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Religion and the Environment Assignment 2
Critically evaluate the ecological legacy of one religious / spiritual tradition (2500 words). 
	It may be more important than ever to examine the ecological message of the world’s religions for two reasons. Firstly, the ecological crisis is worsening over time and the effects are far reaching and visible. The Millennium Ecosystems Assessment Report claimed that earth’s life support systems are critically endangered.[footnoteRef:1] Therefore, for life as we know it to continue long term this needs to be reversed as soon as possible. Secondly, religion may be able to play a part in spreading an environmentally friendly message, as religions have always played a part in helping people understand and interact with their surroundings.  Susan Bratton suggests that, ‘religions investigate, process and express ecological reality.’[footnoteRef:2] This has even been suggested by Lynn White Jr, one of the most scathing critics of Christianity and the religion’s role in causing the crisis. In his ground-breaking article, he states ‘since the roots of our trouble are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious’[footnoteRef:3]; despite branding Christianity as ‘the most anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen’[footnoteRef:4].  However, the ecological legacy of a different religion will be under the spotlight here: Buddhism.   [1:  Grim & Tucker Ecology and Religion p13]  [2:  Bratton ‘Ecology and Religion’ p208]  [3:  White ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’ p1207]  [4:  Ibid p1205] 

	Some scholars are sceptical about Buddhism’s ecological legacy, especially early Indian Buddhism. Key critics like Malcolm Eckel and Ian Harris point out that Buddhism was created to alleviate human suffering and eventually provide liberation from it. Arguably, it is about transforming mental processes to cultivate beneficial capacities in the human mind. Therefore, enlightenment can be achieved without any recourse to environmental concern. Harris feels there is a lack of concern for animals and nature in many early Pali texts. Detachment towards worldly concerns could be advantageous for spiritual development.[footnoteRef:5] Another issue is that as Buddhism is so diverse, there is no single view of nature or the environment that cuts across all traditions. Eckel claims that environmentalists mine the religion to find what they are looking for when it may not have naturally been a priority for that religion.[footnoteRef:6]   [5:  Kaza ‘The Greening of Buddhism: Promises and Perils’ p201]  [6:  Ibid pp200-201] 

	Moreover, Damien Keown shares a similar view to Eckel and Malcolm. ‘I see little evidence that the Buddha or his followers, at least down to modern times, have been greatly concerned with questions of ecology.’[footnoteRef:7] He even claims there is more evidence that the natural world is viewed negatively, due to the concept of samsara, where suffering is a basic reality. His main argument is that modern ecological problems are only intelligible with a modern scientific understanding and the intellectual core of the religion sees the world in pre-modern terms, so it is not equipped to deal with modern ecological problems.[footnoteRef:8]  Despite his reticence about Buddhism’s past he is not so negative, however about the more modern green credentials of Buddhism. He points out that Buddhism is not something fixed, it can change over time and admits that, ‘there are certain underlying features of Buddhist moral teachings that may be conducive to the development of an environmental philosophy’.[footnoteRef:9] He feels that even though, Buddhism has not been the most environmentally focused religion in the past, it can be in the future if this is what its’ followers want. He then goes on to make a case for Buddhism providing a positive ecological message using virtue ethics as a template.[footnoteRef:10]   [7:  Keown ‘Buddhism and Ecology: A Virtue Ethics Approach’ p97]  [8:  Ibid]  [9:  Ibid p98]  [10:  Ibid] 

This seems sensible as the Buddha states that, ‘when noble virtue is understood and penetrated, … then craving for becoming is destroyed, the guide to becoming (craving and attachment) is ended, there is now no further becoming.’ (AN 4.1)[footnoteRef:11]  Clearly, being a good person and cultivating positive qualities will lead one closer to awakening. Even if it was not a pressing concern in the Buddha’s day, today, a person of noble virtue would be considered one who is moderate in their use of resources and impact on the environment, thus when this passage is read by modern Buddhists, it can be part of an argument for positive environmental action, which brings the religion in line with environmental concerns.   [11:  T. Bhikkhu trans. ‘Anubuddha Sutta: Understanding’ AN 4.1] 

