  needed  to
transform into a global society? To what extent is the wisdom of ancient Buddhism able to offer solutions for
problems of modernity, like excessive consumerism, that cause environmental destruction? 

By all means, modernity has its alluring and glamorous aspects, it comes however in company with
unattractive aspects, especially due to modern high-tech living that alienates us more and more from each
other and from the natural world. Buddhism is able to offer  the necessary shift  in thinking through the
comprehension and embracement of the three concepts of impermanence, emptiness and interconnectedness
which are deeply embedded in the Four Noble Truths.15 

In order to see how these concepts can be applied to environmental activism we must start by taking
a closer look at their meaning. 

Impermanence, Emptiness and Interconnectedness
Before looking at  each of the concepts separately,  note that  it  is  hardly possible to understand them as
independent  from each other.  As I  will  elaborate  below, impermanence implies  emptiness and therefore
interconnectedness. The concepts themselves – inter-are – as everything else in the cosmos. 16 However the
difficulty of separating the concepts from each other, we will look at them as well as possible individually in
order to create a better overview. 

Impermanence
It  is said,  that the sight  of  a sick person, an old person and a dead person caused Shakyamuni Buddha
(roughly 2600 years ago)  to begin his quest  to understand the cause of suffering,  and eventually reach
enlightenment. Shakyamuni had noticed that all  life is marked by age, sickness and death and therefore
generates suffering. He had realised that suffering is mainly a result of the fact that life is not perpetual. Very
much the opposite seems to be true; everything is ever-changing. The fact that nothing is permanent is one of
the causes why sentient beings suffer. The young body, you once were so familiar with, starts to decay as you
get older and eventually everything that has ever been born will die. Not only yourself but also your loved
ones and everything around you is characterized by impermanence. Death is a certainty of life. These two are
inseparable.17 

In Western thought, death is often seen as the end of this life and therefore as ultimately painful. In
Asian thought, however, life is seen as a circle, rather than a line. In line-thought, birth is the beginning and
death is the end. In the Buddhist absolute view on reality, nothing has ever been born and nothing will ever
die. Everything that comes into existence only does so because it has been caused by another phenomena that
existed  beforehand  (this  is  called  dependent  origination  in  Buddhism  which  in  turn  implies  an
interconnectedness, as we shall see below). Nothing comes into existence on its own, and therefore nothing
has  ever  been  ‘’born.’’ On  the  contrary,  it  has  always  been  and  always  will  be  –  not  in  the  same
manifestation, but in the continuation of all things. Everything is in a state of becoming, because everything
is  in  a  constant  state  of  flux.  This  means  that  everything  is  continuously  changing,  and  is  therefore
impermanent.18 

Current ecological thought supports the Buddhist theory on impermanence. Barash defines ecology

14 Habito, ‘’Environment or earth sangha,’’ 138-140.
15 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 19-22.
16 Thich Nhat Hanh has been looking for a good english translation for what has been translated as deep 

interconnection. Finally he came up with the word ''interbeing''. In the course of the text this will be explained in 
more detail. Thich Nhat Hanh, The Art of Living (London: Rider, 2017): 13.

17 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 110. 
18 Ibid., 61-64.
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as ‘’the study of the interrelations between organisms and their environment.’’19 To mention ecology here, is
of importance because we are looking at what Buddhism can contribute to dealing with the environmental
crisis. Seeing as ecology is concerned with the environment, ecologists are contributing to the discussion on
the environmental crisis. Compared to Buddhism, ecology is a relatively new field of study and yet they
share very similar insights: In ecology, the traditional ‘’balance of nature’’ theory is loosing favour to the
more  contemporary ‘’flux  of  nature’’  theory.20 The  ‘’balance  of  nature’’  theory  holds  the  view  that
ecosystems are closed and self-regulating systems. Humans have no influence on an ecosystem in this theory.
The ‘’flux of nature’’ theory, on the other hand, asserts that ecosystems are shaped by many different external
influences. This theory emphasises that the only certainty is change itself and that humans have had a great
influence on ecosystems for hundreds of years.21 

Impermanence thus characterises the fundamental relationships of our world and everything in it. In
contrast to the mostly negative sounding reality of impermanence, it can also be seen in a more positive
stance; it brings many possibilities.22 The fact that nothing is static makes it possible to begin anew with
every  moment.  The  realisation  of  impermanence,  however,  can  only  be  fully  actualised  through  the
recognition of the emptiness of all things.23 

Emptiness
Understanding the emptiness of all things, allows one to fully realize the impermanence of all things. 24 It is
important to note here that emptiness is not equivalent to nothingness. Buddhists are not Nihilists. Emptiness
as such might be understood wrongly. For something to be empty one might think there must be something
first that can be empty. This is not what is meant here. Rather, in the Buddhist sense, emptiness means that
there is no fixed self of any sort identifiable anywhere. Emptiness refers to the lack of an inherent self and
applies to all phenomena. 

