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Introduction

Buddhism has become popular in America through modernization, with contemporary
forms emphasizing mindfulness, meditation, self-discipline — leaving out conventional Buddhist
religious frameworks, which may offer flexibility and adaptability particularly for Western
practitioners. However, some of these communities have a “whiteness” problem. Within these
communities, there is often an unconscious superiority among white Buddhists that comes with
their identity, which makes them fail to recognize racial diversity in the Buddhist community.
Inappropriate representation of the American Buddhist community such as in media and
academia, where the focus is primarily on white Buddhists, is making diverse racial Buddhists
invisible and this can also be regarded as an unconscious “othering” process of Asian American
and Black American Buddhists as if they do not exist. While individuals can seek refuge from
the trauma that comes with their racial identity through Buddhist teachings, they also do not feel
welcomed in American Buddhist communities because of the absence of familiar faces. Though
predominately white sanghas do not declare that they are not for “non-white” people, they are

also not designed for diverse participation.
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Source Overview

For this paper, I chose several sources and did an in-depth analysis of those sources to
investigate ongoing race disparities in the American Buddhist communities. I chose the book Be
the Refuge by Chenxing Han, which illustrates the perspectives of Asian American Buddhists
who are often overlooked, unheard, and disregarded. This is a collection of interviews conducted
with 89 Asian American Buddhists, providing insights into their experiences and expectations
within an American Buddhist community that is predominantly influenced by whiteness. I also
analyzed the blog "Angry Asian Buddhist" created by Aaron J. Lee under the pseudonym

"arunlikhati," which also sought to make Asian American Buddhists a more visible part of the
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American Buddhist community by being their voice through the blog. Lee played a significant
role in the book Be the Refuge by assisting in the selection of Asian American Buddhists for the
interview process.

Additionally, I examined the experiences of Black Buddhists in American Buddhist
spaces, which allowed me to compare the perspectives of Black Buddhists and Asian American
Buddhists and their experiences with the “whiteness” of Buddhism in America. Pamela Ayo
Yetunde and Ruth King highlighted how their racial identity comes with an ancestral history of
oppression — one that continues in contemporary society as racial inequality, shaping their
experiences since childhood and making them inseparable from their historical trauma.'? A
Black feminist, SyedUllah always wanted to embody her Black identity but was unable to
embrace her identity as she was at home in whiteness, considering “everything whiteness does
must be best, right, noble, beautiful, moral, and productive” and acting like Blackness doesn’t
matter.’ I examined their experiences of race-based discrimination in white sanghas and how
they sought liberation and refuge from the emotional trauma and baggage that comes with their

racial identity through practicing meditation and Buddhist teaching.

Genre Analysis
The sources I examined mostly aimed to empower the underrepresented voices within

American Buddhist communities. They endeavored to enhance their prominence in society.

! Pamela A Yetunde, “Voluntary Segregation,” In Black and Buddhist: What Buddhism Can Teach Us about Race,
Resilience, Transformation, and Freedom ed. Cheryl A Giles and Palema Ayo Yetunde (United

States: Shambhala, 2020), 97-118.

2 Ruth King, “Wholeness Is No Trifling Matter,” In Black and Buddhist: What Buddhism Can Teach Us about Race,
Resilience, Transformation, and Freedom ed. Cheryl A Giles and Palema Ayo Yetunde (United

States: Shambhala, 2020) 150-174.

3 Jasmine, “The Abolition of Whiteness,” 43.
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Their objective was also to familiarize general audiences with the experiences of marginalized
communities and their hardships, which often go unnoticed. The writers also aim to assist
individuals within their own community through their writing, as many individuals can relate to
the writer's personal experiences. They aim to alleviate the trauma of feeling like an outsider and
not belonging by sharing their own experiences. This can help the audience realize that they are
not alone in experiencing racial discrimination, empowering them, and encouraging them to also

share their stories in order to free themselves from their suffering.