Keown also points out that the Buddha is a good example of a virtuous person with regards to his attitude towards the environment, where it seems inconceivable he would ever harm a living creature.[footnoteRef:12] It then seems unintelligible as to why Keown is so negative about Buddhism’s ecological legacy, when he seems to give evidence to the contrary later in his article. He even states that Buddhism would see today’s ecological problems as rooted in greed, selfishness and ignorance, key traits the Buddha warns against.[footnoteRef:13] The thrust of the Buddha’s first sermon is how to overcome these through following the Eightfold Path, which includes Right View and Right Action[footnoteRef:14] and surely Buddhists even thousands of years ago were aware than actions that harm animals and views that squander natural resources needlessly are wrong. Therefore, it seems that Keown is overly negative about Buddhism’s history. Stephanie Kaza may agree with this as she has noted that when the Buddha set out his guidelines for monks in the Vinaya, there are some that pertain to care for the environment, for example, travel during the rainy season is prohibited due to fear of killing worms and other insects that come to the surface.[footnoteRef:15]  The negative views of Harris, Eckel and Keown may the products of western elitism, suggesting an inability to understand how an eastern tradition that is over two thousand years old could possibly be ecologically minded.  [12:  Keown ‘Buddhism and Ecology: A Virtue Ethics Approach’ p110]  [13:  Ibid p101]  [14:  T. Bhikkhu trans. ‘Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta: Setting the Wheel of Dhamma in Motion’ SN 56.11]  [15:  Kaza ‘The Greening of Buddhism: Promises and Perils’ p191] 

Notwithstanding this, Ruben Habito holds a similar view that Buddhism does not naturally foster active concern for green issues, but that it can assist in this. He argues that care for the environment is a ‘peripheral issue’ in comparison to human liberation, and one that can be set aside along with other matters including metaphysical questions. He cites the Buddha’s parable of the poisoned arrow as an example.[footnoteRef:16] On reading this, he seems to be missing the point. The man in the text is asking questions such as what caste the man was who shot him etc and the Buddha says that, ‘the man would die, and these things would still remain unknown to him’.[footnoteRef:17]  The point being made is that speculation about things we can never know is unhelpful. Asking questions such as ‘how can we solve the ecological crisis?’, or ‘what can be done to reduce carbon emissions?’ do not seem to fit in to this category as there are potential solutions; thus, their discussion is not a waste of time. Therefore, Habito’s analogy seems to be a mis-understanding.   [16:  Habito ‘Environment or Earth Sangha: Buddhist Perspectives on Our Global Ecological Wellbeing’ p133]  [17:  T. Bhikkhu trans. ‘Cula-Malunkyovada Sutta: The Shorter Instructions to Malunkya’ MN 63 ] 

It seems much more likely that Buddhism has always had a wealth of resources that encourage respect for the environment.  Indian Emperor Asoka, the archetypal Buddhist ruler (who reigned c.268-231 BCE) , is well remembered for his rock pillars and edicts that promote the message of Buddhism and one of the things he chose to inscribe related to the non-injury of living creatures.[footnoteRef:18] Additionally, one of the most popular Buddhist texts, the Dhammapada promotes that actions done mindlessly will lead to bad consequences in the future (alluding to the law of karma). ‘The evil-doer suffers here and hereafter; he suffers in both the worlds. The thought, "Evil have I done," torments him, and he suffers even more when gone to realms of woe.’ (Chapter 1 – The Pairs – verse 17)[footnoteRef:19] There is nothing here that implies this only applied to evil done towards humans.  Surely, the message is clear that one will pay the price for any bad acts including those aimed at animals, rivers etc even though this is not explicitly stated.  Donald Swearer seems to agree with this assessment as he sees that, ‘rebirth links human and animal species.’[footnoteRef:20]  Humans and animals are trapped in the same cycle, all are suffering already, there is an awareness that even though the long term goal, may be to escape this situation, for the time being, nothing should be done to prolong or worsen another being’s suffering.  This universal sympathy is extended in later Chinese and Japanese forms of Buddhism with the belief that plants, trees or the land itself have a similar potential to human beings for spiritual liberation.[footnoteRef:21]  One of the oldest Buddhist doctrines of paticca samuppada (the principle of causal interdependence), can also inspire positive ecological relations as it reminds of mutual co-dependence. We are not separate from our environment and everything we do has an impact even if unseen.  Buddhadasa Bhikkhu sums it up thus, ‘the entire universe is a cooperative.’[footnoteRef:22]  Arguably, if more of the human population had made this realisation, then the ecological crisis may have been averted.  [18:  Gethin The Foundations of Buddhism p100]  [19:  A. Buddharakkhita trans. ‘Yamakavagga: Pairs’ Dhp 1]  [20:  Swearer ‘Principles and Poetry, Places and Stories: The Resources of Buddhist Ecology’ p227]  [21:  Ibid]  [22:  Ibid p229] 

