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How Western Buddhists Combine Buddhism and 
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Johannes Cairns a,b,c,d, Panu Pihkala a,d and Henrietta Grönlund a

aFaculty of Theology, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland; bOrganismal and Evolutionary 
Biology Research Programme and Department of Computer Science, University of Helsinki, 
Helsinki, Finland; cDepartment of Biology, University of Turku, Turku, Finland; dHelsinki 
Institute of Sustainability Science (HELSUS), University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland

ABSTRACT
Previous research emphasises congruences between Western Buddhism and 
environmentalism, with both presented in juxtaposition to overconsumption, 
hedonic values, and anthropocentric worldviews. Nevertheless, incongruences 
also occur, including Buddhist tendencies for social disengagement, avoidance 
of conflict, and disinterest in the non-sentient world. Yet, virtually no empirical 
data exist on how Western Buddhist environmentalists negotiate tensions 
arising from combining the two elements. Here, we address this knowledge 
gap by exploring interview data from 13 Western Buddhist climate activists. We 
identify four major themes of negotiation: engagement, confrontation, 
Buddhist praxis and efficacy. Our findings show that Buddhist philosophy and 
practice often underwent biospheric reformulation, while the intentions, modes 
and outcomes of climate activism were often approached in terms of compas
sion and equanimity. Environmentalism was combined flexibly with Buddhism 
to justify individual emphases, ranging from solitary meditation practice to 
radicalised collective activism. Moreover, the negotiations were dynamic and 
featured unresolved tensions, demonstrating that combining the two elements 
involves major ongoing negotiation. The study findings have implications for 
understanding interrelationships between the climate crisis, religion, activism 
and identity work.

KEYWORDS Western Buddhism; climate activism; engaged Buddhism; late modern identity work

Introduction

In his landmark Science paper in 1967, US historian Lynn White proposed that 
environmental destruction has been intensified by anthropocentric interpre
tations of Christianity which relate to the more-than-human world as 
a human resource (White 1967). He suggested that Buddhist views placing 
human beings alongside rather than above other life forms may represent 
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a more environmentally sustainable approach to the environment, along with 
Eastern Christianity and figures such as Francis of Assisi. Indeed, Buddhism 
became a popular worldview among many environmentalists since the late 
1960s (Nash 1989).

Buddhist doctrine highlights the virtue of material renunciation, extending 
compassion and gentleness to all life forms, and the intimate interconnect
edness of animate and inanimate phenomena (Cairns 2024; Kaza 2018; Macy  
2009). Views such as these may be considered in juxtaposition to hedonic 
values and consumer culture as well as supportive of environmentally sus
tainable lifestyles and social structures. Western Buddhism1 also has historical 
connections to related features of counterculture such as vegetarianism and 
environmentalism (Jackson 1988; Kaza 2005; MacMahan 2009). Therefore, 
Western Buddhists may be expected to explore certain similar themes as 
those individuals concerned about the climate crisis, and environmentally 
active Western Buddhists naturally engage with both aspects.

Despite the apparent congruities between Western environmentalism and 
Buddhism, there are also various elements of Buddhism that contrast with 
elements in environmentalism. Unlike Christianity, Buddhism does not have 
a strong ethos of social engagement. The Buddhist view of conditioned 
existence (samsara) as something to become liberated from may decrease 
the individual’s motivation to improve extrinsic societal conditions in favour 
of merit making and seeking enlightenment, or in the contemporary more 
secular Western context, seeking personal improvement and peace of mind 
through study and meditation (Cairns 2024; Loy 2018). Activism, in particular, 
may also give rise to social conflicts, disturbing the individual’s peace of mind, 
giving rise to anger and grasping for external outcomes, counterproductive 
for such aims. Buddhist philosophy has also been argued to be relatively 
anthropocentric, failing to recognise the ethical value of units beyond the 
observable suffering of an individual sentient being, such as species or 
ecosystems (Schmithausen 1997; Sciberras 2008). Such contradictions are 
likely to result in tensions and negotiations in individuals seeking to merge 
Buddhism with environmentalism. In light of the scarcity of empirical data on 
the theme, here we explore which tensions are present and how they are 
negotiated among Western Buddhist climate activists using the theoretical 
frame of identity work. The results can help to better understand the complex 
identity negotiation processes of religious environmentalists, which has rele
vance also for the dynamics of adherence to environmental responsibility.

Late-Modern Identity Work

Negotiations between Buddhism and environmentalism can be examined 
through the frame of late modern self-reflexive identity work. With the 
erosion of traditional authorities and collective worldviews, late modern 
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Western life has become characterised by ongoing individual and eclectic 
identity construction (e.g. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002). Increasing levels 
of education have contributed to increasing capacities of individuals for 
analysis and self-reflection, making this identity work a highly self-reflexive 
process. Individuals consider their identities in terms of various lifestyles and 
ethical stances, especially those prevalent in the local community but also 
those available through education, travel and the internet. This process 
involves joining and separation with regard to particular views, practices 
and communities in search of logical consistency, personal integrity and 
a sense of meaning. Archer (2007) has described the current reflection of 
identity as ‘meta-reflexivity’, in which individuals navigate conditions of 
uncertainty relying upon values and personal life projects.

While individuals’ identities are increasingly viewed as dynamic, fragmen
ted and even momentary, having a coherent sense of identity is seen as 
a central human need (e.g. Hitlin 2007). The innumerable identity resource 
choices at hand in the global and online hypermarket can render individuals 
overwhelmed and cause attraction to simplified ready solutions offered by 
local, populist, ideological (e.g. religious or political), and economic interest 
groups. Nevertheless, identity construction does not cease with instances of 
joining or separation from particular views and practices but continues 
throughout the life of an individual as views develop, experiences accumulate 
and new influences appear.

There are different viewpoints and discussions related to how identities 
form and develop in terms of the stability of identity. Researchers have also 
taken different approaches regarding the focus on inner, cognitive processes 
versus social contexts and relations. While these discussions are beyond the 
scope of this article, in relation to them we build our approach on under
standing identity as continually reflected upon, thus changing and socially 
constructed. We view individuals as forming and constructing their identities 
by internalising social roles (such as a ‘Buddhist’ or ‘an activist’), which reflect 
the expectations of their social environment (e.g. Stryker 2000; on social 
identity more broadly, e.g. Deaux 1993). Their identity in relation to environ
mental issues and their relationship with ‘nature’ (the more-than-human 
world) are partly shaped by social factors but they can also have their own 
impact on one’s sociality (e.g. Clayton and Opotow 2003; Chawla 1999). The 
concepts of ‘ecological identity’ and ‘environmental identity’ have been used 
to depict these aspects of identity. Many factors can have an impact on their 
formation, including family background, personality factors, contact with the 
more-than-human world, attitudes of peers and religious interpretations and 
practices (e.g. Chawla 1999; Clayton et al. 2021; Walton and Jones 2017).

In relation to all this, we also acknowledge the role of stereotypes in 
identity work. Individuals draw on stereotypical representations and use 
this understanding to shape their own identity. Both ‘Buddhists’ and 
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‘climate activists’ can also be viewed through stereotypes (e.g. Mannarini, 
Fedi, and Pozzi 2024) and ideals (e.g. Craddock 2020, 137 − 138) in identity 
negotiations. Stereotypical characteristics can either be internalised or 
rejected, if the stereotype of a climate activist, for example, is viewed as 
negative, so ideal that it is unreachable, or incompatible with other 
elements of identity (e.g. Buddhism or certain values) (for research on 
framings about climate activists, see e.g. Mayes and Hartup 2022; for an 
overview, see e.g. Levantesi 2023). In any case, understandings of features 
of potential identity references, including stereotypes related to them, 
become included in our viewpoint to constructions and negotiations of 
identity (e.g. Craddock 2020; Mannarini, Fedi, and Pozzi 2024). 
Furthermore, we draw on research stating that values can play a key role 
in identity. Individuals can attach their self-identity with the values they 
hold important (Hitlin 2007). This has been linked especially with indivi
duals who are active in social movements or, for example, volunteering 
(Gecas 2000; Grönlund 2011; Mannarini, Fedi, and Pozzi 2024). Both 
Buddhist teachings and the climate crisis can be expected to influence 
one’s values, and thus identity (for the wide-ranging research on environ
mental values, see e.g. Dietz, Fitzgerald, and Shwom 2005). The disciplines 
related to environmental education include numerous studies and frame
works about the formulation of one’s relationship with environmental 
issues and the natural world (e.g. Stevenson et al. 2013).

A body of research has also investigated the relationship between identi
fication and action more specifically related to activism. Identification with 
a social movement has been viewed as a key driver of engagement in 
collective action (e.g. Louis et al. 2016). Previous research has also shown 
that individuals can develop an identity of the kind of person who engages in 
activism or collective action, and this predicts engagement and strengthens 
motivation for action (Louis et al. 2016; see also Grönlund 2011). However, 
there can also be conflicting norms between in-groups, which can inhibit or 
challenge activism if the norms (or perceived norms) of one group contradict 
those of another (McDonald, Fielding, and Louis 2012). For example, in a study 
by Louis et al. (2016), national identification and political party identification 
were associated with less sustained engagement in the peace movement. 
According to Nita (2016), the degree to which environmental and religious 
identities can be integrated and the processes of integrating them vary in 
methods and results. In their study, the means of negotiating these two 
identities included assimilating new discursive units to one’s faith identity, 
and interpreting environmental viewpoints to the language of the religion. 
However, religious identity and the identity of environmental activism were 
not always integrated but also their separation could be negotiated in differ
ent ways such as viewing the other identity as primary (Nita 2016, 144 − 153.).
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The current ecological crisis, including climate change, affects humanity 
at such a magnitude that it challenges people’s identities, values and 
behavioural habits. People have to negotiate the impacts of the socio- 
ecological crisis on their individual and collective identities (e.g. Brulle and 
Norgaard 2019). Religion and spirituality are part of these dynamics. The 
ecological crisis has impacts also on them (e.g. Gerten and Bergmann  
2012), and the crisis has, therefore, been considered also as a spiritual 
and identity crisis (e.g. Pihkala 2022a). People may need to navigate 
changes to their religious views and spiritual practices (e.g. Pihkala 2024). 
Those concerned with ecological issues have pondered how to raise and 
educate young people so that they would behave pro-environmentally 
and be able to cope with the psychological demands of the situation 
(e.g. Chawla 2020; Pihkala 2020), and similar tasks apply to adult popula
tions and the fields of environmental communication and adult education 
(e.g. Moser 2015).

