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Adeana McNicholl  00:00 

Welcome. My name is Dr. Adeana McNicholl. I'm an assistant professor in Religious Studies at 

Vanderbilt University. I'm here today with Dr. Ann Gleig, Associate Professor of religion and Cultural 

Studies at the University of Central Florida. And we're here today as part of the Teaching Resources for 

Buddhism, Race and Racism project hosted at "teachingbuddhism.net", and funded by the Robert H.N. 

Ho Family Foundation at the University of Toronto. We're joined today by Dr. Amy Paris Langenberg. 

Dr. Langenberg is Associate Professor of Religious Studies at Eckerd College. She's a specialist in 

classical South Asian Buddhism with a focus on monasticism, gender, and sexuality and the body. She 

also conducts ethnographic research on contemporary Buddhist feminisms, Buddhist monasticism, and 

more recently, sexual abuse in American Buddhism, which she's working on with Dr. Gleig. We're going 

to be discussing her syllabi today on Religion, Power, and Difference, Engaged Buddhism, and 

Exploring Religion and Race. So welcome, Dr. Langenberg. 

 

Amy Langenberg  01:00 

Thank you. Happy to be here. 

 

Ann Gleig  01:01 

Great. Well, thank you for making time. So can we just start, can you just tell us a little bit about your 

own research speciality and interests, especially if there's any intersections with race? 

 

Amy Langenberg  01:15 

Yeah, sure. So I am, as Adeana mentioned, I'm trained as a textual scholar in South Asian Buddhism, 

particularly India, but I've been doing some ethnographic research in Nepal. But mostly my work has 

really focused on gender and sexuality in particular, and especially discourses of the body, and also the 

institutional and disciplinary context or traditions of female monastics. So I would say that my work is 

feminist primarily, intersectional feminist in particular, rather than say... I haven't focused particularly on 

issues of race. However, because Buddhist studies is a field that has a colonialist past, a racist past, all 

Buddhist studies scholars, I think we all are versed in this history and try to understand it and hopefully 

work to deconstruct it. So I would say that issues of race was definitely part of my training in that sense, 



    - 2 - 

and I think my commitment to intersectional feminism also has kind of supported or nourished my 

interest in race, or a kind of interested in those questions. 

 

Ann Gleig  02:35 

Yeah, I mean, I'm just thinking about your kind of employment of post-colonial feminist thought to 

critique liberal, feminist kind of assimilations of Buddhism, so just wanted to give a shout out to that 

work, which I think is really important. So moving into your institutional context, can you tell us a little bit 

about where you teach, who you teach, and your kind of typical teaching load? 

 

Amy Langenberg  03:02 

Yeah, sure. So I teach at Eckerd College, which is a small liberal arts college in Florida. We have about 

1800 students, sometimes more, sometimes hopefully not less, usually more. So we're a very small 

college and we're an undergraduate institution, we don't have any graduate programs. My students are 

predominantly white, they're predominantly middle class, they're predominantly female, actually, we 

have two thirds female students, more or less. So we are white. Not exclusively, but predominantly. We 

do have some first generation students, we do have some students of color, we do have some 

international students, although actually quite a few less than we used to have after 9/11. So that's 

what Eckerd is, that's the demographic. I u sually teach three classes every term, it's teaching heavy. I 

never repeat classes. In fact, my first couple years at Eckerd I think I taught a new class for every slot 

for every term. So we create a lot of curriculum, and we're very responsive to what the students are 

interested in, what's going to bring them into religion classes, what's happening in the world. I would 

say also just one other thing about teaching at Eckerd, which is that we are very student focused, 

student centered, and discussion based, and that in the Religious Studies curriculum in particular, we 

really emphasize critical thinking, understanding positionality, religious literacy. So we're not really 

focused too much on sort of giving some kind of grounding and content, we're really focused on 

teaching students how to think and write and read and speak and be citizens. So very few of my 

classes are actually focused on my own area of research. It does happen, but not very often. Most of 

my classes are thematic, and they're really kind of built around key issues or themes. 

