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While often associated with a liberal demographic, the increasing online visibility of 
rhetoric such as “snowflakes,” “politically correct,” “postmodern identity politics,” 
and “cultural Marxism” demonstrates the presence of right-wing sentiments and 
populations in American convert Buddhism. This article situates these sentiments 
largely as a reaction to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives in these 
communities. We chart this backlash across a broad right-wing spectrum that spans 
from “reactionary centrism” to the alt-right. We illuminate the ways in which 
participants both de-legitimate DEI as political rather than Buddhist and naturalize 
their own position as Buddhist rather than political. Next, we show how American 
convert Buddhist lineages have become a site of the “culture wars,” longstanding 
clashes between religious conservatives and progressives, that are playing out in 
multiple contexts across the US. Finally, we locate these reactionary right-wing forms 
of American Buddhism in relationship to modern and postmodern forms of global 
Buddhism. 
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n September 2018, seventy Soto Zen Buddhist priests gathered for the eighth biennial conference 
of the Soto Zen Buddhist Association (SZBA) held at Zen Mountain Monastery in upstate New 
York. After opening the conference with an indigenous land acknowledgement, Tenku Ruff, 

SZBA’s president at the time, shared that SZBA’s board had originally planned to focus the conference 
on a canonical Zen text, but then “the world shifted:” President Trump signed an executive order 
that left refugees stranded at airports across the US; swastikas appeared in public spaces; and 

I 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://www.globalbuddhism.org/


GLEIG & ARTINGER  | 20 

JOURNAL OF GLOBAL BUDDHISM | Vol.22, No.1 (2021) 

thousands of women shared their experiences of sexual violence as #MeToo went viral. As protests 
against the anti-immigrant policies began, one friend wrote to Ruff to ask “Where are all the 
Buddhists?” Another teacher asked her how the SZBA, which is 95% demographically white, was 
welcoming and relevant for African American practitioners. For Ruff, these were essentially 
questions about what it means to fully live out the Bodhisattva vow—after all, she explained, “we vow 
to save all beings not some beings.” She decided, therefore, that the conference would be dedicated to 
exploring how Zen monastics could come together as “one Buddha body to save all sentient beings.”  

Under the theme of “Interconnecting: One Soto Zen, Many Expressions,” the next four days 
were dedicated to exploring the relationship between Zen and racial justice, the #MeToo movement, 
and power and privilege (Atwood 2018). The conference ended with a Full Moon Ceremony, in which 
SZBA priests chanted their bodhisattva vows following the tradition of the Buddha and his monastic 
sangha who collectively renewed their precepts on a full moon. It was preceded by a ritual expression 
of a “Statement of Repentance and Recognition” in which members named the specific suffering 
caused by sexism, racism, colonialism, and capitalism and pledged to overcome this suffering “for the 
benefit of all sentient beings, victims as well as perpetrators” (Franz, Fischer, and Snyder 2018). 
Written collaboratively by three white male priests, the statement had been inspired by the public 
apology from US Army veterans to Native elders at Standing Rock. After beginning with an 
acknowledgment of the colonized “unceded ancestral land,” on which Zen Mountain Monastery was 
built, the conference ended, then, with one vision of a decolonized American Zen.  

The post-conference survey demonstrated that SZBA priests were deeply inspired by the 
exploration of the relationship between Zen Buddhism and racial, gender, sexual, and economic 
justice. Anonymous respondents enthused about how “powerful” and “vulnerable” the discussions 
of racism and #MeToo were and committed to making Zen more inclusive and accessible for 
marginalized populations.1 While there was no reported dissent from the SZBA members, however, 
public denouncements were soon delivered from other American Zen Buddhist quarters. In stark 
contrast to the conference attendees, popular Zen teacher and author, Brad Warner, for instance, 
derided the conference as “The Marxist Take-Over of Buddhism” on his public Facebook page. 
Echoing Warner, Titus O’Brien, a novice Soto Zen priest, published a blog lamenting that Zen had 
been “hijacked by American communists” (2018b).  

The distinctive politicized critiques made against the 2018 SZBA conference were repeated just 
a month later. In October 2018, the San Francisco Zen Center (SFZC) temporarily suspended long-
term teacher Ed Brown after a student made a complaint about what they felt was a transphobic 
comment by Brown (Cutts et al. 2018). Across Facebook, outraged Brown supporters rallied against 
what they claimed was a hysterical “politically correct” overreaction by SFZC. Defenders linked 
Brown’s “persecution” to attacks on masculinity and the “supreme court hysteria” over Brett 
Kavanaugh. At the forefront was Warner, who published a video called “Zen Safe Spaces” in which he 
belittled both racial and transgender inclusivity initiatives in American Zen (2018a). One 
commentator under the video bemoaned: “That is so sad. What I want by way of a ‘safe space’ is a 

                                                             
1 Tenku Ruff, personal correspondence, 12/13/2018.  
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space safe FOR Zen and safe FROM noxious post-modern victim politics.”2 Another concluded: “Maybe 
it’s time to tell the snowflakes to suck it up or go elsewhere.”3  

While often associated with a left-wing demographic, politicized conservative rhetoric—such 
as “snowflakes,” “victimhood,” “postmodern identity politics,” “cultural Marxism,” and “politically 
correct”—demonstrates the increasing visibility of right-wing sentiments and populations in 
American convert Buddhism. This article situates these sentiments, in large part, as a reaction to the 
development of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives in American convert Buddhism, 
particularly around racial justice and transgender inclusivity. We chart this reactionary backlash 
across a broad right-wing spectrum that spans from “reactionary centrism”—namely, “someone who 
says they’re politically neutral, but who usually punches left while sympathizing with the right,” 
(Huertas 2018) to the alt-right. We pay attention to the ways in which participants combine Buddhist 
and political discourse to both de-legitimate DEI as political rather than Buddhist, and to naturalize 
their own position as Buddhist rather than political. Next, we argue that this spectrum shows 
American meditation-based convert Buddhist lineages have become a site of the “culture wars,” 
longstanding clashes between religious conservatives and progressives that are playing out in 
multiple contexts across the US and beyond. Finally, we locate these reactionary right-wing forms of 
American Buddhism in relationship to modern and postmodern forms of global Buddhism.  

Method: Netnography and Virtual Autoethnography 
The reactionary backlash against Buddhist diversity, inclusion, and equity (DEI) initiatives is taking 
place across both virtual and real contexts. In this article, we will limit ourselves to an exploration of 
the virtual landscape. We have loosely adopted the approach of netnography, an online ethnographic 
research method rooted in participant observation in which research data is gathered through 
following naturally occurring online public conversations (Kozinets 1998).  

There are advantages and disadvantages to this methodological choice. One advantage is that 
it reflects the nature of the backlash itself. As Angela Nagle (2017) has shown, ranging from the 
Intellectual Dark Web (IDW) to the alt-right, an “online culture war” focused primarily on de-
legitimating social justice has been taking place on the Internet. Much of the backlash to American 
convert Buddhist DEI initiatives mirrors this wider phenomenon in that it is playing out heavily on 
social media and is engaging the range of populations that Nagle identifies. A second advantage is 
that the fluidity between users on the Internet enables one to track patterns across American 
Buddhist lineages and populations that a focus on one site only would miss. Following Warner’s 
audience on social media platforms, for instance, led us to discover a whole network of participants 
who raise similar objections but explicitly embrace right-wing identities as extreme as alt-right 
Buddhists.  

One disadvantage is that the Internet flattens the subjectivities of the participants reducing 
them to the religio-political rhetoric that they promote. In informal Zoom conversations with three 

                                                             
2 October 9, 2018, public comment on Warner (2018a).  
3 October 9, 2018, public comment on Warner (2018a).   
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participants who identified on the center right-wing spectrum, we found their biographies provided 
much more dimensionality to their religio-political stance than an analysis of their online rhetoric. 
Another disadvantage is that it is difficult to ascertain the scale and veracity of the phenomena. One 
user, for example, could be responsible for multiple Twitter accounts. Similarly, it is difficult to know 
how online critiques against social justice translate to on the ground impact in American Buddhist 
communities. To fully understand how right-wing perspectives and populations are impacting 
American convert Buddhism, therefore, additional qualitative research is necessary. Our more 
modest goal here is to offer a springboard for such research by mapping some of the emerging 
landscape and identifying relevant populations.  