Critics have claimed however, that due to everything being co-related, nothing has independent existence, according to the principles of anatta (no-self) and sunyata (emptiness).  This could then lead to the conclusion of, ‘What reason is there to pass laws that protect the civil rights of minorities or animal species threatened with extinction if Buddhism rejects the independent reality of individuals as an epistemological fiction?’[footnoteRef:23] Saramati has attempted to address this problem levelled at Buddhism and he thinks that reducing Buddhism to ‘a one-dimensional teaching of simple interrelatedness’[footnoteRef:24] is dangerous and potentially subverting the potential Buddhism has to contribute to an environmentally ethical perspective.[footnoteRef:25] He explains that some have also seen Buddhism as far from eco-friendly due to the conventional hierarchy of beings whereby human life is (usually) seen as spiritually superior to other life (animals, hungry ghosts etc).  However, he defends this hierarchy and sees it as completely different from the Christian separation, where humans made in the image of God are set apart from other creatures. He points out that interrelatedness remains the same no matter how far one moves up the hierarchy, thus it is not oppressive.[footnoteRef:26] Progress upwards entails no increasing privilege but actually increases the level of responsibility towards other beings.[footnoteRef:27]  ‘Buddhism does offer an ethic that might be capable of transforming our current deluded environmental practice…because the Buddhist virtue of compassion is something one can cultivate only through progressing up the spiral path of the hierarchy of compassion.’[footnoteRef:28]  Buddhism’s wealth of meditative techniques for transforming the mind and increasing compassion, that Saramati highlights[footnoteRef:29] can be key components of its ecological legacy, and not just something to be used for the benefit of oneself. [23:  Ibid p235]  [24:  Saramati ‘Green Buddhism and the Hierarchy of Compassion’ p140]  [25:  Ibid]  [26:  Ibid p145]  [27:  Ibid p147]  [28:  Ibid ]  [29:  Ibid p154] 

Even if the critics are right and the ecological legacy of early Buddhism is lacking, it could be that it is easier to view more modern Buddhist traditions in a positive light. This seems to be the line of reasoning taken by Simon James with regards to Zen Buddhism.  He recognises that, ‘Buddhism does not hold that humans are elevated above the rest of the natural world by virtue of their possession of a soul’, making it eco-friendly and less anthropocentric in comparison to Christianity.[footnoteRef:30]  He argues that Zen Buddhism (despite the prominence of the teaching of sunyata), imparts intrinsic value to all beings. Even if all is empty of inherent existence, this is not a mandate to use beings instrumentally. They have value outside of what they can provide for us.[footnoteRef:31]  His evidence for this comes from the role that nature plays in Zen poetry and painting[footnoteRef:32] and the way nature is described in Dogen’s writings.  This is more than poetic and is grounded in Zen philosophy as, ‘if something were non-empty and utterly independent it could not enter into the holistic network that constitutes reality.’[footnoteRef:33]  Arguably, Mahayana Buddhism has a strong ecological legacy as the focus is not individual awakening, as the bodhisattva vow is taken instead to ‘save all sentient beings’ which naturally encourages environmental sensibility.[footnoteRef:34] [30:  James ‘Zen Buddhism and the Intrinsic Value of Nature’ p143]  [31:  Ibid p146]  [32:  Ibid p147]  [33:  Ibid p149]  [34:  Kaza ‘The Greening of Buddhism: Promises and Perils’ p194] 

