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Abstract  

This thesis explores everyday lives of Western Buddhists in consumer society via 

qualitative (auto)ethnographic methods. The fundamental questions regard ways in 

which Buddhist values and practices interact with consumerism and materialism, what 

are the challenges Buddhists face in daily lives and how do they synthesise or balance 

the different views and values of Buddhism and Western society. Buddhists often have 

difficulty accepting some cultural aspects of Buddhist teachings. They do not feel 

stigmatized by society, but can nevertheless feel out of place among non-Buddhists due 

to differences in values. They can face social isolation if they do not have regular 

contacts with other adherents and Buddhist teachers. On the other hand, Buddhists 

report more contentment in ordinary life than before conversion and increased empathy, 

leading to better relationships. These positive changes are attributed to regular 

meditation practice, that takes up a considerable amount of their free time. Buddhists 

often change lifestyles and careers to be more in line with Buddhist values. Western 

Buddhist overall regard practicing Buddhism in consumer society as challenging, but 

consider the challenge worthwhile. 

  

 

 



   

 

Abstrakt 

Tato Bakalářská práce zkoumá každodenní životy západních buddhistů v konzumní 

společnosti pomocí kvalitativních, (auto)etnografických metod. Zásadní otázky se týkají 

způsobů, jakými buddhistické hodnoty a praxe interagují s konzumerismem a 

materialismem, s jakými problémy se Buddhisté setkávají v běžném životě a jak 

syntetizují nebo vyvažují rozdílné pohledy a hodnoty buddhismu a západní společnosti. 

Buddhisté často obtížně přijímají některé kulturní aspekty buddhismu. Přestože se necítí 

společností stigmatizováni, mohou negativně vnímat svoji jinakost způsobenou 

rozdílnými hodnotami. Také mohou pociťovat samotu nebo izolaci, pokud se pravidelně 

nestýkají s jinými buddhisty a buddhistickými učiteli. Na druhou stranu se díky 

pravidelné meditační praxi, které věnují značnou část volného času, buddhisté cítí 

spokojenější v běžném životě než před konverzí a také meditaci připisují zvýšenou 

schopnost empatie, která vede k lepším mezilidským vztahům. Buddhisté často mění 

svůj životní styl a kariéru, aby více odpovídaly Buddhistickým hodnotám. Celkově 

západní buddhisté hodnotí praktikování Buddhismu v konzumní společnosti jako 

náročné, ale převažují pro ně positiva.    
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Research Topic 

Buddhism and other Eastern traditions became more and more popular in the West 

during the course of the 20th century and consequently a significant increase in contacts 

of Buddhist values and consumer society has occurred in the West in recent decades. 

Western Buddhism has also been a subject of increasing number of scholarship and 

research in the 21st century. I would like to focus on influences and intersections of 

everyday lives in Western consumer society and Buddhist spiritual journeys. 

Specifically, I would like to explore my own and others experiences of being a Buddhist 

in daily life in consumer society. The research will take place in Buddhist centres and 

meditation retreats as well as in ordinary everyday life. In auto-ethnographic research 

and qualitative interviews I would like to look into the ways in which common everyday 

life in the West and practicing Buddhism are at odds, or complement one another. 

 

Research Questions 

What are the challenges, benefits and other issues of people practicing Buddhism in 

Western consumer society? Do Buddhists feel more competent and confident in 

workaday lives in the West or do they feel alienated from consumer society they are 

part of? Do some long term changes in their views and experience of life occur or do 

their lives remain largely unchanged?   

   

Methodology 

I will use qualitative ethnographic methods of research, participant observation, in depth 

interviews, auto-ethnographic account and analysis of secondary literature. I will 

conduct several semi-structured interviews with westerners who are practicing 

Buddhists and compare their accounts with my own experience of being a Buddhist in 

western society. 
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Introduction 

 

I sit cross-legged in the grass, unmoving. An old woman, leaning on a wooden stick, 

slowly approaches me. “You look sad, sitting here all alone. Why don’t you go and 

watch a little TV?”   

 

The idea for this thesis came from challenges I faced following the Buddhist path in the 

midst of a consumer culture. As a teenager I encountered Buddhism, felt strongly drawn 

to it and soon devoted myself to meditation practice. At first I felt more content and 

happy than ever before, but in a few years these feelings gave way to a sense of 

loneliness and isolation because I had put social relationships aside to concentrate on 

spiritual practice. Afterwards I tried to balance “normal” teenage life and intensive 

Buddhist meditation, and after a few years of being somewhere in between, I became a 

nominal Buddhist, or as I called it “a bad Buddhist” and it took many years before I 

became a practitioner again.  

