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Book Review

Christina Rocha and Michelle Barker (eds.), Buddhism in Australia: Traditions in
Change. Routledge, London and New York, 2011, pp. xvi + 170, ISBN 978-0-41556818-0.
This volume of essays is perhaps the most substantial single work on Buddhism in
Australia which has been published since Paul Croucher’s (1989) ground-breaking study
Buddhism in Australia 1848–1948. This work consists of a brief foreword by Martin
Baumann, a substantial introduction by Michelle Barker and Christina Rocha and
eighteen articles by different authors. However, readers hoping to nd in its pages a work
as substantial as Croucher’s work may be disappointed due to the uneven nature of the
quality of the contributions to this volume. Like many such collected volumes of essays, in
aiming to address such a wide audience it manages to include something which may be
of interest to almost everybody, but it is questionable whether any reader will be fully
satised by the diversity of approaches presented.
In the introduction the authors give a lucid account of how the categorisation of
Buddhism in Australia into periods can be critiqued and how binaries such as ‘West and
Rest’ (p. 10) place limitations on our understandings. They also highlight the issues
involved with the notion of Buddhism in Australia as a separate subject of study when it is
evident that localisation in Buddhist traditions can only be situated through understanding
the inter-relationship between contemporary Buddhist traditions around the world. It is
also of note how quickly times change, and the book’s survey of Australian attitudes to
Asia ends with an ambivalent note about Kevin Rudd’s return to engagement with Asia,
as part of ‘global engagement with China, not in a particular commitment to Asia in
general’ (p. 5). Now that both Rudd and Julia Gillard’s eras have passed it remains to be
seen in what way Tony Abbott may engage with Asia and Buddhism.
There are a number of important essays in this collection which will be required
reading for many involved in the study of Buddhism in Australia. David Bubna-Litic and
Winton Higgins’s essay on ‘The Emergence of Secular Insight Practice in Australia’ is an
insightful account of the development of Insight meditation traditions in the Sydney area,
and is well written and informative. Leesa S. Davis’s ‘Soto Zen in Australia’ is also a lucid
work which focuses on the Melbourne-based Soto Zen tradition established by Ekai
Korematsu and his Jikishoan community. Ruth Fitzpatrick’s study of ‘Green Tara’ is a
thought-provoking study rmly grounded in the social sciences. Springing more perhaps
from a case studies approach to planning and social service delivery needs, there are also
important articles by Sally McAra on ‘Buddhifying Australia’ and the Bendigo Stupa
project, Gordon Waitt and ‘Locating a Buddhist Temple in Wollongong’, Shiva Vasi on
‘Adaptation and Continuity in Cambodian Buddhist Temples’ in relation to Melbourne,
and Diana Cousens on ‘The Buddhist Council of Victoria’.
A number of issues in relation to approaches to the topic of this book are apparent
after reading it. First, if the book is called Buddhism in Australia why does it basically only
have articles about Victoria and New South Wales in it? For me, for a work bearing this
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title to have only a brief paragraph in the introduction on Ajahn Brahm and the development of Theravada meditation traditions in Perth and Western Australia appears to be a
major oversight. Others may ask why there is nothing substantive about Buddhism in
Queensland, Tasmania or South Australia which collectively receive almost no attention
in this volume. Second, the articles are extremely varied in their approaches and in some
cases simply autobiographical sketches which the editors speak of as community representations (p. 2). Within these contributions, the essentially autobiographical essays by
Nagasuri, Lama Choedak and Ven Thich Thong Phap do not even contain a single
reference to another work, and in the case of Patricia Sherwood’s essay there is only one
reference, which is to a previous work she herself published in 2004. These contributions
sit oddly next to scholarly approaches taken up by authors such as Patrick Kearney and
Diana Cousens who manage to integrate the autobiographical elements in their brief
contributions into analytical approaches to the issues they examine. Elizabeth Bowen’s
essay about her involvement in Soka Gakkai in Japan and Australia also demonstrates
that it is possible to shed light on how an author has contributed to the development of a
Buddhist tradition in Australia and to analyse the issues in how Buddhist traditions are
localising in Australia.
In part the at times uncomfortable disparity in the way that the authors approached
their tasks is a reection of their backgrounds and approaches. The chapters by David
Bubna-Litic and Winton Higgins, and that by Leesa S. Davis, would t into the context of
studies of the history of religion. The chapters by authors such as Ruth Fitzpatrick and
Shiva Vasi t well within the context of Buddhism as an object of study within the social
sciences. Others, such as that by Subhana Barzaghi, ‘The Journey of a Lay Female Zen
Teacher’, demonstrate that an approach which balances autobiography and analysis is
possible in her exploration of her role in the development of Zen communities in New
South Wales. In conclusion, whilst most readers will nd something of value in this
volume, most will also be left with a strong sense that, rather than a substantial treatment
of the subject, it reads too often like an agenda for what still remains to be done in
scholarship about Buddhism in Australia.
Peter Friedlander
Australian National University
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