
COLLECTIVE LIBERATION IN
THEORY AND PRACTICE

“No One’s Free Until We Are All Free”  

-Fannie Lou Hammer



HISTORICAL

• What is whiteness? 

• How has Christianity produced &
supported whiteness?

• How has whiteness functioned in
American Buddhism?

• How have Buddhists of Color confronted
the dukkha of whiteness ?

• What is Yogacara ?

• Key ideas from the history of  Yogacara

• Undoing whiteness with Yogacara

PHILOSOPHICAL/ CONSTRUCTIVE

OUR PATH TOGETHER

Ann: ann.gleig@ucf.edu Joy: brennanj@kenyon.edu



WHAT IS “WHITENESS”?

 “I see you, Mara”



CRITICAL RACE THEORY (CRT) & CRITICAL
WHITENESS STUDIES (CWS)

• African Americans wrote about racism
and whiteness long before Critical Race
Theory (CTR)  and Critical Whiteness
Studies (CWS) existed as fields

• CTR & CWS are interdisciplinary
projects –legal studies, literature, history,
cultural studies, women & gender studies
–emerged in 1980s



WHITENESS IS A SOCIAL FICTION

• “whiteness is an ideological, political, legal,
and social fiction that places so called-
whites in a position of hegemony over
other non-dominant groups” 

• Beech,  2020

• “CWS attempts to trace the economic
and political history behind the invention 
of “whiteness” to challenge the privileges 
given to so called ‘whites’ and to analyze
the cultural practices that create and
perpetuate the fiction of whiteness” 

• Gregory Jay, 2007 



WHITENESS / WHITE PEOPLE

• “To eradicate whiteness is not to eradicate those who
claim identities as whites but rather their position of
dominance in the world and the prescription of their ways
of being and knowing as normal, civilized, moral—in short,
human.”  

• Kennedy, Middleton and Ratcliffe, 2017



PRODUCTION & PROTECTION OF
WHITENESS

• 1640-1705 “slave laws” that established African people as property &
”black” as a racial category

• 1660s the term “white race” appears in Virginian documents

• 1790 Naturalization Act defined U.S citizen as free, white, male

• 1924 Racial Integrity Act prohibited interracial marriage

• 1934 Redlining: government sponsored segregation housing programs



WORKING TOWARDS WHITENESS

• Between 1886 and 1925, 13 million new
immigrants came from southern, eastern
and central Europe. 

• Seen as biologically and culturally inferior
and placed in a racial pecking order
below whites but above people of color.

• They became white through participating
in white supremacy



• “Accordingly, many of the civil rights gains of the
1960’s have been dismantled through colorblind
policies. The appeal of colorblind neutrality and post
racialism rests in the fact that race can be submerged
so that any substantive or critical discussion of race is
avoided” 

• Annette Harris Powell, 2017



WHITENESS TODAY

• 10 richest Americans = 100% white

• US Congress – 90% white

• US Governors – 96% white

• Top military advisors – 100% white

• Teachers – 82% white

• Full-time college professors – 84% white

• People who decide what is on TV – 93% white

• People who decide what news is covered – 85% white

• Data from 2016-2017, DiAngelo, White Fragility

• White families have 8 times the median wealth than
Black families and 5 times of Latinos/as

• Between 1983-2016 median Black wealth fell by 50%,
white wealth grew by roughly the same

• African Americans have lower mortality rates across
diseases. African American children are twice as likely
to have asthma as white children

• Covid deaths have been highest among Black and
Indigenous people

• A recent report found that from 2015 to 2017 there
were 288 white extremist attacks in Europe, North
America, and Australia



KEY FEATURES OF WHITENESS

• white  identity as invisible, normative 
& universal 

• white dominance is naturalized and
presented as ahistoric 

• individualism is central to whiteness 

 

• “As long as race is something applied
to non-white people, as long as
white people are not racially
seen or named, they/we
function as the human norm.
Other people are raced, we are just
people”

• Richard Dyer 1997



WHITENESS & CHRISTIANITY

What role has Christianity played in constructing and
maintaining whiteness in the U.S ?



WHITENESS, CHRISTIANITY &
COLONIALISM

• “Fueled by processes of European expansion and domination,
distinctions between Christian and pagan/Jew/Muslim morphed into
distinctions between civilized and barbarian, free and slave, and white
and non-white, ultimately solidifying into a global social hierarchy that
consistently placed Western people, culture, knowledge, and religion at
the top. ”

• -Schneider & Bjork-James, 2020



“INDIVIDUAL SALVATION”

• White Protestantism deflected
attention away racial justice
by focusing on individual
salvation over the social
gospel

• This focus on individual salvation
placed racial injustice outside
of Christian concern



WHITENESS IN CHRISTIAN
EVANGELICALISM

• Emerson & Smith (2001) show
how evangelicals
uncompromising adherence to
individualist, meritocratic , anti-
structural ideals prevents
effective responses to
structural racism.





