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Introduction

Buddhism, one of the major world religions and philosophical traditions,
originated in the Indian subcontinent in the sixth century BCE through the teachings
of Gautama Buddha. Born as Siddhartha Gautama in present-day Nepal, the
Buddha attained enlightenment at Bodh Gaya and devoted his life to teaching the
path of liberation from suffering. Buddhism emerged in a socio-religious context
marked by ritualism, social inequality, and intellectual questioning, offering an
alternative path based on ethical conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom.The
teachings of the Buddha are encapsulated in the Four Noble Truths, which explain
the existence of suffering, its causes, the possibility of its cessation, and the path
leading to liberation. The Noble Eightfold Path provides a practical framework
for ethical living, right understanding, right action, and mental cultivation.
Central to Buddhist philosophy are the principles of compassion (karuna), non-
violence (ahimsa), interdependence, and mindfulness, all of which continue to
hold profound relevance in the contemporary world.India’s contribution to world
civilization has often been described not through military conquest but through
the dissemination of ethical and spiritual ideas. This sentiment is symbolically
expressed in the phrase that India gave the world “Buddha” rather than “Yuddha”
(war). Buddhism spread from its birthplace in the Gangetic plains to various parts
of'Asia, including Sri Lanka, China, Japan, Korea, Tibet, and Southeast Asia, where
it influenced art, culture, philosophy, governance, and social values.The historical
significance of Buddhist ethics is particularly evident in the transformation of
Emperor Ashoka after the Kalinga War. Disturbed by the devastation caused by
war, Ashoka embraced Buddhism and propagated the principles of Dhamma,
emphasizing compassion, tolerance, moral governance, and peaceful coexistence.
His symbolic shift from Bherighosa (the drum of war) to Dharmaghosa (the call
of righteousness) represents an early model of ethical statecraft based on moral
responsibility rather than conquest.In the twenty-first century, humanity faces
multiple interconnected crises, including armed conflicts, geopolitical rivalries,
environmental degradation, nuclear threats, social inequalities, and widespread
psychological stress. Rapid technological advancement and globalization have
brought material progress, but they have also intensified competition, insecurity,
consumerism, and alienation. These conditions have generated a renewed interest

in philosophical and spiritual traditions that can provide guidance for creating
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a more peaceful, compassionate, and sustainable world.Buddhist thought
offers a valuable framework for addressing these challenges. Its emphasis on
understanding the roots of suffering, cultivating compassion, practicing non-
violence, and recognizing the interdependence of all beings provides practical
insights for personal well-being, social harmony, environmental ethics, and
global peace. Furthermore, Buddhist practices such as mindfulness meditation
have gained recognition in modern psychology, neuroscience, and mental health
studies for their positive effects on stress reduction, emotional regulation, and
cognitive well-being.

Objectives

The present study seeks to examine the relevance of Buddhism in the
modern world by exploring its philosophical, ethical, social, and practical

dimensions. The specific objectives are:

= To analyze the fundamental teachings of Buddhism and their applicability
to contemporary social and ethical challenges.

= To examine the role of Buddhist principles such as compassion, non-
violence, mindfulness, and interdependence in promoting peace and
social harmony.

m To assess the contribution of Buddhist ethics to modern discussions on
environmental sustainability and global responsibility.

» To evaluate the significance of Buddhist mindfulness practices in
addressing psychological stress and mental health concerns in
contemporary society.

= To explore the historical example of Emperor Ashoka’s transformation as
a model of ethical governance and peaceful coexistence.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative and interdisciplinary methodology to
examine the relevance of Buddhism in the modern world. The research is primarily
based on secondary sources, including Buddhist scriptures, historical records,
scholarly books, journal articles, and contemporary studies related to Buddhist
philosophy, ethics, psychology, environmental studies, and peace studies.The
textual analysis focuses on key Buddhist teachings found in canonical texts
such as the Dhammapada, Sutta Pitaka, and selected discourses of the Buddha.
These texts provide the foundational concepts of suffering, compassion, non-
violence, mindfulness, and interdependence, which are central to understanding
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Buddhism’s relevance in contemporary society.Historical analysis is employed
to examine the transformation of Emperor Ashoka after the Kalinga War and
his promotion of Dhamma through inscriptions and administrative policies. This
historical case study illustrates how Buddhist ethical principles were applied in
governance and public life.The study also incorporates insights from comparative
and contemporary analysis. It compares Buddhist ethical principles with modern
concerns such as conflict resolution, environmental sustainability, and mental
health. Contemporary research on mindfulness, meditation, and psychological
well-being is reviewed to understand how Buddhist practices have been integrated
into modern therapeutic and scientific contexts.By combining textual, historical,
and contemporary perspectives, the study aims to present a comprehensive
understanding of how Buddhist principles continue to offer meaningful solutions
to modern global challenges.