We should also add that in restricting our research to the virtual we join a number of scholars 
who have focused on the significant role that online platforms are playing in both the construction 
and contestation of contemporary Buddhist concerns and communities. Beverley Foulks McGuire 
(2018), for instance, offers a rich analysis of the scope and impact of Buddhist blogs on the formation 
of Buddhist practice and identities. Others have focused specifically on the operations of power and 
authority in the Buddhist virtual landscape. Sociologists of religion, Emma Tomalin, Caroline Starkey, 
and Anna Halafoff (2015) have highlighted how online Buddhist spaces function as sites in which both 
normative and new forms of Buddhist authority are negotiated. Similarly, Scott Mitchell (2016) 
demonstrates how Buddhist online activity is often directed at challenging dominant Buddhist 
discourse. As he explains, “These online communication spaces, in turn, often function as a platform 
for Buddhist discourses of dissent” (2016: 168). 

Research Location and Orientation  
Finally, it is necessary to flag our own location and orientation as online researchers. Just as virtual 
space blurs boundaries between research populations so it blurs boundaries between researcher and 
research populations. As Christine Hine notes, “There is an emergent strand of online ethnography 
that focuses on the embodied experience of the online researcher as an important source of insight 
in its own right. . . . Autoethnographers are often full participants in the situations that they recount” 
(2017: 9). Part of the postcolonial turn in anthropology, autoethnography is a research method in 
which the personal experience (“auto”) of the researcher is systematically analyzed (“graphy”) in 
order to understand the cultural experience (“ethno”) under analysis (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 
2011). Gleig’s scholarship on DEI initiatives in American Buddhism has generated significant right-
wing reactionary backlash.4 Both of us have had uncomfortable encounters from contentious 
exchanges with anti-social justice Buddhists to being blocked on Twitter and Facebook by them. Gleig 
identifies these increasing blurred boundaries between scholars and practitioners as a feature of 
American meditation-based convert Buddhism in a postmodern age (Gleig 2019a: 16).  

                                                             
4 Ann Gleig, “Why Are White Buddhists So Angry? White Rage and Buddhist Studies Scholarship,” The Shiloh Project 
May 2 2021 https://www.shilohproject.blog/why-are-white-buddhists-so-angry-white-rage-and-buddhist-studies-
scholarship/  

https://www.shilohproject.blog/why-are-white-buddhists-so-angry-white-rage-and-buddhist-studies-scholarship/
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In terms of research orientation, the article is both descriptive and normatively critical. It is 
descriptive in mapping out the anti-social justice Buddhist landscape, identifying the main cultural 
influences that are shaping it, and situating it in relationship to Buddhism in and beyond modernity.  
It is normative in that we take a critical perspective on these reactionary anti-social justice forms of 
American convert Buddhism. First, we critique the manner in which right-wing Buddhists, from 
reactionary centrists to the alt-right seek, in various ways, to naturalize their own social and political 
positionality. We interrogate this naturalization by identifying the ways in which they selectively 
read the tradition and by illuminating the historic and cultural situatedness of their own 
interpretations of Buddhism. Second, we critique these reactionary articulations of Buddhism on the 
grounds that they reinforce and reproduce normatively gendered and racialized dynamics that are 
harmful to marginalized populations, particularly Buddhists of Color and transgender Buddhists. In 
this sense, we align ourselves with what Nancy Scheper-Hughes (2006) calls “the ethics of witnessing” 
in which ethnography is undertaken with an intentional commitment to vulnerable populations.  

We must clarify, however, that we are not critiquing these forms of reactionary Buddhism from 
a normative theological or “buddhological” perspective. That is to say, we are not making claims that 
they are not “real” or authentic articulations of Buddhism. For us, Buddhism is simply what Buddhists 
do and historically this has included assimilating to and advocating for a range of sociocultural and 
political positions. Here we adopt Chrissy Stroop’s perspective on Christianity for Buddhism: 
“Christianity is what Christians do in the world, and that this in turn is subject to communally 
mediated interpretation, leading to a multiplicity of competing ‘Christianities’” (2021). We are wary 
of any attempts to recover an essential or true Buddhism given the history of sectarian violence, 
ethnocentric arrogance, and racial erasure that such claims have often been rooted in. Hence, we 
agree with Paul Fuller (2021), who sees both progressive and ethnocentric forms of Buddhism as 
engaged Buddhist articulations despite their radically different social and political agendas and 
consequences. 

American Convert Buddhism: Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Initiatives  
Our research is focused on developments within American meditation-based convert Buddhist 
lineages. These communities began in the 1960s and 70s, but derive from the modernization of 
Theravada, Zen, and Tibetan Buddhism that began in Asia in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries under the conditions of colonialism (McMahan 2008). The first wave of scholarship on these 
lineages distinguished them from both Asian American Buddhist heritage communities and American 
Buddhist convert lineages that were racially diverse (Nattier 1997). American meditation-based 
convert communities downplayed the merit-making, ritual, and cosmological aspects of Buddhism 
and focused on meditation practice and the goal of liberation. They were individualistic, with 
participants showing little interest in community building. Demographically, participants were 
overwhelmingly white, middle to upper-middle class, and tended to be politically liberal (Prebish 
1999; Coleman 2002).  

More recently, Gleig (2019a) has traced the significant impact of demographic and generational 
shifts within these meditation-based convert Buddhist lineages. One major area of development has 
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been racial diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives. For over two and a half decades, POC 
practitioners have been tackling whiteness and racism within their communities. Such efforts 
include raising awareness of racism in Buddhist communities through literature, implementing 
diversity and inclusion trainings in Buddhist meditation centers, establishing PoC Affinity Buddhist 
sitting groups and retreats, and designing teacher training programs focused on increasing racial 
diversity. Propelled by the Black Lives Matter movement, racial justice initiatives have increasingly 
come to the forefront of mainstream American convert meditation-based Buddhism (Hase, Meadows, 
and Budge 2019; Gleig 2019a, 2020).  

Another recent DEI development in these communities has been the emergence of a 
transgender Buddhist network and trans* inclusivity initiatives. In 2014, a group of transgender 
Buddhist practitioners produced a booklet called Developing Trans*Competence: A Short Guide to 
Improving Transgender Experiences at Meditation and Retreat Centers to inform Buddhist centers on ways 
to be trans* friendly (Krempasky, Renson, and Schubert 2014). In 2019, Kevin Manders and Elizabeth 
Marston published Transcending: Trans Buddhist Voices, an anthology in which over thirty trans, 
genderqueer and nonbinary practitioners shared their experiences of “empowerment and healing” 
as well as those of “isolation and transphobia” in American Buddhist sanghas (DeMaioNewton 2020). 
In 2019, the first Buddhist residential retreat for the transgender community brought together fifty 
transgender and gender queer practitioners, 55% of whom were BIPOC with two retreats with similar 
racial diversity following in 2020 (Vitorino 2019). 

While the last few years has witnessed an increasing embrace of DEI initiatives in mainstream 
American Buddhist convert lineages and the mainstream American Buddhist press, it is important to 
note that teacher, leadership, and practitioner demographics are still overwhelmingly white. In 2015, 
for instance, 84% of retreatants at IMS identified as white and less than 5% identified as Black (Hase, 
Meadows, and Budge 2019). Similarly, in a 2018 report, the Soto Zen Buddhist Association estimated 
that their membership demographic was 95% white. They also recorded that only 20% of younger 
members (under age 55) identified as women.5 Hence, there remains a significant gap between the 
ideals of racial diversity within convert lineages and actual diverse demographic representation. This 
gap is important to keep in mind as we examine reactions to these initiatives that opponents claim 
have “taken over,” “invaded,” and “infected” American Buddhism. 

“A Scary Postmodern Virus Has Infected American Buddhism”: Online Backlash 
The backlash to issues of race and racism in American convert Buddhism has a long history on the 
Buddhist blogosphere. One early platform that raised issues of race and racism in mainstream 
American Buddhism was the collective blog Dharma Folk (2008–2013). One of the co-founders and 
contributors of Dharma Folk, Aaron J. Lee, launched a new blog titled Angry Asian Buddhist under 
the pseudonyms Arun and arunlikhati in 2009. Angry Asian Buddhist was groundbreaking in 
highlighting the erasure of Asian American Buddhism in mainstream American Buddhism, 
problematizing Orientalist stereotypes, and advocating for racial justice in American Buddhist 

                                                             
5 Tenku Ruff, personal correspondence, December 13, 2018.  
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sanghas (Angry Asian Buddhist 2019). In her careful analysis of Lee’s blog, Chenxing Han discusses 
some of the criticisms, including questioning its Buddhist legitimacy, that white Buddhists leveled at 
the Angry Asian Buddhist site (2021: 170–184). 