Current Study

Because of the presence of contrasting elements in Buddhism regarding 
social engagement and relationship to the more-than-human world, it has 
been unclear whether Western Buddhists consider Buddhism and envir
onmentalism to be compatible and to what extent they experience ten
sions around the issue. In particular, there is a lack of empirical data on the 
theme. Of special interest are Western Buddhist environmental activists, 
who evidently have had to form some kind of reaction to these negotia
tions. To address this knowledge gap, here the lead author conducted in- 
depth life story and thematic interviews on 13 Western Buddhist climate 
activists from Australia, Canada, the UK and the US. In this study, we explore 
how they negotiate climate activism and Buddhism. These negotiations 
feature several themes identified among Western climate activists in gen
eral in previous work, but the emphases, interpretations and solutions are 
strongly influenced by Buddhist philosophy and practice. The results show 
that while many elements in Buddhism are widely considered to be 
compatible with environmentalism, there are also major sources of tension 
between the two identity resources, with important implications for 
Buddhist philosophy and practice, activism and pro-environmental 
behaviour.2

Buddhist teachings present the self as an impermanent and aggregate 
phenomenon, which may affect the relationship of Buddhists to the con
cept of identity. However, our research interest here is not on how parti
cipants relate to the concept of identity. Instead, we consider the 
negotiations by study participants on climate activism and Buddhism to 
be relevant to the context of late modern identity work as they reflect 
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more than simply attitudes and views, such as core values, self-image and 
worldview.

Material and Methods

Activism has been described as the intentional engagement by an individual 
in collective socio-political problem-solving behaviour (Corning and Myers  
2002; Kenis and Mathijs 2012). Here, we adopt Fisher’s (2015, 231) modifica
tion of this framework for climate activism, defining climate activists as 
people who ‘intentionally engage in actions connected to the political and 
collective aims of addressing the problems of contemporary anthropogenic 
climate change’. This definition is wide, encompassing not only protest 
participation and writing letters to politicians but also lifestyle changes to 
reduce one’s carbon footprint. Nevertheless, the lead author was particularly 
interested in recruiting participants from the subset of climate activists 
involved in collective non-violent direct action (NVDA), expecting negotia
tions regarding Buddhism, climate emotions and activism to be pronounced 
in collective and confrontational contexts. Such activism is typical of the new 
climate movement emerging in 2018 with heightened public awareness of 
the climate crisis, including groups such as Fridays for Future and Extinction 
Rebellion (Buzogány and Scherhaufer 2023). In terms of defining Buddhist for 
this study, there is no universal definition of what constitutes a Buddhist, 
although becoming one common features formally taking refuge in the Three 
Jewels (Buddha, Dharma and Sangha) and adopting various sets of ethical 
precepts (e.g. five precepts or Bodhisattva precepts). Especially, Western 
Buddhist groups display high variability in the type and level of commitment 
and beliefs expected from participants. Therefore, as stricter definitions 
would have been too exclusive, the lead author accepted as Buddhist any 
participant who self-defined as a Buddhist and was affiliated with a Buddhist 
group.

Based on the considerations above, in the initial participant recruitment 
message, the lead author sought core members of Buddhist groups involved 
in the new climate movement, particularly Extinction Rebellion (XR), since 
Fridays for Future is a youth movement and he did not wish to limit the age 
range of participants. The lead author initially (2021) used email to contact 
prominent US-based Buddhist Extinction Rebellion protesters who had 
received public media attention and representatives from the Zen 
Peacemakers organisation with a large network of socially engaged 
Buddhists. He also posted on the Facebook groups ‘Extinction Rebellion 
Buddhists – UK’ and ‘Extinction Rebellion Buddhists – Global’, as well as 
sending private messages to group moderators. Message responses led to 
the recruitment of approximately half of the 13 participants. The remaining 
participants were recruited through snowball sampling, asking participants 
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Table 1. Demographics of the participants.
Age No. participants (n = 13)

30–39 1
40–49 3
50–59 3
60–69 3
70–79 3

Gender
Female 6
Male 5
Non-binary 2

Country of residence
Australia (AU) 4
Canada (CA) 2
United Kingdom (UK) 5
United States (US) 2

Place of residence
Urban – major city (over 65 000 inhabitants) 9
Urban – small city (up to 65 000 inhabitants) 3
Rural 1

Education
Bachelor’s degree 4
Postgraduate studies 3
Master’s degree 3
Doctor of Medicine 1
Doctorate degree 2

Buddhist tradition
Insight Meditation Society (1 ⋅ non-affiliated) 3
Modernized Japanese Pure Land Buddhism 2
Modernized Japanese Zen Buddhism (US-derived lineages) 2
Secular Buddhism (Australian Zoom group following Jason Siff) 3
Tibetan Buddhism (1 ⋅ FPMT & 1 ⋅ non-affiliated) 2
Triratna (United Kingdom) 1

Environmental activism*
Extinction Rebellion Buddhists UK 5
Extinction Rebellion, other groups 6
Greenpeace 3
One Earth Sangha 3
Five (5) other forms with two participants each** –
Nineteen (19) other forms with one participant each*** –

*All participants were involved in more than one form of environmental activism. Four participants with 
different backgrounds (art, computer science, medicine, and teaching) had built careers around 
environmental issues. Several other participants with careers in psychotherapy or social work had 
also incorporated environmental components into their careers (e.g. sustainability projects or wild 
therapy). 

**Other forms of environmental activism with two participants each: Climate for Change, Dharma 
Action Network for Climate Engagement (DANCE, UK), the Deep Adaptation movement, Save Old 
Growth anti-logging protests (BC, CA, 2022), and the vegan movement (UK). 

***Other forms of environmental activism with one participant each: Clayoquot anti-logging protests 
(BC, CA, 1993), Conservation International, career in environmental conservation (Washington, D.C., 
US), career in environmental education (Adelaide, AU), career in environmental health (London, UK), 
East Bay Ecosattvas (California, US), Fairy Creek old-growth logging protests (BC, CA, 2021), Friends of 
the Earth, Global Tree Initiative, Haida Gwaii anti-logging protest (BC, CA, 1985), iNaturalist campaign 
(Adelaide, AU), Land Back movement (US), Melbourne EcoDharma (AU), revegetation projects 
(Adelaide, AU), Solastalgia Arts project (South Australia), The Nature Conservancy, tree planting 
(Melbourne, AU), Young Green Party (Germany), and the Zen Peacemakers Care of Country & 
Indigenous Knowledge group (AU).
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for additional contacts in their networks (Table 1). This led to the recruitment 
of three participants not involved in climate protests but actively involved in 
other forms of climate engagement (two having started their own Buddhist 
climate engagement groups and one participating in a Buddhist climate 
engagement group). Snowball sampling led to all except for one Australian 
participant belonging to country-specific clusters: five participants from 
Extinction Rebellion Buddhists UK; two participants from the US with One 
Earth Sangha affiliation; two participants from Canada involved in Save Old 
Growth anti-logging protests; and three participants from Australia involved 
in a secular Buddhist Zoom group featuring various forms of climate 
engagement.

The study participants all had university education, mostly lived in 
large cities, and were relatively evenly distributed in gender and age, 
ranging from their 30s to their 70s, although only one study participant 
was below 40 years (Table 1). Taken the small sample size (n = 13), the 
participants represented a large variety of Buddhist groups popular in 
the West, including Insight Meditation, Tibetan Buddhism, Zen, Pure Land 
Buddhism, secular Buddhism and Triratna. Two of the participants were 
not formally affiliated with a Buddhist group at the time of the interview 
but both had a long history of Buddhist practice under various traditions. 
In addition to their current Buddhist affiliation, several participants had 
a history of Buddhist practice also in other traditions. Most participants 
had been practicing Buddhism for several decades, and only one parti
cipant had only very recently (under a year) become involved with 
Buddhist practice. Participating in Extinction Rebellion was the most 
common mode of climate activism, followed by the activities of 
Greenpeace and One Earth Sangha, a US-based Buddhist climate engage
ment group. In addition to the activities of these organisations, taken 
together, the individual participants were or had been also involved in 
numerous other modes of climate engagement. All participants were 
informed about the theme of the research project, processing and use 
of data, and their right to refuse to answer or withdraw at any point, 
expressing their consent either by signing a participant consent form or 
orally at the beginning of data collection.

Data Collection

The data were collected in 2022 through Zoom interviews carried out in 
English, performed once for each participant, and lasting between 1 h 7 min 
and 3 h 9 min (mean of 1 h 55 min).3 Online video interviews allowed reach
ing participants located in remote geographic regions. The interview format 
also suited the study timing, since the COVID-19 pandemic was still causing 
restrictions on international travel, as well as the study theme (climate crisis), 
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removing the need for long-distance flights with a large carbon footprint. 
One observed downside of the method was disturbance in some of the 
interviews caused by occasional breaks in internet connection.

Zoom interview video files were recorded, transformed into audio files and 
transcribed to text format using the online-based TurboScribe AI tool (avail
able at: https://turboscribe.ai/) which encrypts uploaded files and transcripts 
and allows only the account holder to access them. The transcripts were post- 
processed by adding metadata about text source (researcher/participant), 
correcting individual words that had been incorrectly transcribed, and editing 
phrase and paragraph division. This was followed by removal of personal 
identifiers (pseudonymization), including name, specific age and specific 
location, prior to sharing with research collaborators.

The interviews were a combination of an unstructured and semi- 
structured part, including life history and thematic components. Life story 
type interviews have been viewed as useful in analysing identity construction. 
The process of constructing identity can be viewed as an innate continuously 
reflected narrative, and these narratives can also be shared with others. 
McAdams (2006) describes narrative identity as a life story, which the indivi
dual construes to make sense of one’s life and identity. The ways in which 
respondents describe their life stories and reflect on different issues thus 
provide information on how the person views their identity at the current 
moment, and in the case of this article, how they negotiate the influences and 
viewpoints of two central reference groups and building blocks of their 
identity: Buddhism and climate activism.