 

While meditation can certainly make us happier in everyday lives, as research on 

mindfulness shows us. A Buddhist practitioner who undergoes a radical shift in values 

may feel out of place, like I did, in a modern society driven by values and views quite 

opposite to what she now believes in. On the other hand, she may be able to cope better 

with various difficulties life in the Western society brings and find more meaningful 

ways to engage with her family, friends, work… in short with her everyday life. She can 

adopt Buddhism as a way to lead more content and fulfilling life, without particularly 

caring about validity of religious doctrines or she may consume Buddhist spirituality as 

she consumes material products and self-help books, in order to enhance her image in 

the eyes of others. She may be inspired by Buddhism and say she meditates and is 

spiritual, but not religious. This thesis explores how the friction between consumer 

culture and Buddhist theory and practice plays out in individual lives of Buddhist 

practitioners. It does so through various lenses, participant observation that took place in 

a period of over a year in various settings, Buddhist centres, everyday life situations or 

silent meditation retreats. Through in-depth interviews with Buddhist practitioners and 

as the initial paragraphs suggest, through auto-ethnographic observation.     
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Number of Buddhists in the West is steadily growing and although they are still only a 

small part of society, influence of Buddhism is much wider, as there are many more 

people interested in Buddhism, reading books, meditating or occasionally going to a 

mindfulness retreat. Aspects of Buddhism have influenced fields like psychology or 

even economics. The encounters of Buddhism and consumer society are bound to be 

ever more frequent in the West, as number of Buddhists grows and in traditionally 

Buddhist countries in Asia as consumerism penetrates these societies more and more. 

Some authors think that Buddhist values and practices could temper consumerist culture 

and promote contentment in simpler life, qualities especially important in the face of 

ecological crises. It is therefore important to understand how Buddhism and 

consumerism interact.        

 

First part of this paper is concerned with theoretical underpinnings of the research. I 

briefly define religion and a particular approach to it I am taking, essential Buddhist 

teachings, the changes and forms of Buddhism in the Western culture, origins of 

consumer society and its current developments. Then I summarize views of Buddhist 

teachers and thinkers, firstly on the relationships of Buddhist thought and consumerism 

and secondly on Buddhist ethics and practice in consumer society. The last section is 

concerned with previous research of Buddhist adaptation in consumer culture and 

influences of meditation practice on consumption. In the second part I explain 

methodological aspects of the research and in the third part I focus on analysis of 

several topics that gradually appeared as most relevant as I worked on the Thesis. These 

include conversion, issues with cultural differences of Asian Buddhist schools and 

Western society, relationships to non-Buddhists, consuming spirituality, changes in 

work and lifestyle and practice of meditation in daily life. In the concluding part I 

discuss these findings in light of previous research and their relevance to the 

relationship of Buddhism and consumer society.      
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Theoretical Background 

 

Researching Religion 

 

It is notoriously hard to define broad concepts like culture or society, similarly 

sociologist could never agree on how to define religion. There are substantive 

definitions that aim to say what religion is, for example a belief in supernatural realities 

and functional definitions that characterise religion by social functions it fulfils, like 

giving meaning to life and uniting people for common goals. Then there are various 

combinations of these two approaches. Partridge and Woodhead suggest such a 

definition: “… religions are social forms that use practices, symbols and beliefs, often in 

a collective setting, to orient people to higher or often ultimate level of reality, thereby 

providing them with a template for ordering social, personal, and supernatural 

relationships. (Partridge, Woodhead 2016: 12) Like any other, this definition can be 

criticized and is necessarily incomplete. As the authors say, religion is an open 

empirical question and is constantly evolving. (ibid.)   

 

However social scientists defined religion, it was almost universally accepted among 

them that religiosity was on the wane and would in the future disappear or become 

insignificant with advances of modernity all over the globe. The idea of inevitable 

secularization originated in the 19th century and was in various forms proposed by 

Nietzsche, Durkheim, Weber and others. (Hunt 2013: 3) Even a few decades ago the 

demise of religion seemed inevitable. Recently the secularization theory has been 

challenged by many social scientists as it doesn’t seem to reflect the realities of 

postmodern society. Today it appears evident that religions can survive in the face of 

modern science, pluralism and secularism. (Berger 2008) 

 

Another influential conception of religiosity, based in economics, is the rational choice 

theory. People choose religions to get the best transcendental goods and rationally 

decide which religion can deliver the best bargain. This conception of religion does not 

take into account social and cultural influences and religious situations people are born 

into. It is overly simplistic and takes a very impoverished view if religiosity. Neither the 

secularization theory nor the rational choice theory adequately describe contemporary 
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religious experience. (Ammerman 2013: XV) While it is true that many traditional 

places of worship in Europe are emptier than ever before, the same cannot be said of 

other parts of the world and even in the most secular places religiosity is alive in 

different ways. (ibid. 4) Many people who are not affiliated with any religious 

organization claim that they are “spiritual but not religious.” This is sometimes seen as a 

proof that traditional, organised religion is indeed on the wane and is being replaced by 

individualized and often commodified spiritualities, however a research in the United 

States has shown that people who are most spiritual also tend to be the most religious. 