A similar backlash can be seen in reaction to American Studies scholar and Buddhist 
practitioner Funie Hsu’s article “We’ve Been Here All Along,” which was first published in 
Buddhadharma in 2016.6 Here Hsu shows how Asian American Buddhists have been marginalized in 
American Buddhism and calls on white American Buddhist converts to confront their racism and 
cultural appropriation as an integral part of their Buddhist practice (Hsu 2016). As Buddhadharma’s 
editor Tynette Deveaux explained, the magazine received an unusually high volume of complaints in 
reaction to Hsu’s article, which included personal attacks on her and claims that her perspective was 
not Buddhist. In response to these critiques, Deveaux commissioned Ajahn Amaro, a white 
Theravadin monastic, to write in support of Hsu in which he essentially lends Buddhist authority and 
legitimacy to her perspective (Deveaux and Amaro 2016).7 

These examples clearly show that there is over a decade-long history of white convert Buddhist 
attempts to dismiss and de-legitimate American Buddhist of Color’s concerns with race and racial 
justice as not Buddhist. For purposes of brevity, however, we will focus on the most recent 
articulations of this backlash, which adopt a range of right-wing culture war rhetoric. Further 
research could attend more carefully to continuities and discontinuities between the different waves 
of backlashes and the ongoing development of anti-social justice rhetoric among white convert 
Buddhists. 

The recent online backlash to DEI initiatives in American convert Buddhism has appeared in a 
number of places. This includes blogs, Buddhist Facebook groups, podcasts, and commentary on 
literature that promotes racial justice work in Buddhism.8 For instance, under Gleig’s Tricycle article 
“Buddhists and Racial Justice: A History,” one Twitter user announced “Marxists have nothing to 
teach Buddhists. I refuse to speak this poison and encourage all to reject this denuded hate.”9 A more 
thorough denunciation was delivered under an article titled “Expressions of Whiteness in Buddhism” 
(Hatch 2020). One commentator urged readers to research the concepts of “ideological possession,” 
“Postmodern neo Marxism,” and “identity politics” and shared a Jordan Peterson video titled “The 
Idea of White Privilege is Dangerous.” Another enthused, “I am heartened by the resistance I have 
seen in this thread to this absolutely toxic identity-politics brainwashing happening en mass (sic.) 
and which seriously threatens the health of the Dharma in the West.” A third agreed that “critical 

                                                             
6 Funie Hsu practices in the Taiwanese Humanistic Buddhist tradition and is also a student of Shin Buddhism. 
7 One could compelling argue that the necessity of a white monastic Buddhist authority to legitimate an Asian 
American Buddhist female perspective enacts as well as counters many of the problematic issues at the heart of these 
debates, namely who has the authority to define what is and is not legitimately Buddhist.  
8 We have only used public social media (Twitter, Facebook and YouTube) and public blog material for analysis in this 
paper.  
9 Buddhas Priest, Twitter Post, July 24, 2020.  
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race theory infects the Dharma,” and linked Helen Pluckrose and James Lindsay’s (2020) book Cynical 
Theory: How Activist Scholarship Made Everything About Race, Gender, and Identity.10  

The backlash to DEI in American Buddhism is occurring across a wide spectrum from center-
right to far-right. Demographically, all of the participants under analysis here are white males but in 
recognition of differences in their views, we have organized them into three distinct categories: (1) 
reactionary centrists, (2) right-wing Buddhists, and (3) alt-right Buddhists.  

Reactionary Centrism and Performative Transcendence  
One major category of anti-social justice Buddhists are those who claim to be apolitical while 
attacking left-wing positions often from a right-wing political perspective. We find Aaron Huertas’s 
(2018) category of “reactionary centrism” useful here. Huertas defines a reactionary centrist as 
“someone who says they’re politically neutral, but who usually punches left while sympathizing with 
the right.” He describes reactionary centrism as an ideology that draws false equivalences between 
right- and left-wing positions in order to situate itself as the reasonable, balanced, and neutral center 
view (Huertas 2018). We align reactionary centrism with what we call “performative transcendence,” 
in which Buddhist practitioners denounce social justice initiatives while denying the social power 
imbalances such initiatives aim to address under the guise of a non-dual “no preferences” 
perspective. Performative transcendence functions, therefore, to simultaneously naturalize dominant 
social power hierarchies while marking challenges to such hierarchies political. Practitioners who 
engage in reactionary centrism or performative transcendence de-legitimate DEI Buddhist 
expressions as political rather than Buddhist and naturalize their own religio-political positions as 
Buddhist rather than political.  

Brad Warner fits neatly into the category of reactionary centrism. Warner (2018d) followed his 
denouncement of North American Soto Zen as “a far-left Marxist political movement” with a year-
long campaign against Buddhist DEI initiatives in a series of social media posts, YouTube videos and 
blogs for his large online audience. Warner denies that racism exists in American Buddhism. While 
acknowledging the lack of racial diversity in convert sanghas, he argues that this is a temporal rather 
than structural issue, and rather than work towards diversity, he is “content to wait for that to 
happen naturally” (2019c). In a further minimization, Warner compares his own cultural challenges 
as a white American practicing Zen in Japan with those of American Buddhists of Color without 
engaging the crucial difference that the latter are practicing in their own country. Warner is equally 
dismissive of transgender inclusivity. He claims that gender is transcended in the zendo and mocks a 
transgender student for wearing a binder. In his strident defense of Ed Brown, Warner compares his 
own vegetarianism with being transgender, suggesting both are “cherished beliefs” that should not 
be clung to (Warner 2018f). Inexplicably, he concludes that the student who made the complaint 

                                                             
10 All comments under Kaitlyn Hatch, “Expressions of Whiteness in Buddhism” Tibetan Buddhism—Struggling With 
Diffi·Cult Issues (blog). July 24, 2020. https://buddhism-controversy-blog.com/2020/07/24/expressions-of-whiteness-
in-buddhism/.  

https://buddhism-controversy-blog.com/2020/07/24/expressions-of-whiteness-in-buddhism/
https://buddhism-controversy-blog.com/2020/07/24/expressions-of-whiteness-in-buddhism/
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against Brown was not a serious practitioner, but had merely attended the Zen center for 
“entertainment” (Warner 2018c).  

After naturalizing existing social power hierarchies through denying racial and gender 
discrimination, Warner derides DEI concerns as “special needs” that are being “demanded” by over-
sensitive Buddhists. Further, he argues that the ethic of inclusivity is at odds with Zen. As he puts it, 
“Zen is not a very warm, welcoming, and inclusive sort of practice for anyone. . . . It is intended to 
remove us from our comfort zones and present challenges. It is supposed to be uncomfortable” 
(Warner 2018e).  Next, he takes aim at “collective karma,” an engaged Buddhist hermeneutic 
advanced in racial justice work, arguing not only that it has no precedent in canonical Buddhist 
sources, but that it is solely a tool of identity politics to shame white male Buddhists (Warner 2019a). 

 While Warner’s positions on race and transgender issues are clearly locatable on a right-wing 
spectrum, he claims to transcend politics. As he puts it, “I want nothing at all to do with Marxist 
political movements, or, indeed, political movements of any kind—this goes for right-wing 
movements as well as left wing ones (Warner 2018d). Another expression of Warner’s reactionary 
centrism is found in his admonishments against bringing politics into Buddhist spaces despite his 
own campaigns against DEI. In one blog post, for instance, he denounced the tweets of an engaged 
Buddhist teacher critiquing a group of Covington High School students, wearing “Make America 
Great Again” hats, who appeared to be insulting a Native American elder in video that went viral in 
January 2019, as “shameful and embarrassing” because a Buddhist teacher should not engage with 
political issues (Warner 2019b).11 Yet, he made a YouTube video titled critiquing the Black actor Jussie 
Smollett for lying about being the victim of a racial attack (2019e). Warner (2018b) also shares that 
he vetoed a sangha discussion about the Brett Kavanagh hearings because, “I feel like one of the 
important things a Zen center can provide is a space where we don’t talk about such subjects.” 
Warner, however, has been anything but silent about such subjects. Between September 2018 and 
September 2019, he produced fifteen public teachings in the form of blogs and YouTube videos, 
critiquing racial justice and transgender inclusivity. 