The interviews started with ‘Please could you freely describe your path into 
climate activism’. Depending on the contents and breadth of the initial 
answer, the lead author tailored further questions based on themes identified 
in literature. The main themes of interest pre-identified were as follows: (1) 
the role of climate activism in the chronological life history and identity of the 
person; (2) the role of Buddhist elements in the climate activism; (3) biogra
phical and structural availability of activism; and (4) political engagement of 
research participant. Theme 1 usually featured a question on the climate 
emotions experienced by the participant. Participants had been asked to 
reserve 2 h for the interview. For some participants, all the themes of interest 
could not be covered because the allotted time ran out and the participant or 
researcher had time constraints. In these cases, less comprehensive coverage 
of themes was accompanied by improved breadth of the life history section.

To protect the dignity of the research participants, it was considered 
important to ensure that no harm was caused to them during data gathering, 
storage or reporting findings (Finnish National Board on Research Integrity 
TENK 2023). Participation was based on informed consent, with information 
provided about the theme, aims, methods and duration of the research as 
well as use and storage of the data. Participation was voluntary, and 
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participants had the right to withdraw at any time before publishing the 
findings without any consequence. Because the interviews contain life history 
and event details, they cannot be anonymised for distribution in a public 
social science repository without removing a large fraction of the contents. 
Furthermore, they include highly sensitive data, such as information about 
criminal activity and arrests during climate protests. Therefore, to protect the 
anonymity of the research participants, the decision was made not to publish 
the data in a social science repository but only to share pseudonymized 
interviews with academic collaborators (see e.g. Näre 2022).

Data Analysis

The interviews were read through several times to generate a holistic under
standing of the contents and to inductively identify key themes of negotia
tion. Thematic analysis seeks to identify broad patterns (themes) in data and 
is better suited to identifying common threads extending across an entire set 
of interviews compared to content analysis, a related method that tends to 
break the data into smaller units of content (Braun and Clarke 2006; DeSantis 
and Ugarriza 2000; Sparker 2005). The analysis process led to the identifica
tion of four themes by the lead author: engagement, confrontation, Buddhist 
praxis and efficacy. Engagement refers to the relation of participants to 
different degrees and modes of social and climate engagement. 
Confrontation refers to subjective and collective experiences of being con
fronted in some way; the experiences and behaviours involve irritation, 
aggression, discussing difficult topics, public or peer criticism, civil disobe
dience, interaction with the police, criminal activity and violence. Buddhist 
praxis refers to individual and collective modes of practicing Buddhism, 
including meditation, chanting, rituals, teachings and discussion. Efficacy 
refers to the perceived efficacy of different forms of individual and collective 
climate engagement, capacity for Buddhism to undergo and inspire a green 
transition, and importance of efficacy as a motivator for climate engagement.

Various interpretations of Buddhist philosophy are included in identity 
work concerning engagement, confrontation and efficacy, while identity 
work concerning Buddhist practice emerged as a separate theme. It is 
acknowledged that the themes of negotiation could also be partitioned 
in alternative ways. However, the four themes identified were considered 
to encompass all the key issues of negotiation relevant for understanding 
how the participants use elements from Buddhism and Western envir
onmentalism in self-reflexive identity work. In addition to the four 
themes of negotiation identified separately, biographic framing in the 
life story part of the interview was considered to reflect unique modes in 
which participants have negotiated their identities over time and the 
construction of which itself reflects the identity work of participants. This 
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material also shows interesting aspects of the formulation of their envir
onmental/ecological identity. Therefore, identity work in biographic fram
ing is described separately through analysing how Buddhist and 
environmentalist elements and their interrelations are presented, both 
chronologically and thematically, in the self-reflexive biographies of the 
participants.

Results

Biographic Framing

The participants display highly diverse personal histories of activism, 
Buddhism and their interrelation. This concerns both the timing of activism, 
with social or environmental engagement starting in the youth, adulthood or 
only recently with climate awakening, and the timing of Buddhist interest, 
spanning from the youth to under a year before the interview. Most partici
pants displayed some form of social engagement prior to Buddhist interest, 
but some became interested in both during the same period, and some 
became interested in Buddhism prior to social engagement.

Historical interest in activism often began in the youth as part of student or 
local movements (e.g. anti-logging in Canada). Historical interest in Buddhism 
also often began in the youth when forming one’s identity. Often both 
occurred under a broader framework of countercultural tendencies, charac
terised by adopting leftist and anti-capitalist political views, participating in 
anti-war and social emancipation demonstrations, advocating for indigenous 
rights, adopting a vegetarian diet, advocating for environmental causes, and 
involvement in non-Christian forms of spiritual practice. In some cases, major 
life changes or personal crises (e.g. divorce and career crisis) later in life 
coincided with discovery of or deepened commitment to Buddhism, activism 
or both.

Involvement in climate activism was mostly preceded by personal climate 
awakening through news coverage in recent years. Some of the participants 
were still in the immersion phase following this epiphany, making climate 
activism centre stage in their life, including social and intellectual pursuits (cf., 
Hoggett and Randall 2018). Others had already entered or moved through 
a crisis, seeking balance or reorientation (Pihkala 2022b). This included some 
that had already left activism behind, at least temporarily.

Intriguingly, in the biographic frames constructed by the participants 
upon the initial question, asking them to freely describe their path into 
climate activism, some participants omitted Buddhism entirely from their 
account. Many also described Buddhist interest in parallel with but without 
any link to social or environmental engagement. Some described Buddhist 
compassion practice to have been central in establishing a sense of 
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personal concern upon knowledge of the climate crisis. Nevertheless, none 
described Buddhist factors as the main motivator for becoming activated. 
One participant who had been activated by news coverage perceived as 
alarming explicitly declared that their activist philosophy had been mostly 
derived from Western political theory with little Buddhist influence.

Other than [Buddhist influence on] following the middle path, not being 
radicalized, what propels me to outward action [. . .], being brave enough to 
sit and blockade the highway, would be more of [. . .] my Western political 
theory about [. . .] how democracy works, the North American culture of civil 
disobedience, our freedom of speech, and John Locke’s social contract and 
freedom of rebellion if the social contract has been broken. (P7)

Concerning earlier life events priming climate activism, several participants 
attributed interest in social engagement to general traits related to their 
personality (e.g. always speaking out about difficult truths) or family back
ground (e.g. Jewish people with connection to holocaust causing social 
sensitivity). Moreover, several participants described a strong connection to 
their local environment since their childhood. One participant described 
having emotionally unavailable parents and seeking emotional connection 
in the more-than-human world.

My father was an economist, spent a lot of his time either in London or up in his 
room typing. He’s written many books about economics. My mother was low- 
grade depression [. . .], a little bit unfocused, kind enough but a little bit drifty. 
[. . .] The consequence of that emotional unavailability or disconnect in my 
family was that I sought my emotional connection elsewhere. One of the places, 
probably the principal place I looked for it was in the natural world. [. . .] I spent 
a lot of my hours after school and at the weekends essentially exploring, 
wandering about, losing myself in the woods near my home, following streams, 
falling into streams, getting my boots full of water. [. . .] I used to go out at night. 
I remember I wasn’t scared of the dark at all. I used to find it quite comforting to 
walk into woodland and just feel the velvety darkness, and the presence of trees 
felt very cozy and comfortable to me. (P2)

Two participants attributed their climate activism to a broader social engage
ment background in a Christian social relief context. Several participants had 
been involved in local or global environmental causes for several decades, 
positioning climate activism as a recent extension of this earlier 
environmentalism.

Concerning more recent and direct causes for climate activism, two parti
cipants described losing faith in politicians as the result of general political 
change perceived as undesirable (e.g. Brexit referendum in UK, and election 
of Donald Trump as President in US), motivating their engagement in climate 
activism operating outside of the political establishment. One participant 
became activated through connecting with the climate grief expressed by 
a person during an Extinction Talk event by XR (for ecological and climate 
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grief, see Pihkala 2024; the ecological grief dynamics among respondents are 
discussed in Cairns and Pihkala). Another participant became more strongly 
activated through activism itself, based on a powerful experience from an 
early XR action.

There was one fairly pivotal experience when in my first days with XR one of the 
members asked whether I’d like to accompany her to [anti-logging protest 
involving locking herself to a car]. [. . .] That experience [. . .] was really quite 
defining for me in the way I was dealing with all that I knew that was being 
inside this car. My arm inside the ground, inside this extraordinary place, so 
ancient that there was that feeling of having no edges. I wouldn’t have wanted 
to be anywhere else, not in the comfort of home, not in the comfort of loved 
ones. I just was totally, totally there. I’ve never felt that level of peace at any 
other time. [. . .] The ripple effect from what took place [. . .] has just reached 
home and is influencing many things. So much going on in the space of art and 
activism . . . (P8)

Despite Buddhism mostly featuring in a minor role as a motivator for climate 
activation, when asked more specifically about the theme, all participants 
elaborately described the influence of Buddhism on their relation to the 
environment and climate activism. Similarly, they described environmental 
awareness and climate activism to have profoundly shaped their relation to 
Buddhism. These bidirectional influences are described below under different 
themes of negotiation.

Engagement

By taking part in climate activism, the participants display social engagement. 
This causes negotiations regarding Buddhism, as traditional doctrine views 
the world of conditioned existence (samsara) as inherently unsatisfactory, 
seeking liberation from it in the short term through enlightenment or in the 
long term through creating positive karma leading to a better rebirth. A view 
of the world as inherently problematic and something to become liberated 
from can lead to turning away from the world and a disregard to improving it, 
considered to be ultimately futile as well as a waste of time better spent in 
spiritual practice or merit making (Cairns 2024; Härkönen and Cairns; King  
2009). At the same time, Buddhist traditions lay a great deal of emphasis on 
cultivating virtues such as nonharming, loving kindness and compassion, as 
part of spiritual practice and merit making. This is seen in gentle treatment of 
other sentient beings and compassion towards those suffering, with related 
practices encoded into Buddhist ethical precepts (Kaza 2018; Macy 2009). The 
Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition particularly emphasises compassion, presenting 
the ideal practitioner as a Bodhisattva who practices not only for their 
personal enlightenment but motivated by compassion to save all beings 
(i.e. help all beings become enlightened). There are also widespread rituals 
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and meditative practices that aim to generate loving and compassionate 
mental states and send loving energy to or symbolically remove the suffering 
of other sentient beings. Such practices may create a positive mental state in 
the practitioner but can occur in isolation from attempts to tangibly help 
others and even be used to justify not doing so, especially if the rituals are 
considered to help sentient beings by themselves.