Looking at contemporary Buddhism, there is a plethora of evidence to suggest that it is a ‘green religion’. Modern Buddhist teachers like the fourteenth Dalai Lama highlight the importance of being attuned to our actions and their effects on the planet, ‘It is wrong to exploit any part of the environment, disregarding its natural beauty and balance in order to  make money.’[footnoteRef:35]  This view seems to be continuous with Asoka’s rock edicts two thousands years earlier that discouraged the then common practice of animal sacrifice.[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  HH the 14th Dalai Lama quoted in All you Ever Wanted to Know From His Holiness the Dalai Lama on Happiness, Life, Living and Much More p205]  [36:  Ven. S. Dhammika trans. ‘The Edicts of King Asoka’] 

The strong ecological legacy of Buddhism has encouraged many Buddhists today to become socially engaged. A western movement, the Buddhist Peace Fellowship was set up in 1978 to campaign on green issues. Its’ mission is to cultivate, ‘the conditions for peace, social justice, and environmental sustainability within ourselves, our communities, and the world’.[footnoteRef:37] Using their campaigning work as an example, it seems as if the ancient principles of Buddhism are well suited to tackling modern ecological problems.  Additionally, Ken Jones (1930-2015) was a Welsh Buddhist activist and Zen practitioner who founded the UK Network of Engaged Buddhists; and emphasised that social engagement begins with the cultivation of an ethical lifestyle, mandated by the Buddha’s Right Livelihood principle (part of the Eightfold Path). This is about how we relate to others including the environment. ‘It is no longer sufficient to sip one’s coffee mindfully. Was it produced under conditions of social justice and ecological sustainability, and marketed through a fair-trade scheme?’[footnoteRef:38] Even if Buddhism was once primarily focused on personal liberation, it seems as if things have changed.  [37:  Anon. ‘Mission’ Buddhist Peace Fellowship]  [38:  Jones What is Engaged Buddhism? p14] 

Furthermore, Joanna Macy has written extensively on the link between Buddhist philosophy, systems theory and deep ecology.  She describes herself as deeply inspired by the teaching of dependent co-arising. She sees the way that western Buddhists are using the compassionate principles of Buddhism to tackle social and environmental issues as an example of skilful means (upaya). She states, ‘saving life on the planet includes developing a strong, caring connection with future generations; for in the Dharma of co-arising, we are here to sustain one another over great distances of space and time.’[footnoteRef:39] Her talks and writings have inspired many to take up environmental causes and work with groups such as the Buddhist Peace Fellowship.  [39:  Macy ‘Dependent Co-arising’] 

Finally, it seems clear that there is a strong ecological legacy within Buddhism that is becoming more apparent and relevant as time goes on. The most forceful argument for this is that the ecological wisdom of Buddhism can be used and applied by those outside the religion. It has been argued that Buddhism is more accurately described as a secular philosophy or way of life than a religion[footnoteRef:40], and if this is true then it can survive even in an age of increasing secularisation. Its’ teachings may even appeal to those who are dubious about the benefits of religious adherence. Thich Nhat Hanh emphasises that, ‘Buddhism is…a way of life, an experience that is worth trying. It is open for everyone. You can continue to be a Jew or a Catholic while enjoying Buddhism. I think that’s a wonderful thing.’[footnoteRef:41]  Nhat Hanh has offered retreats for environmentalists from all walks of life, understanding how draining this work can be if one is constantly focused on the suffering of others.[footnoteRef:42]   [40:  Most notably by Stephen Batchelor in Buddhism Without Beliefs and Confessions of a Buddhist Atheist]  [41:  Nhat Hanh quoted in Schwamm Willis ‘Introduction’ pxv]  [42:  Kaza ‘The Greening of Buddhism: Promises and Perils’ p200] 
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