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Laying the Foundation for Social Action

by Ajahn Pasanno

F   , anything to do with oth er 
 people can be considered social action: how we relate to 
 the in di vid u als close to us such as family or neighbors, 

to so ci ety at large, and to the world around us. The fi eld of 
social ac tion expands out, but it begins with ourselves and our 
re la tion ships to oth ers. The individual is at the core of all re la -
tion ships be tween any parts of society. We must always return to 
that core, to rec og nize that our own actions affect other people 
and the society around us. This is simply the basic law of karma 
— any thing we do affects ourselves and others. It’s not a matter 
of “me” and “society,” as if they were separate. There isn’t really 
any sep a ra tion. The two are interrelated all the time. 

What we bring to the society around us are simply our own 
qualities of mind, of heart, of being — our intentions and how 
they manifest in our actions. In order to understand our effects 
on society, we fi rst have to understand ourselves, to see these 
qualities more clearly. The ability we have to help others, or to 
do anything to affect others, is dependent upon the clarity, in-
 ten tion, and integrity with which we live our lives. These things 
are inseparable. As such, the way we train ourselves is equally 
important to any actions we take outside ourselves. 
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In Buddhist practice, the training laid out for an individual 
begins with how one practices with others. This is sila, or virtue 
— not harming others, being honest in the way one deals with 
others, being trustworthy in one’s actions and speech. The prac-
 tice of keeping the precepts* is already social action. The pre cepts 
remind us of the ways our actions affect others. Oftentimes, 
people may think, “Let’s get to the ‘real’ stuff about Buddhism 
— the liberation, the enlightenment; keeping the precepts is just 
a social convention, just the basics.” But this “basic” stuff has an 
effect. It is important. The Buddha recognized that our actions 
have effects for ourselves and for others. 

While virtue concerns itself with actions and speech, the 
second aspect of the Buddhist training is meditation, or sa-
madhi — a training of the mind and the heart, a clarifying of madhi — a training of the mind and the heart, a clarifying of madhi
mind ful ness, awareness, and composure. These are essential to 
cul ti vate. If we are going to take any social responsibility, it has to 
be done with an open heart and a clear mind. We must develop 
a standard for refl ection. We can then start to ask, what are the 
effects of our words and actions? Sometimes people get en thused 
about social action and forget about the ordinary activities in life. 
How do I deal with my family? How do I deal with the people 
closest to me? Or even how do I answer the phone? What do I 
put into the universe when I am irritated or upset? These are 
very ordinary, everyday things, preparing the ground for how we 
relate to the world around us. Paying attention to these things 
is social action. Dealing with the circle of people around us is 
social action. It is not different.

From a Buddhist perspective, the next step is recognizing the 
quality of wisdom, or pañña. There are many different lev els of 

* The fi ve lay precepts for practicing Buddhists are: 1) to refrain from taking the 
life of any living creature, 2) to refrain from taking that which is not given, 3) 
to refrain from sexual misconduct, 4) to refrain from false and harmful speech, 
and 5) to refrain from consuming intoxicating drink and drugs which lead to 
care less ness.



                                                                            15

wisdom, but seeing things as they truly are is its essence. With 
a refl ective ability of the mind, we can begin to see things as 
they truly are and start to turn towards that. This is not sim ply 
gathering new bits of knowledge or being zapped with some 
sort of enlightened energy. It is a turning inward to be able to 
open to all the ways things truly are and allowing our lives to be 
guided by that wisdom. How does this affect myself? How does 
this affect others? What is the way to freedom and liberation? 
What is the way out of suffering and dissatisfaction for myself 
and for others? Wisdom is seeing the different ways we en tan gle 
ourselves in things and the different ways we can be free. 