Research Methodology

In this paper, I examined the factors that contribute to the sense of inferiority and
alienation experienced by non-white individuals in American Buddhist communities using
feminist standpoint theory and the concept of strong objectivity. Alison Jaggar and Sandra
Harding contributed to developing and popularizing feminist standpoint theory, which argues
that marginalized groups, particularly women, have unique standpoints or perspectives that
emerge from their social locations within hierarchical power structures.* Jaggar emphasized the
importance of epistemic privilege, and Harding challenged the notion of objectivity, arguing that
knowledge is shaped and situated within one’s social position. Non-white Buddhists possess a
more accurate picture of race disparities in predominantly white Buddhist spaces in America
because of their social position as a minority group. I incorporated standpoints from diverse
racial backgrounds, such as Asian American Buddhists and Black American Buddhists, to

increase the validity and reliability of my research through strong objectivity. Additionally, I

“Alison M. Jaggar, Just Methods: An Interdisciplinary Feminist Reader (Taylor & Francis, 2008), 306-7.
5 Sandra Harding, Objectivity and Diversity: Another Logic of Scientific Research (University of Chicago
Press, 2015), 30-40.
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sought common themes and trends between their experiences in white American society, mostly
in predominantly white Buddhists spaces. I also examined the contribution of Buddhist teachings
to alleviating this feeling of alienation by analyzing the perspectives of nonwhite American

Buddhists.

Factors Contributing to Non-belonging

Be the Refuge aims to locate and acknowledge the presence of young Asian American
Buddhists who have been overlooked and marginalized within American Buddhist communities.
This project seeks to address the issue of their invisibility and the dominance of "whiteness"
inside American Buddhist spaces. The book opens with a solemn gathering of people reciting
prayers in remembrance of Lee who passed away of cancer at the age of 34. Han notes, “Looking
around the overflowing memorial pavilion, it dawns on me that I have never chanted with so
many other young Asian Americans before. Grief and gratitude unite us on this bright October
day in Southern California.”® This demonstrates Lee's remarkable accomplishment in his blog
initiative by attracting a significant number of Asian American Buddhists who were previously
not widely visible. Lee's work served as a source of inspiration for Asian American Buddhists,
prompting them to recover their cultural and religious identity. Through his project, he
successfully increased the visibility and presence of Asian American Buddhists as a community.

In his blog, Lee also discusses the issue of racial discrimination and suggests that it is
important to understand Asian American Buddhists before forming any opinions or labeling
them as "Banana Buddhists" (referring to individuals who appear Asian on the outside but adopt

Western values).” Han delved into their cultural and religious backgrounds, examined their

¢ Chenxing Han, Be the Refuge: Raising the Voices of Asian American Buddhists (North Atlantic Books, 2021) 2.
" Han, Be the Refuge, 12.
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beliefs and practices within Buddhism, explored their communities, and sought their perspectives
on the portrayal of Asian American Buddhists.® Han conducted interviews with these individuals
in an effort to empower the marginalized voices of Asian American Buddhists and confront the
prejudices associated with them in American society, such as being portrayed as superstitious
“Oriental monks” or “Banana Buddhists.” She desired to establish their identity based on their
unique perspective while conveying this viewpoint to others. American Buddhist groups consist
largely of white participants because of the limited involvement of non-white individuals. It is
crucial to analyze this issue from their own standpoint to identify the barriers that are impeding
the involvement of individuals from non-white backgrounds. Due to their marginalized social
position as individuals who are non-white and part of a minority group, they possess the most
thorough understanding of any instances of discrimination or racial inequalities within white
sanghas. Nonwhite Buddhists possess epistemic privilege, which allows them to accurately
recognize and identify instances of racism in sanghas.

The conferences on Buddhist studies lacked the participation of diverse Buddhist
communities or were not specifically designed to encourage varied participation. ° Lee aspired to
establish a conference that would bring together young adult Asian Americans from various
ethnic backgrounds, encompassing different Buddhist traditions.!® Being an Asian American
Buddhist, his objective was to create an American Buddhist community that was more inclusive,
including not only white Americans. During Lee's funeral, a substantial gathering of Asian

American Buddhists participated in a collective chanting of the sutra. This demonstrates that

8 Han, Be the Refuge, 15.

° These are the Buddhist studies conferences that Lee has attended or learned about through various sources such as
media, websites, and other members of the community.

19 Han, Be the Refuge, 8.
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Asian American Buddhists were not unwilling to attend sanghas but rather sought a welcoming
environment that embraced individuals from various cultural backgrounds.

