Individual action is necessary—the work of change must happen with ourselves as well as in our societies. 
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The scope of socially engaged Buddhism is not limited to peace activism and extends to a addressing a host of other dimensions to social and environmental malaise. Engagement is predicated on an awareness that suffering is not just an individual condition, but it is also systemic as it originates in social and ecological conditions that have allowed suffering to fester and become more complex in time. For the transformation toward wellbeing, social transformation must be part of the movement. The process of changing society first begins with work on the self yet remaining mindfully present with affecting social change. Zen master Philip Kapleau reflects on this, “To help people without hurting them at the same time, or hurting yourself, means that we must first work on ourselves.” He uses the term middle way as a kind of metaphor, “A Middle Way that alternates between the life of inward meditation and the life of action-in-the-world….”9
The dharma practice of socially engaged Buddhism can be seen as having two aspects, the inner work of individual transformation from suffering to wellbeing and the outer work of social transformation of suffering to wellbeing. Like all things in complex systems, there is a dual nature to our existence: our individual selves and our social selves that are inextricably tied to social structures. If the individual is a kind of social molecule, then social institutions and cultures are the higher-level structures. Change happens at both levels continuously, whether we intend so or not, in a complex and dialectic process of interplay between the social self and social formations.
The inner work of changing ourselves and the outer work of changing our society are taking place simultaneously in a dialectical process. In the Buddhist view, all is impermanent and changing. We are undergoing a continuous transformation through processes of aging, adapting to our surroundings, and forming social relationships. We are steadily changing by virtue of our experiences in society and by the choices we make. If there are changes in the air we breathe, the water we drink, the food we eat, then we change accordingly. If we make choices to change the kind of food we eat or the places we live, we change our surroundings. As our society changes, we change and as we change society changes. Nothing is permanent.
We are all having an impact on everything we touch. In the sense of impact, it is always there whether intentional or not. In this way, we are shaping our social and environmental context, and in turn the context is continuously shaping who and what we are. We are embedded in our surroundings and our surroundings are embedded in us. As we live and breathe on the crust of the earth, we are engaged in everything around us, and this is so from the time we are born to the time we die. None of us lives in isolation; we can only shift from one state or degree of connectedness to another. The main question for what we call “engaged Buddhism” is how we can direct this two-way dialectic through conscious volition
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