Virtue, meditation, and wisdom are the tools we use in 
train ing ourselves in how to relate to the world around us. This 
train ing will help us to see the qualities that bring true benefi t 
to our society — the qualities of loving-kindness, compassion, 
sym pa thet ic joy, and equanimity. These are the Brahma viharas, 
or divine abodes. In a way, these can be considered a goal of social 
action: creating a way in which human beings should live. Lov-
 ing-kindness is the wish for another’s happiness. Compassion 
is the wish to alleviate another’s suffering. Sympathetic joy is 
the happiness we feel in the success of another. And equanim-
ity is the ability to stay centered in the midst of life’s ups and 
downs.

The quality of sympathetic joy is an interesting one in terms 
of social action. Its opposite is jealousy or envy. In many ways, 
envy is the foundation for competition and confl ict. If a society 
is based upon competitive accumulation — like some societ-
ies we know — it can create confl ict and a lack of appreciation 
and willingness to enjoy each other. Having come to the United 
States after living in Thailand for twenty-three years, the sense 
of com pe ti tion here is very striking. In Thailand, there is a wide 
strat i fi  ca tion in terms of socioeconomic level and opportunity 
with in society, but there is not a lot of envy or competition. 
People are often motivated to improve their economic lot, but 
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they don’t resent those who already have wealth or privilege. 
Similarly, there is usually not a looking down on or shunning 
of those in eco nom ic diffi culty or from a poor background. 
There is an ac cep tance that people have accumulated different 
tendencies and have different abilities.

This acceptance has imbued people’s consciousness. It is a 
sense of karma playing a role in people’s lives over many life-
 times, a feeling of “who knows?” One’s fortunes in this lifetime 
can change; one’s fortunes in other lifetimes might be dif fer ent. 
Re birth is an accepted part of how they perceive the world — it’s 
a long view on life. This takes away the edge of selfi shness and 
com pet i tive ness and brings a sense of appreciation for each oth er 
as hu man beings, a joy in each other’s happiness. By turn ing 
to ward this quality of joy, we can draw on our wish to help 
oth ers, to be of service. 

Acceptance also brings the quality of equanimity, a non-
reactive clarity that allows one to stay centered. Equanimity is 
not indifference. It is the ability to return to a place of stillness, 
to be non-reactive, and to weigh things carefully. This is an 
im por tant quality especially when considering social action or 
social responsibility. Without equanimity, we can get drawn 
into our own reactiveness — our views and opinions. We can 
think that we’re always right, that other people are just a bunch 
of idiots. It’s easy to get turned around and out of balance. Not 
being drawn into the web of our views and opinions but being 
able to settle and refl ect — to ask, what is the way of balance? 
— equanimity is essential in undertaking social action.

In the social action projects I have been involved in, the Bud-
 dhist perspective has taught me some important things. Take 
a particular project, like protecting the forests. The monastery 
in Thailand at which I was abbot was quite well-known, with a 
large community of monks, novices, lay men, and lay women 
practicing and training there. I thought it would provide a good 
balance to set up a more remote branch monastery. Our new 
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location was right along the Mekong River. It was in one of the 
last forests in the province, and around that time, the area was 
made into a national park. But this was just a designation on 
the map, and it caused a lot of problems. The area was full of 
stumps. It was being logged, and many villagers had made their 
fi elds there.

The Buddhist perspective was very helpful. We couldn’t sim-
 ply say, “These are awful, nasty people. The planet would be a 
fi ne sort of place if they weren’t doing this.” The reality was that 
they are doing this and that they are people just like us. They 
are trying to look after their families and to get ahead in the 
world. In order to do anything to protect the forest, we had to 
fi nd ways to include them. How do you involve the people who 
are cutting down the forest? How do you include the merchants 
who are paying them? How do you include the civil servants 
who are taking the bribes to allow the cutting? 

The teachings told us that problems come from people not 
understanding how they are creating suffering for themselves 
and for others. Problems and suffering come from desires and 
attachments. You can’t simply wish that away. You’ve got to work 
on the basic problems of bringing knowledge and education into 
their lives. Why were they cutting down the forest? Of course, 
they wanted to live comfortably, to look after their fam i lies. So, 
we had to fi nd ways to provide for them. Otherwise, it would 
be like trying to build a wall to stop the tide from com ing in. 
Good luck! It’s going to fi nd a way. Instead, you have to think 
clearly and fi nd ways to address peoples’ needs, to include them 
and bring them in. This takes time. 

