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INTRODUCTION 

The first Dhammayietra took place in 1992 during the 

return of Cambodian refugees from camps along the 

Thai border. UNHCR’s historical account places the 
organized repatriation between March 1992 and May 

1993.1 The Cambodia Peace Gallery presents the in-

augural walk as an effort to confront fear and initiate 

reconciliation while conflict and landmines contin-

ued to endanger communities.2 This setting raises a 

practical research problem: how can a religious pro-

cession contribute to peacebuilding when a political 

settlement has yet to make everyday encounters se-

cure? The question concerns what people did together 

and the meaning of those actions, as well as the limits 

of their effects. 

Existing scholarship already provides substantial ex-

planations of the movement. Poethig interprets the 

Dhammayietra through the connections between ref-

ugee return, religious mobility, and transnational 

Buddhist and interfaith networks.3 Dosch situates 

Cambodian peace initiatives within relationships be-

tween civil society and foreign donors, distinguishing 

local initiatives that attracted support from projects 

more directly shaped by external funding.4 Hsu’s 
analysis of the term “engaged Buddhism” cautions 
against describing Asian Buddhist action through a 

simple opposition between an allegedly withdrawn 

tradition and modern social engagement.5 These stud-

ies establish that the walks require attention to histor-

ical relationships and institutions, beyond a 

biographical account of their best-known leader. 

This paper brings those concerns into a focused ex-

amination of grassroots participation and legacy. 

Grassroots activism is understood here as organized 

public action involving people at community level in 
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responding to shared problems. Participation can in-

clude supplying food, hosting walkers, organizing ac-

tivities, or teaching, as well as joining a procession. 

Peacebuilding refers to efforts to support less violent 

relationships and the conditions for coexistence. 

These working definitions allow religious activities 

to be examined without assuming that every ritual 

produces reconciliation or that every participant 

shares the same political commitments. 

The central question is how Ghosānanda’s religious 
leadership became a practice that others could sup-

port, perform, and adapt. The objectives are to ex-

plain the relationship between Buddhist practice and 

community participation, identify the organizational 

relationships that sustained the walks, and assess 

what later documentation establishes about their con-

tinuation. The proposed contribution is an interpreta-

tion of legacy as the transmission of public practices 

and responsibilities. The analysis treats evidence of 

activities, participants’ interpretations, and claims of 
lasting impact as different forms of evidence. It there-

fore does not attribute Cambodia’s political transition 
to the Dhammayietra or present a national assessment 

of its effectiveness. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The study uses a qualitative documentary case analy-

sis. Its materials are selected published texts concern-

ing the Dhammayietra and the interpretation of 

Buddhist peacebuilding in Cambodia. Searches com-

bined the names “Maha Ghosananda” and 
“Dhammayietra” with terms including “peacebuild-
ing,” “Cambodia,” “grassroots,” and “engaged Bud-
dhism.” Academic publications were located through 
journal and university records. Institutional sources 

were located through the World Faiths Development 

Dialogue, Georgetown University’s Berkley Center, 
the Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies, the Cam-

bodia Peace Gallery, and UNHCR. The selection is 

purposive and does not constitute a systematic or ex-

haustive literature review. 

Materials were included when they documented a rel-

evant activity, described participants’ roles, or sup-
plied a scholarly interpretation needed to examine 

religion and peacebuilding. The historical focus be-

gins with the 1992 walk. Later evidence includes the 

2010 World Faiths Development Dialogue country 

report,6 participant accounts of the 2012 walk, and 

the 2016 report of archival transfer to a peace mu-

seum project. Scholarly discussion published in 2021 

and 2022 informs the interpretation of reconciliation 

and the category of engaged Buddhism. The study 

does not infer the movement’s current operational 
scale from these earlier documents. 

Relevant passages were read for the connections be-

tween religious practice, participation, and organiza-

tion. An initial description of each activity was 

separated from the source’s explanation of its signif-
icance. Accounts were then compared around public 

nonviolence, the contribution of community mem-

bers, external support, and continuity beyond the 

founder. Table 1 summarizes selected events and 

states the limits of the conclusions they support. 

Where reports differ over numbers of walkers or the 

distances travelled, those figures are excluded be-

cause the present argument does not require them. 

Source position matters. A participant’s description 
of a school visit can document what that observer wit-

nessed, but cannot establish learning outcomes across 

all schools. An organizer’s interpretation can disclose 
the aims of an activity without proving that those 

aims were achieved. A museum exhibition can show 

how peacebuilding is publicly remembered, while se-

lecting material that emphasizes achievement. Ac-

cordingly, corroboration concerns particular 

activities rather than an assumption that all accounts 

are independent. The research draws on published 

documents and contains no new interviews, partici-

pant observation, surveys, or human-subject experi-

ments. Its conclusions are interpretive and historical; 

they are not causal estimates of the Dhammayietra’s 
impact. 