In contrast with traditional approaches, Western Buddhism often focuses 
on individual meditation practice and study, using Buddhist elements to seek 
improved mental wellbeing in modern society (Loy 2018). Those interested in 
Buddhism may exhibit alienation from cultural Christianity with authoritative 
ethical demands, which can result in leaving Buddhist ethical precepts to the 
side in favour of individual and eclectic modes of practice (Cusack 2011; 
Starkey 2023). Nevertheless, countercultural tendencies and soft values, 
including anti-capitalism, anti-consumerism, a care for social and global 
equality, seeking emancipation for oppressed groups, and care for animal 
welfare (including vegetarianism), are common among Western Buddhists 
(Jackson 1988; Kaza 2005).

The participants reflect awareness of the various positions and tensions 
around social engagement in traditional and contemporary Western 
Buddhism, presenting different arguments for a need for higher engagement 
in general or especially in the context of the climate crisis. Several participants 
argue that even if the point of Buddhist practice is to seek personal liberation 
from or to save all beings from samsara, this requires taking care of the 
ecosystems sustaining life. As one participant (P3) remarked, adding 
a Buddhist element to a common XR slogan, ‘there is no enlightenment on 
a dead planet’. Another more traditional argument is to defer to the demand 
by authority figures such as the Dalai Lama for Buddhists to step off their 
meditating cushion and well-wishing alone and to also engage with the 
external world to solve global problems, including the ecocrisis. A related 
argument is that one’s external behaviour in the world should mirror one’s 
mental cultivation.

I think the Dalai Lama said several years ago now that he’s a green voter. [. . .] 
I was very heavily influenced by His Holiness and his kindness [. . .], and the 
compassion and the wisdom that comes with being a Buddhist. If you claim that 
language, then you want to see some evidence of that in your life. (P13)

For me, if you’re doing religion, you’re becoming a kinder person. That’s one of 
my tests, is it a good teaching or not, does it make you a kinder person? Does, 
then it’s a good teaching. As we practice, we become more kind, we’re more 
able to be compassionate. Then we’re more likely to respond to suffering in 
others, in humans and animals and in landscapes. [. . .] For me, there’s no point 
in being spiritual if that means we just end up worried about our own selves. 
(P5)
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The most common traditional argument by the participants was to refer to 
the need to engage with the world out of compassion. One participant 
recounted the importance of compassion as an outcome of the enlighten
ment of the Buddha under the Bodhi tree, distinguishing him from other 
contemporary spiritual teachers. Most participants practice Mahāyāna 
Buddhism, and many referred to the centrality of compassion as part of the 
Bodhisattva path. Some participants described an otherworldly or internal 
focus to entail an overtly intellectual approach to Buddhism, lacking a key 
emotional component, particularly compassion. Several participants 
described an internal focus among Buddhists to represent spiritual bypassing, 
that is, using spiritual practice to escape from unpleasant experiences and 
realities.

I raised the question [in Buddhist community] how do you all relate to the 
climate crisis in your practice. [. . .] I was shocked and a little disturbed, to be 
honest, by some of the reactions. [. . .] It was a lot of spiritual bypassing in my 
view, like, ‘Oh well, I work here in this Buddhist meditation center so I’m doing 
my part’. I don’t know if that’s a terrible answer, but at the time it struck me like 
people were [. . .] not engaging seriously enough with the magnitude of what 
we are facing, not taking responsibility for their piece in it, or just straight up, 
‘Well, there are other worlds, so I take heart in that’. I don’t know if that’s 
a terrible thing either but at the time I was very angry, to be honest, and 
frustrated at the responses because no one’s answer . . . You had woken up, 
but they had not, that’s how I felt. (P9)

Compassionate engagement was understood in various ways. One partici
pant described compassion as a situational and spontaneous response to 
witnessing suffering around oneself, and for it to be impossible to experience 
such compassion without responding in practice to the world around oneself. 
However, many participants described the need to extend compassion 
through abstract knowledge and reflection. For some participants, awareness 
of the climate crisis combined with Buddhist compassion practice necessi
tated taking action to mitigate the climate crisis. One participant who 
described being motivated partly by Christian examples of social relief in low- 
income countries extended compassion in the Buddhist context also particu
larly to human suffering in affected areas, especially malnutrition in children 
projected to increase with the ecocrisis. Some participants described a need 
for Buddhists to also extend compassion to future human generations that 
will suffer due to the ecocrisis.

Intriguingly, although several participants exhibited an interest in animal 
welfare, having adopted vegetarian or vegan diets already prior to climate 
awareness, none described compassion for non-human animals in the con
text of the ecocrisis. However, reverence for the more-than-human world in 
general was commonly reported. This was accompanied by animistic and 
biospheric formulations of Buddhist philosophy. The East Asian doctrine of 
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Buddha-nature was commonly evoked, referring particularly to the teaching 
by Japanese Zen master Dōgen who has written (in his seminal work 
Shōbōgenzō) that even inanimate objects such as rocks have Buddha- 
nature (Chen 2014). Several participants referred to also respecting or deriv
ing inspiration from the biospheric worldviews of other ‘wisdom traditions’ 
such as certain indigenous and animistic worldviews. One participant with 
a science background reflected that she considers it more realistic and useful 
to relate to everything in the more-than-human world as being alive rather 
than as being dead.

I think Buddhism is overly simplistic in some of these regards, and we can learn 
from other cultures. There are better ways of relating to the unavoidable 
violence that is entailed in living and breathing and eating. We can really shrink 
and collapse with guilt, and because we’re trying to be so small. I don’t believe 
that it serves the larger calling, that collapsing into nothingness, because it’s 
endless, you’ll never get to zero, if painful guilt is involved as opposed to a sense 
of exchange and indebtedness, and a relationship with Earth where I take and 
I take and I take and I give and I give and I give. That kind of relatedness is 
possible, practical, and it’s how nature does it, this is how biology operates, 
exchange and relationality. To embrace the taking, because it’s necessary for life 
to some degree, but also to see the ways in which we are obliged, necessarily, to 
ensure sustainability of whatever it is we take as much as we can, and to, in any 
case, give back. [. . .] How do we give back as we necessarily take is something 
that’s not part of our Buddhist cultures and ways of looking because we value 
blamelessness. Oh no, how am I going to get to blamelessness when it comes to 
the Earth? I can’t. (P10)

Compassion and reverence for other people or the more-than-human world 
was frequently intertwined with views on the interconnectedness between all 
life forms, their well-being, and the ecosystems sustaining them. Several 
respondents explained their climate engagement to be motivated by the 
combined force of compassion and insight into interconnectedness. 
Interconnectedness was described in a Mahāyāna Buddhist context as the 
codependence of all conditioned phenomena, considered to be compatible 
with the understanding in modern science, including physics and ecology.

If you just look at the way that an ecosystem works, it’s a network of inter
dependent entities all working together. If you look at the universe, that’s the 
way it is. It’s not independent entities floating around. Everything is connected, 
even just, for example, through gravity, that’s a connection. If you look at 
quantum physics, not that I know anything about quantum physics, but 
I have heard of quantum entanglement, for example, the theory that everything 
is connected in a web, and it’s very close to Indra’s web [. . .] where every little 
jewel at the intersection of the strands of the web reflects all other jewels. So 
every entity carries within it an echo of all other things. If you look at the human 
body, it’s an example of that. Our blood is about the same salinity as seawater. 
Our bones are made of elements which we share [. . .] about 75 percent, 
80 percent with stardust. [. . .] We breathe in and out. The idea that [. . .] we 
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are somehow individually or as a species [. . .] above, beyond, disconnected, 
independent of natural world is delusional. It’s just wrong if you look at the 
evidence. In fact, Einstein said that this idea of ourselves as independent 
existing selves [. . .] was an optical delusion of consciousness, interesting phrase. 
That was from Einstein, so it’s got to be right. But if you’re a physicist, that’s 
what they’re discovering. Buddhists knew this 2,500 years ago, and I’m sure 
other cultures too. If you look at the indigenous cultures, they’re so much more 
reverential and connected and full of story and ritual in relation to the land and 
species. So if you are saying that you are a Buddhist and that you agree or see 
the relevance of dependent coarizing, and there’s no way you can avoid that if 
you’re a Buddhist, I do not see how you can justify not acting. (P2)

Despite deriving various Buddhist views justifying their climate engagement 
and arguing why other Buddhists should also engage, the participants related 
to the level of engagement in various ways. Most participants were critical of 
disengaged Buddhists and people at large, considering them to have 
a deficient sense of care and understanding of interconnectedness, and 
some even displayed contempt. Nevertheless, several participants expressed 
sympathy for the need for Buddhist to occasionally withdraw from the world 
to temporarily focus on internal work. This might feature regular meditative 
practice, meditation retreats, or longer-term periods of internal focus. Several 
participants also expressed sympathy for differing mental and physical capa
city of people to participate in climate engagement, with some being able to 
participate more and in direct action and others less and through other 
means such as donating to environmental organisations.

Some participants had also moderated their personal level of climate 
engagement owing to difficult experiences and uncertainties concerning 
efficacy and psychological wellbeing. One participant described commonly 
feeling overwhelmed by the ecocrisis and needing to regulate her level of 
activity to protect her mental health. This resonates with research which 
shows how action cannot be the only means to engage with climate anxiety, 
but instead a balance is needed (e.g. Pihkala 2022b). Several participants 
described feelings of uncertainty concerning the efficacy of climate activism 
and reported feeling paralysis after a couple of years of intense engagement, 
returning to Buddhist practice with an internal focus. One participant justified 
this return of internal focus as contributing to the transformation of con
sciousness needed for a sustainability transition among humanity.