The insistence that Zen does and should transcend politics by practitioners who espouse clear 
right-wing political positions is also characteristic of many of Warner’s social media supporters. In 
response to my critique of Warner’s diatribes against DEI, for instance, one Twitter user claimed 
Warner supported inclusivity and was merely critiquing “the extent to which other Buddhists have 
an unhealthy focus on race, sexual orientation, etc . . .” A glance at this user’s public feed revealed 
the interweaving of Zen quotes promoting “don’t know mind” and “Our Opinions will be our 
downfall” with posts celebrating the greatness of America, denouncing Marxism, denying climate 
change, and declaring Greta Thunberg to be a “prophet” of a “new apocalyptic cult.” When I inquired 

                                                             
11 On January 19, 2019, a group of Catholic High School students from Covington High, some of whom were wearing 
MAGA hats, were accused of racially harassing a Native American elder at the Lincoln Memorial. Selective coverage 
of the encounter went viral and resulted in a number of news outlets denouncing the students. The Buddhist teacher 
tweeted during this coverage period. Later footage emerged, however, that showed that the students had been 
misrepresented and one of them filed and settled a substantial lawsuit against The Washington Post. For initial coverage 
see, Sarah Mervosh (2019), and for amended coverage see, Sarah Mervosh and Emily S. Rueb (2019).  
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if he saw any tension between his Zen Buddhist commitment of “not knowing” and his right-wing 
political views, he denied that the latter were political.12 

A second example of reactionary centrism is Titus O’Brien. O’Brien was a novice priest who 
resigned from the SZBA in protest of their Statement of Repentance and Recognition (2018b). In 
consecutive blog posts, which have since been removed from his public website, O’Brien makes three 
key arguments against the statement. First, he denies the empirical reality of racism or gender 
inequities in the sangha. O’Brien disputes the concern that America Zen is “too white,” claiming that 
his own sangha is representative of New Mexico’s diverse racial demographics. As he explains, “In 
my experience, Zen hasn’t been missing proportional representation too badly, and it’s been shifting 
rapidly, as we see in every Buddhist mag or leadership council” (2018b). Further, he argues that 
Buddhist diversity, equity and inclusion initiatives are not POC led, but rather reflect a white liberal 
agenda (O’Brien 2018a).   

Second, he reduces the SZBA statement to a political rather than a Buddhist document. 
According to O’Brien:   

The Soto statement is a relentless, total indictment of capitalism and American 
civilization. It explicitly employs the pseudo-academic language of neo-Marxism, not 
failing to miss one key phrase or notion. And true to the form of contemporary 
communism, it utilizes race, gender, and resentment as the fulcrum and levers of 
revolution, with the declared and underscored goal of borderless, global socialism. 
(O’Brien 2018b) 

Third, he theologically discredits this socialist political statement from a Buddhist perspective. In one 
place, for instance, O’Brien (2018b) questions its compatibility with the tradition, suggesting that 
such views are “not inevitable, inarguable conclusions drawn from Buddhist teachings.” In another, 
he places the statement in opposition to Buddhism, declaring it consists of “social views that are at 
times antithetical to the received spirit of those traditions: prejudicial, tribalist, victimized, 
scientifically unsound, and vociferously illiberal” (2018a). 

Similar to Warner, O’Brien simultaneously advocates for an apolitical Buddhism while 
advancing specific political preferences. He claims, for instance, that he wants to maintain the sangha 
as a place for “just sitting,” yet he also mounts an impassioned defense of American individualism 
and capitalism. Far from “repenting” the suffering produced by capitalism, O’Brien argues “we should 
live with enormous gratitude and dedication to the success of the incomprehensibly abundant human 
civilization surrounding us. A modern civilization that continues drawing more people per capita, 
more rapidly out of poverty and misery around the globe than at any other time in human history” 
(2018b). While not explicit, O’Brien’s argument aligns canonical Buddhism and the modern Western 
systems of capitalism, individualism, liberalism, and science, and argues both are under threat from 
the “radical left political turn in Soto Zen” (2018a).  

                                                             
12 Ann Gleig, personal Twitter exchange, November 14, 2019.  
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As Tenku Ruff acknowledged, “The SZBA conference we just completed represents a deep and 
significant shift in North American Soto Zen Buddhism” (Atwood 2018).  In American Dharma, Gleig 
situates such shifts as reflecting the impact of postmodern and postcolonial turns on American 
Buddhist modernism (Gleig 2019a: 281–298). Warner and O’Brien are correct, therefore, in identifying 
new developments in American Zen. The problem with their critiques is that they naturalize their 
own form of modern Zen as apolitical, acultural, and ahistorical. Warner and O’Brien insist that 
American Zen Buddhist centers are and should be protected as apolitical spaces in which all social 
differences and power dynamics are transcended. In doing so, they ignore the multiple accounts of 
racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia that demonstrate that Buddhist centers are already 
cut though with sociocultural and political dynamics. A striking detail in both of their blog posts is 
the complete lack of engagement with narratives by Buddhists of Color who have shared their first-
hand experience of racism in Zen sanghas (Manuel 2015). 

Similarly, Warner seems unaware of scholarship that points to the presence of both 
intersubjective/collective and individual karmic formations in canonical Buddhism (Prueitt 2018; 
Kachru 2019; Tzohar 2019). This is not surprising given that Warner is not a scholar and Buddhist 
modernist readings of the tradition focus exclusively on individual karma. More concerning, 
however, is his failure to acknowledge that collective karma has become a core concept of the much 
more well-known lineage of engaged Buddhism, which began in Asia in the early twentieth century 
as Asian Buddhists responded to the forces of modernity. In reducing collective karma to “identity 
politics,” Warner ignores a now nearly century-old global Buddhist lineage and a rich body of 
doctrinal literature that carefully considers the relationship between engaged and canonical 
Buddhism (Queen, Prebish, and Keown 2003; Watts 2009).  

Warner and O’Brien’s naïve presentations of American Zen as apolitical also ignore the historic 
social and political realities of Zen Buddhism (Williams 2005). Such an acultural and apolitical vision 
is the product of the modernization of Zen that occurred under the influence of colonialism and 
Japanese nationalism (Sharf 1993). As Stephanie Balkwill (2020) explains, the modern rendering of 
Buddhism as apolitical reflects a selective reading of Buddhist texts. When Buddhism is looked at 
historically as a lived tradition, it has always been deeply embedded within social, cultural, and 
political life.13 Further, it is relevant to note that Soto Zen in Japan has undergone its own institutional 
accountability and reform over practices that fostered both doctrinal and social discrimination 
against the marginalized Buraku people. As William Bodiford discusses, justice movements within 
Soto Zen, “discredited the older generation of Soto leaders, who had allied themselves with prewar 
notions of social hierarchy and class privilege, while helping to empower the younger generation of 
Soto Zen activists in their attempts to make the sect face current issues of social and political 
injustice” (Bodiford 1996: 5).  

                                                             
13 Engaged Buddhist Joan Halifax incisively notes the collusion between such an ahistorical representation of 
Buddhism and white privilege (Halifax 2020).  
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#TheBuddhistRight  
While some anti-social-justice Buddhists engage in a performative transcendence, others who hold 
similar views have explicitly embraced a right-wing Buddhism. One example is Jason Manu Rheaume, 
who has founded a group called #TheBuddhistRight, with over 90 current members.14 On June 22, 
2020, in a public Facebook post, Rheaume, a white Californian who briefly ordained as a Theravadin 
Buddhist monk in Southeast Asia, shared a short essay titled “Why the Right,” in which he argues 
that conservatism is “the most logical, reasonable and spiritual [political] position” (Rheaume 2020). 
First, Rheaume sets out his conservative ideals: namely, the inherent corruption of government, a 
conviction that individual ethical development is key to a successful society, the belief that people 
should be judged only as individuals and not as part of a group, the importance of free speech, and 
the promotion of unregulated capitalism. He weds these deeply individualistic principles with 
traditional conservative social ethics: namely, that a country should have a strong military, that the 
foundation for a strong society is a heterosexual two-parent family, divorce is bad, and illegal 
immigration leads to vulnerability for immigrants, increased crime, and a strain on medical services. 

Next, Rheaume (2020) places socialism and the Left as the opposite of conservatism. It is a 
“utopic” perspective, which apparently claims “if you just have the government balance everything 
out and put in the right policies everything will be fine.” Rheaume rejects DEI initiatives as a liberal 
agenda that tries to externally force social change, and he suggests that the development of such 
change can only occur on an individual level. Similarly, he states that “political correctness” is the 
“antitheses” of freedom of speech. In a departure from the Buddhist ethic of “right speech,” Rheaume 
puts the ethical onus on the listener rather than the speaker. As he puts it, “to be offended is really 
to not grant someone the benefit of the doubt and shows a weakness in character on the part of the 
offended” (2020). He claims that “Engaged Buddhism is really leftist politics intertwined with 
Buddhism” but does not clearly explain why leftist politics are not compatible with Buddhism.15 His 
argument seems to rest on the assumption that the Left is focused solely on external social change 
and Buddhism is focused solely on individual transformation.  

