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ABSTRACT

Environmental thinkers sympathetic to Buddhism sometimes reason as follows: 
(1) A holistic view of the world, according to which humans are regarded as 
being ʻone  ̓with nature, will necessarily engender environmental concern; (2) 
the Buddhist teaching of ̒ emptiness  ̓represents such a view; therefore (3) Bud-
dhism is an environmentally-friendly religion.

In this paper, I argue that the first premise of this argument is false (a holistic 
view of the world can be reconciled with a markedly eco-unfriendly attitude) 
as is the second (in speaking of emptiness, Buddhist thinkers are not proposing 
an ʻecological  ̓conception of the world). Yet the conclusion is, I suggest, true: 
Buddhism is in certain respects environmentally-friendly, not for the reasons 
cited above, but because of the view, encapsulated in its teachings and practices, 
that certain dispositions to treat the natural environment well are an integral 
part of human well-being.
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1.

Two assumptions are often made in studies of the environmental implications 
of Buddhism: (1) that Buddhism is an environmentally-friendly religion, and 
(2) that this is because of the stress placed, in its teachings, on the ʻoneness  ̓of 
humans and nature. In this paper I argue that while (2) is false, (1) is true, that 
(to be more precise) Buddhism is environmentally-friendly, not on account of its 
endorsing some notion of the ̒ oneness  ̓of humans and nature (which it doesnʼt), 
but because of its distinctive conception of the good life.

Before setting out this argument, however, it is necessary both to clarify 
what it might mean to say that humans and nature are ʻone  ̓and to explain why 
anyone might think that Buddhists endorse such a view. A good place to begin in 
doing this is with the concept of nature, the realm that, according to (2), humans 
are supposed to be ʻone  ̓with. It might seem appropriate, then, to begin with a 
question such as the following:

Q1) What do Buddhists believe nature is?

This, however, is a poorly formed question, and for several reasons. For one 
thing, it is not clear who the ʻBuddhists  ̓referred to are. Buddhism is, after all, 
a broad church, and Buddhists from different traditions often believe different 
things about nature. Indeed it cannot be assumed at the outset of our inquiry 
that their comportment towards nature is best understood in terms of belief.1 
A further complication is that it is not obvious what, in this context, the term 
ʻnature  ̓means. It is not clear, for example, whether Q1 is meant to refer to 
nature-as-opposed-to-the-supernatural or to nature-as-a-realm-relatively-unaf-
fected-by-human-activity, or to some other conception. Moreover, even if we can 
specify what we mean by nature in the present context, it is a further question 
whether any traditions of Buddhism have entertained such a conception. For 
instance, one would not be justified in assuming that Buddhists have subscribed 
to the notion that reality can be divided into two realms, the supernatural and 
the natural.

I will engage with some of these issues below. For the moment, however, 
I would like to consider one answer to Q1 that is often implied in discussions 
of the topic:

A1) Buddhists believe that all things are empty.

The argument I intend to refute runs, therefore, as follows. Since they believe 
in the emptiness of all things, Buddhists are committed to the view that humans 
are in some sense ʻone  ̓with nature; moreover, it is because they believe this 
that they tend to act well in their relations with the natural world.
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2.

Before considering the teaching of emptiness (Sanskrit: śūnyatā), some quali-
fications are in order. First, the teaching is understood in several different ways 
within the broad tradition of Buddhism, with the result that it can be misleading 
to speak of the teaching of emptiness at all (see, for instance, Harvey, 1990: 
104–118). I will be treating the teaching of emptiness as it has been articulated 
in the Madhyamaka school of Mahāyāna Buddhism. Moreover, in the interests 
of keeping my account as accessible as possible, I will be presenting a very 
simplified account of that teaching.

Second, it must be borne in mind that, according to Buddhists, emptiness, 
whatever it is (and, indeed, regardless of whether it can properly be said to be 
anything at all), is not something that can be adequately understood in a merely 
intellectual way, but that it has rather to be experienced. So it is important at the 
outset that one be aware of how much – or rather, how little – any intellectual 
account of emptiness, such as the one I will be presenting below, might be able 
to achieve.