Similar to Lee’s experience, Surpraja also encountered the whiteness of American
Buddhist spaces when she intended to attend a Zen group but noticed that their website was full
of white faces. She articulated her desire to witness a greater representation of those from non-
white backgrounds by stating, “I shouldn’t be racist; I know those people are really committed. I
just want to see some Asians there too.”!! For Surpraja, the majority-white faces on the website
represented a majority-white sangha in person. Surpraja’s statement clearly shows her urge to
participate in a setting where she would find more faces like her own. She desires for Buddhist
communities to embrace greater diversity, allowing her to participate without having to worry of
matching to any racial expectations — without having concerns about feeling unwelcome in a
community largely led by white American Buddhists. Lee also criticized the American media's
portrayal of Buddhism for its lack of accurate and diverse representation.!> From her social
position, Surpraja felt the pressure to “fit into” the white communities according to certain
expectations, which may not be similar for any white individuals. The inclusion of a wide range
of individuals from various racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds in American Buddhist spaces
is of great importance, as it allows for collective participation in religious rituals and practices.

Han examined the impact of Japanese Shin Buddhism on incorporating Buddhist
teachings in Western contexts and their efforts to preserve the ancient and hereditary sacred texts
during World War II. Shin Buddhist activism also speaks for other marginalized voices as Jeff
Wilson states, “Referencing their own history of discrimination, Buddhist Churches of American

members have advocated for the rights of African Americans, American Muslims, Native

! Han, Be the Refuge, 125.
12 Han, Be the Refuge, 157-174.
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Americans, and other groups, both in their denominational publications and through lobbying the
government.”!® Shin Buddhists' social location as a minority in society helps them to identify
other minority issues and advocate for them. Japanese Shin Buddhism is implementing
contemporary practices to thrive in a Western environment and hopes that future generations of
Asian American Buddhists will continue the religious heritage.

In his book The Making of Buddhist Modernism, McMahan identifies discourses on
Buddhist modernism and introduces the concepts of “detraditionalization,” “demythologization,”
and “psychologization” to modernize Buddhist tradition. He states, “A crucial part of
modernization, whether we are talking about trade or religion, is its tendency towards
globalization, a tendency that in many cases compromises local differences.”!* Shin Buddhism
underwent modernization by adapting its teachings to Western contexts and advocating for the
support of marginalized voices. Be the Refuge explores the inaccurate perception of Asian
American Buddhists as Oriental monks, Banana Buddhists, superstitious, alongside the
perception of White American Buddhists as intrinsically more modern. The modernist viewpoint
can contribute to the marginalization and neglect of Asian American Buddhists in Western
contexts. It portrays Buddhist settings as predominantly white, emphasizing their modernity and
scientific nature while disregarding any Asian American influences, which may be perceived as
"superstitious." The dichotomy between Eastern and Western cultures in Western society also
compels individuals of nonwhite backgrounds to join predominantly white sanghas, as they may
be seen as less modern.

Han also emphasized the lack of presence of second-generation Asian American

Buddhists in religious communities and spaces, as if they are completely non-existent, and

13 Han, Be the Refuge,54.
14 McMahan, The Making of Buddhist Modernism, 41.
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expressed a desire to investigate the underlying reasons for this absence. Second-generation
Asian American Buddhists face challenges in expressing their religious viewpoint and identity in
society due to their minority status in terms of both race and religion, particularly in a mostly
white Buddhist religious community. As Asian American Buddhists, they consistently strive to
integrate into American culture and White American Buddhist Culture but struggle to fully
assimilate. This leads to feelings of discouragement and a lack of belonging, which in turn
hinders their motivation to join white Buddhist societies. Caitlin Kandil argues that the portrayal
of Buddhism in American media lacks awareness of the significant role played by Asians in
introducing Buddhism to America. Instead, it exclusively features white teachers who traveled to
the East to study Buddhism.!> This may serve as a further reason for the lack of Asian American
involvement in white Buddhist congregations. Westerners fail to recognize and appreciate Asian
ancestral wisdom and heritage, instead dismissing it as superstition, despite the fact they have
adopted ancient Asian Buddhist teachings.

Engaging in mindfulness without acknowledging its origins in Buddhist teachings is
another manifestation of racial inequality and the dominant perspective of American society.
Funie Hsu pointed out that while popular Buddhist teachers like Thich Nhat Hanh and his
teachings are widely accepted in the American community, Asian American Buddhists are often
overlooked. She says, “Mindfulness treats Buddhism as a problem” as racial suspicions of
Asians and Buddhism are embedded in many mindfulness programs, reinforcing “longstanding
sentiments of Asian American Buddhists as perpetual foreigners, leading many of us (Asian

American Buddhists) to internalize a racial-religious shame and to hide our faith.”!® In this

15 Caitlin Kandil, “Young Asian American Buddhists Are Reclaiming Narrative after Decades of White
Dominance.”
16 Funie Hsu, “How Mainstream Mindfulness Erases Its Buddhist Roots.”

