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“Courageous Conversations about Race” 
A talk from Viveka given at the International Order Convention in 2016. 
https://vimeo.com/179392338 
 

I'm going to quote Bhante. Because access to white people's words have always made 
people of color more credible. And because he's my teacher. This is from "The Blueprint for a 
New World". 

"What we imagine today we may execute tomorrow, and the dream of the night may become the 
reality of the morning. So let me imagine, let me dream, and we may find that we are closer to 
waking, closer to reality than we had thought." 

In his "Nucleus of a New Society" lecture, Sangharakshita describes Triratna and the Order as a 
Nucleus of a New Society, offering itself, as he described, as an open community. That is to say, a 
community willing to welcome into spiritual fellowship all those, all those who want to grow, 
who want to develop. He ended his lecture with a wish:  

"I can only hope that as the years go by, as the months go by, more and more people will come 
forward and cooperate with me, with the Order, with the Friends, in creating an ever larger and 
larger scale, more and more effective scale, the Nucleus of a New Society." 

This morning, I would love to imagine with you in the next five years, a Triratna 
Community and Order that was much, much more effective at welcoming people from a whole 
range of different identities, racial groups, lives. I'd love for us to imagine that, because it can 
become so overwhelming when we look at the extent of greed, hatred, and ignorance in our 
world. And there is no reason why we cannot build this beautiful vision together.  

This change would mean transforming Triratna to be inclusive of all people, inclusive of a 
whole range of social groups that are often targeted for prejudice and discrimination across race, 
caste, class, gender identity, immigration status, sexual orientation, physical and mental ability. 
And many of us hold multiple of these identities in one body, one psychophysical organism that 
has lived this targeting and marginalization. 

The transformed spiritual community, a transformed world that is becoming free from 
prejudice and discrimination, in my mind, is worth working for. And I appreciated Parami saying: 
well, let's not just quote Bhante, let's ask ourselves about this as a community -- do we also wish 
or envision a new world in which one will be free, in his words, to develop to the utmost of one's 
potential and in which all the social, the economic, and even political arrangements will help one 
to do that, to develop, to grow? Our aim, therefore, must be to transform this world, this 
present world, the old world, into a spiritual community, because this is the only world which is 
worth having, the only new world that is worth working for. 

It's an incredibly vulnerable act to stand up here as a racial minority in this tradition, and 
dare to imagine this with you, because I risk having my heart broken.  

I want to appreciate people that have gone before who have spoken out. It's been very 
inspiring learning more about Dr. Ambedkar over the years, and recently at the International 
Council. I'm aware of Order Members I've heard speak out: Muditasri, Paramachitta, 
Padmadhara, Vijayatara. There's probably many more of you I'm not even aware of. I'm sad that 
sometimes they may have been met with a lack of interest or perhaps even active resistance. I 



 2 

recently spoke on this topic at our International Council, and it was really very, very heartening. I 
did warn them that it was a lot of work to be speaking to them on the topic, and I must say they 
responded well, just listening, giving their interest.  

It seems to me, perhaps, that it's an issue whose time has come. To wait anymore in 
resisting would be such shame, because we have this creative potential to respond and try 
something different.  

So I do have a few requests that may be useful to our conversation today and the 
ongoing conversations and collective work towards this New Society, that I hope today will spark. 
There is no way that Vimalasara or I, in this short time, can cover all there is that could be 
covered. So three requests.  

First, consider that I may be speaking to you about hard topics from a place of love and a 
wish to connect. So, if there's any fear about this topic coming up just right now, just consider 
that I'm not really interested in labeling anyone a racist. I'm actually going to go with the working 
assumption that you might also be interested in seeing the kind of world I'm imagining up here 
today. 

I believe there is transformational value in exploring how we are conditioned by social 
systems, the views and habits driven by those systems, and how that drives the world we are in, 
which is a racist world; meaning: there are systematic, ongoing ways in which people that do not 
get to pass as white are subject to extra burdens and unequal access to resources, and what 
makes for this life, where we can be well and happy and practice the Dharma. I believe it could 
be enlivening for us all if we apply our energy to a sustained and loving inquiry into the cyclical, 
social conditioning that drives prejudice, and to really discover how we can make creative shifts. 
So: I come [to you] in love. 

Second, I would ask that you listen courageously in conversations about race today and 
generally, and with mindfulness and metta. Metta is simply being interested in another human 
being as a practice of exchanging self for other, especially if another's point of view is different, 
especially if it's hard to understand. And with mindfulness, because conversations about race 
bring up discomfort, as our assumptions about who we are and the world we live in get shaken -- 
hopefully, get shaken loose. This is essentially a practice of anatta and a way of discovering our 
inter-relatedness, not as some abstract theory, but in how we are with each other. And 
discomfort is natural, so I would hope that we could bring our mindfulness practice to work 
when we encounter ideas, people, difference. If there is unpleasant vedana, could we just 
actually be present to it, and not ask the world or others to take care of us in that? It will take 
energy, it will take virya to sustain the inquiry, and some robustness. So I ask that of you: energy 
and determination to stick with it, to get to a more rewarding place that can come with learning 
and discovery. And we may recognize these as the first three factors of the Factors of 
Awakening: Mindfulness, Inquiry, Virya. 