I believe an incredible amount of suffering [will be] caused by these various 
states of [ecological and social] collapse. Nevertheless, I think it’s possible for 
humanity to survive [in] much reduced numbers, I don’t know what sort of 
social structures. [. . .] To bring about the necessary transformation of society, 
I believe, coming from my Buddhist background, that you first need 
a transformation of consciousness. [. . .] Buddha taught how to do that, that 
teaching is already there, and it’s in other traditions too, many indigenous 
peoples know how to do that, and other religions, I’m not saying it’s exclusive 
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to Buddha Dharma. But since that’s my tradition, therefore that’s what I work in. 
For the rest of [. . .] this life, I dedicate myself to doing whatever I can to 
contribute towards this transformation of consciousness. It doesn’t mean every
body has to transform immediately, that’s impossible anyway. But [. . .] if you 
look at the understanding of social and cultural hegemony, you can see that 
consciousness changes in the global community through the agency some
times of quite a small group of people. The Dharma community has something 
to offer, very important. My focus now is more towards that. I will still do some 
activism, I will still sometimes go on the streets with the XR Buddhists [. . .], 
participate in their meetings, and we do some retreats and [. . .] various things 
which I’m involved with. But in a way, I think that there’s a deeper level, and 
somehow I’m connecting more with that now. (P1)

Interestingly, along similar lines, the same participants who criticised 
Buddhists with an internal focus occasionally also characterised internal 
Buddhist practice as addressing the root cause of the climate crisis, greed in 
the human mind. Related to this, one participant explicitly criticised non- 
Buddhist XR activists for an overtly external focus (planning and preparing for 
actions), and most participants described it to be essential to combine inner 
work with external activism. Therefore, most participants did not consider 
external social and climate engagement as something isolated from their 
previous and primary forms of Buddhist practice. A flexible definition of what 
constitutes social and climate engagement also allowed several participants 
to move between different levels of external activism without apparent 
contradiction.

All participants describe climate engagement through adopting lifestyle 
changes as a result of climate awakening to decrease their carbon footprint. 
These include avoiding flying and using private cars for transportation, 
transitioning into a vegetarian or vegan diet (although many had done so 
already previously due to animal welfare reasons), voting for political candi
dates with ambitious climate agendas, avoiding unnecessary consumption, 
using solar and other forms of renewable energy, and recycling and reusing 
clothes and other items. Most participants report experiencing ecological 
guilt from unsustainable lifestyle choices and the compromises they have 
made in this regard balancing different habits, values, desires and social 
expectations (for ecological guilt in general, see Fredericks 2021; Jensen  
2019).

The carbon footprint of one’s lifestyle appears to be an area of constant 
negotiation and life adjustment for the participants similar to that reported 
previously among people concerned about climate change. The participants 
also connect this negotiation to various Buddhist themes. Many participants 
attribute overconsumption to greed in the human mind, expressing an 
appreciation for simplicity in desire and austerity in consumption, and 
a view that such simplicity and austerity are not in conflict with individual 
flourishing (i.e. they value eudaimonic over hedonic happiness). Similar to 
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people concerned with the climate crisis in general, many participants negoti
ate guilt by deferring to the structural and collective nature of the ecocrisis 
(for a wider discussion of ecological guilt among the participants, see Cairns 
and Pihkala). However, none described the important role of social, political 
and economic structures in the ecocrisis to justify utter lack of individual 
responsibility. Instead, many participants used Buddhist concepts of collec
tive karma and responsibility arising from interconnectedness of people and 
their actions to justify simultaneously experiencing and assuming responsi
bility for one’s part in the ecocrisis while not being weighted down by 
crippling personal guilt. One participant described guilt as anger directed at 
the self and as a non-Buddhist feeling that was never taught by the Buddha, 
preferring the concept of collective responsibility instead. One participant 
described the traditional Buddhist virtue and ideal of nonharming to be 
unrealistic and potentially leading to overt guilt and austerity. According to 
her, Buddhists could derive inspiration from the science of ecology and 
certain indigenous worldviews depicting ecosystems as a web of resource 
exchange. In this scheme, human beings accept their inevitable role in the 
web of life, both respectfully taking and taking care to give back resources 
rather than simply seeking to minimise taking of resources.

Confrontation

Anger is one of the three root mental poisons in Buddhism, and violence runs 
counter to the most important traditional ethical precept, harmlessness, as 
well as the Mahāyāna Buddhist emphasis on compassion (e.g. Anderson 2019; 
Cozort 1995). Buddhism also places high value on cultivating equanimity. This 
is particularly the case for contemporary Western Buddhism where practi
tioners often focus on meditation and mindfulness practice to cultivate 
a calm mental state (e.g. Loy 2018). In contrast, Western activism, including 
environmentalism and the new climate movement, often features open 
expressions of anger and aggression; restless, disruptive, and confrontational 
action such as non-violent direct action (NVDA) in XR protests; and even 
outright violence (for anger and climate change, see Bergman 2023; 
Gregersen, Andersen, and Tvinnereim 2023). This makes situations of con
frontation that may involve or give rise to agitation, aggression, civic disobe
dience, public criticism, police interference, criminal activity and violence an 
important point of negotiation for Buddhist climate activists (see also McRae  
2018).

The participants display a wide range of views regarding confrontation. 
One participant described anger as a dangerous emotion, easily leading to 
distorted views and unwise reactive behaviour even when the person con
siders to be behaving in a justified manner, and its expression should be 
restrained. Many participants described it to be important to develop positive 
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and equanimous mental states before and during climate actions, avoiding 
agitation and aggression that give rise to similar qualities in others and are 
counterproductive for achieving the goals of activism.4

For me there’s something really important about doing activism in the spirit of 
the world that we hope to bring about. There’s no point doing your activism in 
an angry way. Then you’re laying the seeds for there to be anger in the world. 
Much better for me at least to continually be attempting to embed my activism 
in peace, in steadiness, in loving kindness, because that’s meaningful and 
profound in and of itself in that moment and because it’s also creating condi
tions for more of that in the world in the future. (P3)

Many participants describe liking XR because of its avoidance of violence and 
focus on NVDA, consistent with Buddhist philosophy. Nevertheless, some 
participants also consider anger and even violence to potentially serve 
a purpose in activism. One participant had re-evaluated his relationship to 
anger upon reflecting on the XR slogan ‘love and rage’, beginning to see rage 
as a complement to love rather than an opposing force. Several participants 
described the avoidance of difficult emotions, particularly anger, and discus
sions or situations that may involve confrontation in Buddhist communities to 
be a major obstacle to social and climate engagement. One participant 
connected a non-confrontational culture in Western Buddhist communities 
also to white privilege and patriarchy, repressing atypical expressions of 
emotions.

In that Black Dharma discussion thing there’s also talk about the problem of 
suffocating expressions of anger from the white middle class liberal Buddhists 
that may be part of the natural self-expression of some other groups of people. 
I can definitely see that dynamic, see how it’s played out in my own life and my 
conditioning. Personally, I’ve not always been able to express anger as much as 
might be healthy to do for various reasons, my family conditions and stuff. 
Growing up, I’ve had [Buddhist] teachers encourage me, like I want to get to the 
forgiveness part when something has happened, and my teacher [is] like, 
‘Maybe you should write, don’t send it but write an angry letter, express your 
anger’. But these are American Buddhist teachers. I mean emotions are so 
culturally affected that it’s fine, maybe Tibetan teachers can talk about anger 
being this huge poison, ‘Don’t do it unless you’re really seriously in the Tantric 
path. But just a scratch or two beyond the anger is grief, and a feeling of 
helplessness’. Like there’s anger because these people aren’t having the reac
tions that I want them to have. But [. . .] I think the anger can be really clarifying 
sometimes, not to stay in it, because it can really solidify identity really quickly, 
but it can really call your attention to something. I’d side more with the 
Buddhist teachers that say it’s okay, we got to get real about this being an 
important emotion, not to live in but to feel. (P9)

Several participants reported experiencing anger towards Buddhists or peo
ple in general who were disengaged or disinterested in the climate crisis or 
had unsustainable lifestyles; politicians implementing insufficient climate 
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policies in favour of short-term and local economic goals and pleasing con
stituents; and large corporations with high fossil fuel emissions and yielding 
political power. Some did not problematise these experiences, appearing to 
accept them as part of their Western cultural upbringing. Others struggled 
with resolving them with their Buddhist philosophy, and some had accepted, 
decreased or transcended them through Buddhist philosophy (e.g. imperma
nence) or meditative practices (e.g. equanimity).

Sometimes it [social engagement] becomes an internal conflict as a Buddhist. 
Most Buddhists do not engage because they feel when you engage, you come 
into opposition with people. It’s hard if you come to opposition to not disturb 
the inner peace of mind. We have always been mind training to have inner 
peace of mind and not to go and get affected by what’s outside there, because 
outside there has always been told to us is illusory. It’s impermanent, it’s 
a passing thing, it’s a karmic thing. You do not engage in a way that disturbs 
the inner peace, nor create outer tensions, unless you are a Bodhisattva. [. . .] 
I still have anger when I see inaction, especially the corporations. I would be 
lying if I said, oh, I love them so much. I do not love them, especially the 
corporations that are logging our old growth, destroying the ecosystem, and 
the fossil fuels and the pipelines. The anger comes from watching people like 
myself being handed roughly or brutally by the police or being paid by the 
industry that has all the power. They are all common folks, the indigenous 
people, they are brutalized, jailed, what have you. I would be lying if I said 
I didn’t feel some anger. [. . .] How do I process it? Besides just the statement 
that you’re not supposed to have anger, you’re supposed to look at it as 
impermanent, that it is not you, it is not I, there’s no I. Anger as an emotion is 
something you have to observe as a phenomenon that arises, and then may 
[recedes] at some point. But because eco-anxiety is permanently there, because 
the environment is permanently getting worse and worse, it’s harder to handle. 
If I was angry at something, at an event that had a time frame, oh, you know, 
someone just kicked my car, so I get angry, I can handle that. That’s easier to 
handle because it’s past, he has kicked my car and he’s gone off. After a few 
hours, my anger subsides. But it’s like handling a low-grade fever that won’t go 
away. (P7)

Several participants described anger as a force that can be motivated by or 
channelled through compassion into productive action. This type of anger 
was likened to moral outrage and called fierce or wrathful compassion. It was 
contrasted with anger targeted at particular people, ‘anger at’, characterised 
by blaming. Several participants also noted that XR fosters a culture of non- 
blaming which they considered to be consistent with the Buddhist approach 
to rage in activism. Similar to compassion in general, fierce compassion was 
also described as either situational and spontaneous or involving abstract 
knowledge and reflection. One participant described the latter form of rage 
as a force that brings down destructive social and economic structures, but 
nevertheless, arguing in favour of the primacy of more gentle forms of 
compassion.
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In Tibetan Buddhism, we have these wrathful deities, with fangs and big eyes 
and hair and all that. We have our methods for transforming anger through 
compassion into something which is still a very strong force in the world. That is 
basically how I practice. It’s transformation of anger into a compassionate 
power rather than to destroy the other person, that really is negative. But to 
destroy the ideology or system or political structures or economic structures, to 
some extent, that very powerful energy is useful. It’s destroying itself. In a way, 
we don’t need to do too much. We probably need to be more looking after the 
people who are suffering through the collapse. [. . .] I’ve mentioned it before but 
still I say compassion is the most important part of this whole process for me. 
(P1)

Several participants described previous negative experiences with social or 
climate activism due to the involvement of aggression and violence. Some of 
them had been deterred from activism because of this. They considered non- 
violent XR, faith group and Buddhist climate activism to align better with their 
values and preferences. Buddhist sitting or walking meditation protests were 
particularly described to have a positive, stabilising effect on other activists, 
onlookers, and the Buddhist protesters themselves.