How, then, is one to understand the teaching of emptiness? As so often in 
the study of Buddhism, it is best to begin with the ʻNoble Truths  ̓identified by 
the Buddha. The first of these Truths states that our lives arenʼt as satisfying as 
they might be, are always marked, that is, by duhkha or suffering. The second 
identifies the cause of this dis-ease, namely, our inveterate tendency to crave 
things, to lust after them or to seek obsessively to be rid of them.2 Accordingly, 
the purpose of some of the most important Buddhist teachings is to undermine 
our attraction or attachment to the things we crave. And this, indeed, is the basic 
purpose of the teaching of emptiness: to loosen the hold things have upon us. 
As the Zen teacher Yasutani puts it, ʻOnce you realize the world of [emptiness] 
you will readily comprehend the nature of the phenomenal world and cease 
clinging to it  ̓(quoted in Kapleau 1985: 79).

According to the emptiness teaching, we crave things (using this term in its 
widest sense) because we tend to see them as existing in themselves, independent 
both of their relations to other things and of their relation to us. This is not to 
say that the world is merely nothing, an absence of things. The claim is, rather, 
that whatever exists cannot do so on account of its possessing a non-relational 
essential nature: things, as Buddhists say, are empty (śūnya) of ʻself-existence  ̓
or ʻown-being  ̓(svabhāva). Instead, it is said that any particular thing is what it 
is because of the coincidence of certain conditioning factors. So on this account, 
the mug of coffee on my desk, say, is the particular thing it is, not because it is 
imbued with an inherent nature, but because of the relations it bears both to other 
things and to me, the perceiver. If I could perceive it as such, if, that is, I could 
see it for what it is – conditioned, impermanent, a partial reflection of my own 
caffeine-addled mind – it, like anything, would have less of a hold on me.
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3.

This is of course the barest sketch of the teaching of emptiness. I will have more 
to say about it below. For the moment, it will suffice to note that, condensed into 
such a brief summary, the teaching might seem to have something in common 
with the positions espoused by modern proponents of environmental holism 
(ʻecological holistsʼ, as I shall refer to them).

The reasons for this conclusion are not hard to discern. Ecological holists 
such as Aldo Leopold and Arne Naess are defined as such on account of their 
commitment to a holistic conception of the natural world, according to which 
any element of that world can only be adequately understood in terms of its 
relations to other elements. And, in this, they would seem to be of a piece with 
Buddhist thinkers. For to say, with Naess for example, that organisms – or more 
generally, things – must be conceived as ʻknots in the biospherical net or field 
of intrinsic relations  ̓(1999: 3) is (one might suppose) to concur with the Bud-
dhistʼs view that all things are what they are on account of certain conditioning 
factors. One might expect the ecological holist and the Buddhist to agree that a 
tree, say, is not a hard-edged, independent object, but a nexus in a web of rela-
tions including, not just so many tons of wood and leaf, but the soil, sky and 
sun – even, perhaps, the natural environment as a whole. More generally, one 
might conclude that Bill Devall is right in suggesting that ʻBuddhist wisdom, 
including the awareness that everything is related to everything else… is echoed 
in the modern science of ecology  ̓(1990: 161).

And one might, indeed, be tempted to go further. For if these conclusions are 
well taken, one might expect Buddhists to endorse what, for ecological holists, is 
often regarded as the central lesson of holism: that we – i.e., us humans – should 
be regarded as one with nature, not necessarily in tune with it, but parts of or 
even identical with it. One might therefore expect Buddhist thinkers to endorse 
the view here summarised by one ecological holist:

[T]he central intuition of deep ecology… is the idea that there is no firm ontological 
divide in the field of existence. In other words, the world is simply not divided 
up into independently existing subjects and objects, nor is there any bifurcation 
in reality between the human and nonhuman realms. Rather all entities are con-
stituted by their relationships. (Fox, 1999: 157; emphasis removed)

Furthermore, one might conclude that this is why Buddhism is an environmen-
tally-friendly religion: that the Buddhist, like the ecological holist, considers 
nature worthy of some kind of positive moral concern because she regards it 
as a holistic system with which she, and indeed all other natural things, are in 
some sense ʻoneʼ. Indeed one might be tempted to endorse the view espoused 
by one commentator, that the teaching of emptiness (interpreted as the view that 
ʻnothing has a separate existenceʼ), when internalised through practice, enables 
us humans to ̒ experience ourselves and nature as one  ̓and so fosters ̒ respect for 
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the beauty and power of nature  ̓and the flowering of an innate ʻbiospirituality  ̓
(Badiner, 1990: xvi–xviii).