There is a Buddhist story about emptiness called ‘’Milinda’s Question’’ in which the monk Nagasena
approaches the king and they argue about the nature of things. Nagasena questions the nature of the chariot
in which Milinda, the king had arrived. Nagasena asks the king if any of the chariot’s parts, such as the
wheels, the carriage or the spokes are the actual chariot. The king denies that any of these parts are the actual
chariot. Nagasena then asks if the chariot exists outside of its parts. Milinda confirms that at the same time,
the chariot does not exist without its parts.25 

Thich Nhat Hanh uses a similar metaphor. He uses the image of a flower to show the emptiness but
also the impermanence and in the end the interconnectedness of all things. If you deeply look at a flower, he
says, you do not only see the flower but also the sun, the water, the soil etc., which the flower needs to be as
it is. If you look long enough you also see that the flower is no different from the soil and the sun etc.
Eventually the flower will return to the soil. A flower is thus made up of many non-flower parts. Because it is
made up of these non-flower parts it is interconnected with these parts. In Thich Nhat Hanh’s words: every
phenomenon ‘’is full of everything but empty of a separate existence.’’26 

One can project this disassembly onto any other phenomena. These stories show that the parts are not
the whole but that the whole can also not exist without its parts. In other words, every phenomenon can be
deconstructed into its parts. Consequently, the parts themselves can be deconstructed as well. In this sense,
nothing has an intrinsic nature, and thus everything is empty. 

19 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 85. For further information on the topic of ecology, please look at Buddhist Biology by 
Barash especially chapter one and chapter four. 

20 J. A. A. Swart, H. J. Van Der Windt and J.  Keulartz, ''Valuation of Nature in Conservation and Restoration,'' 
Restoration Ecology, 9, (2001): 231, accessed August 14, 2017, doi:10.1046/j.1526-100x.2001.009002230.x. 

21 Cummiskey and Hamilton, ‘’Dependent Origination, Emptiness, and the Value of Nature,’’ 5-6.
22 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 61.
23 Cummiskey and Hamilton, 2. 
24 Ibid., 2.
25 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 49-50.
26 Thich Nhat Hanh, The Art of Living, 11.
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 This disassembly is also applicable to the more general sense of a self, namely the self of a person –
yourself, if you wish. What in Buddhist terms is called the skandhas are the building blocks that constitute a
person.  Those ‘’personality factors’’ are (1) the material  form; the body,  (2) the feelings,  which can be
pleasant, neutral or unpleasant, (3) the interpretative function of the mind, (4) the active mental processes,
like will but also emotions, and (5) the discriminative consciousness.27 Without those building blocks, no
person would exist. Similarly, if one could take away just one of the building blocks, like the active mental
processes, the person would not be the same as prior to the removal of the active mental processes. All of the
skandhas are thus necessary to make up what we identify as a person but also all of them are subject to the
law of impermanence. Therefore, the  skandhas are empty of an inherent self. In other words, there is no
permanent thing identifiable in any person. That is the reason why the nature of emptiness is also referred to
as ‘’no-self.’’28 

Here it is important to note again that Buddhists are not nihilists. They do not deny the existence of a
person, nor the existence of a chariot nor of a flower, but they do not believe in a permanent self within any
of these. In a relative and practical sense, a person and every other identifiable thing does exist. However, as
soon as one treats or understands anything as permanent and intrinsically real, one tends to get attached to it,
and that attachment creates suffering. What is considered most harmful is the attachment to our own self,
which is  an illusory concept  because the self  is  impermanent.  Nothing is  permanent,  and therefore will
attachment  eventually  lead  to  suffering.  Everything  will  eventually  degenerate.  In  the  long term,  to  be
attached to something that you will sooner or later lose will cause pain. 

On a conventional level, separation is necessary for practical reasons. We separate by putting labels
on  concepts.  But,  as  discussed  above,  those  concepts  are  not  the  actual  reality,  also  because  everyone
experiences  them  differently.  In  emptiness,  there  are  no  labels  and  no  concepts.  In  emptiness  is  no
separation.29

The concept of having a self, however, creates a feeling of separateness. On a conventional level, this
allows us to differentiate between ‘’You and I’’. We separate ourselves from everything around us because
we believe that we have a permanent self. This, however, is only relatively true, not ultimately. Insight into
the  inter-being  of  everything  helps  to  promote  non-discrimination,  which  in  turn  creates  compassion,
freedom and non-fear.30

As  discussed  above,  emptiness  characterises  every  phenomenon,  including  ourselves.  Again,
emptiness does not mean nothingness. Like the flower, everything around us, including ourselves, is made up
of non-self elements. The non-self elements that constitute every phenomenon prove the lack of an inherent
self. It also emphasises the interconnectedness of each phenomenon with all of the non-self elements. 
I will now address the question: where does interconnectedness take place and what does it mean?

