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The Noble Eightfold Path as a Buddhist Philosophical 
Framework for Sustainable Peacebuilding

E.K. Wijayawickrama1 

Introduction

Peacebuilding has emerged as an important interdisciplinary field 
for addressing violent conflict, social fragmentation, injustice, and human 
insecurity. While conventional peacebuilding approaches have focused on 
political negotiations, institutional reforms, legal mechanisms, and economic 
reconstruction, experience has shown that these interventions alone are 
insufficient to achieve lasting peace. Many societies continue to experience 
recurring violence, mistrust, discrimination, and social divisions despite formal 
peace agreements. This highlights the need for peacebuilding approaches that 
address not only structural conditions but also the ethical, psychological, and 
cultural dimensions of human relationships (Galtung, 1969; Lederach, 1997).

Contemporary peace studies recognize that sustainable peace extends 
beyond the absence of direct violence to include justice, human dignity, social 
inclusion, and harmonious relationships. This understanding reflects the concept 
of positive peace, which emphasizes eliminating both direct and structural 
violence while promoting conditions that foster equality, cooperation, and 
social well-being (Galtung, 1969; Galtung, 1996). Consequently, scholars have 
increasingly explored the contribution of religious and philosophical traditions to 
ethical transformation and sustainable peace.

Among these traditions, Buddhism views peace as beginning with the 
transformation of the individual. According to early Buddhist teachings, conflict 
and suffering arise from the unwholesome roots (akusala-mūla) of greed (lobha), 
hatred (dosa), and delusion (moha) (Rahula, 1974). Sustainable peace therefore 
depends upon cultivating wisdom, ethical conduct, compassion, and mental 
discipline. Rather than separating individual well-being from social peace, 
Buddhism considers them mutually reinforcing.

The Noble Eightfold Path (Ariyo Aṭṭhaṅgiko Maggo) provides the practical 
framework for this transformation. It comprises Right View, Right Intention, 
Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, 
and Right Concentration, guiding individuals towards wisdom, ethical conduct, 

1	 Probationary Lecturer (On Contract), University of Kelaniya 
	 erangiw_2019@kln.ac.lk



	

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

402

and mental cultivation (SN 45.8; MN 117). These interconnected principles 
encourage non-violence, responsible communication, and social responsibility 
while fostering harmonious relationships.

Although recent scholarship acknowledges the importance of Buddhism in 
peacebuilding, most studies examine concepts such as mindfulness, compassion, 
or non-violence separately. Comparatively little attention has been given to 
the Noble Eightfold Path as a unified philosophical framework for sustainable 
peacebuilding. Addressing this gap, the present study develops a conceptual 
framework explaining how the integrated principles of the Noble Eightfold 
Path contribute to ethical behaviour, social harmony, and sustainable peace. By 
synthesising Buddhist philosophy with contemporary peacebuilding literature, 
the study argues that lasting peace depends not only on institutional reforms but 
also on the ethical transformation of individuals and communities.

Objectives

1. Examine the relevance of the Noble Eightfold Path within contemporary  
	 peacebuilding discourse.

2. Analyze how the principles of the Noble Eightfold Path contribute to  
	 ethical behaviour and harmonious social relationships.

3.	Develop a conceptual framework that positions the Noble Eightfold  
	 Path as a Buddhist philosophical framework for sustainable  
	 peacebuilding.

Methodology

This study adopts a conceptual research design, which is appropriate 
for developing theoretical frameworks through the systematic analysis and 
integration of existing knowledge. Rather than relying on primary data collection, 
conceptual research generates new theoretical insights by examining established 
literature and identifying relationships among key concepts.

The study is based entirely on secondary sources, including selected 
Buddhist canonical texts, Buddhist philosophical writings, peer-reviewed journal 
articles, scholarly books, and contemporary literature in peace and conflict 
studies. Sources were selected based on their relevance to the Noble Eightfold 
Path, Buddhist ethics, and sustainable peacebuilding, as well as their scholarly 
credibility and contribution to contemporary peacebuilding discourse. Additional 
literature relating to conflict transformation, positive peace, reconciliation, 
ethical leadership, peace education, and community peacebuilding was reviewed 
to establish theoretical connections between Buddhist philosophy and modern 
peacebuilding approaches.
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The literature was analysed using conceptual synthesis. First, key concepts 
related to the Noble Eightfold Path and sustainable peacebuilding were identified 
from the selected sources. Next, recurring themes and theoretical relationships 
were examined to understand how the eight interrelated principles collectively 
influence ethical behaviour, interpersonal relationships, and social harmony. 
Finally, these findings were integrated to develop a conceptual framework 
illustrating how Buddhist philosophy contributes to sustainable peacebuilding 
through ethical transformation and harmonious social engagement.

Results

The conceptual synthesis indicates that the Noble Eightfold Path 
provides a comprehensive Buddhist philosophical framework for sustainable 
peacebuilding by integrating wisdom (paññā), ethical conduct (sīla), and mental 
cultivation (samādhi) into a unified approach to human development. Rather 
than functioning as eight independent ethical principles, the Path operates as 
an interconnected system in which each factor supports the others, enabling 
individuals to cultivate attitudes and behaviours that promote peaceful coexistence 
(MN 117). This holistic perspective distinguishes the Eightfold Path from many 
conventional peacebuilding approaches that primarily emphasize political, legal, 
or institutional interventions.