 

Ann Gleig  05:26 

Great. So there's really a lot of breadth there that you're covering, and having seen a few your syllabi, 

I'm really impressed at the range knowing that a lot of that range is outside of your area of speciality.  

 

Amy Langenberg  05:41 

Yes... big learning curve always at Eckerd. We're always learning. 

 

Ann Gleig  05:47 

Yeah it's really impressive the sophistication of your syllabi considering it's outside your research 

speciality. So can you tell us about the classes that you have incorporated material on Buddhism, race 

and racism in? 

 

Amy Langenberg  06:02 

Yeah, sure. So I think you guys have seen three of my syllabi. All three of the syllabi... Actually, I'm 

going to talk about a fourth class where I also incorporate issues of race and Buddhism or the 
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intersection of the two. But all three of the main places where I teach that are kind of core classes in the 

Religious Studies department. So a lot of our students will take them, or actually have to take them. 

The first one is called "Religion, Power, and Difference", and it's really a class about... it used to be 

called "Non-Western Religions", that's what it used to be called, so now it's called "Religion, Power and 

Difference" and it's a class about what it means to study other people's religions, especially in the 

history of colonialism. So we talk a lot about racialized discourses, I introduce the idea of orientalism in 

that class, it comes up in almost all the material in that class. But I would say that the example I can 

give of where it comes up in particular, maybe in an interesting way is we do a unit on the Dalai Lama, 

kind of the representations of the Dalai Lama in North America and the ways in which the Dalai Lama 

as a figure has been, I would say, exoticized and kind of racialized and flattened in the process. So that 

would be one example. I also teach another class which is geared towards first year students, it's a 100 

level class, and it's called "Exploring Religion: Race". So it's essentially a race and religion class, and in 

that class it's all centered on North America, on things that have happened around race and religion in 

North America. We do a unit on the Japanese internment camps, and we use Duncan Williams' 

amazing book. So you know, that's an example of where we really look in sort of historical detail at the 

intersection of race and Buddhism in this country. Then I also teach our intro course to Buddhism, 

which used to be called "Introduction to Buddhism" and is now called "Engaged Buddhism". I 

introduced the students to all things Buddhist kind of through the lens of engagement movements. So in 

that one, race and racism comes up quite a few times, we talk about Ambedkarite Buddhism, we talk 

about the Rohingya persecution in Burmese Buddhist nationalism, but we also this time talked about 

Buddhists participating in the Black Lives Matter movement this summer, we use some of your work, 

Ann, of course. The students were... that was really important to them to do. The final course that I kind 

of left out when we were talking about doing this interview where the issue of race, comes up really 

strongly is my history of yoga class, where we do talk about Buddhist meditation traditions, and in that 

class we do a whole unit on the issue of cultural appropriation and whiteness in yoga and meditation 

communities. Also kind of through the work you're doing in this gathering of resources that you guys 

are doing, you helped me out because I now have also some material on black Buddhist teachers and 

what they have to say about their experiences as yoga teachers.  I was just really thinking about the 

change of the title of those courses, and how you could write a whole essay just on that. Like those 

changes really say a lot, don't they?  So I just wanted to highlight that.  Yeah.  

 

Ann Gleig  10:12 

It seems like there's a lot of work, that change... 

 

Amy Langenberg  10:15 

 Just that change. 

 

Ann Gleig  10:16 

Yeah, it's like making explicit what's kind of often implicit in those non-Western religious courses. 

 

Amy Langenberg  10:23 

Oh, yeah. That was a whole journey. 

 

Ann Gleig  10:27 
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Yeah, that's amazing. Okay, so last question from me is, could you give us an example of maybe one 

class or one reading from any of those syllabi that you just unpacked with us a little bit that you felt was 

really successful? Something that really worked? 