Interconnectedness
In the beginning we have pointed out that impermanence, emptiness and interconnectedness are inseparable
from each other, because one implies the other. Above, we have looked at the two concepts of impermanence
and  emptiness.  As  illustrated  in  the  stories  above,  impermanence  and  emptiness  naturally  result  in
interconnectedness.  Just  as  understanding  the  emptiness  of  all  things  is  necessary  to  realise  the
impermanence of all things, it is equally necessary to understand the emptiness and impermanence of all
things in order to realise the interconnectedness.31 

To  understand  interconnectedness  in  the  Buddhist  context,  we  will  have  to  look  at  ‘’pratitya-
samutpada’’ – which is often translated as ‘’dependent origination,’’ ‘’ conditioned arising,’’ ‘’interdependent

27 Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, Foundations, Values and Issues (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000): 32. 

28 Cummiskey and Hamilton, ‘’Dependent Origination, Emptiness, and the Value of Nature,’’  25.
29 Ibid., 7-9.
30 Thich Nhat Hanh, The Art of Living, 17-20.
31 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 20. 
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origination,’’  or  ‘’interconnectedness.’’  Pratitya-samutpada implies  a  causal  interdependence  of  all
phenomena. In other words, everything happens due to a cause; no single thing comes into existence by
itself. Therefore, there cannot be anyone or anything that exists independently or is the creator of anything.
This is in turn shows again that there cannot be a separate, intrinsic self. 

Traditionally, this theory is embedded in the twelve-linked chain of conditioned arising which is
practically a deeper understanding of the second truth – the origin of suffering. The twelve links are (1)
spiritual ignorance, (2) constructing activities, (3) discriminative consciousness, (4) mind-and-body, (5) the
six sense-bases32, (6) sensory-stimulation, (7) feeling, (8) craving, (9) grasping, (10) becoming, (11) birth,
(12) ageing, death, sorrow and pain. The second reality says that craving is the origin of suffering. The chain
shows how the arising of suffering is conditioned by craving which in turn is caused by a feeling. 

According to this theory, every feeling eventually results in suffering. In the context of emptiness, we
have seen that the main cause of suffering is the illusion of having a permanent self. The five- skhandha
doctrine presents the personality factors that constitute a person in a static way. The chain of conditioned
arising presents the  skandha’s in a dynamic and interconnected way. Because of the dynamics, the idea of
having a permanent self is retained. In other words, the illusion of having a permanent self is retained by the
constant flux of the five personality factors.33 

In  traditional  Buddhism,  dependent  origination  shows  how  suffering  comes  into  existence.  As
mentioned  above,  clinging  to  having  a  personality  also  creates  suffering.  In  this  light,  emptiness  and
dependent origination may sound unfavourable and gloomy. The Buddha that presented these teachings was
clearly concerned about the human suffering and not about creating a greater awareness of the ecological
well-being. Looking at it this way, interdependence, as the Buddha taught it, was something to overcome
because it is a characteristic of the illusory, material world to which humans are attached, and attachment
creates  suffering.34 The  chain  of  dependent  origination  begins  with  spiritual  ignorance.  Thus,  suffering
ultimately originates in spiritual ignorance. Therefore, global suffering (i.e. the environmental crisis) also
originates in spiritual ignorance and is therefore a spiritual crisis.35 

A modern and more positive interpretation of pratitya-samutpada is interconnectedness. Looking at
the chain in a more positive light, we see that everything is interconnected. One cause cannot come into
existence without a previous condition. In this light, interpenetration and interdependence connect us all to
each other, to our environment and to the rest of the universe. 
The Avatamsaka Sutra, an ancient Buddhist scripture, supports this interpretation of interconnectedness. The
Sutra states: ‘’Every living being and every minute thing is significant, since even the tiniest thing contains
the whole mystery’’.36 In this light it does not matter how small or big a thing is, it contains the whole within
itself. Being empty of an inherent self means that every thing is in relation to other things in a continuous
web of interdependence. This is the nature of things and gives rise to an appreciation of the nature of reality.
Therefore, the nature of reality, in the Buddhist view, is a harmonious organic unity. 37 This view of reality, in
turn, helps to generate an environmentally ethical behaviour. If one sees oneself as a part of the whole, one
would naturally wish to preserve nature, and thus become actively concerned about the environment. The
Buddhist way of looking at the nature of reality can thus help to create an environmentally ethical behaviour. 

Conclusion of Part I
To  sum  up,  impermanence,  emptiness  and  interconnectedness  themselves  inter-are.  Realising  the

32 Buddhism recognises six senses; the five physical sense-organs plus the mind-organ, thus six senses. Harvey, An 
Introduction to Buddhism, 70. 