In reality, religiosity does not seem to be opposed to spirituality and growth of one does 

not mean decrease of the other. (ibid. 3-7) 

 

Lived religion 

 

The relationship between postmodern society and religion is complex and religiosity of 

individual people is always shaped by diverse influences, even when they are a part of 

the same religious group. What is therefore necessary to gain some understanding of 

religion in contemporary society is observation of actual everyday lives of religious 

people and the ways religious or spiritual practices and narratives are interwoven with 

mundane realities. Everyday religion, or as it is often called, lived religion, has been 

studied more and more for the past two decades. (Ammerman 2006, 2014), (Hall 1997), 

(Hunt 2013), (McGuire 2008)  

 

Meredith McGuire shows that even people who identify themselves as not just spiritual 

but also religious and belonging to a particular denomination have very varied spiritual 

lives, their religiosity can be expressed in going to church, meditation, social work or 

other ways, big and small. They espouse beliefs and engage in spiritual practices that 

might not be sanctioned by their church. Some of them would be described as only 

moderately religious or not religious at all by a standardized quantitative research, 

despite their deeply religious and spiritual lives. Lived religion studies not only beliefs, 

rituals and formal religious practices, but also the ways in which religion is embedded 

and embodied in everyday activities. (McGuire: 2008: 6-13)  
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Buddhism 

 

This is a very brief introduction to Buddhist thought that I think is necessary to be able 

to discuss relationship of Buddhism and contemporary materialistic, consumer society. 

Some important aspects of Buddhist philosophy, ethics and practice are discussed in 

more detail in subsequent chapters.  

 

Buddhism originated in India in the fifth century B.C. According to Buddhist tradition 

the founder of Buddhism was the prince Siddhartha Gautama, who left the comforts of 

his royal palace when he was twenty-nine because he saw the unsatisfactory nature and 

impermanence of all things, including the pleasures of the aristocratic life. He sought 

liberation from suffering, became a wandering ascetic and a student of various spiritual 

teachers of his day. First he attained the highest states of meditation and when he 

realized that suffering was not eradicated in him, he turned to starvation and self-

mortification to achieve his goal. These methods also proved ineffectual and in the end, 

at the age of thirty-five, Siddhartha discovered the Middle way between self-indulgence 

and self-mortification and achieved enlightenment and liberation from all suffering, 

meditating under the Bodhi tree and became the Buddha, or the awakened one. 

(Ashvaghosha 2009) 

 

He spent the next forty-five years of his life teaching the Dhamma (or Dharma in 

Sanskrit) as his teachings are known. In his first discourse he expounded the teaching on 

the four noble truths that forms the basis of philosophy of all Buddhist schools. These 

four truths are: 

 

The noble truth of suffering 

The noble truth of the origin of suffering 

The noble truth of cessation of suffering  

The noble truth of the way leading to the cessation of suffering 

 

The four noble truths are the core of Buddha’s teaching. The first noble truth is 

concerned with suffering. It should be noted that the term dukkha commonly translated 

as suffering more literally means dissatisfaction and while this includes experiences we 

usually think of as suffering, such as illness and death, it also contains pleasurable 
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experiences as these are impermanent and cannot bring us lasting satisfaction. The 

whole of existence of this life and subsequent lives (Buddhists believe in continuation 

of consciousness) is therefore established as ultimately unsatisfactory. (Gyatso 1997: 

50-55) 

 

The second truth states what is the origin of suffering. “Now this, monks, is the noble 

truth of the origin of suffering: it is this craving that leads to renewed existence, 

accompanied by delight and lust, seeking delight here and there; that is, craving for 

sensual pleasures, craving for existence, craving for extermination.” (Bodhi 2005: 76) 

Desire that originates from ignorance about how things are is the root of suffering. 

 

Uprooting of desire and attachment leads, according to the third noble truth, to the 

cessation of all suffering. “Now this, monks, is the noble truth of the cessation of 

suffering; it is the remainderless fading away and cessation of that same craving, the 

giving up and relinquishing of it, freedom from it, nonattachment.” (Bodhi 2005: 76)  

 

The fourth noble truth describes the eight-fold path leading to the cessation of suffering. 

