
Exploring the Intersection of Buddhism and
Whiteness: Critical Reflections on the
Philosophy of Race
: Buddhism, a philosophy rooted in compassion, self-awareness, and
mindfulness, has gained popularity worldwide for its teachings on finding inner
peace and achieving enlightenment. However, just like any other belief system,
Buddhism is not immune to critique and analysis. In recent years, scholars and
practitioners have started critically reflecting on the philosophy of race and how it
intersects with Buddhist teachings. This article aims to explore the complex
relationship between Buddhism and whiteness, offering an in-depth analysis of
the intertwining of these two domains.

Understanding Buddhism and Its Core Principles

Buddhism, originating from ancient India, has evolved over the centuries into
various traditions and schools of thought. At its core, Buddhism teaches that
suffering is an inherent aspect of existence and that by understanding the root
causes of suffering, one can liberate themselves from it. The Four Noble Truths
and the Eightfold Path guide practitioners on this transformative journey towards
liberation.

While the core principles of Buddhism emphasize equality, empathy, and
compassion for all beings, the historical and cultural context in which Buddhism
has spread has influenced its interpretation and reception. This context includes
the emergence of whiteness as a social construct and its impacts on different
aspects of society.
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Deconstructing Whiteness: A Critical Examination

Whiteness, as a social construct, is a complex phenomenon that defines and
grants privileges to individuals who are perceived as white. It encompasses not
only physical features but also cultural practices, values, and societal norms.
Whiteness has historically been associated with power, dominance, and
superiority, often at the expense of racial minorities.

By critically examining whiteness through the lens of Buddhism, it becomes
evident that the philosophy has not been immune to the influences of social and
cultural contexts. The predominantly white demographic of early Buddhist
communities across the globe has shaped the interpretation and propagation of
Buddhist teachings, often reinforcing existing power structures and perpetuating
inequalities within the religion itself. With this understanding, scholars and
practitioners are now exploring how to decolonize Buddhism and address these
issues.

The Dilemma of Spiritual Appropriation
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The issue of spiritual appropriation arises when individuals or communities
outside of a particular culture or tradition selectively adopt or adapt spiritual
practices without fully understanding or respecting their cultural and historical
significance. In the context of Buddhism, the widespread adoption of Buddhist
techniques and philosophies by predominantly white individuals has raised
concerns about the dilution and commodification of this ancient wisdom.

Buddhist teachings and practices have often been packaged and sold as self-
help tools or stress-relieving methods, detached from their original purpose and
cultural context. This undermines the richness and complexity of Buddhism and
disregards the perspectives and experiences of Asian and other marginalized
communities who have historically practiced and preserved these teachings.

Facing the Shadow: Acknowledging White Privilege

A critical reflection on Buddhism and whiteness demands an honest examination
of white privilege. White privilege refers to the unearned advantages and benefits
that individuals with white skin enjoy solely because of their race, often at the
expense of racial minorities. Recognizing and acknowledging this privilege within
Buddhist communities is an essential step towards undoing the oppressive power
dynamics perpetuated by whiteness.

By embracing the Buddhist principles of self-awareness and compassion,
individuals and communities can work towards dismantling white privilege and
creating a space that is inclusive, equitable, and representative of diverse voices.
Active engagement with anti-racist movements and conscious efforts to listen,
learn, and empathize can help foster transformation and progress within the
Buddhist community.

Towards a Decolonized Buddhism



Decolonizing Buddhism requires dismantling the existing power structures,
amplifying marginalized voices, and fostering inclusivity in Buddhist communities
worldwide. It demands a critical examination of historical narratives, reevaluating
the interpretation of Buddhist texts, and centering the experiences and
perspectives of marginalized communities.

A decolonized Buddhism emphasizes the interconnectedness of all beings and
recognizes the interplay between spiritual practices and social justice. It invites
practitioners to be active agents of change, challenging oppressive norms within
the religion and the broader society.

: Embracing Critical Reflection in Buddhism

Buddhism, as a philosophy of self-reflection and enlightenment, necessitates
critical introspection on its intersection with whiteness and the philosophy of race.
By engaging in these dialogues, the Buddhist community can evolve, grow, and
truly embody the principles of compassion, empathy, and equality that lie at the
core of Buddhism.

Recognizing the historical and cultural context in which Buddhism has spread and
acknowledging the privileges and power dynamics associated with whiteness are
instrumental in creating a more inclusive and progressive Buddhist community.
By embracing critical reflections, Buddhism can evolve into a force for positive
social change and contribute to the dismantling of oppressive systems.
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The motivation behind this important volume is to weave together two distinct, but
we think complementary, traditions – the philosophical engagement with
race/whiteness and Buddhist philosophy – in order to explore the ways in which
these traditions can inform, correct, and improve each other. This exciting and
critically informed volume will be the first of its kind to bring together essays that
explicitly connect these two traditions and will mark a major step both in
understanding race and whiteness (with the help of Buddhist philosophy) and in
understanding Buddhist philosophy (with the help of philosophy of race and
theorizations of whiteness). We expand upon a small, but growing, body of work
that applies Buddhist philosophical analyses to whiteness and racial injustice in
contemporary U.S. culture. Buddhist philosophy has much to contribute to
furthering our understanding of whiteness and racial identity, the mechanisms
that create and maintain white supremacy, and the possibility of dismantling white
supremacy. We are interested both in the possible insights that Buddhist
metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical analyses can bring to understanding
race and whiteness, as well as the potential limitations of such Buddhist-inspired
approaches.
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In their chapters, contributors draw on Buddhist philosophical and contemplative
traditions to offer fresh, insightful, and powerful perspectives on issues regarding
racial identity and whiteness, including such themes as cultural appropriation,
mechanisms of racial injustice and racial justice, phenomenology of racial
oppression, epistemologies of racial ignorance, liberatory practices with regard to
racism, Womanism, and the intersections of gender-based, raced-based, and
sexuality-based oppressions. Authors make use of both contemporary and
ancient Buddhist philosophical and contemplative traditions. These include
various Asian traditions, including Theravada, Mahayana, Tantra, and Zen, as
well as comparatively new American Buddhist traditions.
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