33 Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism, 66. 
34 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 88-89. 
35 Charles Eisenstein, The More Bautiful World Our Hearts Know Is Possible (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 2013):

3. 
36 Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism, 147.
37 Ibid, 147-148.
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impermanence, emptiness and interconnectedness of all things helps to understand the nature of reality. The
nature of reality is, in turn, characterised by those three concepts. Contemplating emptiness in the light of
impermanence will give rise to the insight of inter-being. The realisation of inter-being in turn, helps the
individual to refrain from discrimination. Non-discrimination leads to compassion and non-fear which is a
nourishing ground for an ethical behaviour. Emptiness is thus a door to liberation; on a more personal level,
liberation  from  one’s  own  suffering  and  on  a  collective  level,  liberation  from  global  suffering. 38 The
realisation of the three concepts of impermanence, emptiness and interconnectedness can thus help to foster
and environmentally ethical behaviour. 

In the second part of this thesis, I will discuss the extent to which this theory can be put into practice.

Part II – The Practice

The Plum Village Tradition – A brief introduction
Plum Village is the largest Buddhist community in Europe, founded by Thich Nhat Hanh in 1982. It is home
to more than 200 monastics. The practice of mindfulness plays a central role in all activities: whether on the
meditation cushion, walking, eating or providing community work. Thich Nhat Hanh has realised his dream
‘’of building a Beloved Community: creating a healthy, nourishing environment where people can learn the
art of living in harmony with one another and with the Earth.’’39 Mindfulness is the key to transformation,
according to Thich Nhat Hanh. Through practising meditation and mindfulness, one can see the nature of
reality: the interconnectedness of all things. With the insight of interbeing, we can generate compassion for
ourselves and for the Earth as a whole.40 

In the Plum Village tradition, the whole monastic community practises this insight. The so-called
‘’Earth Holder Sangha’’ puts the insight into even deeper practice. A sangha is a Buddhist Community of lay
and monastic practitioners. The Earth Holder Sangha is part of the International Community of Engaged
Buddhists. The  sangha aims to create a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness of all things, and
strives to put the teachings and ethics into practice. The engaged Buddhist ethics come from Thich Nhat
Hanh’s teachings of The Five Mindfulness Trainings and The Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings.41 

Thich Nhat Hanh drew The Five Mindfulness Trainings from the five precepts for lay practitioners
found in any Buddhist tradition and representing what could be called ethical guidelines for lay practitioners.
The spiritual path in Buddhism goes hand in hand with living a virtuous life. The main focus of Buddhist
practice is to overcome suffering, as discussed above, and ethics give practical guidelines that stimulate the
minimisation of creating suffering.42 The five precepts or virtues are a vow to oneself to practise abstention
from certain unwholesome activities. Traditionally they are ‘’the five abstentions from: (1) (killing) living
beings, (2) taking what is not given, (3) misconduct concerning sense-pleasures, (4) false speech, and (5)
alcoholic drink or drugs that are an opportunity for heedlessness.’’43

In  The Five Mindfulness Trainings,  Thich Nhat Hanh has reformulated the teachings on the five
virtues with the aspiration to create a universal world ethic. He believes that the time is more than ripe for a
global ethic if we wish to create a harmonious life on this planet. We as humans share an auspicious life but
we need to realise that our lives rely on the well-being of the Earth. We need to realise the interdependency
with  each  other  and  with  every  other  species  on  this  planet.  When  we practice  The  Five  Mindfulness
Trainings, we are helping to create harmony on this planet.  Thich Nhat  Hanh has reformulated the five
precepts so they fit the modern context, they are universal and they are non-sectarian. They can therefore be

38 Thich Nhat Hanh, The Art of Living, 12-16.
39 https://plumvillage.org/about/plum-village/   accessed July 21, 2017. 
40 Thich Nhat Hanh, The World we have (Berkeley: Parallax Press, 2008): 42. 
41 https://earthholder.org/earth-holder/   accessed July 21, 2017. 
42 Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism, 264.
43 Ibid., 268-269.
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used by any religious or non-religious person without conflicting with their own beliefs. Universality is of
great importance in Thich Nhat Hanh’s teachings. 

Instead of preaching abstention from killing, stealing, etc.  The Five Mindfulness Trainings in the
Plum Village tradition all  start  with ‘’Aware of the suffering caused by…, I am committed to...’’.  What
follows is a modern interpretation of the given precepts and appropriate to the context of climate change. The
first training thus emphasises not only the determination not to kill, but also the protection of the lives of
people, animals, plants and minerals, alongside the cultivating of compassion. The second training promotes
working for the well-being of people, animals, plants and minerals with the support of the cultivation of
loving-kindness. The training extends the determination not to steal to the prevention of human suffering or
suffering  of  other  species  for  profitable  reasons.  The  third  training  emphasises  the  cultivation  of
responsibility  towards  your  partner,  family,  friends  and  all  of  society.  The  fourth  training  concerns
‘’cultivating loving-speech and deep listening in order to bring joy and happiness to others and relieve others
of their suffering.’’ The prevention and solving of conflicts, however small, plays a crucial role. The last
mindfulness training is a greater extension of the restraint of alcohol and drug uses. It is about cultivating
good health, physical as well as mental,  for  oneself and also for the environment.  The emphasis lies in
creating awareness about what we consume in order to keep ourselves and the earth healthy.44 