In practice on the ground, in Rebellions, people seem to really like our 
Buddhists. Quite a few times we’ve done walking meditation through the 
chaotic, different places where Rebellions [are] happening and people bow at 
us or give us a thumbs up, because we bring something quite different. There’s 
a lot of noise at Rebellions [. . .] and the Buddhists counterbalance that quite 
nicely. There’s something about that sitting still and solid that I think is really 
important, and other people have said that too. I think that’s our contribution. 
(P5)

The participants represented various positions regarding confrontational 
aspects in climate protests. At one extreme, one participant who was 
engaged in various other forms of climate activism but not in protests 
described admiring protesters but being afraid to do so herself because of 
the damage to her reputation from being arrested. At the other extreme, one 
participant described enjoying being confrontational, and that such people 
are enriched among activists. Several participants had engaged in various 
forms of NVDA, including planning to be and being arrested, accepting NVDA 
as a way to bring political and public attention to the climate crisis. One 
participant described being strict about non-violence in protests and when 
participating in activist recruitment, screening candidates against a tendency 
for aggression and violence.

There were also participants who were open to the use of violence in 
protests. One participant (P1) described sympathy towards limited and stra
tegic violence against property by other activists, as long as it was not 
motivated by a reactive, angry response, although he described an unwill
ingness to personally destroy property. Another participant (P7) even 
described sympathy towards violence against people to prevent even greater 
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human suffering and ecosystem destruction. Although they considered this 
to be against the basic Buddhist teachings on non-violence and restraining 
the expression of anger, they also derived a compassion-based Buddhist 
justification for this. They used examples from the Jātaka tales describing 
past lives of the Buddha as a Bodhisattva who would sometimes commit 
violent acts out of compassion, sacrificing himself by a willingness to carry the 
dire consequences of the negative karma thus created. Despite presenting 
this rationale, they described themselves as being conflicted around the issue 
and thus far avoiding violence.5

[The] Bodhisattva path is an exception. [. . .] The renunciant and hermit go to the 
mountains, eat as little as you can, live a very simple life and practice. That 
would be more of the Arahant path where you’re actually liberating yourself, 
which is great. You send out all these positive, peaceful vibes to everyone else 
of the sentient world. But the Bodhisattva path, if you read the sutras of the 
Bodhisattvas and even of Siddhartha Buddha himself, that has a lot of sacrifice 
in them. [. . .] The Bodhisattva path is very hard because it requires you to look at 
the karma around you and assess it right now, right here. You don’t have 
a precedent what do a Bodhisattva do in this case. We don’t go out and kill 
people or plant a bomb and hurt people in process. But then do we just do the 
minimal and see the poor people of the third nations all die away? Because 
that’s what’s happening. The climate emergency will affect the poorer nations 
first, the lowest rung of the human society. Is it a Bodhisattva to say, I’m not 
going to look at this because they’re so far away? [. . .] The whole thing is going 
out of proportion, the way they make profit, especially the timber companies 
[. . .] and the extractive industry, and the oil and the fossil fuel industry is just 
way off the profit. What does the Bodhisattva do in this case? I don’t know. The 
Bodhisattva only have to decide when the time comes. I’m practicing, I did take 
my Bodhisattva vows, and this is also an occasion where it comes into practice. 
(P7)

Buddhist Praxis

Climate activism had altered the Buddhist practice of most participants. 
Western Buddhist practice often focuses on sitting meditation practice, 
which had been affected in numerous ways (Loy 2018; McMahan 2008). 
Most participants were involved in Buddhist XR protests involving sitting 
meditation. Some had also taken part in walking meditation protests. This 
had extended their private and communal spiritual practice into the public 
sphere.

Some participants reported powerful experiences during sitting medita
tion in protests, involving experiences of moral alignment, boundlessness 
and unity with the more-than-human world. For many participants, the 
experiences of sitting meditation in protests had also affected their sitting 
meditation practice elsewhere. One participant described their meditation 
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content to have extended into social and structural issues and the collective 
karma involved, contemplating how countless people contribute to complex 
structural problems such as the fossil fuel industry. One participant described 
a powerful experience of nonseparation with the more-than-human world 
during an XR protest where they were tied to a car in the middle of an anti- 
logging protest (for oneness experiences in meditation, see Van Lente and 
Hogan 2020; for their relevance for pro-environmental behaviour, see; 
Garfield et al. 2014). The experience had transformed the trajectory of their 
entire life, including artist career and spiritual practice. One participant 
described a sitting meditation practice in an XR protest prior to being 
arrested to have been their most powerful meditative experience and experi
ence of congruence.

The participants also commonly reported using sitting meditation practice 
combined with Buddhist philosophy (e.g. teachings on impermanence of 
conditioned phenomena and letting go of attachment) to recognise, 
embrace and calm difficult emotions and experiences, ranging from climate 
grief, anger, despair and hopelessness to interpersonal conflicts and rest
lessness during protests (for various climate emotions, see Pihkala 2022b). 
Some participants described periods of withdrawal from activism into inter
nal Buddhist practice to recharge from, reflect on, or seek reorientation in 
social and climate engagement.

In addition to extending their practice to the public sphere, many partici
pants had been involved in resourcing non-Buddhist activists by facilitating 
sharing of experiences from actions and climate emotions as part of regen
erative culture work in XR, and allowing other activists and onlookers to join 
meditation protests. Although most forms of Buddhism do not seek to 
actively convert people, in this manner, these participants had extended 
their Buddhist teaching and practice to cover also non-Buddhists in varying 
degrees. Thereby, they used Buddhism to participate in a transformation of 
activism and help people deal with difficult climate emotions and other 
experiences.

As a result of climate engagement, some participants had also begun to 
incorporate natural settings into their individual and private spiritual practice, 
seeking a stronger connection between their spiritual practice and the envir
onment. Two participants running a Buddhist temple at their house had 
incorporated outdoor walks and meditation into their communal spiritual 
practice. Several participants described spending more time and practicing 
meditation in their garden, with two participants reporting communing with 
trees.

In addition to sitting and walking meditation, the participants also 
reported incorporating environmental themes in individual and communal 
chanting ceremonies and rituals. A group of XR Buddhists have had work
shops featuring, among others, Buddhist practices for dealing with climate 
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emotions (The Work That Reconnects by Joanna Macy et al.; see Macy and 
Brown 2014) and communal 1-h mantra meditations led by several people 
with the mantra being dedicated for environmental purposes. One partici
pant who felt intense environmental grief was encouraged by a Buddhist 
teacher during a retreat to develop a grief ritual. Creatively applying elements 
from a teaching by US Insight Meditation teacher Jack Kornfield, he has 
developed a morning ritual in his garden shrine including communing with 
trees, sitting meditation, and placing stones on the shrine table accompanied 
by a prayer representing and commemorating the 200 species lost to extinc
tion each day (for the importance of ritual for engaging with ecological grief, 
see e.g. Menning 2017).

In addition to collective meditation and rituals around environmental 
themes or in natural settings, many participants are involved in Buddhist 
climate engagement or activist groups featuring teachings on Buddhism and 
ecology and sharing of climate emotions and experiences from activism. 
Many participants describe these communal experiences as extremely impor
tant for their mental well-being and spiritual practice.

Upon their climate awakening, several participants describe experiences of 
distance, loneliness and irritation regarding their original Buddhist commu
nity owing to a disregard for and disengagement with the climate crisis, 
considered to be self-serving, ignorant and uncompassionate. Similarly, 
many participants describe experiences of distance from previous and other 
activists owing to an external focus and aggression. Several participants 
elaborately describe the importance of connecting with other Buddhists 
who are also concerned about environmental issues, sharing their core 
values, worldview and spiritual approach. Some participants describe con
necting more with Buddhist climate activists from different Buddhist tradi
tions than with disengaged Buddhists in their own tradition. One participant 
describes meeting other Buddhists engaged in climate activism as pivotal for 
a deepened commitment to Buddhist practice. Although most of the 
Buddhists in her primary Buddhist community are disengaged, she considers 
the existence of like-minded Buddhists elsewhere to be reason enough to 
have faith in the capacity to combine Buddhism with environmental concern 
important for her. Only one participant is critical of other Buddhist climate 
activists, considering them to be too non-confrontational and aligning more 
with stronger advocacy represented by Christian faith groups as well as 
radical solitary examples of climate activism.

I’m not a typical Buddhist [. . . .], I don’t relate to a lot of Buddhists. I often find 
more in common with Christians because of the devotional aspect of 
Christianity, and just the flavour of Christianity. [. . .] We [XR Buddhists] do 
a lot of meditating, and it’s not my favourite thing. Chanting is our main 
practice . . . [. . .] There are a lot of Buddhists who don’t like the idea of con
frontation or doing anything that upsets anyone else. That’s a big thing in 
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Buddhism. [. . .] I think that’s true for everybody, lots of people don’t like that, 
but Buddhists especially can feel like it’s not ever helpful to upset other people. 
[. . .] I’ve got a part that quite likes breaking rules. Lots of people in XR have got 
that part because that makes it possible, because we’ve all got the rule follow
ing ones as well. We probably all have both parts. The ones that like to break the 
rules, I talked to a few XR colleagues who enjoy that, quite free. [. . .] It can be 
controversial, hunger strikes [are] controversial. I had a Christian colleague who 
sewed his lips shut as an action a couple of years ago, and that was very 
controversial. Some people were very disturbed by that. I thought it’s very 
powerful action. (P5)

Efficacy

Similar to climate activists in general, the Buddhist climate activists struggled 
with questions around efficacy. These negotiations interacted with negotia
tions concerning engagement and confrontation, such that efficacy was 
sometimes presented as a major justification for social and climate engage
ment and the confrontations, tensions, and disruptions involved, including all 
the related Buddhist themes described above. Most participants considered 
individual lifestyle changes and activism to have relatively low efficacy com
pared to collective activism. Some participants considered collective climate 
activism to have great efficacy. One participant described climate activism as 
continuing the legacy of historical social movements that have transformed 
societies and politics. One participant described XR protests to have already 
had great effect in climate policy and public awareness of the climate crisis.