In a similar vein, in his public #TheBuddhistRight posts at least, Rheaume does not 
systematically explain why Buddhism fits best with conservatism. He does, however, make some 
general claims. First, he argues that conservatism is more inherently spiritual in nature than other 
political philosophies. In support of this, he references what he identifies as the conservativism of 
the transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson. Second, he characterizes all religions as conservative, 
implying that conservativism is an inherent rather than a historically contingent characteristic of 
religion. As he explains: “All religions are conservative. For this reason, it always made sense to me 
that the left despises religion and vilifies Christianity” (Rheaume 2020). Further, he suggests that if 
Theravada Buddhism were not conservative, then it would likely have ceased to exist. Third, he 

                                                             
14 The group is private on Facebook but Rheaume’s posts are public. While this article was in production, Rheaume 
renamed his group Humble Stature and published an online article titled “Critical Race Theory is Corrupting 
Buddhism,” Humble Stature  https://www.humblestature.com/critical-race-theory-is-corrupting-buddhism March 
26 2021. 
15 Jason Manu Rheaume, June 25, 2020, comment on Rheaume (2020). 

https://www.humblestature.com/critical-race-theory-is-corrupting-buddhism
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contrasts the apparent leftist faith in external social change with his conservative faith in “nature 
and karma.” Fourth, he claims that a pro-capitalist conservativism is the best system to accommodate 
the fact that most humans are driven by the three poisons. As he rhetorically asks: “What system of 
government works best with imperfect greedy, angry and delusional people? Which system takes 
these greedy, angry and delusional people, makes them accountable for their own actions so they can 
learn?” (Rheaume 2020).   

Rheaume’s “Buddhist Right” is a modern Romantic and Protestant highly individualistic form 
of Buddhism that is coupled with a conservative social ethic and rooted in an abstract and polarized 
understanding of right- and left-wing politics. The Right is characterized by the individual, personal 
accountability, freedom, and values religion; the Left is marked by collectivism, the abdication of 
personal responsibility, external regulation, and “despises” religion. Rheaume goes a step further 
than Warner and O’Brien in not only discarding socially engaged Buddhism but in discounting all 
forms of progressive and liberal religion. While Rheaume’s modern conservative interpretation of 
Buddhism finds alignment with modern nationalistic forms of Theravada Buddhism, it completely 
discards articulations of the tradition by influential Theravada monastics such as the Thai teacher 
Ajahn Buddhadasa (1993), Thai bhikkhuni Venerable Dhammananda (Senauke 2020), and the 
American Bhikkhu Bodhi (2016), all of whom have developed canonically based forms of socially 
engaged Theravada Buddhism. 

Alt-Right Buddhists 
In this article, we place right-wing Buddhism as a center position between reactionary centrism and 
the Buddhist alt-right. On the public comment thread under his #TheBuddhistRight post, Rheaume 
supports our categorization through his own self positioning. On the one side, he notes that classical 
liberalism and conservatism are “two sides of the same coin,” which in the current political climate 
“are now both on the right.”16 On the other, he shares that he found “interesting” a YouTube 
interview called “On the Phenomenon of Right-Wing Western Buddhism” and contacted the 
interviewee, Brian Ruhe.17 Ruhe is a key figure in the most extreme of the right-wing Buddhists: the 
self-proclaimed alt-right Buddhists. 

One community is Right-Wing Dharma Squads, a podcast which started in April 2019 and 
currently has 200 Twitter followers. Released every two weeks, each episode begins with the chanting 
of the three refuges in Pāli, and consists of four main participants who are referred to only by their 
aliases—Dharmakirti, Storm King, Kagyu, and Aura—discussing topics ranging from Buddhist 
nationalism to Buddhist philosophers such as Nāgārjuna. In the first episode, entitled “This Podcast 
Respects U Wirathu,” the four participants discuss how they came to embrace alt-right belief systems 
(Dharmakirti et al. 2019a).  
                                                             
16 Jason Manu Rheaume, June 22, 2020, comment on Rheaume (2020).  
17 Jason Manu Rheaume, June 22, 2020, comment on Rheaume (2020); Reynolds (Paññobhāsa) and Ruhe (2020); During 
the period in which this article was being produced, Rheaume created a new YouTube channel (also called Humble 
Stature in line with his Facebook group) and has thus far interviewed Paññobhāsa Bhikkhu three times: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC79H1ugWp-XKCkzURgs4mQQ.  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC79H1ugWp-XKCkzURgs4mQQ
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Their transition to conservative values is largely attributed to online communities such as the 
r/PUA (Pick-Up Artist) sub-Reddit, which are aimed at men who are looking for advice on how to 
attract women. They are part of the Incel (Involuntary Celibate) subculture, which includes other 
Reddit groups such as r/TheRedPill, communities that are heavily misogynist and often a gateway to 
alt-right political beliefs (ADLCOE 2018: 5).  

In terms of their Buddhist background, participants vary, although two of them share that they 
came to the tradition through Jack Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums. Dharmakirti practices in a Tibetan 
lineage, having discovered Buddhism in South Asia. Aura practices in the Thai Forest Tradition, with 
particular interest in the teachings of Ajahn Thanissaro Bhikkhu. Storm King practices within a Zen 
lineage but also has interest in Tibetan traditions. Kagyu was exposed to Buddhism through Thich 
Nhat Hanh and now practices within the Karma Kagyu lineage of Tibetan Buddhism. The four are 
united in their absolute denunciation of the perceived “shit-lib” (shitty-liberal) nature of Western 
Buddhism, alternatively dubbed “California Dharma” or “Starbucks Buddhism” (Paññobhāsa 2019). 
As Aura notes:   

The presentation of Buddhism in the West, I realized, was essentially a bunch of counter-
cultural folks on the left trying to take this as a spiritual varnish for their worldview. But 
when you looked at it [Buddhism] as it was presented in its original context, within say 
the Tibetan tradition, you find a hierarchical, traditional religion that has none of these 
features of modern liberalism. (Dharmakirti et al. 2019a) 

Their divergence with “shit-lib” Buddhists rests in a distrust of democracy and normative Western 
Buddhist views. The participants in Right-Wing Dharma Squads believe that many facets of engaged 
Buddhism such as support for the Black Lives Matter movement, gender egalitarianism, and LGBTQ+ 
inclusivity are external and in opposition to the fundamental teachings of the Dharma. They believe 
that California Dharma manifests in the stripping down of core Asian Buddhist teachings, particularly 
through the utilization of commentaries instead of the more authoritative sutras. In this way, the 
participants conflate liberal Buddhism with engaged Buddhism—seeing social justice efforts and DEI 
initiatives as essentially “liberal” in nature.  

Participants in the podcast favor traditional Asian canonical readings of Buddhism, and 
demonstrate a solid purview of classical Buddhist texts and practices. They confidently discuss texts 
such as the Ambalaṭṭhikarāhulovāda Sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya and the Mahāyānottaratantra Śāstra. 
A core focus of their textual practice is a hyper-masculine promotion of what they call “tough love,” 
as shown through the practice of Zen teachers hitting their students with sticks, and the physical 
abuse that both Naropa and Milarepa faced at the hands of their teachers (Dharmakirti et al. 2019b; 
2019c).  While the participants suggest that teachers should not be seen as the “gentle lambs” they 
are often framed as, they simultaneously select only certain example of violence to support their 
argument (2019c). For instance, they do not consider the maternal metaphors of Śāntideva or texts 
such as the Simile of the Saw (Kakacūpama Sutta) in the Majjhima Nikāya, which are clear to disavow 
any brutality or resentment, even in thought. 
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The Dharma Squad see Buddhism as compatible with their alt-right views in a number of ways. 
They first claim the inherent neutrality and universality of Buddhist religiosity and practice. They 
see Buddhism in its true form as inherently centrist, in that it is outside the realm of politics, 
particularly from the perspective of renunciation and the relinquishment of attachment 
(taṇhā/tṛṣṇā). In this way, they view renunciation in Buddhism as the relinquishing of all views, 
whether they be political or related to ideas of individuality such as race, gender, sex, and sexuality. 
However, the Dharma Squad simultaneously contradicts this argument of Buddhist neutrality 
through their endorsement of extremist and nationalist Buddhist monastics. In a highly 
contradictory manner, they claim a strict separation between Buddhism and politics even while they 
advocate for systems of government, such as monarchy and colonialism, that would re-enslave 
certain peoples. 