The  Fourteen  Mindfulness  Trainings are  an  even  deeper  practice  than  The  Five  Mindfulness
Trainings.  They are  a  modern  refinement  of  the  bodhisattva  precepts.  Whoever  has  taken  the  fourteen
trainings  within  the  Plum  Village  tradition  becomes  part  of  the  ‘’Order  of  Interbeing’’ (Tien  Hiep in
Vietnamese) of the  Linji tradition of Zen Buddhism. The members of this order train themselves in non-
attachment of views, experimentation in the nature of interdependent origination through meditation and
skilful  means.45 This  training  is  thus  more  deeply  embedded  in  Buddhism  than  The  Five  Mindfulness
Trainings with their universal character. 

Field Research
I conducted my field-research during the time of the annual Summer Retreat in Plum Village. The Summer
Retreat is the biggest retreat held at Plum Village and lasts for four weeks. The main emphasis during this
time lies  in mindful  living and community building.46 All  participants  are  divided into ‘’families’’.  The
families are assigned based on similarities between their members. For example, people with children are in
a different family than people without children. Young adults up to the age of thirty belong to an other
family, etc. Each family has one or more monastics who are responsible for their family members, and serve
as instructors and helpers. Some activities are held only within the families, like ‘’Dharma Sharing’’ and
evening  meals.  All  around  the  monastery  ground  are  poems  for  the  daily  life.  Those  poems  stimulate
awareness and mindfulness about certain topics. I will record some of the poems below as they become
relevant. 

A Typical Day at the Summer Retreat in Plum Village
The bell rings at five in the morning. Everyone is waking up. The first sitting meditation starts one hour later.
Nobody speaks. Everyone is practising ‘’Noble Silence’’. The duration of the meditation varies between 30
and 40 minutes. The type of meditation is samatha which means single-pointed concentration. The object of
meditation is the breath. After the sitting meditation everyone is invited to practise ‘’Touching the Earth’’.
Touching the Earth is a prostration during which one kneels down on the floor and touches the ground with
the legs, hands (palms facing up) and forehead. In the morning, Touching the Earth is practised three times.
With this practice, the practitioner pays gratitude to the Buddha (teacher), the  Dharma (teaching) and the
Sangha (community). The first Touching of the Earth is to connect with the spiritual and blood ancestors.

44 Thich Nhat Hanh, The World We Have, 8-15.
45 http://www.orderofinterbeing.org/about/our-charter/  , accessed August 2, 2017. 
46 https://plumvillage.org/retreats/info/summer-2017/  ,   accessed July 24, 2017. 
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The second Touching of the Earth is to connect with all living beings. The Third touching of the Earth is to
let go of the idea of having a permanent self. This practice gives an opportunity to touch the reality of inter-
being.47

After this morning ritual, breakfast is ready and everyone serves themselves, still in Noble Silence.
People spread throughout the monastery ground to find a place where they can eat their breakfasts mindfully
in silence. The Noble Silence is only broken after breakfast. Everyone cleans their own dishes. 

‘’When we are washing our dishes,
we do it as if we are washing the Baby Buddha.
Washing in this way, 
we feel joy and peace radiate within and around us.’’

The morning programme varies each day.  Sometimes a dharma talk,  or  a walking meditation is
offered. Depending on your schedule you might be asked to do some community work. On other days you
are free to fill your time with whatever activities you wish to do, as long as they do not disturb the overall
quiet and peaceful atmosphere. In other words, whatever you do, do it mindfully. During this time, you might
have the opportunity to explore the monastery ground. A little trip to the ‘’Happy Farm’’ gives a deeper
insight into what Plum Village wishes to achieve. The Happy Farm Project in Lower Hamlet started in the
beginning of 2016. The vision is to grow vegetables in an ecological and mindful way for the community. As
one Happy Farmer states: ‘’Our aspiration is to put Thay’s (Thich Nhat Hanh) teaching into practice in the
way we relate to nature, to each other and to ourselves while we are working mindfully at the farm.’’48

Once in a while a monastic is ‘’inviting the bell’’ in front of the main hall. The sound of the bell
radiates through the whole monastery ground. This sound serves as a reminder. A reminder that invites you to
stop wherever you are, whatever you are doing and come back to your breathing.

‘’Listening to the bell, I feel my afflictions begin to dissolve.
My mind is calm, my body relaxed, a smile is born on my lips.
Following the bell’s sound, 
my breathing guides me back to the safe island of mindfulness.
In the garden of my heart,
the flower of peace blooms beautifully.’’