4.

The argument implied here (I will call it The Unity Thesis) runs roughly as 
follows:

•    Premise 1. A holistic view of the world, according to which humans are re-
garded as being ʻone  ̓with nature, will necessarily engender environmental 
concern.

•    Premise 2. The Buddhist teaching of emptiness represents just such a holistic 
view of the world.

•    Therefore, Buddhism is an environmentally-friendly religion.

The argument is valid (or rather, it could easily be made valid were it to be 
formulated in a more careful but more cumbersome manner). But is it sound?

Premise 1, for its part, is often assumed to be true, especially by writers 
towards the dark green pole of the environmental spectrum. And this assump-
tion is also made in much of the literature devoted to ʻGreen Buddhismʼ. So, to 
give one of many examples, the Zen teacher Thich Nhat Hanh claims that since 
ʻhuman beings and nature are inseparableʼ, ̒ we should deal with nature the way 
we should deal with ourselves... we should not harm nature  ̓(quoted in Harvey, 
2000: 151). But this does not follow; indeed, Premise 1 is false.

Its falsity might not, however, be obvious. After all, there are no doubt some 
people, perhaps many, who believe that they and perhaps humans in general are 
in some sense one with nature, and who are thereby moved to act well in rela-
tion to the natural (roughly, non-artefactual) environment. But there is no reason 
to conclude that someone who subscribes to such a view must, of necessity, 
adopt an environmentally-friendly attitude. Consider a proponent of material-
ism, someone (let us suppose) who subscribes to the notion that everything, she 
included, is made of matter. Such an individual clearly believes that we are one 
with nature (for her, the material universe), but there is no good reason to think 
that she must be moved by a positive moral regard for the natural world. She 
might be. But she might be a terrible scourge of the environment.

Or consider Spinozaʼs conviction that humans, and indeed all things, are 
parts of a single reality, ʻGod or Nature  ̓(Deus sive Natura). Despite believing 
that humans are in this special sense ʻone  ̓with nature, Spinoza himself was an 
inveterate anthropocentrist. Here he is:

… Not that I deny that the lower [i.e., nonhuman] animals have sensations. But 
I do deny that we are therefore not permitted to consider our own advantage, use 
them at our pleasure, and treat them as is most convenient for us. (1996: 135) 3
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Despite his conviction that humans are ʻone  ̓with nature, Spinoza maintains 
that we are justified in doing whatever we like with our cousins in the animal 
world.

The salient point here is that general claims about humanityʼs continuity or 
identity with the rest of nature can, in different hands, generate diametrically 
opposed prescriptions for how one ought to treat the natural world.4 And the 
upshot of this is that even if it turned out that Buddhist references to the empti-
ness of all things signalled a holistic view of the world, according to which 
humans are ʻone  ̓with nature, that in itself would not suffice to demonstrate 
that Buddhism is environmentally-friendly.

5.

There are therefore grounds for denying that the teaching of emptiness, even 
if it did entail the oneness of humans and nature, would necessarily engender 
any kind of positive regard for the natural world. There are good reasons, that 
is, for thinking that Premise 1 is false.

What, though, of Premise 2, the claim that the teaching of emptiness indicates 
an ʻecological  ̓variety of holism? One thing to note, in judging the veracity of 
this claim, is that, for many ecological holists, to say that humans are ̒ one  ̓with 
the world that surrounds them is to say that they are subject to the same ecologi-
cal laws, of energy transfer and the like, as everything else. This, for instance, 
is part of Aldo Leopoldʼs point in claiming that we ought to regard ourselves as 
ʻplain member[s] and citizen[s]  ̓of the ʻland-community  ̓(1949: 204).

The Buddhist account is, however, quite different. For one thing, to say that 
all things are empty of self-existence is not to say, in the manner of the ecologi-
cal scientist, that all things are causally connected, for such talk would imply 
precisely that degree of distinctness among things that the teaching of śūnyatā 
is meant to undermine (Cooper, 2003: 48). For according to that teaching, the 
relations between things (again, using the term in its widest sense) are inter-
nal, which is to say that any particular thing would not be the thing it is in the 
absence of certain relations between it and other things. As David E. Cooper 
explains, ʻJust as the relatives in a family require one another in order to be the 
cousins, brothers or whatever which they are, so [according to the emptiness 
teaching] things… in general require one another in order to be what they are  ̓
(2003: 49).