Results

The study reveals that Buddhist teachings possess enduring relevance
and practical applicability in addressing many of the critical challenges faced by
contemporary society.

» Promotion of peace and non-violence: Buddhist ethics strongly
emphasize ahimsa, or non-violence, as a fundamental principle of
personal and social conduct. This principle provides a moral framework
for reducing hostility, promoting dialogue, and resolving conflicts
peacefully. In a world marked by wars, terrorism, and political tensions,
the Buddhist approach to conflict resolution highlights the importance of
understanding, empathy, and reconciliation.

» Cultivation of compassion and social harmony: Compassion (karuna) is
central to Buddhist moral philosophy. It encourages individuals to
recognize the suffering of others and to act for their welfare. The study
finds that compassion-based approaches can contribute to social harmony
by reducing prejudice, fostering cooperation, and encouraging
humanitarian action.

= Relevance of mindfulness in mental health: Modern psychological
research has demonstrated the effectiveness of mindfulness practices,
derived from Buddhist meditation traditions, in reducing stress, anxiety,
and depression. Mindfulness-based interventions have been widely
adopted in therapeutic settings, educational institutions, and workplace
wellness programs.
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» Environmental ethics and interdependence: The Buddhist concept of
interdependence underscores the interconnectedness of all living beings
and the natural world. This perspective encourages responsible
consumption, ecological awareness, and sustainable living. The study
finds that Buddhist environmental ethics align closely with contemporary
efforts to address climate change, biodiversity loss, and environmental
degradation.

s Ethical governance and public responsibility: The example of Emperor
Ashoka demonstrates the application of Buddhist ethics in governance.
His policies emphasized welfare measures, religious tolerance, moral
education, and peaceful diplomacy. This historical model suggests that
ethical leadership grounded in compassion and responsibility can
contribute to just and harmonious societies.

Discussion

The findings of the study indicate that Buddhism offers a holistic
framework for understanding and addressing the complexities of modern life.
Unlike approaches that focus solely on external solutions, Buddhism emphasizes
the transformation of individual consciousness as a prerequisite for social change.
The Buddhist analysis of suffering identifies craving, ignorance, and attachment
as root causes of personal and collective problems. In the modern context, these
factors can be linked to excessive consumerism, materialism, competition,
and social alienation. By encouraging moderation, self-awareness, and ethical
restraint, Buddhism provides a counterbalance to the unsustainable patterns of
modern consumption and behavior.The principle of non-violence is particularly
significant in contemporary international relations. Many global conflicts are
fueled by fear, anger, and hatred, which Buddhist philosophy recognizes as
destructive mental states. The Buddhist emphasis on compassion and dialogue
offers an alternative approach to conflict resolution, encouraging mutual
understanding and peaceful negotiation. The practice of mindfulness has emerged
as one of the most widely recognized contributions of Buddhism to modern society.
Scientific studies in psychology and neuroscience have shown that mindfulness
meditation can improve emotional regulation, concentration, resilience, and
overall mental well-being. In an era characterized by stress, information overload,
and rapid social change, mindfulness provides practical tools for cultivating
inner stability and clarity.Buddhist teachings on interdependence also have
profound implications for environmental ethics. The recognition that human
beings are interconnected with nature challenges exploitative attitudes toward
the environment. This perspective supports contemporary ecological movements
that advocate sustainable development, conservation, and respect for all forms of
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life. The historical transformation of Ashoka illustrates the potential of Buddhist
ethics to influence political and social structures. After witnessing the suffering
caused by the Kalinga War, Ashoka renounced aggressive warfare and adopted
policies based on Dhamma. His emphasis on welfare, moral responsibility, and
peaceful coexistence demonstrates how ethical principles can be integrated into
governance. Furthermore, Buddhism’s emphasis on universal welfare resonates
with modern humanistic and global ethical perspectives. The idea of working
for the well-being of all beings encourages a sense of shared responsibility
that transcends national, religious, and cultural boundaries. This is particularly
relevant in addressing global challenges such as climate change, pandemics, and
humanitarian crises, which require collective action and international cooperation.