Thirdly, I would ask you to be curious about how what we're talking about this morning 
may actually be relevant, as opposed to thinking about how it's not relevant very quickly. I'd ask 
you to do that. In Triratna, I feel that we have had a strategy of avoiding the topic of race and 
what you could call colorblindness, saying "I'm going to look at you and see that we're all the 
same." Colorblindness is probably a form of spiritual bypassing, I'd say. Actually, as infants as 
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early as six months, it's clear that we do register differences in physical characteristics, which is 
actually natural and normal, and probably part of our survival instinct. In that process, we are 
looking for creating self and other, and knowing what's a threat and what's safe, in our basic 
biological conditioning. That is all part of our evolution. So we do see differences in people's 
physical characteristics more quickly than almost anything else, although we do also create 
identity groupings based on beliefs, religion, and other types of identities. The problem is that 
we've been deeply conditioned to then correlate superiority and inferiority to these differences. 
And much of this is happening unconsciously. This is very important. If you want to learn more 
about this (and this is amazing, it shows you how the world is changing), you can go to the MTV 
website: there's a seven day bias cleanse, and you can take the test on implicit bias.  

So it's possible to believe that all people should be treated equally, but have absorbed 
through social conditioning, unconscious discrimination and prejudice towards people that 
appear different than us, and then to actually act on it. I also want to urge us to actually expand 
to a more Bodhisattva form of Ethics. The Ethics of Intent are inadequate for this transformation, 
because if you're unconscious about discrimination, then your actions may have negative 
impacts, harmful impacts, that you're not aware of. And if we're going to change this world for 
all beings, we need to get interested in how we are impacting people, and understanding more 
the dynamics of our social conditioning which lead to seeing racial inferiority and superiority. 

We may not have created the system. I want to relieve us from having to feel the weight 
of having created all these systems. As Vimalasara pointed out, whiteness was a concept that 
was invented along with colonialism, which, amazingly, is a British tradition. We don't really talk 
much about the social conditioning of colonialism. I would urge us to do more of that. We are 
born into these systems. I think about how many countries are represented here which are 
involved in this colonial history. I'm looking at friends from India. I'm thinking about friends in 
Australia, New Zealand, myself, the US, Canada, Mexico. It's amazing: the reach of colonialism 
and the views around racial superiority which justified European expansion into resource rich 
areas. And we still live within that. We've forgotten the theories, the explicit theories that came 
with that. We may even have denounced them, but we still are conditioned by these views. And 
it's possible to wake up to them.  

We can do better than colorblindness. I really believe we can. 

So I have also a request, similar to Vimalasara. We're a request-y bunch! I want us to 
wake up, really.  

I was just visiting here in the UK and Ireland. In 2013 and 2014, there were 44,480 hate 
crimes recorded, and so many go unrecorded, by police in England and Wales alone in one year. 
44,480 hate crimes. And of those, 37,484 were racially based, racial hate crimes. The others 
were among these other targeted categories I talk about before. This is not the New Society I 
long for. Also, many countries are becoming more and more diverse with the patterns of 
migration. So the world we're in is going to become more and more a world of encounter across 
difference. We need to become skilled. We need to become skilled at living in this world. And in 
order to create, if we really want it, this world that is free of prejudice and open to all people to 
develop to their full potential, then we really need to take this on. 



 4 

In June 2015, 200 Buddhist teachers met at what needs a new name because it's called 
the "Western Dharma Teachers Conference," and “Western” is a colonial notion. They spent an 
entire day on realizing diversity, understanding and undoing racism and other oppressions, 200 
Buddhist teachers from [various] traditions, internationally. It was fantastic. And we were asking: 
how can we understand and undo the root dynamics of racism and other oppressions? How can 
we create pathways for all people to access the Dharma? 

So I would ask us to actually take that on. Actually, at the International Council, there was 
a lot of interest in that, so I have a good deal of hope that we're actually going to be able to pull 
together some very practical things people can do right away. There's so much out there now. 
This is the world we're in. It's a world where there is a collective Bodhicitta wish arising to 
liberate racism. It's too late to say: "maybe not." It's really too late. So maybe we should be 
asking more how. For example, the most recent issue of this magazine, Buddhadharma(1), which 
is published in the US, is all about race. I have three copies. You can look at them, don't take 
them away, but you can have a look at them. People could be reading the articles – there are so 
many articles, there are so many great resources. Chapters and Centers could begin to have 
events to look at this, study this. We might find that affinity groups come together, similar to 
having men's and women's groups, as we have had in the past to look at gender conditioning, 
now evolving more to understand gender as much more fluid. We had a great gender diversity 
retreat recently. So, this is something we could be looking at. 

I wonder about us [Order Members]. What if we just spent just 20 hours in a year? Can 
you imagine? What if we just spent 20 hours in a year dismantling racism, let alone [marshalling] 
the greater resources that can come together through our Centers, the Order, and the 
ordination process, which has a long way to go to actually not be in a colorblind approach. I 
know, I've experienced some of that. What if we each just started by spending 20 hours in the 
next year? 

Finally, I would challenge us to look at how we might not become frozen and silent when 
there are large world events that target people, and very quickly convert to being racialized. In 
the Brexit vote, which was not an inherently racist vote, [as] there were many reasons why 
people might have voted to leave Europe - it did however unleash apparently a 42% increase in 
hate crimes the week before and the week after the vote. Did we say anything at our centers? 
Some people are, it sounds like. I understand that on Facebook there are now groups that are 
trying to make a change. I would just encourage us in that. I think there's many good efforts 
happening. 

It's a wonderful dream. We will be liberated if we do this work, it's a liberation of 
oppression. It's a liberation of the way we create self and other. We cannot liberate ourselves 
unless we do this work.  

Thank you. 

 
(1) Note: The magazine Viveka held up during this talk is Buddhadharma, a journal published by Lionsroar. This 

is a link to numerous articles on race published by Buddhadharma and Lionsroar: 
https://www.lionsroar.com/tag/race/ 
And this is a link to the particular Summer 2016 edition she is holding: https://www.lionsroar.com/inside-
the-summer-2016-buddhadharma-magazine/ 