This observation does not, in itself, fatally undermine all attempts to ground 
some conception of the unity of humans and nature on the emptiness teaching. 
Indeed, that teaching does entail that, in one quite particular sense, humans and 
the world (if not, perhaps, nature) are inseparable. For it is said that to fully ap-
preciate the teaching of emptiness is to realise, not just that things ̒ out there  ̓in 
the world, are bound together by internal relations, but that what we take to be 
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the world is internally related to us, to those human concerns, perspectives and 
ʻconceptual proliferations  ̓that are brought into play in its presenting itself to 
us as a world in the first place (Burton, 2001: 179). Hence, picking up, presum-
ably, from such scriptural remarks as ʻit is in ... perceptions and thoughts that 
there is the world, the origin of the world  ̓(Nyanaponika Thera and Bhikkhu 
Bodhi, 1999: 90), The Diamond Sūtra maintains that material objects are ʻa 
convention of language  ̓(Iyer, 1983: 27) and the Sixth Patriarch of Chʼan (Zen) 
that ʻall things were originally given rise to by man  ̓(Yampolsky, 1967: 151). 
This anti-realist tendency certainly furnishes a sense to the proposition that the 
world is not separate from human existence, but this is evidently not the sense 
intended by ecological holists such as Leopold.

And there are still other differences between ecological holism and the 
teaching of emptiness. Consider, for example, what the world of emptiness 
must actually be like. There is, of course, a limit to how far reflection can get 
you here: emptiness, recall, is something to be experienced, rather than merely 
pondered. Indeed, the world of emptiness, the world as it appears in awaken-
ing, is said to be ineffable. The upshot of this is that any world that can, as it 
were, be ̒ effed  ̓cannot, on the Buddhist account, be the world of awakening but 
must instead (in line with the anti-realist conclusions canvassed above) reflect 
certain unawakened concerns, perspectives, and so forth. This, in turn, means 
that the world of ecological science, precisely because it is not ineffable, must 
to a certain extent reflect our state of unawakened ignorance (avidya). Indeed, 
on the Buddhist view, any world we can capture in words, whether natural or 
urban, is considered to belong to samsāra, the realm of craving and delusion. 
And this, for its part, is said to be a realm from which the wise will seek libera-
tion. Hence the liberated person, far from celebrating his or her oneness with 
the realm of nature, is one who is said to have ʻovercome the worldʼ, to have 
overcome nature (Mascaró, 1986: 72).5

The views of the ecological holist and the Buddhist are in this respect quite 
different. It is certainly not the aim of Buddhist practice to realise that we are 
one with nature in anything like the sense identified by ecological scientists. But 
although the arguments developed above may suffice to demonstrate this, they 
do not, in themselves, refute Premise 2. For, after all, not all ecological holists 
seek to ground their ideas in science. While, as we have noted, many follow 
Leopold in appealing to the findings of ecology, many others follow Naess in 
looking to holistic metaphysical systems of the kind articulated by thinkers 
such as Spinoza and Whitehead. We have seen that references to emptiness 
bear scant resemblance to the holistic views espoused by scientifically-minded 
ecological holists such as Leopold. Might they have more in common with these 
metaphysical conceptions of ecological holism? Indeed, might the ultimate aim 
of Buddhist practice be to realise, not oneʼs continuity with the natural world as 
described by ecological science, but oneʼs unity or even identity with Nature, 
conceived as reality as a whole?
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Suggestions of this kind certainly have a popular appeal. It is often supposed 
that to awaken to Nirvana is to realise oneʼs unity with the universe. (The notion 
is there, for example, in the joke about the Zen master and the hot-dog seller. 
ʻWhat can I get you?  ̓asks the latter. ʻMake me one with everything,  ̓the Mas-
ter replies.) Popular they may be, but claims to this effect are false. For talk of 
becoming one with everything encourages the idea that the ̒ everything  ̓referred 
to is some kind of self-existent metaphysical whole, one that exists ʻthrough 
itselfʼ, like Spinozaʼs Deus sive Natura. But for Buddhism any such talk of 
self-existent Absolutes evinces a failure fully to appreciate the universality of 
the teaching of emptiness. For to say that all things are empty is not to say that 
they are what they are in relation to some self-existent absolute, Emptiness. 
On the contrary, the emptiness teaching holds true of all ʻthingsʼ, so that even 
śūnyatā is said to be devoid of self-existence.6