137



context, she identifies and highlights two distinct emotions of shame associated with the Asian
American Buddhist identity: the feeling of shame associated with one's Asian heritage and the
feeling of shame associated with one's Buddhist beliefs. Consequently, they feel compelled to
conceal both their presence and their true identity inside predominantly white societies. While
they are unable to conceal their physical appearance or Asian blood, they often choose to conceal

their religious affiliation to assimilate into American society.

Black American Buddhists also write about their feeling of non-belonging in
predominantly-white Buddhist sanghas. Ruth King started practicing Buddhism to liberate
herself from her long history of experiencing racism, not only in her own life but also in the
history of oppression and trauma that comes with her racial identity. She realized these Buddhist
spaces are also mostly white with a lack of racial awareness. King writes:

Over the years, participating in dharma community mostly attended and led by white

people, I have often felt my heart quake and stomach tighten after hearing white teachers

and yogis speak from a lack of awareness of themselves as racial beings. I have never
heard white teachers make blatant racist comments with intent to harm. Rather, there was

a more subtle obliviousness about whiteness as a collective reality and its privilege and

impact, and an assumption that we were all the same or wanted to be. In those moments,

despite my best efforts, I would be reminded of race and of being invisible and would
spin into a hurricane of anger, confusion, and despair.!”
She did not explicitly refer to any overtly racist actions but rather addressed the racism inherent
in one's white identity, which is seen as superior and privileged. Additionally, from her social
position as a member of minority group, she identified that there is an unconscious tendency to
perceive all other races as inferior, a process sometimes referred to as "othering." The white

teachers' lack of awareness of various racial identities demonstrates their inherent sense of

superiority and lack of understanding regarding sentiments of diverse races.

17 King, “Wholeness Is No Trifling Matter,” 164.
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As a Buddhist teacher, Pamela Ayo Yetunde first rejected the segregation of communities
based on race in Buddhist settings and was against the formation of POC (people of color)
sanghas. However, her perspective shifted after experiencing racial incidents in predominantly
white Buddhist places, prompting her to establish POC sanghas. She encountered bullying from
two white males, and another white female attempted to undermine her credibility as a Buddhist
teacher. She had a sense of invisibility, incompetence, and feeling unworthy of empathy inside
predominantly white sanghas. Yetunde states, “When I think about my sangha experiences in
Bay Area and Atlanta, and when I reflect on conversations, I have had with many POC dharma
practitioners in different places, I realize what we want to talk about in our voluntary segregation
is our experiences of being ‘othered.””!® Her experience indicates that there is a ubiquitous
presence of racial othering among Buddhist communities. She experienced bullying at sanghas,
despite the fact that Buddhism consistently advocates for peace. Furthermore, due to her racial
background, she faced skepticism regarding her abilities as a good Dharma teacher. Overall,
whether deliberate or not, there is a persistent racial inequality within white Buddhist sanghas.
Individuals of non-white Buddhist backgrounds, coming from various social locations and
standpoints, have faced this issue, making it a legitimate problem for the American Buddhist

community. It is crucial that Dharma teachers promptly address this matter.

Contribution of Buddhist Teaching
One’s racial identity can come with trauma, suffering, and ancestral histories of
oppression — experiences shared by both the Asian American and Black American communities.

One can seek refuge from racial trauma through Buddhist teachings. For example, Dennis

18 Yetunde, “Voluntary Segregation,” 108.
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Forsythe used perspective analysis of marginalized voices in his chapter “Radical Sociology and
Blacks” in The Death of White Sociology.'® Perspective analysis incorporates the perspective of
marginalized groups, and in this case, Asian American Buddhists and Black Buddhists are the
underrepresented voices in the American Buddhist community. I analyzed their perspective on
Buddhist teachings and how they seek liberation from their racial baggage as well as ongoing
disparities through Buddhist teachings.