 

Amy Langenberg  10:52 

Yeah, I'm not going to tell you the exact readings cuz I think I will get everything wrong, but I can kind of 

give them to you later and you could maybe post them or something in the language. But I did in my 

Engaged Buddhism class, when we talked about Black Lives Matter and anti-racist kind of 

conversations that are happening to contemporary Buddhism in this country, we got onto the topic of 

reinterpretations of anger in anti-racist Buddhism, and sort of re-thinking the idea of what is right 

speech, is protest speech right speech, and can anger be a way to relieve suffering rather than the kind 

of, I guess I'll say traditional way of interpreting anger as a poisonous emotion that only causes 

suffering. So the students were so fascinated by that conversation, it kept coming up all term, and then 

at the end when we sort of talked about this... we had a conversation about what they thought they 

might remember five years from this class, because we know they're not going to remember the details, 

right? So many of the students discussed that, they really kind of kept going back to that idea of can 

anger be used in positive ways? What are the conditions of that? How do these anti-racist efforts in 

Buddhist communities kind of require a kind of reexamination of anger? So yeah, that was really cool. 

 

Ann Gleig  12:41 

Yeah, well that really makes sense to me, because I track a lot of Buddhist kind of discourse online and 

anger is like a top three topic, it's always kind of coming up. So great, I'll pass it over to Adeana now, 

thanks. 

 

Adeana McNicholl  12:57 

Yeah, I think that is so interesting, and so I was wondering what other themes really engaged and 

enlivened the students? 

 

Amy Langenberg  13:07 

Sort of in general, across across all the classes? 

 

Adeana McNicholl  13:11 

Across them, or you can pick a specific example. 

 

Amy Langenberg  13:14 

Yeah, so I was actually going to talk about engaging in another way, maybe engaging in a difficult way, 

so sort of making students uncomfortable, I guess I would say. So as I mentioned, we're an extremely 

white campus, and also we're an extremely orientalist campus. In fact, this is something which I'm 

trying to find ways to speak about, because Eckerd right now is having a lot of DEI conversations as a 

campus, which a lot of campuses are, and we have a new president who is kind of making that a 

priority, and it's fascinating to me that the issue of our deep orientalism as a community does not enter 

in. I'm trying to kind of think of ways to connect that because I think it's important, it's maybe not as 

important as other conversations around race, but I think given the particular kind of culture at Eckerd, it 

is really important. The students we have, our students are in love with what they think of as spirituality, 
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right, they're spiritual but not religious, for sure, that describes the students. They're really interested in 

yoga, they're interested in meditation, they're interested in crystals, they're interested in shamanism,  

they're interested in all of that. They're very idealistic, they want to be good people, they want to make 

the world better. They're into all that stuff, but they don't necessarily understand that these things have 

a history and oftentimes that the reception of these traditions is a racist history, and I feel like we're 

really failing them if we do not help them with that. I also think that should be part of our DEI 

conversation. So, that's not quite the question you asked, Adeana, but that's something that the 

students are quite exercised when they start to think about these things and start to think about their 

own engagement of those traditions, sort of naive engagement of those traditions. It happens in my 

yoga class, it happens in my power and religion class, it happens in all of those classes. The students 

are very discomforted by the idea that yoga or meditation isn't just this kind of completely neutral, 

luminous orb that they can kind of capture and use, they sort of think of it as like open source software 

or something, you know, available to everyone. So yeah, that's a big part of, I think, what I end up doing 

with them. 

 

Adeana McNicholl  15:51 

I think that's an issue that's going to speak to a lot of people. I mean, my students also struggle with 

these things. Vanderbilt, in response to the pandemic had a big Headspace initiative, and they had a 

meditation month where they encouraged students to basically compete to see which class could rack 

up the most minutes of meditation, and in my Buddhism class some students were like, oh my gosh, is 

this a problem? And in what way? And how is meditation being talked about? I think with a lot of 

different instructors... So were there any challenges inside the classroom or things that you taught one 

time and thought, that didn't go well, so maybe I'm going to do this differently next time?  