The eight aspects of the path can be subsumed under three categories; training in ethics  

(Sīla), training in meditation or concentration (samādhi), and training in knowledge or 

wisdom (paññā). These qualities are in some sense developed sequentially, meditative 

concentration can only be developed by someone who leads an ethical life so that her 

mind is not disturbed when meditating and highest wisdom can only be achieved when 

mind is sufficiently concentrated to see clearly. On the other hand, they are developed 

all at once, influencing one another. For example, to try to live ethically and meditate is 

based upon some degree of wisdom. (Gyatso 1997: 116-118)   

 

Closely related to the teaching on four noble truths are the concepts of impermanence 

(anicca), suffering or unsatisfying nature of phenomena (dukkha) and non-self (anattā), 

(Gombrich 2006: 47-48) these three qualities are called three marks of existence. 

According to Buddhism, all phenomena are subject to these three marks and only by 

understanding them directly through non-mediated experience can a practitioner attain 

cessation of all suffering. I have briefly discussed impermanence and suffering above, 

what is not directly mentioned in the teaching on four noble truths is the teaching on 

non-self.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anatt%C4%81
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Buddha taught that nothing has a truly existing, permanent nature. A tree is composed 

of various things like trunk, leaves, branches and roots, and all these parts are composed 

of other parts and none of them has any permanence. They are all constantly changing, 

never being the same, there is no self of a tree. The same can be said of a person who is 

composed of form (or matter), feelings, perceptions, mental formations and 

consciousness. These so called five aggregates (skandha) are all impermanent and have 

no real self. People usually do not recognize this and they suffer because they think that 

they have a true self. When one directly, not just intellectually, sees that there is no self, 

the craving for things ends and one is liberated from suffering. (Bodhi 2005: 342-43)       

 

Another key aspect of Buddhist thought is dependent origination (paṭiccasamuppāda). 

This teaching explains that everything comes to existence through causes and 

conditions, nothing exists independently without causation. It was specifically applied 

to the cycle of suffering in endless rebirths and Buddhist path was understood as a way 

to break this causal chain. It also explains why things do not have inherent unchanging 

nature, in other words, why they are empty of self. (Gyatso 1997: 13-18) Dependent 

origination is discussed more in the chapter on Buddhism and consumer society, along 

with more detailed accounts of Buddhist ethics and meditation practice. 

 

The aspects of Buddhist thought discussed above form the basis of the earliest form of 

Buddhism, now known as Theravāda, that was mainly preserved in countries of South 

Asia. These teachings are fundamental in later schools of Buddhism as well, however 

there are significant differences between Theravāda and later Mahayana, that began to 

form about five hundred years after Buddha. While the goal of Theravāda practitioners 

is arhatship, attainment of liberation from the cycle of rebirth, Mahayana practitioners 

aim to become Bodhisattvas, beings who strive to develop qualities necessary to 

become a Buddha in the future, for the benefit of all sentient beings. Crucial parts of 

Mahayana Buddhism are practice of universal compassion (Gyatso 1997: 118-122) and 

teachings on emptiness, explained in the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras. These sutras take 

the doctrine of no-self from Theravāda further, all phenomena are not only empty of 

self, they exist only as conceptual designations, they are often likened to mere dreams, 

illusions or clouds in the sky. Tibetan Buddhism as well as Zen and other East Asian 

forms of Buddhism are Mahayana schools.          
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Buddhism in the West 

 

As Martin Baumann (2001) writes, until the last decades of the nineteenth century, 

Western cultures encountered Buddhism only sporadically through a few translations of 

Buddhist texts available. There were almost no people actually practicing Buddhism. In 

the 1880s first Westerners converted to Buddhism and more Buddhist texts were 

translated. Toward the turn of the century, Buddhist teachers from Asia started to visit 

Western countries. Buddhism was reinterpreted by its first adherents, who were mostly 

intellectuals, to fit with their ideas of modern society. It was seen in opposition to 

Christianity and in accordance with modern science as rational, non-dogmatic and its 

truths verifiable by personal experience. Devotional practices and rituals were not 

emphasized or were completely omitted. These conceptions of Buddhism have 

influenced the whole development of the religion in the West and to a large extent even 

in traditionally Buddhist Asian countries, where these ideas were often adopted as a part 

of struggle to cope with modernity and impacts of colonialism.   