In Lee’s most recent blog post, titled "Be the Refuge," he courageously shared the news
of his cancer diagnosis and explained that his diverse racial background has made it challenging
to find a suitable stem cell donor. In addition, he detailed his daily routine of adhering to
Buddhist principles such as engaging in meditation, reciting chants, and reading as a means to
reduce pain, anxiety, and discomfort. He proposed that by embracing Buddhist practices and
seeking refuge, it is feasible to provide an inclusive and supportive atmosphere for people of
color who embrace Buddhism.?° Lee had a highly optimistic perspective on the teachings of
Buddhism and their importance in mitigating the suffering associated with his racial identity and
medical condition. His extensive understanding of his illness makes his perspective on this topic
highly significant. Funie Hsu emphasized how the Buddhist teaching of five precepts can be used
to liberate the Buddhist community from cultural appropriation. She says, “In order to alleviate
the suffering caused by cultural appropriation, we can refrain from asserting ownership of a free
teaching that belongs to all. We can refrain from asserting false authority and superiority over
those who have diligently maintained the practice to share freely with others. And we can

actively work to give Dana by expressing gratitude for the Asian and Asian American Buddhists

19 Forsythe, “Radical Sociology and Blacks.”
20 Arunlikhati, “Be the Refuge.”
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who have shared their indigenous ways of being as integral expressions of their practice.”!As an
Asian American Buddhist, her observation about the usage of the five Buddhist precepts comes
from her social position. From there, she can observe what is missing in the American Buddhist
community that causes cultural appropriation within the community.

King explored how racism can be transformed using Buddhist principles and tools of
mindfulness. She said how practicing mindfulness helped her to alleviate her trauma and seek
refuge. She started a program called Mindful of Race and her goal was to create a “mindfulness
structure that deepens understanding and integration, allowing for a rare opportunity to live an
experience dedicated to racial awareness and genuine connection with members of our own race,
while also ripening our capacity to engage across race.”?? King's racial identity has caused her
years of grief and trauma—both due to the way she has been treated because of her race and
ancestral history of oppression comes with it, leading her to find solace and freedom in
Buddhism. She desires to impart her journey of emancipation to individuals who have undergone
similar experiences as her, which motivated her to initiate the program. Yetunde also highlighted
how she sought liberation through Buddhist teachings from her experience of being “othered” for
her racial identity. She suggested that lovingkindness meditation can help alleviate one’s feeling
of being othered as it works as the antidote for anger, hatred, rage, and separateness.
Lovingkindness meditation works through visualization, which can help one feel love and
belongingness and get rid of negative feelings not through escaping from reality but through
transformation.

Lee, Hsu, King, and Yetunde all seek refuge in Buddhist teachings and practices. The

enduring trauma and oppression associated with their racial identity cannot be eradicated, but it

2l Hsu, “We’ve Been Here All Along.”
22 King, “Wholeness Is No Trifling Matter,” 172.
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is possible to mitigate these burdens, and they liberated or find a path to liberation through
Buddhist practices. They strive for emancipation through the practice of meditation, mindfulness,
lovingkindness, chanting sutras, and following the five precepts. Despite their diverse
backgrounds, they all experience the same psychological distress associated with racial

identification and find refuge in Buddhism.

Conclusion

The American Buddhist community exhibits inherent racial diversity; however, racial
inclusiveness is still absent in these communities, making racial inequalities a significant issue
that leads to the marginalization of Asian American and Black American Buddhists from these
spaces. Any individual from a different racial background can identify unconscious racism in
Buddhist sanghas in the US due to their unique social location and lived experiences. Their
perspectives are shaped by their position as a marginalized group influenced by historical and
cultural inequalities. The majority of participants in these specific communities are white, which
does not accurately reflect the diversity of the American Buddhist community, as individuals
from many racial origins practice Buddhism. The absence of proper racial inclusion has led to
the non-participation of Asian American Buddhists and Black American Buddhists in the
American Buddhist community. These white communities can evoke a sense of inferiority and
alienation in them. The lack of accurate portrayal of the American Buddhist community in
media, which predominantly features white individuals, leaving out Asian American and Black
American Buddhists, despite Buddhism’s deep historical roots in Asian traditions, also instills a
sense of anxiety among these people from other racial backgrounds, as they feel unwelcomed,

discouraging them to fully get involve and engage in the American Buddhist community. The
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American Buddhist communities need to actively incorporate the voices of Asian American and
Black Buddhists to create a more inclusive and diverse community where diverse voices would
be heard, and diverse experiences would be recognized by acknowledging historical and cultural
significance. Buddhist teachings and practices function as a tool for healing and freedom, which
can be useful to free oneself from racial biases and healing trauma. By engaging in mindfulness,
meditation, and lovingkindness, true inclusivity in the American Buddhist community can be

ensured, as well as racially invisible communities can reclaim their belonging.
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