A second argument the Dharma Squad makes is to claim that Buddhism is maintained and 
passed on through an elite class. Such an argument is represented primarily through the common 
alt-right and fascist theory of the Indo-European Aryan Race as racial predecessors to the superior 
“white race” of present-day Europeans. This theory allows the participants to claim Buddhism as 
superior while also endorsing nationalist views both in Asia and in the West. The racial superiority 
of the Aryans is an idea also perpetuated by fascist philosopher Julius Evola, who utilized the “racial 
nobility” of Aryanism as a racist trope against the “‘Jewish Menace’” during the second World War 
(Staudenmaier 2020: 477). 

In a similar vein, the Right-Wing Dharma Squad are admirers of U Wirathu, a Burmese monk 
who has often degraded and incited violence against Muslims, and espouse popular Islamophobic 
Burmese Nationalist views which paint the Rohingya as ethnically Bengali and foreigners to 
Myanmar. They claim that Muslims are inherently violent and commit Jihad, and further that the 
violence committed against the Rohingya is not genocide but “population transfer, at worst” 
(Dharmakirti et al. 2019a). The Dharma Squad aligns such views with non-harm by arguing that it is 
compassionate to wish someone well and hope that they no longer suffer, but that it is also 
compassionate to not let violence be committed against one’s own people, as they perceive is being 
done by Muslims against the Burmese people (Dharmakirti et al. 2019b). 

A second example of online alt-right Buddhist communities is the r/AltBuddhism Reddit 
group.18 Its description states:  

Western Buddhism is castrated, weak, corrupted by progressivism and rejects the 
original thoroughly masculine, head-oriented ascetic system advocated by the warrior 
aristocrat Siddhattha Gotama. Alt Buddhism offers an alternative to standard western 
Buddhism for those with wisdom and strength to make stronger people stronger. This is 
a place for promoting fearlessness, self-discipline and austerity with the 

                                                             
18 While this article was in production the r/AltBuddhism page has become private on Reddit. However, an archived 
copy of the page can be viewed: 
http://web.archive.org/web/20201101011033/https://www.reddit.com/r/AltBuddhism/. 

http://web.archive.org/web/20201101011033/https:/www.reddit.com/r/AltBuddhism/
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acknowledgement that all suffering is self-inflicted. Victimhood is for the weak. 
(“AltBuddhism” 2020) 

Two key members of r/AltBuddhism are Brian Ruhe and Paññobhāsa Bhikkhu (David Reynolds). 
Ruhe, who refers to himself as “The Nazi Buddhist,” is a Canadian meditation teacher and conspiracy 
theorist who has been part of the alt-right sphere since at least 2015 (Ruhe 2019).  Paññobhāsa 
Bhikkhu is an American Theravada monk ordained in Myanmar who has been writing since 2017 on 
his blog “Politically Incorrect Dharma.” Common themes in the r/AltBuddhism group include the 
conspiracy that Jewish individuals are taking over Western Buddhist sanghas through their 
infiltration of higher levels of leadership, as well as discussions concerning the Muslim takeover of 
countries such as Myanmar and Sri Lanka. Similar to the views of Right-Wing Dharma Squads, the 
participants in r/AltBuddhism are in favor of right-wing Buddhists, particularly monastics, gaining 
power in Asia, and consider these nationalist forms of Asian Buddhism to be superior forms of 
Buddhism.  

The perception that Asian Buddhism is superior is based in the idea that Western Buddhism 
strips down the essential features and practices of more “traditional” Buddhist practice. As 
Paññobhāsa writes, “Asians have their own ethnic Buddhism, which is based on much more than just 
elementary meditation techniques and cultural Marxism, and which in their eyes is not a decadent, 
corrupt cultural aberration which belittles the importance of monasticism and radical renunciation, 
and in which lax, lukewarm, relatively ignorant laypeople (ignorant of Pali literature anyway) call 
themselves Sangha” (Paññobhāsa 2019). The view that there is an innate, more traditional form of 
Buddhism is common within Theravada communities and is similar to the ethnocentric views 
described by Paul Fuller (2018).  

Buddhism Goes to the Culture Wars 
In analyzing the backlash to diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives in American convert 
Buddhism, it is evident that while advocates claim to be representing “real” Buddhism, their own 
articulations of the tradition are as interpretatively selective, historically situated, and culturally 
shaped as those they oppose. We situate such interpretations as part of cultural clashes between 
conservatives and progressives which are playing out not only across the United States, but also 
impacting the political landscape of Canada, Europe, and Australia (Sobolewska and Ford 2019; George 
and Huynh 2009; Wallace 2019; Walker 2020; The Economist 2019). Here we offer a brief history of the 
“culture wars” in their North American context with attention to the relevant issues and actors that 
are shaping reactionary forms of American Buddhism.  

In 1992, Pat Buchanan gave a rousing speech at the Republican National Convention. He 
declared:  

My friends, this election is about more than who gets what. It is about who we are. It is 
about what we believe, and what we stand for as Americans. There is a religious war 
going on in this country, a cultural war as critical to the kind of nation we shall be as the 
Cold War itself, for this war is for the soul of America. (Buchanan 1992) 
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Buchanan’s speech referenced a series of struggles between conservatives and liberals over issues 
such as feminism, gay rights, affirmative action, multiculturalism, and education that dominated the 
public sphere during the 1980s and 1990s. As historian Andrew Hartman (2019) notes, however, the 
“culture wars” began in the 1960s when the Civil Rights movement and the counterculture 
challenged the white, middle-class normative model of America. On the one side was the “New Left, 
a loose configuration of movements that included the anti-war, Black Power, feminist, and gay 
liberation movements, amongst others.” It sought racial, gender and sexual equality and freedom. On 
the other side was a coalition of conservative, neo-conservative, and Christian Right figures who 
believed the New Left forces of secularism and Marxism undermined the foundational “Judeo-
Christian values and beliefs” of the nation (Hartman 2019: 10).  

Hartman traces multiple battles between these two sides from the 1960s to the 2000s. Most 
relevant for the Buddhist culture wars are the issues of race and gender. Despite the gains of the 1964 
Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, massive disparities in areas such as education, health, 
and wealth remained between Black and white Americans. The issue of how to interpret and 
ameliorate such racial inequities became a major battle line in the culture wars. On the one side, Black 
academics such as Derrick Bell developed critical race theory, which rejected the assimilation of Black 
individuals in white institutions as proof of racial equity and showed the persistence of structural 
racism in supposedly “colorblind” institutions. These figures argued for systemic change as well as 
affirmative action to ensure adequate minority representation (Hartman 2019: 111). On the other 
side, conservatives denied the existence of systemic racism and rejected collective efforts to address 
racial inequality. They dismissed affirmative action as reflecting an ideology of victimhood and 
proposed that the key to Black American success was individual effort and assimilation to what they 
insisted was a color-blind meritocracy (Hartman 2019: 126).  

Gender and feminism were another key battleground of the culture wars. Christian 
conservatives, particularly evangelicals who blended their religious and national identities, blamed 
feminists for increasing divorce rates and transformations of the normative family model. They 
maintained that sexual difference, expressed through traditional hierarchical gender roles in the 
family, was God-given and crucial for the stability of the nation. During the 1980s, evangelicals 
developed a politics of “family values” in reaction to the legalization of abortion, the social 
acceptability of divorce, and the gay rights movement (Hartman 2019: 77–89).  