By  paying  attention  to  your  breath  you  reunite  your  body  and  mind  which  in  turn  brings  peace  and
tranquillity. The sound lasts for about three to five breaths and then everything goes on. This little ritual
happens about ten times a day.  
‘’Listen, listen, 
this wonderful sound brings me back to
my true home.’’

Lunch is served at 12:30 and everyone stands in line to serve themselves. During lunch time everyone is
asked to practice Noble Silence and eat their food and wash their dishes mindfully. 
A lunch break follows during which most people retreat to their lodgings. The monastery ground quiets down
even more during this time. 
Even a visit to the restroom is accompanied by many reminders about how to live mindfully, and take care of
yourself and the environment. 

47 https://plumvillage.org/key-practice-texts/the-three-earth-touchings/  , accessed August 2, 2017.
48 Interview with a ''Happy Farmer''. 
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‘’Defiled or undefiled, 
these are all concepts of your mind.
In emptiness is only purity.’’

‘’Washing your hands,
Water flows over these hands,
May I use them skilfully
To preserve our precious planet.’’

‘’Brushing my teeth and rinsing my mouth,
I vow to speak purely and lovingly.
When my mouth is fragrant with right speech, 
a flower blooms in the garden of my heart.’’

After the lunch break an afternoon programme is offered. On some days this means a guided ‘’Deep
Relaxation’’ meditation, on others a walking meditation, on others again a dharma talk. 

The second part of the afternoon programme is dedicated to the practice called ‘’Dharma Sharing.’’
Everyone goes to the designated area of their family and sits on chairs in a circle with the other family
members. Dharma Sharing is a practice in which there is space for each individual to share their experiences
and feelings about  the monastic life and the practice of mindfulness.  While one person speaks,  the rest
practises ‘’deep listening’’. That is, listening only, as opposed to replying or asking questions. Deep listening
gives space and freedom for the speaker to really look deeply inside herself without any distraction from the
outside. The fact that others are listening to your feelings is very empowering and connecting. For some it is
a challenge to connect with their own feelings, for others it comes more naturally. In both cases, sharing
becomes very emotional. The head nun in my family drew attention to collective suffering and emphasised
its  importance:  ‘’Sharing  suffering  is  what  deeply  connects  us  and  having  insight  about  the
interconnectedness is what brings understanding.’’ 

The Buddhist story of Kisa Gautami elaborates the connective nature of collective suffering. Kisa
Gautami, a young mother who has just lost her only child seeks for a miracle to bring it back to life. After
asking many people, she is sent to the Buddha who, so she is told, is able to relieve her suffering. The
Buddha listens to her cries patiently. He then tells her that she can only find a remedy if she finds a house in
the village that has never known death before, and brings him some mustard seeds from that family. The
woman eagerly goes to the village to find a family that has never known death before. Soon she realises that
it is an impossible task because every family has known death before. Slowly she understands that death is
inevitable but also natural. Her new understanding takes some of her own suffering away. This story shows
that comprehending the dynamics of suffering creates understanding. The Buddha wanted her to experience
for herself that suffering is part of life and that everyone will sooner or later experience it. This insight
helped Kisa Gautami to move on with her life in a more compassionate way. 49 Suffering is thus necessary for
creating compassion. 

Dharma sharing supports the collective which is a necessary tool for sharing suffering. By deeply
listening to other people’s stories, one can understand the dynamics of suffering. To understand that everyone
experiences suffering helps one to understand one’s own suffering. In Plum Village, the sangha thus plays a
very important role; only a collective environment offers space for sharing. 

After Dharma Sharing, dinner is ready. Again, everyone serves their own food in silence. Instead of
individuals eating alone, families share dinner. In the same manner as the Dharma Sharing, the family comes
together. Everyone waits for the last member to arrive, then before eating, holds a little ritual. The family
decides on a specific mediation object to focus on during eating meditation. That could be the sound of the

49   http://www.buddhanet.net/e-learning/buddhism/bs-s03a.htm  , accessed July 25, 2017. 
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chewing or the texture of the food. It can also be a specific person one dedicates the practice of mindful
eating for. After collectively choosing a meditation object, someone invites the bell and someone else reads
the ‘’Contemplations before eating’’:

‘’We are invited by the Buddha to enjoy our meal in mindfulness, to be in touch with the food and the
Sangha surrounding us, eating in such a way that makes happiness and freedom possible during the 
whole time of eating. Dear sisters and friends, when you hear the bell, please practice the five  
contemplations. 
This food is a gift of the whole universe, the Earth, the sky, numerous living beings, and much hard 
loving work.
May we eat with mindfulness and gratitude so as to be worthy to receive this food. 
May we recognise and transform unwholesome mental formations, especially our greed and learn to 
eat with moderation. 
May we keep our compassion alive by eating in such a way that reduces the suffering of living  
beings, preserves our planet, and stops contributing to climate change.
We  accept  this  food  so  that  we  may  nurture  our  brotherhood  and  sisterhood,  strengthen  our  
community, and nourish our ideal of serving all living beings.’’

