
The Buddhist Peace Movement In South
Vietnam 1964-1966: A Shining Beacon of
Nonviolent Struggle

The Buddhist Peace Movement in South Vietnam between 1964 and 1966 played
a significant role in the country's anti-war efforts and stood as a testament to the
power of nonviolence during a turbulent period of history. Led by Buddhist monks
and nuns, this movement sought to promote peace, justice, and religious freedom
amidst the chaotic and war-ridden landscape of South Vietnam.

The Background: Escalating Tensions in South Vietnam

In the early 1960s, South Vietnam was plagued by political instability, corruption,
and a growing armed conflict between the government and communist forces
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known as the Viet Cong. Caught in the midst of this turmoil, the Buddhist
community found themselves advocating for their religious and moral values
while facing suppression from the ruling regime.
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In May 1963, the situation escalated when Ngo Dinh Diem, South Vietnam's
Catholic president, ordered a crackdown on Buddhist protests against religious
discrimination. The repression resulted in the notorious event known as the "Xá
Lợi Pagoda raids," where government forces brutally suppressed Buddhist
monks and nuns. This incident sparked outrage both within Vietnam and around
the world, generating sympathy for the Buddhist cause.

The Emergence of the Buddhist Peace Movement

Following the tragedy at Xá Lợi Pagoda, Buddhist leaders and activists decided
to channel their grievances into a larger movement for peace and equality. The
Buddhist Peace Movement aimed to end the war through nonviolent means,
inspired by the teachings of renowned Buddhist figures such as Thich Nhat Hanh.
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Buddhist monks and nuns quickly became the driving force behind the
movement, employing strategies like sit-ins, hunger strikes, and peaceful
demonstrations to raise awareness about the oppressive nature of the South
Vietnamese government and the need for a negotiated settlement to the conflict.

Key Moments and Achievements

One of the most iconic moments of the Buddhist Peace Movement occurred on
June 11, 1963, when Thich Quang Duc, a Buddhist monk, self-immolated on a
busy Saigon street. This act of self-sacrifice and nonviolent protest captured the
world's attention, highlighting the suffering endured by the Buddhist community
and the urgent need for a peaceful solution.

The movement gained further momentum on April 7, 1964, when thousands of
Buddhist monks and nuns marched through the streets of Huế and other major
cities, demanding an end to the war and religious freedom. Their peaceful actions
drew attention to the contradiction between Buddhist values of compassion and
the violent reality of the conflict.

Another significant event took place on May 8, 1966, when Buddhist leaders held
the Vesak Celebrations—an annual festival commemorating the birth,
enlightenment, and death of Buddha. These celebrations were transformed into
massive anti-war rallies, attracting thousands of participants who unified their
voices for peace, justice, and an end to suffering.

The Legacy of the Buddhist Peace Movement

Although the Buddhist Peace Movement did not achieve an immediate end to the
war, its influence on shaping public opinion both domestically and internationally
cannot be underestimated. The movement exhibited the power of nonviolence



and moral conviction, inspiring others around the world to stand up against
oppression and injustice.

Moreover, the Buddhist Peace Movement paved the way for future nonviolent
struggles in Vietnam, such as the anti-war efforts led by groups like the Vietnam
Buddhist Sangha and the Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam.

The Buddhist Peace Movement in South Vietnam between 1964 and 1966 serves
as a remarkable example of the potential for nonviolent resistance in the face of
immense adversity. Through their relentless commitment to peace and justice,
Buddhist monks and nuns raised global awareness about the conflict and
demonstrated the transformative power of nonviolence. Their legacy lives on as a
guiding light for future generations striving for a more peaceful and just world.
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During the Vietnam War, Vietnamese Buddhist peace activists made
extraordinary sacrifices―including self-immolation―to try to end the fighting.
They hoped to establish a neutralist government that would broker peace with the
Communists and expel the Americans. Robert J. Topmiller explores South
Vietnamese attitudes toward the war, the insurgency, and U.S. intervention, and
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lays bare the dissension within the U.S. military. The Lotus Unleashed is one of
the few studies to illuminate the impact of internal Vietnamese politics on U.S.
decision-making and to examine the power of a nonviolent movement to confront
a violent superpower.
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