RESULTS 

The 1992 Walk and the Meaning of Public Return 

The inaugural walk accompanied the transition from 

border-camp life towards return to Cambodia. The 

Peace Gallery’s account identifies refugees, religious 
participants, international supporters, and local peo-

ple as involved in the procession.2 The analytical sig-

nificance lies in the form of return. Joining or 

receiving the walkers offered a public occasion for 

meeting others during a period of insecurity. This in-

terpretation concerns an opportunity created by the 

procession, rather than a finding that all participants 
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overcame fear or that their relationships were perma-

nently repaired. 

The difference between a political agreement and a 

public encounter is important. Repatriation could 

move people across a border while leaving questions 

about belonging and trust unresolved. A peace walk 

addressed those questions through visible conduct: 

participants could approach a village, accept hospi-

tality, and express commitments in a recognizable re-

ligious setting. Such acts provided occasions on 

which peace could be demonstrated and discussed. 

Whether a particular encounter changed later conduct 

remains an empirical question requiring evidence be-

yond the existence of the walk. 

Religious Practice and Community Participation 

A contemporary account published in The Mindful-

ness Bell reports Ghosānanda’s association of peace 
work with peace within the person.7 This statement 

supplies an ethical orientation for examining public 

action. It proposes that the manner in which someone 

acts is relevant to the peace they seek. The documen-

tary analysis interprets that orientation as a responsi-

bility carried into encounters with others, without 

treating inner tranquillity as sufficient to resolve a 

public dispute. 

The practical form of those encounters is visible in 

Jenny Cimaglia’s account of joining part of the 2012 
Dhammayietra in Oddar Meanchey. She describes 

roadside blessings, villagers supplying food and wa-

ter, a vehicle collecting donations, and visits to 

schools. Lessons connected the five precepts with fa-

miliar situations and included hygiene and environ-

mental messages.8 These observations identify 

several ways of participating. Walking was one con-

tribution; sustaining and receiving the procession 

were others. The account documents educational ac-

tivity and hospitality during the observed segment, 

while providing no assessment of subsequent behav-

iour among pupils or villagers. 

These activities connect religious relationships with 

the material requirements of activism. A procession 

depends on meals, accommodation, transport, and 

coordination. Contributions from local people can 

make those requirements possible and give commu-

nities an active role in an event that otherwise appears 

centred on monks. This reading also directs attention 

to who provides that labour and who decides how re-

sources are used. Visible participation alone does not 

establish equal authority among the people involved. 

Organization and Cooperation Across Boundaries 

Poethig identifies the Coalition for Peace and Recon-

ciliation as an organizational setting for the first walk 

and stresses its Buddhist and interfaith relationships. 

Her analysis connects the movement’s public reli-
gious identity to networks formed beyond Cambo-

dia’s borders.3 The movement consequently cannot 

be explained by personal charisma alone. Religious 

leadership required arrangements through which a 

message could be translated into a route, supplies, 

and coordinated public conduct. 

The Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies documents 

the participation of an international interfaith pil-

grimage in the 1995 Dhammayietra.9 This is evidence 

of cooperation across religious and national bounda-

ries. Such cooperation could give a local action addi-

tional participants and support, but its presence does 

not establish diplomatic influence. Dosch’s discus-
sion is useful here because it separates the origin and 

ownership of initiatives from the source of their fund-

ing.4 Receiving international resources need not 

mean that a community action was conceived exter-

nally; nor does a local origin remove the need to ex-

amine the conditions attached to support. 

Exposure to Violence and Political Constraints 

The risks of public action are recorded as well as its 

aspirations. The Centre for Peace and Conflict Stud-

ies reports that a monk and a nun were killed when 

the 1994 procession encountered crossfire.9 Reli-

gious visibility did not guarantee physical protection. 

The deaths make it necessary to assess courage 

alongside obligations towards participants, including 

the information and practical conditions under which 

they accepted risk. 

Laura Hodges’s account of the 2012 walk records an 
organizer’s concerns about reduced donations and re-
luctance to participate because the event was per-

ceived as political. She also describes the 

involvement of women religious and volunteers.10 

These are reported perceptions and observations, ra-

ther than independent measurements of political in-

terference or funding trends. They nevertheless 

complicate an account of religious activism as insu-

lated from power. A public commitment to peace can 
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attract political interpretations even when organizers 

describe their purpose differently. Table 1 brings 

these documentary observations together. 

Table 1: Documented Activities and Limits on Interpretation 

Year Documented activity Limit on inference 

1992 First walk during refugee return.1,2 
Returnees and walkers are distinct populations; partici-

pation does not establish reconciliation. 

