What’s Buddhist About
Buddhist Social Activism?

by Seth Segall

ust what is it that is specifically Buddhist
about Buddhist social activism?” Are we
only Buddhists who just happened to be
social activists before we discovered the
dharm4, and are we simply looking to carry on our
social activism under the banner of our new religious
identity? Or, on the other hand, can social activism be
something that grows organically out of the wisdom
and compassion developed through the Buddhist path?
If so, is this kind of spiritually based social activism
identical to, or different from, the spiritually based
social activism espoused by the Friends, the Unitarians,
the Mennonites, or the Catholic Workers? Is there
something specifically Buddhist that we bring to the
progressive movement? Are there particular social
issues that fall naturally within the purview of Buddhist
social activism (e.g., diversity issues within our sanghas,
the civil war in Sri Lanka, the Chinese occupation of
Tibet), or are our issues identical to those of other
activist traditions (e.g., the uses of American power in
the world, criminal justice reform, and racial, econom-
ic, and sexual inequality in our society)? Do we have a
specific doctrine relating to economic, political, and
social issues, or, as Buddhists, do we eschew “isms” as
attachments to the “thicket of views”?

Our Buddhist Peace Fellowship chapter met
recently at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut,
to explore these questions. It was an opportunity for
us to examine the presuppositions that had drawn us
together to establish our BPF chapter. In true
Buddhist fashion, we treated the questions as koans—
questions that open one up to discovery rather than
close one down with answers. I left the meeting feel-
ing touched, stimulated, and grateful for the conver-
sation. Afterwards, I found myself continuing to
engage with the key question: Just what, actually, was
Buddhist about Buddhist social activism? These are
the thoughts that came to me in the process:
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1) Buddhist practice is nondual. It allows no space of
separation between self and other. The dichotomy of
working on the self but withdrawing from the world, or

working on the world but bypassing the self, is antithet-

ical to Buddhism. Since everything is connected, when I

change myself, I change the world; when I change the

world, I change myself. How could it be otherwise?

2) Everything that happens happens right here,
immediately, in one’s own experience. This is true
whether the happenings are bodily sensations and
personal emotions, or the remembered images of Abu
Ghraib prison, or one’s reactions to listening to
President Bush on the nightly news. All of these are
mental objects that call for an equal degree of mind-
ful attention, wise reflection, and skillful response. All
are part of Buddhist practice.

3) Buddhist practice is continuous. There is no
dichotomy between the sacred and the profane; there
is not one realm that belongs to Caesar and another
that belongs to a deity. Nothing is excluded from
Buddhist practice. We practice all the time, whether
sitting on the cushion, talking with friends, shopping
at the mall, or voting in the booth. Every moment is a
moment of continuous, seamless practice. Social
action is a realm of practice no different from medi-
tation or sutra study.

4) Buddhist practice is universal. No thing is left out;
no one is excluded. We apply our practice to all peo-
ple: the good, the bad, and the ugly. We include ani-
mals and plants within our practice, too. We are not
against anyone: we are not against soldiers, criminals,
capitalists, landlords, Republicans. No one is left out
of our caring and concern. We say, “May all beings be
happy.” That is our practice.

5) We are not struggling against people but against
processes: greed, aversion, and delusion. We work
ceaselessly with these three poisons, whether they
occur within us or within George W. Bush. We no
more despise George Bush for his greed, aversion, and
delusion than we do ourselves. George Bush is just a
collection of the five aggregates, the same as we are.
The war in Iraq, for example, is the outcome of
innumerable causes and conditions which include,
but are not limited to: the history of British colonial-
ism in Iraq; the ways in which modernity impinges on
traditionally organized societies; the changing nature
of the world order in the age of globalization and
multinational corporations; the historic relationship
between the Bush family and the house of Saud; the
role Christianity played in helping George Bush over-
come his drinking problem; the role that social class
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QUESTION MARKS

This is not a quiz! We offer these questions as springboards to discussion.

* How does being Buddhist affect the way you think about
your responsibilities as a citizen?

relate to the precepts?

% How do we maintain a nondualistic perspective if we decide
to campaign for particular candidates?

* What feelings arise for you when you think about people
who intend to vote for President George Bush in the next pres-
idential election?

* What feelings arise for you when you think about people
who intend to vote for Senator John Kerry in the next presi-
dential election?

* When judgment and despair around politics arise, how do
you relate to them through your Buddhist practice?

* How do you, as an engaged Buddhist, help build a govern-
ment that is not based on greed, hatred, and delusion?

* How do you practice right speech when talking about
politics?

* How do you choose between voting for somebody you
believe in and voting for somebody you think could win?

* As Buddhists, do we have a responsibility to create a dia-
logue between political extremes?

* What would a government that fully supported the libera-
tion of all beings look like?

* What radical actions, consistent with your Buddhist practice,
would you take in response to a government whose policies
you find harmful?

* Does a renunciate life in a monastery or nunnery contribute
to the democratic process?

“ Would the Buddha vote?

* How does your participation in the democratic process
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has played in shaping George Bush’s consciousness;
the geopolitical consequences of the dependency of
industrialized societies on petroleum; the greed of oil
companies, and companies that produce the goods
and services needed for war; Saddam Hussein’s socio-
pathic personality structure, which is itself a conse-
quence of genetics and past experiences; the rise of
neoconservative thought in reaction to the New Left
of the 1960s; the post-9/11 fear of terrorism; and so
on, ad infinitum. George Bush and Saddam Hussein
did not create the war, but the karma of the world
flows through their actions in an unbroken chain. We
are here to be yet another influence in the great sea of
causes and conditions. We are not here to control the
world; no one ever does that. We are here to ceaseless-
ly witness and ceaselessly practice. Our practice
includes being present to suffering, being a friend to
those forgotten, and being unafraid to speak our truth

(with a small “t”) to those with power.

6) Buddhist practice is not overly attached to out-
come. When we sit on the cushion and we are not
enlightened, we do not become discouraged and
change our practice. When we demonstrate for peace
and war breaks out, we do not become discouraged
and change our practice. Not getting the outcome we
want does not invalidate the value of working for
peace. In her concept of the Four-Fold Way, educator,
author, and cultural anthropologist Angeles Arrien
(www.angelesarrien.com) urges us to 1) show up, 2)
pay attention, 3) tell the truth without blame or judg-
ment, and 4) be open, but not attached, to outcome.
This is the dharma, in short. Buddhist practice is
about being here, being mindful, and speaking truth-
fully, again and again, without discouragement.
Practice is, as Suzuki Roshi once said, making one’s
“best effort on the moment forever” If one can be
deeply present, like Avalokiteshvara, and see the suf-
fering of the world, if one can show up with the inten-
tion to relieve suffering whenever one encounters it to
the best of one’s abilities, if one can include every
being within the circle of one’s care and compassion,
and if one can avoid anger and disillusionment when
suffering does not always abate despite one’s best
efforts, then one is engaged in a social activism that
also epitomizes Buddhist practice.

This is what is Buddhist about Buddhist social
action.
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