After hearing the contemplations, everyone eats in silence for twenty minutes, contemplating the chosen
meditation object. After the twenty minutes the bell is invited again to signal the end of the meditation. Most
people are done eating by then, others are still finishing their food. The head monastic of the family presents
the schedule for the rest of the evening and for the following day. Usually that means discussing on how to
plan the working meditation for the evening, before the evening programme. After this, everyone leaves the
family in their own pace, doing their dishes and meeting at the designated area for working meditation. 

The evening programme is similar to the morning programme. Everyone comes together in the big
meditation hall to meditate. The meditation is a shamatha meditation again, mostly in silence. After thirty or
forty minutes of meditation, everyone is invited to touch the earth again. 

‘’Impermanence
The day is ending
Our life is one day shorter.
Let us look carefully at what we have done.
Let us practice diligently, 
putting our whole heart into the path of meditation.
Let us live deeply each moment and in freedom,
so the time doesn’t slip away meaninglessly.’’

The  Plum Village community strongly emphasises  the  interconnectedness  of,  or  (in  Thich Nhat
Hanh’s  words)  inter-being with,  all  living beings and the Earth.  The poems create  an awareness  of  the
impermanence, emptiness and interconnectedness of all  things. Community members and visitors realise
these concepts by practising meditation and mindfulness. The practice plays, therefore, the most crucial role
in the Plum Village tradition.  During sitting meditation and walking meditation,  one gets the chance to
deepen one’s practice and to look more deeply into oneself. Additionally, mindful living is encouraged and
practised in all activities at Plum Village. The invitation of the bell,  which stops everything, works as a
stimulator and motivator and above all as a reminder to return to the here and now. The love that Thich Nhat
Hanh has for the earth comes through in most of his teachings and is truly embodied by the Plum Village
community. The poems, the vegan food, the five contemplations before the food and the practice of Touching
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the  Earth  are  just  a  few examples  what  Plum Village  community  members  and visitors  do  to  actively
preserve the environment through adopting an environmental  ethic.  The underlying force that  keeps the
individuals together is the sangha, the community. 

The Influence of Buddhism on Environmentally Ethical Behaviour
How  can  emptiness,  impermanence  and  interconnectedness  help  to  foster  an  environmentally  ethical
behaviour? 
Above, we have looked at suffering and the nature of suffering. The importance of preserving, in Buddhist
terms, the insentient, natural world, is not directly re-countable from ancient scriptures 50. However, nature
itself  has  always  played an  important  role  in  Buddhism:  all  significant  events  of  the  Buddha's  life  are
connected to nature, especially trees; a Buddhist renunciator from the Theravada tradition, would be referred
to as 'forest monk;' many influential Buddhist teachers have continuously referred to nature or are said to
have spent  a great  deal  of  time practising surrounded by nature;  nature has always been viewed as the
greatest teacher of impermanence51, as shown by the story of the flower, which teaches impermanence and
thus no-self and ultimately interconnectedness.

The reason for no clear environmental ethics within traditional Buddhism can simply be because no
one spoke of an environmental crisis or man-made climate change around 400BCE. This does not mean,
however, that Buddhism cannot provide environmental ethical guidelines. We have seen that everything is
subject to the law of impermanence and is therefore ever changing. Buddhism itself is therefore subject to
the same law and open to change. The 14th Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, said himself that Buddhism would
have to adjust it’s teachings if science disproves them.52 Enough empirical research has been done to provide
evidence for man-made climate change. Climate change has caused such tremendous effects that it already
became impossible for some species to live. We, as humans, should not forget that we need the natural world
in order to survive. Nature is not dependent on us but we are dependent on Nature. If we continue to pollute
and exploit natural resources in the way we are doing now, we might manage to make the planet unliveable
for ourselves too and thus create even more suffering.53 Scientists have presented us with a problem, namely
climate change, that we are all facing together. The exact consequences of man-made climate change that we
will be facing in the next years might be debatable. The fact that it is happening, however, is undeniable and
the consequences will most likely have tremendous effects on our way of life. It is therefore important that
we stop believing someone else will fix it. It has become an issue that we must solve collectively from all
sections of society. As discussed above, each individual’s ethics concerning nature and the environment are
at the root of both the problem and the solution.54 It is thus necessary to adapt the ancient teachings of the
Buddha, which prescribe ethics for practitioners, to modern times.  