• “There remains a need to interrogate
how racial privilege—including “un-
stated norms, invisibility, fragility”—is
both protected and expressed
through religious practice and
theology. “

• Schneider & Bjork-James, 2020

• How have Buddhist modernist
characteristics—the focus on
individual meditation practice,  the
distinction between “essential”
[acultural] and “cultural” Buddhism, and
the presentation of Dharma as
“apolitical” and “universal”—intersect
with whiteness? 

• Gleig, 2019



WHITENESS & AMERICAN
BUDDHISM

How has whiteness shaped American Buddhism?



The first Buddhist temple in America was built in San
Francisco in 1853 by the Sze Yap Company, a Chinese
American fraternal society. 

The first Buddhist organization in America was the
Japanese Buddhist Churches of America began in 1889



Photo: https://www.lionsroar.com/this-land-is-pure-land-the-buddhist-churches-of-america/



Insight Meditation SocietySan Francisco Zen Center

Buddhist modernist “meditation-based” convert lineages



ZEN AND BUDDHIST MODERNISM

• Modernist reformation in Meiji period (1868-1912) 

• “New School” claimed Buddhism had become corrupt due to cultural accretions

• Presented a form of Buddhism that was rational & empirical

• Centering of individual Zen meditation 

• Presented Zen as an ahistoric & apolitical “pure experience”



CULTURAL RE-ARTICULATION

• “a way of representing religious tradition
from another's culture into ideas and
practices that are familiar and meaningful
to people of one's own culture.” 

• “the acquisition of the beliefs and
practices of another's religious tradition
and infusing them with new meanings
derived from one's own culture in ways
that preserve the prevailing system of
racial hegemony.”

RACIAL RE-ARTICULATION

JOSEPH CHEAH RACE AND RELIGION IN
AMERICAN BUDDHISM



• “The spokespeople for Buddhism in America have been,
almost exclusively, educated members of the white middle
class.… Asian American Buddhists … so far … have not
figured prominently in the development of something
called American Buddhism.”

• - Helen Tworkov



• “I would like to point out that it was my grandparents and other
immigrants from Asia who brought and implanted Buddhism in
American soil over 100 years ago despite white American intolerance
and bigotry.  It was my American-born parents and their generation
who courageously and diligently fostered the growth of American
Buddhism despite having to practice discretely in hidden ethnic temples
and in concentration camps because of the same white intolerance and
bigotry. It was us Asian Buddhists who welcomed countless white
Americans into our temples, introduced them to the Dharma, and often
assisted them to initiate their own Sanghas when they felt
uncomfortable practicing with us…”

• Rev. Ryo Imamura





”THE WHITE SPACE”

• Sociologist Elijah Anderson’s concept of the white space refers to how
a range of spaces—including neighborhoods, leisure space, schools,
workplaces and churches—construct and reinforce a “taken for
granted reality” in which white people and white norms dominate and
Black people are “typically absent, not expected, or marginalized when
present.”



•  “All I could focus on was that I was the only
person of color out of about 100 people—
and how awkward, lonely, and even unsafe I
felt. Of course, my experience was partially
due to my own psychological conditioning at
the time (itself socially influenced), but it was
also due to the external conditions of how
the teachings, teachers, community, and
organization had manifested.”

• “Helpful as I found Buddhism, I also experienced
some painful misunderstandings when white
dharma teachers, instructors and yogis seemed
to be threatened or baffled by my bringing up of
experiences with racism. ”Why would they be
interested? Don’t they have their own
Churches?’ one visiting Dharma teacher asked
me. ”

Larry Yang,  Awakening Together



• “I think being a person of color
here, I don’t feel like my story or
my life experience is reflected in a
lot of the teachings actually.  The
perspective and the teachings itself
are white centered. ”

• [White community members]
would say, “Oh, you know, I’m
about as dark as you, I guess
I’m a person of color.” Or
they’d say, “I don’t see color. It’s
not really that important.” Or
they would say, “I’ve never
experienced you as a person
of color.” 

 

Hase, Budge, Meadows, 2019



LIBERATION FROM WHITENESS

“Making the Invisible Visible" 







• “Trying to have conversations with
white people is pretty painful and
exhausting.  That’s why white folks
need to start doing their own work
and not rely on folks of color to
educate them.”

• La Sarmiento

• “We have to get clear that an
essential part of our practice is to
shift these things internally for
ourselves. Because our liberation, the
very thing we come to the dharma
for, is completely bound up in making
these changes.”

• Rev.  angel Kyodo williams





“RELIGION BEYOND WHITE
SUPREMACY”

• “Finally, increased scholarship on race, religion, and whiteness has the potential
to also support the work of dismantling white supremacy.  By giving attention
to the contingencies of history, the realities of shifting power relations, and
ongoing struggles to create different forms of life rooted in racial equality and
justice, scholars may offer insights into the limits and possibilities of constructing
forms of religion or spirituality beyond white supremacy. ”

• -Schneider & Bjork-James, 2020
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