So Buddhists do not aspire to realise their ̒ oneness  ̓with the nature described 
by ecological science nor, indeed, with the Nature referred to by holistically-
inclined metaphysicians such as Spinoza. But there are yet more reasons for 
doubting the veracity of Premise 2. For consider, once again, the ecological 
holistʼs position. The crucial thing to note here is that it is precisely that, a po-
sition: the ecological holist is clearly committed to a particular view (that the 
world is a network of interrelated elements, and so on). Buddhist references to 
the emptiness of things, however, must be interpreted differently. To be sure, 
one might be suspicious of claims, voiced by Zen Buddhists in particular, to the 
effect that such talk has no philosophical connotations; yet it must be admitted 
that its primary aim is not to articulate a position that could, as it were, be set 
down on paper and subjected to critical evaluation. Although talk of emptiness 
ʻdoes work  ̓in the teachings of Buddhism, its function is essentially practical. 
Its work, in the context of intellectual debate, is not to articulate a position but to 
expose the emptiness of, and thus to loosen oneʼs attachment to, any particular 
position – not, one might say, to paint a picture of the world, but to loosen the 
grip any such pictures have on us. (Indeed, this was essentially the aim of the 
founding text of the Madhyamaka tradition, Nāgārjuna s̓ Mūlamadhyamakakārikā 
(Fundamentals of the Middle Way).)7

6.

Premises 1 and 2 of The Unity Thesis are therefore both false. Buddhist talk 
of emptiness does not imply a conception of holism of the kind espoused by 
modern-day ecological holists. Moreover, even if it did imply such a conception, 
that would not necessarily engender any kind of positive moral regard for the 
natural environment. What is more, even if the teaching of emptiness entailed 
ecological holism and ecological holism entailed some form of environmental 
concern, that would not justify the conclusion that Buddhism as a whole is 
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environmentally-friendly. For as I noted earlier, we have been considering the 
teaching of emptiness as it has been developed in one specific (yet influential) 
Buddhist tradition, the Madhyamaka, and the general conclusion would not 
therefore be warranted.8

Admittedly, other writers have criticised ̒ ecological  ̓readings of Buddhism. 
Ian Harris, for one, has questioned whether the religion ought to be regarded 
as offering a form of ecological holism. (ʻ[M]uch that masquerades under the 
label of ecoBuddhism…  ̓he concludes, ʻturns out to be an uneasy partnership 
between Spinozism, New Age religiosity and highly selective Buddhism  ̓(2000: 
132).) Yet for Harris these reflections cast doubt on the conclusion of The Unity 
Thesis, as well. He suggests, in other words, that because Buddhism is not pre-
senting an environmentally-friendly form of holism it should not be thought of 
as environmentally-friendly at all (or at least, that it shouldnʼt be thought of as 
being as environmentally-friendly as it is often supposed to be).

But this conclusion is unjustified. For one thing, Buddhists do have some 
interesting things to say about holism, and indeed some things that are relevant 
to environmental issues.9 Furthermore, leaving aside the issue of holism, there 
is no need to conclude that because the premises of The Unity Thesis are false, 
Buddhism can have nothing to offer environmental thinkers. For perhaps Bud-
dhism is, in some sense, environmentally-friendly – just not for the reasons set 
out in The Unity Thesis.

7.

But if not to The Unity Thesis, where is one to turn? What other basis could 
there be for environmental concern in Buddhism?

Here it may be helpful to recall the question with which we began: 

Q1) What do Buddhists believe nature is? 

In trying to answer this question, and in trying to relate that answer to environmental 
matters, we have been led to what looks on the face of it to be a dead-end.

In view of this, it may be best to begin anew with a different question:

Q2) How do Buddhists think one should live?

