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In order to fully grasp the contributions of Buddhist women in Canada, we need to discuss the context within 
which they operate and that is Canadian multiculturalism. We also need to be aware that Canadian 
multiculturalism is different from that of Europe. In Europe the term “multicultural” refers to the fact that people 
from diverse cultures live in Germany, France, Great Britain and so on. These groups do not however share the 
same national identity. For example, to become German is difficult. Prior to the reforms of Jan. 2000, one had to 
have been a resident of Germany for fifteen years before one was entitled to receive entitlement to 
nationalization. Further, one could only become a citizen if one’s parents were citizens. Currently, if one is born in 
Germany, one becomes a dual citizen (if parents are not themselves German) and must decide by twenty-three 
which one of the citizenships will be maintained. Under the new legislation an individual must reside “lawfully” in 
Germany for eight years and have had either an entitlement to residence or an unlimited residence permit for 
three years (Republic of Germany, 2000).  For many, the notion of German identity is also tied to Christian identity 
(Hall, Oct.18th, 2010). To be French means laicité, the strict separation of church and state. Julia Poliscanova points 
out that, while the intent might have been to protect public life and civil policy from religious interference, the 
result has been the opposite. Using the example of the 2003 law banning conspicuous religious symbols, she notes 
that this has simply encouraged intolerance rather than tolerance towards those whose religion is interwoven into 
every aspect of their life, public as well as private (Poliscanova, July 16, 2007).  Because they do not ‘belong’ in the 
same way others do, immigrants are less likely to participate in public life and tensions frequently arise. Canadian 
multiculturalism is different. 

Multiculturalism has been a part of Canadian life since 1971 when Canada became the first nation to adopt 
multiculturalism as an official government policy (Canadian Heritage: Multiculturalism, ). It became enshrined in 
the Canadian Constitution in 1982 within a bilingual framework. In short, for 40 years Canada has officially been a 
multicultural, bilingual society. The two key components of Canadian multiculturalism are identity and 
participation, themes that run through all Canadian publications on multiculturalism. This is beautifully 
encapsulated in the following quotation from “ Multiculturalism-Canadian Diversity: Respecting Our Differences”:  

Canada’s future depends on maintaining and strengthening its 

 capacity to bring together peoples with many differences—even 

 grievances—and building a peaceful society where no one’s identity or 

 cultural heritage should have to be compromised. Canada’s approach 

 to diversity is based on the belief that the common good is best served 

 when everyone is accepted and respected for who they are, and that this 

 ultimately makes for a resilient, more harmonious and more creative 

 society. This faith in the value of diversity recognizes that respect for 

 cultural distinctiveness is intrinsic to an individual’s sense of self worth   

 and identity, and a society that accommodates everyone equally is a  

 society that encourages achievement, participation, attachment to country 

 and a sense of belonging(Government of Canada, 2004). 
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From this we can see that the creation of a multicultural society is a process in which differences are not only 
acknowledged but respected and in which the common good emerges from participation in the collective. In other 
words, multiculturalism means that various groups may maintain their diverse identities but also must share them 
in aid of creating a Canadian identity that draws on all these identities.  This creates attachment to country and a 
sense of belonging. The ability to participate is encouraged through a framework composed of human rights and 
equity laws and policies and Canada’s language laws. In theory, the equity laws and policies, for example, the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, the Employment Equity Act, remove barriers to full participation while 
the Official Languages Act that guarantees government services in French and English and a wide variety of 
supportive language programs, provides the linguistic medium for that participation. 

It is within this context that Canadian Buddhist women are making their mark. Here our focus is on those women 
who are bilingual, that is, they speak at least one Asian based language and English. Asian Buddhist women help in 
the integration of their community into Canadian life through translation and by linking their communities to 
available health, education, and other services. They also assist in the process of redefining cultural and religious 
identity. Redefining identity is necessary; there are limits to multiculturalism. Immigrant society, while protected 
by Canadian laws, must also accommodate itself to those laws (McLellan, 1999, 193; Baum, May 14, 2008). The 
primary adaptations have been the introduction of elements of democracy into hierarchical religious institutions 
including greater lay and female participation.  

In the same way as they assist their communities’ integration into Canadian life, they help define Canadian identity 
through the presentation of their Buddhist traditions and values for consideration as elements of Canadian 
identity. This is done through participation in local inter-faith councils, human rights panels and other 
multicultural, multi-religious forums. Women who speak English as a first language and an Asian language as a 
second also assist in the integration of Asian Buddhist communities and provide a window into the way Buddhism 
is practised in Canada. Let me give you a few examples of how Buddhist identity and participation are doing in 
multicultural Canada.2 

Winnipeg is home to a variety of diasporic and adoptive Buddhist groups. Leaders of these groups tend to have an 
association with each that has developed over time through mutual participation in religious dialogue and cultural 
forums. And, as is the case with the Ontario groups, they tend to keep each other informed about visiting dharma 
teachers. There have been two major interactive activities in Winnipeg: the building of a Peace Pagoda in 2001 and 
a recent Wesak ceremony held the end of May 2008. 