Conclusion

Buddhism remains highly relevant in the modern world because it offers
practical and ethical guidance for addressing the challenges of contemporary
society. Its teachings on compassion, non-violence, mindfulness, and
interdependence provide a comprehensive framework for promoting personal
well-being, social harmony, environmental sustainability, and global peace.
The study demonstrates that Buddhist principles are not merely religious ideals
confined to ancient history; they continue to have significant practical applications
in modern psychology, conflict resolution, environmental ethics, and governance.
Mindfulness practices contribute to mental health and emotional resilience, while
the principles of compassion and non-violence offer constructive approaches to
resolving social and international conflicts. The historical example of Emperor
Ashoka further illustrates how Buddhist ethics can inspire moral governance and
peaceful coexistence. His transformation from a conqueror to a proponent of
Dhamma symbolizes the enduring power of ethical values to influence political
and social life. In a world increasingly characterized by violence, environmental
crises, and psychological stress, Buddhist teachings provide valuable insights for
building a more humane and sustainable future. By fostering inner transformation,
ethical responsibility, and awareness of interdependence, Buddhism encourages
individuals and societies to move toward a path of peace, justice, and shared well-
being. Thus, the relevance of Buddhism in the modern world lies in its ability to
bridge ancient wisdom with contemporary needs. Its timeless principles continue
to offer meaningful guidance for creating a world grounded in compassion,
tolerance, responsibility, and harmony.

Keywords - Ethics, Philosophy, Non-violence, Global Peace, Dharmaghosa,
Bherighosa

323



09" International Buddhist Conference of Bhiksu University of Sri Lanka - 2026

References

Ashoka (1993). The Edicts of King Ashoka. Translated by N.A. Nikam and R. McKeon. Chica-
go: University of Chicago Press.

Batchelor, S. (1997). Buddhism Without Beliefs: A Contemporary Guide to Awakening. New
York: Riverhead Books.

Bodhi, B. (ed.) (2000). The Connected Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Samyutta
Nikaya. Boston: Wisdom Publications.

Dalai Lama (1999). Ethics for the New Millennium. New York: Riverhead Books.

Dalai Lama and Cutler, H.C. (1998). The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living. New York:
Riverhead Books.

Gethin, R. (1998). The Foundations of Buddhism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Harvey, P. (2000). An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values and Issues. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Harvey, P. (2013). An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices. 2™ edn.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (1990). Full Catastrophe Living: Using the Wisdom of Your Body and Mind to
Face Stress, Pain, and Illness. New York: Delacorte Press.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2003). ‘Mindfulness-based interventions in context: Past, present, and future’,
Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 10(2), pp. 144—156.

Keown, D. (2005). Buddhist Ethics: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Loy, D.R. (2003). The Great Awakening: A Buddhist Social Theory. Boston: Wisdom Publica-
tions.
Rahula, W. (1974). What the Buddha Taught. New York: Grove Press.

Schumacher, E.F. (1973). Small Is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered. London: Blond
and Briggs.

Sivaraksa, S. (1992). Seeds of Peace: A Buddhist Vision for Renewing Society. Berkeley, CA:
Parallax Press.

The Dhammapada (2004). Translated by J. Mascard. London: Penguin Classics.

Thich Nhat Hanh (1987). Interbeing: Fourteen Guidelines for Engaged Buddhism. Berkeley,
CA: Parallax Press.

Thich Nhat Hanh (1991). Peace Is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life. New
York: Bantam Books.

Thich Nhat Hanh (2008). The Heart of Understanding: Commentaries on the Prajiiaparamita
Heart Sutra. Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press.

Wallace, B.A. (20006). The Attention Revolution: Unlocking the Power of the Focused Mind.
Somerville, MA: Wisdom Publications.

Williams, P. (2009). Mahayana Buddhism. The Doctrinal Foundations. 2™ edn. London: Rout-
ledge.

Young-Eisendrath, P. and Muramoto, S. (eds.) (2002). Awakening and Insight: Zen Buddhism
and Psychotherapy. Hove: Brunner-Routledge.

324