1994 
A monk and a nun killed in crossfire during the 

walk.9 
Religious visibility did not prevent armed violence. 

1995 
International interfaith pilgrims joined the Cam-

bodian walk.9 
Cooperation is documented; diplomatic influence is not 

measured. 

2012 
Border route, village blessings, school lessons, 

and concerns about funding.8,10 
Accounts cover brief segments; educational outcomes 

and funding trends are not independently measured. 

2016 
Archives transferred to a peace museum pro-

ject; a further walk announced.9 
Archival transfer is recorded; an announcement does 

not verify completion of a walk. 
 

Continuation and Public Memory After 2007 

Peter Gyallay-Pap’s 2007 remembrance records 
Ghosānanda’s death and his relationship with Bud-
dhist educational assistance in Cambodia.11 The 2012 

participant accounts provide direct evidence that later 

organizers and walkers continued activities associated 

with the Dhammayietra.8,10 Continuity here means 

that identifiable practices occurred after his death. It 

does not imply uninterrupted growth or that the move-

ment retained the same capacity and membership. 

The World Faiths Development Dialogue report con-

nects Ghosānanda’s influence with subsequent peace 
work and describes Bob Maat’s role in a 
Dhammayietra centre.6 In 2016, the Centre for Peace 

and Conflict Studies reported receiving archives from 

Venerable Tola and Bob Maat for its peace museum 

project. The same report announced a further walk.9 

Archival transfer is a recorded action; the announced 

walk is evidence of intention. Keeping that distinction 

prevents an announcement from being treated as proof 

that an event was completed. The museum and Peace 

Gallery material also establish that the walks became 

a subject of public remembrance. Their preservation 

creates a resource for later inquiry, rather than settling 

questions about the movement’s effects. 

DISCUSSION 

Compassion as a Public Responsibility 

The findings support an interpretation of religious 

peacebuilding in which conduct gives practical ex-

pression to an ethical commitment. Compassion be-

comes publicly relevant when it shapes how people 

approach a frightened community, accept support, or 

respond to a dispute. In the Dhammayietra, the ethical 

message was carried through activities that people 

could recognize and perform. This helps explain the 

relationship between personal discipline and public 

participation without assuming a direct progression 

from a peaceful individual to a peaceful state. 

The interpretation also clarifies a limit. A blessing, 

meal, or lesson may open a relationship, but the obli-

gations arising from that relationship can persist after 

the procession leaves. Questions about livelihood, 

safety, or access to land require attention to the con-

ditions that produce suffering. Compassion under-

stood as public responsibility therefore includes 

listening to those concerns and considering what ac-

tion is feasible. This is a normative implication of the 

analysis, not evidence that every Dhammayietra par-

ticipant fulfilled those responsibilities. 

Anderson’s account of nonviolence training in Cam-
bodia shows how Buddhist ideas were used by train-

ers to discuss conflicts faced by activists, including 

disputes affecting rural livelihoods.12 The example 

provides context for interpreting religious education 

as potentially relevant to concrete social problems. It 

does not demonstrate that those training activities 

were directed by Ghosānanda or that all Cambodian 
activism descended from the Dhammayietra. A care-

ful account of legacy must distinguish an identifiable 

influence from a broad similarity of ethical language. 

Grassroots Agency and the Conditions of Support 

The case suggests that grassroots participation should 

be assessed through responsibilities as well as attend-
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ance. Someone who prepares food or arranges accom-

modation contributes to the possibility of an encoun-

ter. A person who teaches, organizes a route, or 

explains the walk’s purpose exercises a different re-
sponsibility. Recognizing these contributions avoids 

treating communities as passive recipients of a 

leader’s message. It also creates a more demanding 
question about agency: whether participants could in-

fluence priorities and raise concerns, rather than only 

supplying labour. 

The published accounts do not provide a complete ac-

count of decision-making within the movement. 

Hodges’s report supplies evidence of women reli-
gious participating, but participation by itself cannot 

establish equality in leadership.10 The appropriate 

conclusion is that a fuller history should examine the 

contribution and authority of nuns and laywomen di-

rectly. Their labour and experiences should not disap-

pear within a narrative organized solely around 

prominent male religious figures. 

International cooperation presents a related issue. 

Dosch’s analysis makes it possible to consider donor 
support alongside local initiative, without equating 

external funding with external authorship.4 The inter-

pretation proposed here is that accountability should 

be assessed through the decisions made: who selected 

priorities, whose concerns could alter them, and to 

whom organizers explained their use of resources. 

These questions are relevant even when cooperation 

is generous and goals are shared. They specify what 

would need to be investigated before describing an in-

itiative as fully owned by local communities. 