The analysis demonstrates that the Noble Eightfold Path contributes to 
sustainable peace by transforming both individuals and their social relationships. 
Right View (sammā-diṭṭhi) and Right Intention (sammā-saṅkappa) encourage 
individuals to understand the causes of suffering and cultivate goodwill, 
compassion, and harmlessness rather than the unwholesome roots (akusala-
mūla) of greed (lobha), hatred (dosa), and delusion (moha) (AN 3.69). These 
principles foster empathy, reconciliation, and mutual understanding, which are 
essential for rebuilding trust in societies affected by conflict.

Similarly, Right Speech (sammā-vācā) promotes truthful, respectful, 
and constructive communication while discouraging false, divisive, harsh, and 
idle speech (SN 45.8). Effective communication strengthens dialogue, reduces 
misunderstanding, and supports non-violent conflict resolution. Right Action 
(sammā-kammanta) and Right Livelihood (sammā-ājīva) further extend Buddhist 
ethics into everyday social and economic life by encouraging non-violence, 
honesty, justice, and social responsibility. These principles discourage behaviours 
that contribute to exploitation, discrimination, corruption, and structural violence, 
thereby creating conditions that support social justice and peaceful coexistence.

The analysis also identifies Right Effort (sammā-vāyāma), Right 
Mindfulness (sammā-sati), and Right Concentration (sammā-samādhi) as 
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essential components of mental cultivation. Canonically, these factors promote 
the abandonment of unwholesome states and the development of wholesome 
qualities through disciplined practice (SN 45.8). Contemporary scholars further 
interpret sammā-sati and sammā-samādhi as supporting self-awareness, emotional 
regulation, resilience, and reflective decision-making in peacebuilding contexts 
(Wallace, 1999). The present study adopts these as contemporary applications 
rather than direct canonical interpretations.

The synthesis therefore proposes a conceptual framework in which the 
Noble Eightfold Path serves as a holistic philosophical foundation for sustainable 
peacebuilding. The framework suggests that the consistent practice of the 
Eightfold Path cultivates ethical behaviour characterised by compassion, honesty, 
responsibility, and non-violence. These ethical qualities strengthen trust, empathy, 
mutual respect, cooperation, and inclusive dialogue within communities, thereby 
promoting social harmony. As harmonious relationships become embedded in 
social life, they create favourable conditions for sustainable peace that extends 
beyond the absence of violence to include justice, reconciliation, human dignity, 
and collective well-being.

Discussion

The findings highlight the relevance of Buddhist philosophy to 
contemporary peacebuilding by demonstrating that sustainable peace requires 
ethical and psychological transformation alongside political and institutional 
reforms. Although formal peace agreements, governance structures, and legal 
mechanisms remain essential, they cannot by themselves eliminate the attitudes, 
behaviours, and social divisions that frequently generate recurring conflict. The 
Noble Eightfold Path addresses this limitation by providing an ethical framework 
that transforms the individual while simultaneously strengthening peaceful social 
relationships.

The proposed conceptual framework illustrates that the Eightfold Path 
functions as an integrated philosophical system through which wisdom, ethical 
conduct, and mental discipline collectively promote sustainable peacebuilding. 
Rather than treating peace as the responsibility of governments or institutions 
alone, the framework emphasizes the role of individuals in cultivating compassion, 
responsibility, mindfulness, and nonviolence. Ethical transformation becomes 
the foundation upon which trust, reconciliation, cooperation, and social cohesion 
are gradually established within communities.

The study also contributes to contemporary peacebuilding scholarship 
by demonstrating that Buddhist philosophy complements existing theories of 
positive peace and conflict transformation. While modern peacebuilding often 
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focuses on structural reforms, Buddhist philosophy emphasizes that lasting 
peace begins with the transformation of human attitudes and behaviours. This 
integration broadens the theoretical foundations of peace studies by incorporating 
ethical and spiritual perspectives that address the deeper causes of conflict.

The framework has practical implications for peace education, community 
peacebuilding, leadership development, counselling, and conflict transformation. 
The principles of the Noble Eightfold Path can guide educational programmes that 
promote ethical reasoning, empathy, nonviolent communication, and responsible 
citizenship. Likewise, community initiatives and leadership practices grounded in 
Buddhist ethics can strengthen social trust, inclusive dialogue, and collaborative 
problem-solving, thereby contributing to more resilient and peaceful societies.

This conceptual study enriches the literature by presenting the Noble 
Eightfold Path as a coherent Buddhist philosophical framework for sustainable 
peacebuilding rather than examining its individual principles in isolation. By 
synthesizing Buddhist philosophy with contemporary peacebuilding theory, 
it demonstrates that ethical behaviour and harmonious social relationships are 
central to achieving long-term peace. Future empirical research should examine 
the proposed conceptual framework across different cultural and post-conflict 
contexts to evaluate its practical application and theoretical validity.

Ultimately, the Noble Eightfold Path offers a timeless ethical philosophy 
that remains highly relevant to contemporary peacebuilding. Its emphasis on 
wisdom, compassion, mindfulness, and moral responsibility provides a holistic 
foundation for building peaceful individuals, harmonious communities, and 
sustainable societies. As global challenges such as violence, polarization, and 
social fragmentation continue to intensify, integrating Buddhist philosophical 
principles into peacebuilding theory and practice offers a meaningful pathway 
toward achieving sustainable peace.

Keywords- Noble Eightfold Path, Buddhist Philosophy, Sustainable 
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