The building of the Peace Pagoda was initiated by the teacher of the Dharma Centre of Winnipeg, a Karma Kagyu 
tradition in the lineage of Namgyal Rinpoche, a westerner originally ordained in the Burmese tradition of Sayadaw 
Thila Wanta. Lama Gyurme Dorje (Gerry Kopelow) organized the building of the pagoda in St. Norbert at the edge 
of Winnipeg (Mullens, 2006, 54). This initiative brought together hundreds of volunteers from the broader 
Buddhist community including both Tibetan groups (comprised of non-Asians) and ethnic Asians from Burma, Sri 
Lanka, Laos and Vietnam (Fenn, 2008). Shortly after my departure, there was a meeting among several groups to 
co-ordinate a refreshing of the pagoda in preparation for Wesak. 

The communal Wesak ceremony was a new initiative spearheaded by Radhika Abeyesekera, a Sri Lankan 
laywoman prominent in Winnipeg’s Buddhist community and heavily involved in the pagoda construction. It was 
held in addition to separate celebrations of Wesak, the date of which varies by Buddhist tradition and culture. 
After a forest procession in the area of the pagoda and religious ceremonies, there were cultural performances. 
Pictures of the event show a Chinese dragon, Southeast Asian dance, Japanese dance, Tibetan dress, Japanese 
drumming and a Western flute duo. How Canadian. 

 One of the pivotal members of the Buddhist community in Saskatoon is Doris Shum, a Chinese laywoman. She and 
her husband have a Ch’an meditation group in their home and she is also involved with the ethnic Chinese temple 
and the various non-Asian Buddhist groups in the city (Fenn, 2008) She has taken an active role in facilitating 
interaction between them as she believes that because Buddhists are so few in number in Saskatoon they need to 
work together. When I visited in 2008, the Saskatoon groups were investigating the possibility of setting up a 
website that contained all of the various groups’ information: place and time of meetings, primary contacts, special 
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events and retreats. Through this, they hope to raise the public visibility and accessibility of Buddhism and 
minimize the chance that they may be ‘competing’ with each other through conflicting time schedules (Fenn, 
2008). 3  

Another example is non-Asian Vietnamese lineage nun and native English speaker Sister Thich Tinh Quang (Valerie 
Beattie Dolan).  The members of her Little Heron Zen Buddhist Hermitage (formerly the Blue Heron Dharma Centre 
of Hamilton), located in Hamilton, Ontario, are all non-Asian and the centre provides both traditional teachings and 
certain adaptations. She is a member of the Intercultural Committee of Hamilton and represents Buddhism at 
public events. She is also on the Buddhist Council of Canada. At the same time, she has been of great assistance to 
the ethnic Vietnamese temple in helping them raise funds, having events in common, and helping them make 
contacts for their community. For example, when she is the chaplain on call for Vietnamese patients at the local 
hospital she is able to arrange for an ethnic Vietnamese monk to attend (Fenn, 2006). While the temple and 
dharma centre do share some events they draw on different constituencies for the most part. 

The final example I would offer is that of the Toronto Theravada community. Dr. Deba Mitra Barua studied the 
adaptations made by the community to respond to the cultural and religious challenges presented by living in 
Canada. For our purposes, the best example of this is the construction of   Dhamma School curriculum created by a 
Buddhist laywoman, Swarma Chandrasekera. The curriculum consciously combines teachings on multiculturalism, 
Buddhist ethics and spirituality. This is explicit in the emblem, a maple leaf (Canadian symbol) with a white swan 
holding an ola leaf book in its beak (Barua, 201093).  There are guidelines on how to respect and engage with 
those who are religiously or ethnically different. Students are encouraged to discover in the beliefs and practices of 
others values that are consistent with their Buddhist ones.  Also stressed is the value of Buddhism in Canadian life 
and cultural conflicts.  (Barua, 2010, 108-09). 