 

Amy Langenberg  16:37 

Oh, wow. That's a really good question. I would say that I did some work in trying, for instance, one of 

the things I do in my yoga class is trying to think about whether meditation traditions like Buddhist 

mindfulness meditation traditions are religious, or are Buddhist, right? Is it important that we see them 

as that? So one of the kind of framing questions is, can we teach it in the schools, in public schools in 

America? I found that answering that question through a kind of careful micro-history, and there is a lot 

of material that you can use to answer that question through a kind of micro-history of the long religious 

history of South Asia, it didn't work. So this is one of the issues with teaching undergraduates who... 

We have a lot of, we call them repeat offenders, like people who just kind of come through our classes 

and they're really interested in religion, but they're really studying biology, right, or marine science. I 

don't have grad students, I can't really go at these questions historically in that amount of detail. That's 

a bit of a cop out answer to your question, but that's something that I have come to terms with over the 

last 5, 6, 7 years of teaching Eckerd students. 

 

Adeana McNicholl  18:30 

Did you replace the historical analysis with something else that wound up working better? 

 

Amy Langenberg  18:36 

Yeah, I replaced, for instance, in my yoga class, not to do with Buddhism but to do with yoga, this 

question of is yoga religious? I replaced the incredibly careful historical article that I had on that 
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question by... it might have been Mallinson maybe, with a conversation article by Candy Gunther 

Brown. Which is awesome, but like she's looking at it in a legal context, not in kind of a religious history 

context. Yeah, so that's what I did this time and hopefullyit will be good. I can report back later. 

 

Adeana McNicholl  19:18 

Looking forward to it. So you've been very generous with us with your time. So just one last concluding 

question. If you could teach an entire class on Buddhism, race and racism, what kind of material would 

you want to include? 

 

Amy Langenberg  19:33 

I thought I knew the answer to this question, but when I started thinking about it kind of in preparation 

for talking to you both today, I realized that it's not what I thought. So I originally thought I would just cut 

and paste from all my classes, because I kind of have a class on race and Buddhism between all my 

classes. But as I thought about it... So in other words, looking at Orientalism and the kind of colonial 

history of Buddhist studies and looking at some particular historical moments, including the Japanese 

internment camps and Ambedkar Buddhism, and then also looking at contemporary black voices in 

American Buddhism. So I think you could do an incredible class with that, but I think when I thought 

about it more, I think what I'd really like to do is do a class on Buddhism, race and gender and really 

look at intersectionality, look at some of the issues around identity and Buddhism, and kind of some of 

the doctrinal issues around identity and how identity is kind of understood in the classical tradition, and 

kind of connect that with some of the conversations that are going on today in anti-racist movements, 

but also intersectionally. So I think it would be really fruitful to bring in gender too, and that is kind of my 

background, that's kind of my wheelhouse, but I think that's probably what I would end up doing if I was 

going to write a course like that. That sounds great. I want to take that class. 

 

Ann Gleig  21:12 

Let's all work together! 

 

Amy Langenberg  21:13 

Ann you should teach it and we'll take it. How about that? 

 

Ann Gleig  21:17 

Well, you'll always bring me in for a guest lecture and vice versa, right. 

 

Amy Langenberg  21:24 

Yes. 

 

Ann Gleig  21:25 

We like to collaboratively teach dont we?  

 

Amy Langenberg  21:29 

Yes, for sure. 

 

Adeana McNicholl  21:31 
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Alright, so with that I just want to say thank you very much for taking your time to discuss these issues 

about teaching Buddhism, race and racism with us. 

 

Amy Langenberg  21:42 

Yeah it was a pleasure. Thanks for inviting me. 

 

Ann Gleig  21:45 

Thank you. Bye  

 

Amy Langenberg  21:47 

Bye. 