In  principal,  the  Buddhist  Path  is  universal  and  everyone  can  choose  to  follow  the  dharma.
Traditionally,  the  choice  to  follow  the  dharma would  mean  becoming  a  worldly  renunciator.  That  is,
someone who leaves the material, worldly affairs behind in order to devote his or her life completely to
spirituality. The focus in this tradition  (usually referred to as Theravada or Southern Buddhism)  lies very
much on the individual, and is usually embedded in a monastic  framework.  In response to this tradition,
another school of thought, the Mahayana has crystallised. The bodhisattva-concept of the Mahayana schools
goes beyond the focus on the individual. A bodhisattva is a being who does not seek full enlightenment, but
seeks to be reborn in order to help all living beings to reach enlightenment beforehand. 55 The bodhisattva-

50 Damien Keown, ''Buddhism and Ecology: A Virtue Ethics Approach,'' Contemporary Buddhism, 8:2, (2007): 97, 
accessed February 22, 2017, doi:10.1080/14639940701636083.

51 Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics, 150-151.
52 Barash, Buddhist Biology, 3. 
53 Cummiskey and Hamilton, ‘’Dependent Origination, Emptiness, and the Value of Nature,’’ 22. 
54 Dale Jamieson, ''Ethics, Public Policy, and Global Warming,'' 78-79.
55 Habito, ‘’Environment or earth sangha,’’ 134-135. 
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ideal emphasises the interconnected collective, and is sustained by a compassionate behaviour towards all
living beings. A bodhisattva, you could say, lives with a ’’we are all in this together’’- attitude.56 

The  Mahayanists  extended  the  focus  from  the  individual  to  all  sentient  beings.  Following  the
example of Thich Nhat Hanh and Plum Village, this focus can be extended to an even larger scale to include
the whole  ecosystem. To extend the compassion of  the bodhisattva-ideal  beyond sentient  beings,  to the
insentient,  natural world would naturally create an environmentally ethical behaviour. In order to ensure
‘’ecological healing’’ the focus that lies on the individual must shift to the socio-ecological situation.57 This
shift  can be enforced with a universal ethic, like the one of  The Five Mindfulness Trainings.  They offer
practical and ethical guidelines for individuals, no matter from what background. In this way spirituality can
be brought back to a modern life-style. 

Any religion can participate in this development. It is important to realise that we share this earth and
are therefore interdependent with each other. If we are interested in preserving the earth a liveable place for
future generations, a universal world ethic is a valuable starting point.

 
Conclusion
The realisation of the mutual interconnectedness of everything in the environment, can lead to an ethical
behaviour  shift  in  humans  towards  their  environment.  If  someone  feels connected  to  everyone  and
everything, a respectful behaviour towards your environment will emerge naturally. In order to manifest this
realisation, a continuous reminder is necessary. It thus takes serious practice and dedication before one can
truly embody an environmentally ethical behaviour at all times. 
Buddhism  has  the  capacity  to  generate  such  a  shift  in  behaviour.  Engaged  Buddhism  offers  practical
guidelines  to  create  a  deeper  understanding  of  the  nature  of  reality.  Furthermore,  it  emphasises  the
preservation of the earth through living in a way that reduces climate change. Engaged Buddhism is based on
the concepts of impermanence, emptiness and interconnectedness.

The realisation of impermanence, emptiness and interconnectedness can therefore prevent the cause
of  even  larger  suffering.  It  is  not  about  saving  the  environment,  but  about  a  reconnection  with  the
environment.  The  environment  does  not  need  humans,  but  humans  need  the  environment.  Through the
realisation of the above concepts, it is possible for an individual to understand the main causes of man-made
climate  change,  which  are  selfishness  and greed,  work  on  them,  and eventually  evolve  a  new ‘’socio-
ecological’’ awareness. 

This transformation can be encouraged by developing a universal  world ethic.  This is  where all
spiritual and religious leaders, as well as non-religious parties must come together in order to deal with
climate change as something that is a concern to the whole world. In this way it is possible to manifest a
spiritual and cultural transformation which can be a possible solution to man-made climate change. 

Buddhism is able to offer a ground for such an ethic, drawn from the concepts of impermanence,
emptiness and interconnectedness. However, realising the interconnectedness, we are only as a collective
able to preserve the environment. It is therefore important to bring back spirituality to our lives in order to
create an environmentally ethical behaviour. 

56 Ibid., 135-136. 
57 Habito, ’’Environment or earth sangha,’’ 138-139. 
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Verklaringen

Hierbij  verklaar  ik  dat  deze scriptie  een origineel  werk is.  De scriptie  is  het  resultaat  van mijn eigen  
onderzoek en is alleen door mijzelf geschreven, tenzij  anders aangegeven. Als informatie en ideeën uit  
andere bronnen zijn overgenomen, wordt dat expliciet en volledig vermeld in de tekst of in de voetnoten.  
Een bibliografie is bijgevoegd.

Hierbij stem ik ermee in dat mijn scriptie na goedkeuring beschikbaar wordt gesteld voor vermenigvuldiging 
en interbibliothecair leenverkeer, en dat de titel en samenvatting beschikbaar worden gesteld voor externe 
organisaties  en  door  de  Vrije  Universiteit  mogen  worden  gepubliceerd.  

Sarah Wenz, Amsterdam, 23-08-2017
_______________________________________________
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