I see that [climate protests bringing about change] since the first Rebellion and 
the climate strike. Greta [Thunberg] is also a massive part of this, the national 
conversation has massively changed around climate change. I think that’s 
largely because of XR and Greta. I’ve got no proof of that, but the timescale 
seems to fit. I think that it has had a massive impact on the country. Even 
Insulate Britain, I wasn’t a part of it, but I know that people are starting to talk 
about them more positively now because of the energy crisis. As an individual, 
and as a group, as part of that movement, I think it has a massive potential for 
change, and activism has led to massive change in history. It has, it hasn’t. We 
have the civil rights movement, and that was amazing, but there’s still racism, 
it’s not like it solves everything. [. . .] Women still live under patriarchy in lots of 
ways, it’s not like the suffragette solves that, that they got to vote. There’s some 
big things that can happen, so I have hope, but also I’m not certain about that. 
(P5)

Several participants described distrust for the ability of the political and 
corporate establishment to affect change, as well as the power of major 
corporations to influence politicians, motivating a need to operate outside 
of the system of representative democracy. Nonetheless, many of the 
participants with this stance were uncertain about the efficacy of the 
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new climate movement, considering various ways to renew the mode of 
activism and alternative forms of engagement. Some participants consid
ered disruptive XR protests (e.g. road blocking) to cause irritation in the 
public and to be counterproductive for the aims of the activism, while 
others considered widespread disruption to be effective for drawing poli
tical and public attention to the urgency of the climate crisis and inade
quate climate policies. Some participants considered XR and the new 
climate movement at large to have exhausted its initial momentum build
ing up since its origins in 2018 until the global wave of climate protests in 
September 2019, and to be in a state of reorientation, with an unclear 
outcome. One participant (P10) described the social and political system in 
the West to have gradually developed ‘immunity’ against NVDA since the 
time of Martin Luther King, absorbing new protest movements through 
marginal arrests and media coverage with decreasing public interest and 
political efficacy. She described a need to invest more in other modes of 
climate engagement besides protests such as lobbying and public strikes. 
One participant also described the need to develop forms of grassroots 
participatory democracy for individual citizens to have a stronger voice in 
climate policy.

Several participants described having accepted the inevitability of large- 
scale socio-ecological collapse. Some among them had adopted a Deep 
Adaptation view (Bendell and Read 2021), holding that people must also 
prepare to adapt to the collapse rather than simply focus their efforts on 
preventing or mitigating it. Through views and practices decreasing greed 
and overconsumption, Buddhism was seen by several participants to have 
efficacy for the transformation of consciousness required for adaptation to 
the collapse.

Several participants also considered Buddhist views and practices to 
increase the efficacy of conventional climate activism by resourcing activists, 
introducing inner work to complement external actions, and to conduct 
activism in the spirit of the world the activists seek to create. Despite this 
widely held view, some participants also criticised other Buddhists for inac
tion and questioned the ability of Buddhists in general to undergo or inspire 
a green transition. One participant (P10) attributed this to the lack of pro
phetic authorities in Buddhist communities who could create visions for the 
future, as well as the lack of a tradition of organising the communities for 
action, in contrast to Christianity seen to perform better on these fronts. 
Another participant (P5) also appreciated Christianity for a stronger social 
ethos. As described above for engagement and confrontation, many partici
pants reported avoidance of social involvement and difficult topics in com
munities, preferring to focus on meditation practice and the cultivation of 
positive mental states and group harmony. This inner, self and positive focus 
was seen as an obstacle for climate engagement and efficacy.
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With regard to the importance of efficacy for their climate engagement 
(for discussion, see e.g. Sangervo et al. 2022; Angill-Williams and Davis 2021), 
some participants considered that one human individual can have only very 
small efficacy, practicing accepting and not being deterred by this reality. 
Some attributed this to the Buddhist concept of collective karma, describing 
the outcome of the ecocrisis as not being in their hands alone but that each 
person should still take responsibility for their part. This was described not 
only as a depressing but also as a liberating insight: one can do one’s small 
part and feel that that is sufficient, without feeling responsible for the entire 
global issue. This approach is in line with active and radical hope identified 
previously among XR protesters (Stuart 2020). Other participants struggled 
with the desire to bring about systems change and described feelings of rage, 
depression and paralysis after a period of intense climate activism that had 
not led to the expected changes in climate policy (on crisis and burnout in 
activism, see e.g. Hoggett and Randall 2018; Nairn 2019).

Many participants expressed acting primarily from a sense of moral align
ment, living according to their values, rather than from a desire or attachment 
to achieving particular sociopolitical or ecological outcomes. Some of these 
participants described simultaneously carefully considering issues of efficacy 
in their modes of engagement. In the most radical form of this approach, 
some participants described being primarily motivated by moral alignment 
and compassion, with little concern for efficacy. This could be considered as 
an approach beyond active or radical hope, one of transcending hope entirely 
(on a similar phenomenon in a Christian context, see LaMothe 2024). Such an 
approach of transcending hope was connected to Buddhist teachings on 
non-attachment, virtue ethics (i.e. importance of cultivating nonharming, 
compassion, and equanimity for their own sake as part of mental cultivation 
on the path to enlightenment rather than to obtain any particular external 
outcomes), and trusting in the unknown but inevitable positive karmic con
sequences of actions motivated by positive mental states and wisdom.

But then the challenge is to do this anyway, right, even if it’s not going to be 
effective to avoid that. We can slow it, maybe, but we can also be live in 
alignment with what matters. That’s all I can do, that’s really what you can do. 
You can’t rely on results ever, on anything. You can do your best. I don’t mean 
that in a glib way. I mean, be the best person or respond in the most aligned 
way with what you know to be true, real and compassionate. That’s just all you 
can do. (P2)

Discussion

In the study at hand, we have sought to examine climate activism and 
Buddhism as resources in individual identity work, using the framework of 
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late modern self-reflexivity, with particular attention paid to tensions and 
negotiations between the two resources. We found that the participants 
considered various aspects of Buddhism and climate activism to be compa
tible, but we also identified four major themes of negotiation: engagement, 
confrontation, Buddhist praxis and efficacy. These negotiations had major 
effects on how participants interpreted and practiced Buddhism and activism.

The biographic frames presented by the participants reflect various com
mon themes: personally significant experiences of the more-than-human world 
(positive connection or experiences of degradation; Chawla 1999, 2020); family 
background of social justice (Chawla 1999); distraught response to recent 
political events (e.g. Brexit referendum; and election of Donald Trump as 
President of the US; Hickman et al. 2021); counterculture features (including 
vegetarianism) exhibited by Western Buddhists (Jackson 1988; Kaza 2005; 
MacMahan 2009); Western cultural legacy of Christian social relief work or 
family background of social justice issues (Chawla 1999; Dorrien 1995); and 
the legacy of historical social and environmental movements, including the 
Christian tradition of social relief work (King 2009). They also reflect the 
individual, eclectic, fragmentary and dynamic nature of identity work in late 
modern Western societies. Notably, Buddhism was seldom self-identified by 
the study participants as a key driver of climate activism. Nevertheless, 
Buddhism and activism bidirectionally influenced each other in numerous 
ways. Furthermore, the continuums constructed in the biographic frames 
reflect the production of continuity in self-identity, a sense of coherence in 
different times and contexts. The reflexive process of constructing identity has 
been described as negotiating a coherent life story (e. g. McAdams 2006), 
which is illustrated in the interviews.

Our results demonstrate the research participants’ awareness of different 
views, representation, social expectations, values and in some cases also 
stereotypes related to both Buddhism and environmental activism. 
Identities are not merely ‘picked’ or chosen but actively negotiated and 
constructed from and in relation to these elements and resources as illumi
nated by our results. The participants argue their positions in relation to them 
in a typical manner for identity work (Mannarini, Fedi, and Pozzi 2024; Stryker  
2000), rejecting some experiences and views, and fitting different values, 
views and expectations related to Buddhism and activism together. They 
interpret both practices of climate activism and Buddhist teaching and prac
tice actively, also in differing ways from one another.

The negotiation between Buddhism and activism is especially vivid in 
relation to the theme of confrontation, which illustrates how a seeming 
contradiction (McDonald, Fielding, and Louis 2012) is reconciled with differ
ent strategies. These include, for example, rejecting certain experiences, 
representations or characteristics of both Buddhism and activism, choosing 
reference groups such as specific types of Buddhists or activists (ideals; 
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Craddock 2020), accommodating contradictory elements such as aggression 
with one’s own mental state or channelling anger through compassion, and 
applying Buddhist practice (sitting meditation) to a method of demonstration 
or vice versa, making the demonstration a part of one’s Buddhist practice.

As suggested by Nita (2016), negotiations between the two examined 
identities include assimilation of new discursive units (such as anger, con
frontation) to one’s faith, and interpretation of viewpoints related to environ
mental activism to the language of one’s religion. And on the other hand, our 
results show how Buddhism is also interpreted to the language of climate 
activism and its core values. Values, especially related to preserving the 
environment, but also to Buddhism (such as compassion), provide 
a fundament in the navigation of identity construction of the Buddhist 
climate activists as suggested by Hitlin (2007) and also Gecas (2000). 
Indeed, despite the nuanced argumentation provided by the participants, 
many of them expressed acting from ‘a sense of moral alignment’, living 
according to their values (on living according to one’s values and its connec
tion to eudaimonic wellbeing, see e.g. Hüppauff, Richter, and Hunecke 2022; 
Ryan, Huta, and Deci 2006). This core of value-identity thus seems to direct 
the negotiations and to precede questions such as efficacy in the thinking of 
the participants.