This is a more promising beginning. After all, the Buddhist teachings do not focus 
on nature per se. It is true that ancient sources provide an elaborate cosmology; 
however, nowhere in the scriptures can one find a ̒ theory of nature  ̓in anything 
like the modern sense, one on a par with those offered by Neo-Darwinism or, 
earlier, by Aristotelian teleology. The focus is elsewhere, on the question of 
how one should live in order to attain freedom from duhkha. Speculations on 
nature are regarded as being worthwhile only to the extent that they bear upon 
this, more pressing issue.
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So, how do Buddhists think one should live? This question can be approached 
from several angles; however, one especially illuminating response focuses 
on those traits of character that, according to Buddhism, one would do well to 
develop. Thus one answer to Q2 runs roughly as follows. For Buddhists, one 
should be generous, compassionate, mindful, and so on – one would do well 
to live a life exemplifying these ʻvirtuous  ̓character traits. Furthermore, one 
should develop these particular traits because of their relation to the ultimate 
goal of awakening from samsāra. So one should be generous, compassionate, 
etc., because these are the virtues by which an awakened life is marked.

The general claim here, then, is that Buddhism provides a conception of 
the good life (or what is equivalent, human well-being) as well as an account 
of the virtues by which such a life may be defined. The claim, in short, is that 
Buddhism can be framed as a (eudaimonist) virtue ethic, one similar, in certain 
formal respects, to Aristotleʼs ethics or that of the Stoics. Now this is a bold 
proposal, and one that would not be endorsed by all writers on the topic. But 
it is not my aim here to provide a thorough defence of it.10 In the remainder 
of this paper, I will turn instead to the task of examining the ʻenvironmental  ̓
implications of some candidate Buddhist virtues. My suggestions in this regard 
can therefore be regarded as contributions to the wider project of demonstrating 
that Buddhism can yield an ʻenvironmental virtue ethicʼ.11 I will not be able, in 
the few pages remaining, to provide an adequate defence of this larger claim. (I 
will not be able, for instance, to do justice to the differences between Buddhist 
traditions on these matters.) Nonetheless, I hope that I may be able to give some 
indication as to how such a virtue ethical treatment of Buddhist environmental 
ethics might proceed.12

8.

Letʼs begin with compassion (karunā). Translated into the idiom of virtue eth-
ics, the Buddhist view is that a disposition to feel and act compassionately is 
an integral part of a good (i.e., awakened) life.13 At first sight, this might seem a 
banal observation. After all, who, apart from Nietzscheans and sergeant majors, 
doesnʼt think compassion a good thing? Yet karunā is different from compassion 
of the common or garden variety, not least because it is said to be an occasion 
for bliss, rather than sorrow (Buddhaghosa, 1991: 310). This might seem sur-
prising, given the Buddhaʼs assessment of the amount of suffering in the world. 
Yet on the Buddhist account, the awakened individual is not depressed by the 
sufferings of others because his sympathy is always tempered by non-attach-
ment. So although he feels for ʻsamsaric  ̓beings, he does not, so to speak, feel 
their feelings in the same way they feel them. For the kinds of feelings we are 
here discussing are classified as duhkha, and this means that they are bound 
up with a host of self-centred delusions. Now an awakened individual must 
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be able to recognise, in a comparatively detached and objective sense, that the 
feelings of whatever being he is faced with are deluded in this way; however, 
in empathising with ʻsamsaric  ̓beings he does not find himself party to their 
delusions. Hence he does not suffer in the same way as those he aims to help 
(Gowans, 2003: 142).

But here is, perhaps, not the place for a detailed analysis of the concept of 
karunā. The important point for the present discussion is that if compassion is 
a virtue, then it is, on the Buddhist account, one that extends naturally to all 
sentient beings, not just to humans, so that someone who is compassionate in 
his dealings with other humans but not in his relations with non-human sentient 
beings would not be considered genuinely compassionate at all. Hence, assuming 
what seems obvious, that some non-human animals are sentient, karunā counts 
as an ̒ environmental  ̓virtue, one, that is, that may be associated with a positive 
moral regard for the natural (roughly, non-artefactual) world.