More recently, the impact of digital culture has resulted in what Angela Nagle (2017) has 
identified as “the online culture wars.” Nagle shows how the online culture wars have drawn from 
entirely new populations who have engaged in battles around feminism, sexuality, gender identity, 
racism, and free speech. On the one side, she places the “call-out culture of the left emanating from 
Tumblr-style campus-based identity politics”; on the other, “the anti-PC brigade, Trumpian trolls and 
the alt-right” (2017: 8–9). Similarly, Peter Limberg and Conor Barnes observe that the traditional 
divide between conservative Christians and secular liberals is no longer sufficient to understand the 
culture wars. They convincingly argue that the bipolar “Culture War 1.0” has been replaced by 
“Culture War 2.0” consisting of a “multipolar brawl” between a multitude of “memetic tribes” 
(Limberg and Barnes 2018). 
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Most relevant for the Buddhist culture wars are those tribes dotted along a center-right to far-
right scale: namely, The Intellectual Dark Web (IDW), the Manosphere, Neoreactionaries, and the alt-
right. The IDW refers to a group of thinkers, many of whom self-identity as “classical liberals” or 
“traditional Leftists,” who argue that the Left has become authoritarian and social justice poses a 
critical threat to the foundational values of liberalism and Western civilization (Weiss 2018). A key 
IDW figure is Brett Weinstein, a former biology professor, who alongside Heather Heying, his wife 
and colleague, resigned from and sued Evergreen University for failing to protect them from student 
protestors in 2017.19 They have since developed high-profile media personalities as “professors in 
exile” who are “cancel culture” victims of a totalitarian progressivism they claim has taken over 
campus culture. With a Twitter following of 434,300, Weinstein hosts the DarkHorse podcast, which 
is largely dedicated to defending free speech and critiquing critical race theory and social justice 
activism, such as the Black Lives Matter movement (Weinstein 2018).20  

Another influential IDW figure is Jordan Peterson, a Canadian psychologist and best-selling 
author. Peterson shot into the public limelight for opposing Bill C-16, An Act to Amend the Canadian 
Human Rights Acts and the Criminal Code, which added gender identity and expression to the 
Canadian Human Rights Act. Peterson misrepresented Bill C-16 as a “compelled” speech law under 
which he could be legally penalized for failing to use transgender students preferred pronouns. He 
framed it as an expression of an authoritarian ideology that undermined the foundational value of 
Western civilization: namely, free speech. Peterson has also naturalized and defended gender 
difference and hierarchies, and he has come under intense fire for suggesting “enforced monogamy” 
was a solution to misogynist violence against women. In a series of viral YouTube videos, Peterson 
has mounted a campaign targeting what he dubs “Postmodern Cultural Marxism,” which he views as 
a totalitarian ideology that has taken over universities. Despite lacking historic veracity and being 
theoretically flawed in conflating the two different and conflicting systems of Marxism and 
postmodernism, the combination of Peterson’s construction and denunciation of “Postmodern 
Cultural Marxism” with Jungian depth psychology, and his self-help teachings on individual 
responsibility have gained him a massive fan base, particularly among young white men (Burgis et 
al. 2020: 102–104).  

Advancing a similar agenda as the IDW is James Lindsay and his New Discourses project. 
Lindsay first came into public view alongside Helen Pluckrose and Peter Boghossian after they played 
a successful academic hoax in a bid to discredit the academic legitimacy of the fields of race, gender 
and sexuality studies.21 The trio pejoratively dubbed these academic subfields “Grievance Studies” 
claiming that they were mired in nonsensical jargon and harmful ideologies. Their basic argument is 
that the postmodern thought that undergirds these disciplines is an assault on “objective truth” that 
threatens liberalism and promotes an authoritarian form of social justice activism (Pluckrose and 
Lindsay 2020). 
                                                             
19 For Weinstein’s own account of Evergreen see McCormack (2019). For the perspective of some of his former 
colleagues see Fischel, Grossman, and Nelson (2017).  
20 Bret Weinstein, Twitter Post, June 30, 2020, 10:08 p.m. 
21 “What the ‘Grievance Studies’ Hoax Means” The Chronicle of Higher Education, October 9, 2018.  
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Lindsay maintains an active online platform through his website and Twitter account, which 
currently has 180,000 followers. His New Discourses website contains blog posts such as “The Cult 
Dynamics of Wokeness,” which denounce “critical social justice,” and he has also intentionally 
cultivated a vitriolic “anti-woke” Twitter persona. One Tweet, for instance, shreds Buddhist Studies 
scholar Natalie Quli’s review of George Yancy and Emily McRae’s edited collection Buddhism and 
Whiteness, concluding that “For those of you who don’t know, Critical Social Justice (Wokeness) is 
even taking over Zen Buddhism, at least in the United States.”22 

While Lindsay’s views on social justice are clearly locatable on the right-wing spectrum, he 
self-identifies as a “classical liberal” and claims New Discourses is “apolitical.” Similarly, Lindsay 
identifies as an atheist but works closely with leading conservative Christian evangelicals. Michael 
O’Fallon who runs Sovereign Nations, a Christian nationalist organization, is a manger and co-owner 
of New Discourses (Smith 2020). Lindsay is a regular on the evangelical anti-social justice circuit, 
speaking at conferences and podcasts (Mohler 2020). On Twitter, he confirmed he was voting for 
Trump, and he has shared conspiracy posts implying election fraud and false media reporting of 
COVID-19 deaths.  

Lindsay’s explicit embrace of Trump and conservatism lends weight to critics who situate the 
IDW and affiliates as reactionary thinkers whose main concern is to defend traditional power 
hierarchies. Michael Brooks, for instance, places the IDW firmly within the “center-right and right-
wing ecosystem” (2020: 8). He points out that members of the IDW network legitimate capitalism and 
American imperialism, see themselves as defenders of “Western civilization,” emphasize biological 
gender difference, and attack critical race theory. As he notes, “Crucially, in all of these areas, the 
IDW promotes narratives that either naturalize or mythologize historically contingent power 
relations—between workers and bosses, between men and women, they are old school reactionaries” 
(Brooks 2020: 9).   

The online blurring of boundaries across liberal and conservatives seen in the culture wars also 
extends in the opposite direction from the center to the far right. While Peterson has vocally 
distanced himself from the far-right, he has been embraced by many from the alt-right subculture. 
White nationalist Richard Spencer coined the term “alt-right” in 2008. As Nagle explains, “The alt-
right is, to varying degrees, preoccupied with IQ, European demographics and civilization decline, 
cultural decadence, cultural Marxism, anti-egalitarianism and Islamification” (2017: 12). Closely 
related are the “Neoreactionaries”—anti-democratic bloggers Mencius Moldbug and philosopher 
Nick Land. They developed the influential concepts of the “the Cathedral’—which denotes what they 
see as the all-encompassing ideology of progressivism—and the “Dark Enlightenment,” a subversive 
term which rejects of the modern Enlightenment values of liberalism, progress, and democracy 
(Nagle 2017: 12–13). 

Overlapping with the multiple layers of the online right is the anti-feminist subculture 
commonly referred to as the “manosphere.” Central to both is the concept of “the red pill”—a term 
borrowed from the movie The Matrix—in which taking the red pill means to wake up from the “lies 

                                                             
22 James Lindsay, Twitter Post, March 2, 2020, 8:31 a.m.  
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purportedly spread by feminists, mainstream media and multiculturalists” (Collins 2017). For anti-
feminists, the red pill signifies waking up to the reality of societal misandry and sexual hierarchy. On 
Reddit’s r/TheRedPill forum, men discuss alpha (superior) and beta (inferior) males, false rape 
accusations, female-on-male violence, how to increase male “sexual market value,” and how to 
“game” women (Nagle 2017: 88). The alt-right extends the term to waking up to the reality of racial 
as well as sexual hierarchy and white supremacy. Red pill rhetoric has crossed over to mainstream 
conservatism after being picked by up high-profile media personalities such as Candace Owens.  

Hartman identifies the countercultural embrace of Asian religions such as Buddhism as a major 
liberal threat to the Christian Right (2019: 14). What we see in the online culture wars, however, is 
the shifting of certain demographics, predominantly white men, from American convert Buddhism 
to the conservative side of the battle. They have explicitly embraced both the rhetoric of and key 
figures from the broad right-wing spectrum of the online culture wars. O’Brien, for instance, 
compares the “communist take-over” of Soto Zen to Weinstein’s crisis at Evergreen. Warner has 
retweeted and affirmed Lindsay on Twitter. 23 Rheaume compares his #TheBuddhistRight with 
Peterson. Matthew, a Canadian Buddhist teacher, hosts a Medium blog titled “Practice Comes First: 
Buddhism, Dr. Jordan B. Peterson, and positive masculinity,” where he shares how he has combined 
the teachings of the red-pill manosphere, Peterson, and Buddhism (ur_immeasurable 2018). 
Dharmakirti names Moldbug as the person he took the alt-right red pill from.   

Conclusion: Reactionary Modernism and Postmodern Conservative Buddhism  
In American Dharma: Buddhism Beyond Modernity, Gleig argues that the multiple developments 
occurring across American convert Buddhism communities display characteristics associated with 
the postmodern, postcolonial, and postsecular and can no longer be contained in the framework of 
Buddhist modernism (2019a: 281–298). One such development is diversity, equity and inclusion 
initiatives, which she sees as applying pressure to a number of core modernist characteristics—
individualism, liberalism, and a supposedly “culture-free” Buddhism—and being marked by a 
postcolonial affirmation of difference, the collective, and cultural particularity (2019a: 173–175). How 
then should we situate the reactionary right-wing backlash to these initiatives?  