Nonviolence and the Politics of Reconciliation 

The exposure of walkers to violence challenges the 

assumption that spiritual authority can reliably protect 

activists. Continuing a procession may express com-

mitment, but that decision also affects participants 

with different resources and vulnerabilities. Evaluat-

ing the practice therefore requires attention to con-

sent, preparation, and the possibility of withdrawal. 

The sources used here do not establish the adequacy 

of those arrangements. The analytical point is that re-

sponsibility for peace includes responsibility towards 

the people asked to enact it. 

Political meaning also cannot be determined solely by 

an organizer’s stated intention. A route through con-

tested territory, a refusal to endorse hostility, or coop-

eration across national boundaries can acquire signif-

icance in a struggle over authority. The 2012 reports 

document both a border-oriented peace message and 

concern over how the event was perceived.8,10 The re-

sulting interpretation is that nonpartisanship is a prac-

tical commitment that must be negotiated in particular 

circumstances. It is not evidence that religious action 

exists outside politics. 

Reconciliation raises a further question about justice. 

DeAngelo’s ethnographic research examines how 
some Cambodian survivors and deminers understand 

relations with former enemies through Buddhist con-

cepts, including mettā, or loving-kindness. She also 

cautions against assuming that such relationships en-

tail a refusal of individual accountability.13 Her work 

concerns experiences beyond the Dhammayietra and 

is used here as an interpretive comparison. It helps ex-

plain why encountering a former adversary humanely 

cannot be taken as evidence that a harmed person has 

forgiven them or abandoned a claim to justice. 

On that basis, compassion should not be used to pre-

scribe silence to victims. A peacebuilding practice can 

invite less hostile encounters while allowing people to 

disagree about responsibility, punishment, and resti-

tution. The Dhammayietra sources establish aspira-

tions towards reconciliation more readily than they 

establish the terms on which particular communities 

accepted it. A defensible account of religious peace-

building must leave room for those differences and for 

people who choose not to participate. 

Assessing Legacy and the Limits of the Evidence 

Hsu’s critique of “engaged Buddhism” cautions 
against making social engagement appear alien to ear-

lier Buddhist life.5 Applied to this case, the term is 

useful only if it helps identify particular practices and 

relationships. It should not replace an account of how 

the walks were organized or imply that Ghosānanda 
invented Buddhist concern for society. The present 

analysis locates his legacy in a recognizable form of 

public action whose performance required others and 

whose purposes could be adapted to later circum-

stances. 

Legacy can therefore be investigated through several 

concrete questions. Did later participants retain the 

name and practices of the walks? Did organizations 

preserve records or carry elements of the peace work 
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into education? How did later accounts explain the 

founder’s importance? The documents examined here 
provide affirmative evidence for selected instances of 

continuation and remembrance. They are less ade-

quate for assessing the scale of influence across Cam-

bodia, the experiences of people who rejected the 

walks, or the duration of any change in relationships. 

Ngarm and Miletic’s study of Cambodia’s peace pro-
cess places religious peace initiatives within a wider 

set of efforts and describes their possible contribution 

to rebuilding social connections.14 That broader per-

spective supports caution about assigning national 

outcomes to one movement. Political negotiations, 

material reconstruction, and other forms of civic ac-

tion operated alongside religious initiatives. The pre-

sent study cannot isolate the contribution of the 

Dhammayietra from those processes. 

The principal limitations follow from the documen-

tary selection. Much of the material is available in 

English and represents scholarship, peace organiza-

tions, or participants sympathetic to the initiative. 

Commemorative sources can give greater visibility to 

success and exemplary leadership than to disagree-

ment. The accounts describe different occasions and 

cannot be combined into a uniform measure of im-

pact. Future research would benefit from Khmer-lan-

guage records and oral histories with organizers, 

women participants, host communities, and critics. 

Such work could examine how participants under-

stood risk and whether educational or interpersonal 

effects continued after a walk. 

CONCLUSION 

The Dhammayietra connected religious practice with 

grassroots peacebuilding through public encounters 

that communities could join and sustain. Its ethical 

commitments were expressed in walking, hospitality, 

teaching, and cooperation. Ghosānanda’s leadership 

mattered within an organizational and social practice 

that depended on the contribution of others. The evi-

dence of later walks and archival preservation sup-

ports a legacy of continued practice and public 

remembrance, while leaving the extent of lasting so-

cial change unresolved. 

This case contributes to the study of religion and so-

cial activism by showing how the practical responsi-

bilities of participation can be examined alongside a 

religious leader’s message. A careful evaluation must 

also consider political interpretation, the distribution 

of authority, and obligations towards people exposed 

to risk. Compassionate engagement offers a basis for 

approaching others humanely; claims about reconcil-

iation require evidence of how those encounters were 

understood and what followed from them. Future his-

torical and field research can develop that evidence 

without making the founder’s reputation a substitute 
for evaluation. 
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