As well as being compassionate, a good Buddhist is said to exemplify a cer-
tain gentleness of disposition – not timidity (think, for example, of the fearsome 
figures portrayed in some of the literature of Zen), but an unwillingness to stamp 
oneʼs mark upon the world. This is partly a result of the great emphasis placed 
on abiding by the ʻFirst Precept  ̓of Buddhist practice, the injunction against 
intentionally killing – or more broadly, harming or injuring – sentient beings. 
The good Buddhist takes care not to harm her fellow travellers in samsāra, hu-
man or non-human. But this is not to say that she is gentle only in her relations 
with sentient beings. True, one would not expect her to spend her leisure time 
hunting foxes or shooting pigeons, but neither would one expect to find her 
tramping through the temple gardens, kicking up the carefully raked sand or 
carving her initials into the ornamental rocks. On the contrary, the woman who 
is non-violent in her relations with sentient beings would also be gentle in her 
dealings with non-sentient beings, with plants, even rocks, and not just with 
humans and foxes. She would, in the words of one commentator, have developed 
a ʻdelicacy  ̓towards her surroundings (Herrigel, 1999: 79).

This gentleness, for its part, is intimately related to a third Buddhist virtue, 
the humility that, in the sūtras, is said to correspond to the ʻdestruction  ̓of 
pride (māna) (e.g., Walshe 1995: 469). As with karunā, this differs from what 
one might ordinarily think of as humility. To be sure, the humble man does not 
regard himself as being superior to his fellows, but neither does he rank himself 
ʻworse than, or equal to anyone  ̓(Saddhatissa 1994: 107; cf. 110). To say that he 
is humble is, rather, to say that he has freed himself from the self-centredness 
evident, amongst other things, in a preoccupation with such self-estimation. 
Indeed, no longer obsessed with the relation of things or people to himself, the 
humble man finds himself able to ʻsee other things as they really are  ̓(Mur-
doch, 1997: 385), in their ʻthusness  ̓(tathatā). It seems reasonable to suppose 
that such humility would counteract, not just egoism, but also that variety of 
anthropocentric conceit, epitomised in Spinozaʼs attitude towards animals, that 
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reckons things only in relation to human satisfaction. Thus, in one Buddhist 
sūtra, we are encouraged to think of cows, not only as producers of milk and 
ʻmedicinal drugsʼ, but as ʻour great friends  ̓and as beings endowed with their 
own ʻbeauty  ̓and ʻhealthʼ. A few verses later, those who kill and sacrifice cows 
are rebuked for regarding them as nothing more than ̒ appendage[s]  ̓to our lives 
(Saddhatissa, 1994: 33–4). 

A fourth Buddhist virtue is, perhaps, that of mindfulness (smrti) – an alert 
awareness of, amongst other things, feelings, thoughts and bodily sensations 
(the rise and fall of the breath, for instance). In the context of Buddhist practice, 
a dispassionate awareness of these factors is thought to foster a sense of their 
transience and, accordingly, freedom from attachment (see further, Gowans, 
2003: 189–91). But as ever in Buddhism, the ability to do this is not regarded 
as being of benefit only to the practitioner. Mindfulness is thought to go hand 
in hand with a caring and attentive attitude towards others. And, indeed, the 
virtue would seem to bear upon oneʼs comportment towards the natural world, 
as well. After all, many of us behave poorly in relation to the environment, not 
because we are uninformed about environmental issues, nor even because we 
donʼt care about them, but because we do not pay sufficient attention to how we 
are acting at any particular moment. I, for one, tend unthinkingly to leave lights 
on in my house, to throw beer cans in the trash, to leave the TV on ʻstandbyʼ, 
and so on. In doing these things I am like the novice who, in one Zen story, is 
scolded by his teacher for thoughtlessly pouring bathwater on the bare ground, 
rather than giving it to the plants (Senzaki and Reps, 1971: 83–4). Like com-
passion, gentleness and humility, the virtue lacking in such behaviour clearly 
has implications for our moral relations to the natural world, even if more work 
would be needed to identify what precisely those implications are.

9.