This understanding refl ects our own personal spiritual 
prac tice. We’d all like to sit down, cross our legs, close our eyes, 
and become enlightened — just like that. Instead, we have to 
take the time to lay a foundation, to become patient and clear 
enough to develop the path in a comprehensive way. Just as the 
Buddha taught us the Four Noble Truths as the basis for our own 



18          

prac tice — suffering, the causes of suffering, the cessation of
suffering, and the path leading to the cessation of suffering 
— the same applies to social action. We’ve got suffering, we’ve 
got a problem. What are all the different causes of that problem? 
What kind of end can there be to that problem? If we haven’t 
un der stood the problem, we won’t be able to see the causes. And 
if we aren’t really clear about the goal we are working to wards, 
we won’t really know what kinds of path to develop. It works in 
society the same way it works in our own practice. The more we 
refl ect on and practice with those truths for our selves, the more 
we are able to apply them in our life, in very ordinary sit u a tions, 
with our friends, with our family, at work, with different prob-
lems happening in the community. That is social action. 

How can we work together to do this? With our project along 
the Mekong, we began by drawing in people affi liated with the 
monastery who were interested in helping. In a Buddhist so ci ety, 
the monastery is a foundation we could build on, a fi eld for social 
action. Because the monastery is dependent on lay peo ple to 
support it, there is a day-to-day connection with the neigh bor ing 
society. It is a web of support and interaction, so that when there 
is a problem in the community, we can easily rec og nize who is 
interested in helping. At fi rst there were a few vol un teers. When 
there was too much work for volunteers to do, we hired some 
people. Again, the money for their salaries came from offerings 
to the monastery from people in the com mu ni ty.

The forest project continued to grow. We even drew in peo ple 
like the police. They had power, especially when it came to con-
 trol ling who was taking logs out. Rather than getting into a con-
 fron ta tion with them, we asked how we could work with them. 
That was very easy at the time because one of the supporters 
of the monastery was the Deputy Superintendent of Police. He 
was a great resource for drawing in other honest police offi cers, 
who then had a few words with even more police offi cers and got 
them on our side. This takes time, it takes patience, it takes clar-
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ity. If you work in a confrontational way, it’s diffi cult to achieve 
this. By having a strong focus on one’s personal prac tice and 
integrity, by becoming more clear, centered, and pure-hearted 
in one’s intention for doing good, the more one starts to connect 
with other people. In terms of social action, this seems to be a 
magnet, drawing other good people. It gets its own mo men tum 
going. So far, the forest project is working. And be sides being 
successful in its own right, it has been adopted as a model for 
trial projects in other national parks in Thailand.

During one of the recent elections in Thailand, I saw a hand-
 writ ten sign on the side of a building. It said something like, “The 
forces of corruption are given more power when good people 
retreat.” The “system” gains more momentum when we decide 
we don’t want to deal with it, that things are hopeless. With social 
action work, we have to be patient, discerning, equanimous. We 
have to be willing to try and to fail. We have to recognize that 
sometimes things will work and sometimes they won’t. And that 
they always work out in ways we may never have conceived. This 
is the same as returning to the foundation of one’s own practice: 
keeping the precepts; developing clarity, tranquillity, and peace 
of mind; establishing wisdom through refl ective investigation; 
cultivating the qualities of kindness, compassion, sympathetic 
joy, and equanimity. These form the foundation that allows us 
to move out into the realm of social action.

Adapted from a talk given March 23, 1998, in Fort Bragg, Cal i -
for nia. Reprinted from the Abhayagiri news let ter, Fear less Moun-
 tain, Vol. 4, No. 1 (Spring 1999). 
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