Negotiations around social and environmental engagement echo themes 
discussed in earlier work on socially engaged Buddhism. Turning away from 
the illusory and impermanent world of samsara is rebuked by invoking the 
importance of a felt sense of compassion and interconnectedness, especially 
in the context of the Mahāyāna Buddhist Bodhisattva path, considered to 
cause a mature Buddhist practitioner to, by necessity, respond to suffering 
around oneself (King 2009; Macy 2009). Such compassion and interconnec
tion are closely connected to knowledge of modern climate science and the 
large-scale suffering ensuing from the climate crisis (similar observations are 
made by Wiseman 2021, 145 − 149). Merging Western and Buddhist ele
ments, the climate crisis is conceptualised as a systemic problem brought 
about by collective karma, with each individual having a personal share of 
responsibility for the problem (on interpretations of karma and social engage
ment, see King 2009). Disengaged Buddhists are criticised, among others, for 
using Buddhist practice as a spiritual bypass, for having an overtly intellectual 
approach to Buddhism, and for lacking compassion. Biospheric versions of 
Buddhist philosophy are advocated and creatively reformulated, drawing 
inspiration also from indigenous worldviews, to support a more caring rela
tionship to the more-than-human world. Similar alignment with biospheric 
worldviews has also been observed recently in a study on a number of 
Norwegians concerned about the climate crisis (Løkken 2022). Therefore, 
the identity work of Western Buddhist climate activists on this theme draws 
influences both from Buddhism and climate activism, seeking to merge the 
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two in meaningful ways. Acting according to one’s values is a central way of 
maintaining but also reflecting self-identity (e.g. Grönlund 2011).

Previously identified sources of commitment to environmental protec
tion include belief in the intrinsic rights or holiness of ecosystems, a belief 
that environmental work makes life meaningful, and a sense of obligation 
to do what one understands to be right (e.g. Chawla 1999, 18). All these 
themes occur in the study participants’ interpretations of Buddhist doc
trine and practice. Buddhist doctrine is reformulated to emphasise rever
ence for the more-than-human world, climate activism is considered 
a deep expression of Buddhist virtues and practice, and Buddhist cultiva
tion and insight are commonly considered to oblige to climate responsi
bility. Adopting and advocating for biocentric formulations of Buddhism 
also suggest that Buddhist climate activists have a strong environmental 
identity (EID), considering themselves to be an integrated component of 
the natural environment, which has been linked to environmental concern 
and pro-environmental behaviour (Clayton et al. 2021). Therefore, Buddhist 
climate activists draw on features from Buddhism linked in a general 
societal and broad international context to committed, long-term environ
mental engagement.

A particularly intriguing interpretation made by some participants after 
several years of active climate engagement was to return to a focus on 
teaching or practicing Buddhist meditation and study, considering this to 
represent a deep form of climate engagement (e.g. partaking in ‘transforma
tion of consciousness’ needed for a sustainability transition in society). Some 
participants reported that this was felt to be needed also in relation to 
psychological wellbeing. In this manner, some study participants were able 
to consider themselves to be deeply engaged with the climate crisis despite 
decreasing pro-environmental behaviour on the outside. While this approach 
may allow participants to manage identity conflicts regarding a felt sense of 
importance of the climate crisis and attraction to meditation focused 
Buddhist practice, its immediate implications on pro-environmental beha
viour may be negative. This subset of participants highlights the endogenous 
focus (change within themselves) characteristic of the study participants in 
general relative to an exogenous focus (change within the other; for use of 
these terms in a typology of climate activists, see Kirsop-Taylor, Russel, and 
Jensen 2023). Thus, the empirical findings from this study support previous 
theoretical work on engaged Buddhism (e.g. King 2009) and Buddhist envir
onmentalism (e.g. Kaza 2018) suggesting that an endogenous focus is char
acteristic of Buddhist climate activists. Several study participants also 
described feelings of alienation from other activists in non-Buddhists con
texts because of an external focus typical for Western activism. Moreover, 
some participants described Extinction Rebellion to be attractive partly 
because of also incorporating endogenous aspects (e.g. regenerative culture 
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work to resource activists). Together these results demonstrate that negotiat
ing one’s position in the endogenous-exogenous continuum is a major 
source of tension for Buddhist climate activists. The resulting focus will 
depend on the relative strength of the individual’s alignment with different 
aspects of Buddhism and climate activism, often changing over time and the 
arc of activism (cf., Hoggett and Randall 2018).

The participants displayed a wide array of ways of relating to confronta
tion, including irritation, conflicts, aggression and violence. These responses 
can be positioned in various parts of the continuum from endorsing equani
mity and restraint to accepting anger and disruptive behaviour. Buddhist 
elements on the danger of anger and importance of virtuous intentions of 
equanimity and compassion were used to endorse the former approach, 
while fierce compassion bringing down destructive systems and the sacrificial 
Bodhisattva practice of skilful means, performing violent acts to prevent even 
greater violence, were used to endorse the latter approach. Some participants 
also explicitly criticised Buddhism for repression of anger and conflict, pre
venting addressing important issues, describing themselves to also draw 
positive influences on anger and confrontation from Western culture, eman
cipation movements, and activism.6 The wide range of views on this issue 
suggests that confrontation is a strong point of contention between 
Buddhism and Western activism, despite the observation that the culture of 
non-blaming, non-violence and activist regeneration in the Extinction 
Rebellion were appreciated by many participants. The polarisation between 
the two resources around confrontation could explain why individuals 
resolve the issue in such different ways, reflecting personal histories, prefer
ences, and emphases among sources of influence. It also illustrates different 
approaches to a potential identity conflict between climate activism and 
Buddhism, and the negotiations related to the potential conflict.

Buddhist practice was so strongly and comprehensively affected by 
climate activism that it emerged as a separate theme of negotiation. 
Notably, upon their climate awakening, many participants described 
a sense of separation from other Buddhists, similar to that reported in 
general by Western people in contrast to the surrounding society that 
has not awakened (Løkken 2022). Many participants also described 
a sense of separation from other activists because of an external 
focus or endorsement of aggression. Therefore, in terms of Buddhist 
practice, finding other Buddhists concerned about the climate crisis was 
a pivotal experience for many participants. Social relations and the 
social identity provided by such group membership can be viewed as 
a vital resource in reflection and constructing self-identity (e.g. Tajfel  
1981). In these communities, participants held teachings on Buddhism 
and ecology; shared personal thoughts, emotions and experiences on 
the climate crisis and activism; practiced communal meditation, rituals 
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and chanting, often with environmental content and in natural settings; 
and planned and engaged in climate activism, typically featuring walk
ing or sitting meditation. These collective contexts, in turn, fed back 
into the personal Buddhist practice of the participants, incorporating 
elements of the more-than-human world and structural issues into their 
personal meditation practice and rituals. The Buddhist practice forms 
that emerged also derived influences from indigenous ways of dwelling 
among and intimately connecting with the non-human world, such as 
communing with trees. Such changes in Buddhist practice may be 
considered to represent attempts by participants to incorporate key 
new identity elements such as an increased importance of the non- 
human world and structural issues into their personal practice, and 
separation from forms of practice that feature detachment from the 
more-than-human world and a self-betterment focus.

The efficacy of activism also emerged as a key point of negotiation. 
On the one hand, perceived efficacy was used to justify social engage
ment, itself a point of negotiation. On the other hand, attaching to 
outcomes common in Western activism was widely criticised. Most 
participants held positions of radical hope also reported previously 
among Extinction Rebellion activists, described as accepting that one 
cannot prevent large-scale socio-ecological destruction but is still moti
vated to do what one can out of moral alignment, that is, living and 
acting according to one’s values (Stuart 2020). This notion of moral 
alignment was associated with powerful meditative experiences by 
several participants during climate actions, combining a more general 
Western theme with a Buddhist practice context. Such experiences of 
internal alignment, freedom and equanimity could even be described as 
an even more radical form of transcendence of hope, with participants 
drawing on Buddhist elements of impermanence, the importance of 
virtuous intentions (e.g. compassion) alone for positive karmic out
comes (that may not be known), letting go of attachment, and 
equanimity.

The results of this study show how multifaceted identity issues can be 
in the context of the current socio-ecological crisis. Ecological/environ
mental identity, religious identity and activist identity are strongly inter
woven and interactively constructed, a process involving negotiation 
between conflicting elements and considerable internal tensions and 
struggle. Emotions also strongly affected negotiations of identity and 
vice versa. This theme is broad, and the authors address it in a separate 
paper (Cairns and Pihkala). Moreover, the present study contributes to the 
burgeoning field of Religion and Ecology, exploring how Buddhism med
iates the response of adherents to the climate crisis at both psychological 
and behavioural levels.
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Notes

1. Western Buddhism refers to the study and practice of Buddhism in the West, 
especially Europe and North America, by non-Asian converts (Cheah and Suh  
2022).

2. In another research article, the author(s) focus more explicitly on the role of 
climate emotions and pro-environmental behaviour for these activists (Cairns 
and Pihkala).

3. The same data has also been analysed specifically from the viewpoint of 
environmental emotions (Cairns and Pihkala).

4. For a wider discussion of climate anger among the respondents, see Cairns and 
Pihkala.

5. ‘When I do direct action, I think I would still be very much on the middle 
way. I hope we’ll never come to the point where you do actively see your 
life being threatened. You do actually see your children’s life being threa
tened if the government continues to approve the licences for logging out 
trees and lying to us. Like the latest BBC expose that Drax that powers UK’s 
energy harvests the primary forest from Canada, which is a colony of UK, to 
turn into wood pellets to burn in their big furnace to give power to UK. 
They had lied to the public because they told us that they were using the 
slash path, which is all the leftover after logging, but they were actually 
logging primary forest. All these kind of lies make it very hard not to be 
radical. Because it’s almost like some of my peers saying, well, they’re all 
out to kill us. Because who’s going to die first when the climate crisis 
comes? This is the time where I have to use the middle way or the 
Bodhisattva’. (P7)

6. For more discussion on the interpretations of climate anger by the respondents 
and negotiations on climate emotions, see Cairns and Pihkala.
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