Asian Buddhist women, as noted above, generally find that a multicultural Canada provides them with more 
opportunity to participate in the Buddhist tradition. It is not that they have not participated previously. Indeed, as 
in most religious traditions they are the mainstay for donations, volunteer labour and attendance at temples and 
they have been from the beginning. In the diaspora however, they have more opportunity to exercise positions of 
authority. For example, in Sri Lanka teaching is done by the monks but there are not many monks in Canada. 
Regardless, when you have no monks in a community you will still have a Dhamma school.  Radhika Abeyesekera  
started a Dhamma School because her community needed one.  Swarma Chandrasekera developed a Dhamma 
curriculum for several Toronto Theravada Communities because they needed one. Even when there are monks, 
women may teach. For example, the Master at the Vietnamese Tam Bao temple spends most of his time engaged 
in establishing new temples and participating in various forums. Thus, nun Thich Pho Tinh leads services, assists in 
temple administration, teaches monks and nuns together and sits on the Board of Directors (Soucy, 1994 (109) as 
cited in Boisvert, 2009, 79 ). All of the women I spoke to considered their participation as not simply religious 
participation but also a contribution of Buddhist values to the Canadian mosaic (Fenn, 2012, 198).  

While the contributions of bilingual women are extremely valuable there are issues to which we need to attend. 
Language has implications.  Whether or not they are ethnically European, South Asian or Chinese, all three women 
mentioned above are fluent in both English and a heritage language.   It is not surprising that it is such bilingual 
women who have the bridging capital to connect both Buddhism to the broader Canadian community and 
Buddhist communities to each other.  They have tremendous influence.  Despite our best intentions, when we 
speak for others what we say is filtered through our own class and gender.  Bilingual women are not passive 
conduits but have a great deal of influence in shaping Buddhism as it develops in Canada. Using the Theravada 
tradition as an example (although I could have used examples from China as well) can we envision the future shape 
of Canadian Buddhism?  

 Due to the colonial experience, Asian presentations of Buddhism in the West have tended to be what is referred 
to as ‘reformed’ Buddhism, Asian Buddhism of the late 19th and 20th century. Reformed Buddhism highlights the 
intellectual, philosophical and ethical aspects of the Buddhist tradition and minimizes the role that ritual and folk 
practices have played. Many decisions as to what was in need of reform were made by Western educated 
reformers such as Angarika Dhammapala4. This is the primary form of Buddhism espoused by my respondents. 
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And, according to Barua’s study, to name one, this is also the form of Buddhism favoured by the second generation 
who see themselves as culturally Canadian. Their Buddhism is not tied as closely to the ethnicity and ritualism of 
their parents. Many do not wish to cut themselves off from their heritage but they see Buddhism in more 
intellectual, ethical and philosophical terms than their parents’ generation.  They continue to participate in rituals 
but want dharma talks in English and to learn how to apply Buddhist principles in their daily lives, to learn to 
meditate, and to understand the rituals. This Buddhism is the type of Buddhism generally practiced by those of 
non-Asian background, adoptive Buddhists. So we see a convergence between the two groups.  

It is my hope that both second generation and adoptive Buddhists will not be too hasty in what they discard. Many 
adoptive Buddhists reared in the Protestant context of North America initially rejected chanting and ritual which 
they saw as culturally bound and for some superstitious.  As well as anecdotal accounts of the value of chanting for 
focus and concentration, we now have studies that show its benefits.5   So too, many groups of non-Asian 
Buddhists have adapted or created rituals of their own. I would hate to think that something else of great value 
would be left behind as Canadian Buddhism(s) emerge from our multicultural mosaic.   

We must be cautious in drawing any broad conclusions from narrow studies about Buddhism in Canada.   As Jeff 
Wilson has noted in regards to the United States, we have noted regional differences in other religious traditions 
so it is likely the case in Buddhism as well (Wilson, 2009, 844). The understanding and practice of Buddhism in 
Manitoba may differ from that of Ontario. Indeed, Buddhism in urban Toronto may differ from that in rural areas. 
Our studies of Buddhism in Canada are still in their infancy; this requires further study.  

Buddhism fits well with multiculturalism. It provides stability in a new land and allows immigrants to participate in 
forging a new identity. It is equally clear that Canadian Buddhist women are taking a leading role in adapting Asian 
Buddhism to Canadian culture and are in the forefront of crafting Canadian Buddhist identities. Works Cited 
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1 Revised presentation. Originally presented   Sept.15th  Cardel Theatre, Calgary. 
2 It is necessary to point out that what I present here are a few examples. The sample is insufficient to support any 
broad conclusions.  
3 A web search conducted Oct.27th,2012 revealed no comprehensive website for Saskatoon Buddhists but the 
Saskatoon Insight Meditation Community does provide links and contact for various meditation groups in the city. 
4 This is certainly not to deny the importance of internal reforms made by and for Asian Buddhists at large. Our 
focus here is on the impact that reformers such as Dhammapala had on Western understanding of the tradition. 
5 While this area of research is outside my academic competence, a quick web search unearthed several articles 
including this one,a study of the use of sound symbols in meditation. 
Dharma Singh Khalsa(a), Daniel Amen(b), Chris Hanksa, Nisha Money(c) 
and Andrew Newberg(d) (2009). “Cerebral blood flow changes during chanting in meditation”. Nuclear Medicine 
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