As I have conceded, this is merely a thumbnail sketch of a Buddhist environ-
mental virtue ethic. Nonetheless, I hope that the general thesis I have defended 
in this paper is clear. To recap: I have suggested that Buddhism is, in certain 
respects, an environmentally-friendly religion. But I have argued that this is not 
on account of the fact that Buddhists believe we are ̒ one  ̓with nature in anything 
like the ecological holistʼs sense (which they donʼt) and because such a belief 
necessarily engenders environmental concern (which it doesnʼt). Instead, I have 
made the tentative suggestion that Buddhism is environmentally-friendly, not 
because of what it says about nature per se, but on account of its view of human 
life, and, in particular, because of what it says about the virtues an ideal such 
life would exemplify. The good Buddhist treats nature well, I have argued, not 
because she believes she is ʻone  ̓with the natural world, but because she has, 
through practice, come to develop certain virtues of character. She treats nature 
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well, that is, because she is compassionate, gentle, humble, mindful, and so on, 
not just in relation to her fellow humans, but in her dealings with all things.

NOTES

1 The view that a religion must be defined in terms of the beliefs it embodies is culturally 
specific. Compare Ninian Smartʼs assessment of the importance of belief in Christianity 
(1989: 247) with Gavin Floodʼs account of the difficulties faced by any attempt to define 
Hinduism in terms of a set of beliefs (1996: 12).
2 Or more precisely, our tendency to crave what we take things to be. See Section 5 below. 
Furthermore, I am using the term ʻthings  ̓here in a very broad sense to denote, not just 
material objects, but any object of craving,.
3 Note 1 to Proposition 37 of Part 4. On the environmental implications of Spinozaʼs 
thought, see chapters 11–13 of Witoszek and Brennan, 1999.
4 It could be contended that environmental concern is engendered not merely by a com-
mitment to the view that humans and nature are ̒ oneʼ, but by the feeling of being ̒ at one  ̓
with nature. This possibility is worth exploring: there are, no doubt, all manner of ways 
in which one might feel at one with nature, some of which might foster certain kinds of 
environmental concern. Whether any such experiences necessarily foster environmental 
concern is, however, another matter. After all, though talk of being ʻat one  ̓with nature 
tends to conjure up images of benign harmony, it is possible to conceive of someone 
who acts poorly with his dealings with nature but who nonetheless feels ʻat one  ̓with 
it. Think, for instance, of the trophy-seeking hunterʼs feeling that he is ʻat one  ̓with a 
nature red in tooth and claw.
5 Verse 254. See further, Harris, 2000: 122–123 and Schmithausen, 1991: 12–13. Such 
statements must be balanced against the view, embodied in traditions such as Zen, that the 
world of awakening is in some sense identical to the world as it appears to the unawak-
ened. On the roots of such views in Madhyamaka thought, see Harvey, 1990: 103–104. 
On their implications for our relations with the natural world, see Eckel, 1997.
6 See further, Abe, 1989: 128–129 and Ryōen, 1999: 294. This is not to deny that some 
Buddhist traditions (notably, the Yogācāra and Tathāgata-garbha) have been more amenable 
to ʻmetaphysical  ̓readings of śūnyatā, according to which it is not simply an adjectival 
quality of things, but ʻsomething  ̓existing in its own right.
7 As Jonardon Ganeri notes, a metaphysical holism, according to which the world is ̒ like 
a net, where entities are merely the knots in interlocking ropes… acquiring whatever 
capacities they have by virtue of their relative position in the whole network and not in 
virtue of having intrinsic properties  ̓ʻsits ill  ̓with Nāgārjunaʼs ʻscepticism  ̓(2001: 67).
8 Some ecological holists maintain that the Buddhist teaching of conditioned arising 
(pratīya-samutpāda), rather than that of emptiness, indicates a form of ecological holism. 
(The teachings are in fact intimately related – see further, Musashi (1993: 192–195).) 
On the differences between the teaching of conditioned arising and ecological holism, 
see Cooper and James, 2005: 111.
9 For a discussion of Buddhist holism and its implications for environmental ethics, see 
James, 2004: Chapter 4.
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10 For a detailed defence of this claim, see Keown, 2001; Cooper and James, 2005: 
Chapter 4.
11 On environmental virtue ethics, see Sandler and Cafaro, 2005.
12 For a more detailed account, see Cooper and James, 2005.
13 Which is not to say, of course, that the genuinely compassionate person will be moved 
to develop such dispositions by a self-interested wish to better herself. On the relation 
between virtue ethics, environmental concern and self-interest, see James, 2006.
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