In many ways, anti-social justice Buddhists can be seen as a modern Buddhist reaction and 
resistance to these postmodern and postcolonial forms of American Buddhism. We offer the category 
“reactionary Buddhist modernism” to describe these right-wing articulations of American convert 
Buddhism. By Buddhist modernism we refer to the fact that reactionary centrists like Warner and 

                                                             
23  At one point, Warner was listed as a contributor on the New Discourses website and was also listed as a presenter 
at “Critical Social Justice in the Age of Subjectivism,” New Discourses Conference in Orlando, Florida October 22–24 
2020. https://newdiscourses.com/test-oct-con/ However, mention of both Warner as a New Discourses contributor 
and the conference have been removed from the Internet and Warner has publicly denied (on Twitter) being involved 
with New Discourses. It is unclear as to whether the contributor/conference information was ever correct or why 
the Warner/New Discourses contributor and conference pages appeared and disappeared on the Internet. One 
possibility is that it was an Internet prank on Warner. Another is that Warner changed his mind about being publicly 
associated with Lindsay.  

https://newdiscourses.com/test-oct-con/
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O’Brien hold firm to modern apolitical and ahistorical renderings of Zen. We adopt the term 
reactionary from political theorist Corey Robin, who sees conservatism as a fundamentally 
reactionary movement, defining it as a “mode of counterrevolutionary practice” to preserve 
hierarchy and power (2011: 17). Focusing on the virtual landscape, we have demonstrated the 
different right-wing reactionary Buddhist arguments against marginalized Buddhist challenges to 
racial and gender hierarchies. Through such arguments, reactionary Buddhists attempt to preserve 
the status quo of whiteness and gender normativity within American convert Buddhist sanghas.   

We place this reactionary American Buddhist modernism in a lineage of modern Buddhism 
that has naturalized, assimilated to, and perpetuated dominant and often interlocking power 
hierarchies of gender, race, and nationalism. Ryan Anningson (2017) shows that racial hierarchies 
were a key part of the formation of Buddhist modernism. In response to Western colonial claims that 
Asians were racially inferior to Europeans and that Buddhism was a less evolved religion than 
Christianity, American Theosophists and Asian Buddhist modernists subversively employed race 
sciences—“a broad term that encompasses a number of scientific theories from the early twentieth-
century that equated racial characteristics to biology and therefore justified certain perceptions of 
human evolution, intelligence . . . [to] place Buddhism at the pinnacle of evolutionary development” 
(Anningson 2017: 51–52). They fashioned the historic Buddha as a racially superior Aryan, Buddhism 
as a superior “scientific” religion, and followers of the Buddhism as racially superior, often 
contrasting these with the less developed if not degenerate “Semitic” monotheistic religions. 

Sri Lankan reformist Anagarika Dharmapala, for instance, claimed Sri Lanka as the island of the 
Aryan Sinhalese, tasked with preserving Buddhism in Sri Lanka, an island designated by the Buddha 
as the privileged site for his pure doctrine. While Dharmapala’s rhetoric was employed by the nativist 
movement of anti-colonial struggle, Sri Lanka has since witnessed intense violence among different 
ethno-religious groups in part rooted in claims of Sri Lankan Sinhalese Buddhist racial and moral 
superiority. Dharmapala’s racialized anti-Semitic articulations of Buddhism are echoed in Buddhist 
nationalism in Sri Lanka, which claims that Sinhalese Buddhists are the true preservers of the Dharma 
and is marked by gender hierarchy, and, more recently, Islamophobia (Gajaweera 2020). 

Anningson shows that Japanese Buddhists also adopted the hierarchical system of race 
sciences to assert their own racial and spiritual superiority in defense of charges that Japanese 
Buddhism was a degenerate form of Buddhism. Influential Zen Buddhist modernist teachers such as 
D.T. Suzuki combined Japanese Buddhism and nationalism to justify Japanese expansion throughout 
Asia (Anningson 2017: 60–62). Of note here is the centrality of the masculine warrior figure of the 
samurai in Suzuki’s nationalist Zen (Benesch 2016).  Brian Victoria (2006) has also written on the 
leading role Zen Buddhist modernizers played in the imperial Japanese military. He identifies Suzuki 
not only as a supporter of Japanese nationalism but as an anti-Semitic Nazi Party sympathizer 
(2013).24 

                                                             
24 It should be noted that Richard Jaffe (2014) has argued against Brian Victoria’s reading of D.T. Suzuki as an anti-
Semitic Nazi sympathizer. He suggests that Suzuki’s nationalism was typical of his generation and should be treated 
more generously.  
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In the American context, the modern concept of the Buddha as an Aryan linked him racially 
and linguistically to Euro-Americans and helped fashion Buddhism as a scientific religion suitable for 
white converts. Joseph Cheah traces white supremacy in American convert Buddhism to this 
modernist racial articulation of Buddhism, which also rests on a distinction between an original 
“pure” canonical Buddhism and the latter cultural accretions of “superstitious” merit-making and 
ritual practices. Cheah traces how in the American context this resulted in the “two Buddhisms” 
typology, which positions white American convert Buddhists as practicing “real” Buddhism and 
Asian American heritage communities as practicing “cultural baggage” Buddhism (2011: 1–5; 59–60). 
Extending Cheah, Gleig explore how American Buddhists of Color have attempted to undo the 
whiteness that characterizes American convert Buddhist modernist communities (2019a, 2019b). 

While we find reactionary Buddhist modernism a useful framework, we also see the backlash 
to DEI as exceeding the category of the modern. As sociologists of religion have traced, the 
postmodern is marked by two trends in religion (Heelas, Martin, and Morris 1998; Lyon 2000). One is 
the growth of deinstitutionalized religions that blurred the boundaries between the religious and 
secular. Another is the global growth of fundamentalist forms of religion, particularly Christianity 
and Islam (Emerson and Hartman 2006). These forms of fundamentalism blend religious and 
nationalist identities, valorize a largely reconstructed premodern religious past, and are marked by 
hierarchical gender roles. The development of Buddhist nationalism in South and Southeast Asia, 
particularly in Sri Lanka and Myanmar, fits well into this category (Fuller 2018; Gajaweera 2020). 

One useful model here is political scientist Matthew McManus’s “post-modern conservatism,” 
which is both a conservative reaction to the challenges of postmodernity and a distinct form of 
conservativism shaped by the conditions of postmodernity.25 He sees post-modern conservativism 
primarily manifesting in nationalist, xenophobic politicians such as Donald Trump and Geert Wilders, 
but it is also visible in reactionary classical liberals such as Jordan Peterson (McManus 2020). Despite 
being hostile towards what they view as postmodernism and cultural Marxism, such figures actually 
share many characteristics of the postmodern, such as the adoption of “the rhetoric and symbolism 
of a reactionary identity” (McManus 2017). Postmodern conservativism is rooted in a hierarchical 
identity politics and a reverse victimization narrative. They associate with identities at the top of the 
social hierarchy—be it masculinity, whiteness or “the West”—and claim such identities are under 
attack by enemies ranging from feminists to Marxists, Black Lives Matter, or Islam.  Affectively, 
postmodern conservatism is marked by a nostalgia for an imagined past and a sense of alienation and 
resentment at progressive and multicultural change. Postmodern conservatives are highly skilled in 
using media and technology to promote their political ideology (McManus 2020: 5). 

We find the category of postmodern conservativism to best capture the rejection of Buddhist 
modernism and the reconstruction of a mythic heavily masculinized Aryan Buddhism in alt-right 
Buddhism. As Adeana McNicholl (2021) notes, alt-right Buddhism offers another form of Buddhism 
beyond modernity that is not politically left-leaning, that rejects progressivism and inclusion for 

                                                             
25 Ann Gleig wishes to thank Eric Haines for introducing her to the work of Matthew McManus and his model of 
postmodern conservativism.  
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masculine militancy. While less amplified, we also see the identification with hierarchical identities—
whiteness, masculinity, and heterosexuality—a concern for a modern reconstruction of “traditional” 
Buddhism, and the skillful use of media to promote their religio-political positions in the blogs of 
Warner, O’Brien, and Rheaume. Hence, we conclude that just as racial justice and transgender 
inclusivity initiatives can be seen as the postcolonial extension of engaged Buddhist modernism, 
reactionary right-wing backlashes to them can be seen as a reaffirmation and postmodern extension 
of hierarchical gendered and racialized modernist forms of Buddhism.  
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