  

During the first half of the twentieth century converting to Buddhism was quite rare in 

the West, most Buddhist in Europe or the Americas were immigrants from Asia. This 

started changing in the 1950s and much more rapidly in the 1960s when Zen became 

popular due to Japanese teachers like D. T. Suzuki and Western writers and intellectuals 

such as Alan Ginsberg and Allan Watts. This was followed in the 1970s by a surge of 

interest in the Tibetan Tradition, thanks to the arrival of Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche 

and other Tibetan lamas. (ibid.) Since then Buddhism has grown rapidly, with a number 

of active Buddhist groups often doubling every decade in countries like Germany, the 

United States or the United Kingdom. Partly due to improvements in communication 

technologies and greater possibilities to encounter the Buddhist teachings and partly due 

to the ways in which Buddhism was adapted to fit the needs of Western audiences. 

Overall the number of people who identify themselves as Buddhists is still rather small, 

lest than one percent of the population in most Western countries and larger part of this 

number are immigrants from Asia, nevertheless the number is growing rapidly. 

(Coleman 2002: 18-20)  
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While in many of the Buddhist centres in the West only Buddhism of one particular 

school is taught, in some teachings of various Buddhist schools coexist. This situation is 

very different from traditional Asian countries where different forms of Buddhism 

hardly ever encountered one another. Even if a centre teaches only a particular strand of 

Buddhism, the followers usually read books from other traditions and often go to 

retreats and teachings to other places. Many Western teachers are trained in more than 

one tradition and liberally mix various views and methods. In line with the early 

interpretation of Buddhism in the nineteenth century, teachers, especially Westerners 

accentuate rationality of Buddhism and teach meditation practices with few ritual 

aspects, mostly various forms of mindfulness. Many do not emphasize and some even 

openly question, what they understand as beliefs not accessible to immediate 

experience, like karma and rebirth. (Baumann 2001) More traditional forms of 

Buddhism in the West are usually found among immigrants, the difference is so 

marked, that some authors talk about two separate developments of Buddhism in the 

West. (ibid.) New converts to Buddhism overwhelmingly adopt its modernized, 

pluralistic and globalized version.  

 

When we look at how Theravāda tradition is practiced in the West we see a stark 

contrast with traditionally Theravāda Buddhist countries in Asia, where lay people 

rarely engaged in meditation practice. Mediation was thought to require complete 

commitment and renunciation of worldly life and was therefore reserved for monks and 

nuns. Lay people were to follow Buddhist ethical precepts and often donated their 

material resources to the ordained Sangha to obtain good karma for better rebirth in 

future lives. Laity also took part in ceremonies, rituals and chanting, especially during 

Buddhist festivals like Vesakh. Buddhist belief was often accompanied by propitiation 

of various local deities and other folk religious features. (Wallace 2002: 36-37)          

In the West the folk aspects of Theravāda Buddhism are, aside from immigrant 

communities, rarely practised and the devotional and ritual practices are deemphasized 

to varying degrees. In the Vipassanā movement these practices are sometimes omitted 

completely and many of the followers would not call themselves Buddhists at all. (ibid: 

38-39) This movement has its origins in a reaction to the colonization of Burma, when 

state support for Buddhism was withdrawn by the British and Buddhist teachers tried to 
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mobilize the populace to keep the Dhamma alive. They broke away from tradition and 

started teaching vipassanā mediation, understood as being nonjudgmentally in the 

present moment, to lay people. The practice itself went through significant changes due 

to its popularization. Prerequisites that were traditionally thought essential, like 

achieving high degree of stability and concentration, were dropped. (Braun 2008) 

Among Western Buddhist converts approach to vipassanā went through further shifts to 

accommodate Western values. Many lay people became teachers of meditation and 

overall the importance of ordained sangha and hierarchy in general significantly 

decreased. Lay teachers of vipassanā often draw inspiration from other Buddhist 

traditions or western psychology. Engagement of Buddhists in social and environmental 

issues is common, which usually was not true for Buddhists in traditional societies, 

where serious practitioners often eschewed worldly affairs completely. (Wallace 2002: 

40-42)  

 

Similar patterns can be observed in Mahayana forms of Buddhism prevalent in the West 

like Zen, where importance of rituals has also decreased and mindfulness has been 

emphasized, especially since Westerners themselves started to teach the Dharma. 

Tibetan tradition is also going through such changes as well. Although many Tibetan 

Buddhists in the West engage in chanting of mantras, performing rituals and 

visualization techniques that are a part of tantric Buddhism, the Tibetan mediation 

techniques of Mahamudra and Dzogchen, that are, at least superficially, quite similar to 

mindfulness methods of Vipassanā and Zen, are widely taught and often preferred by 

Western Tibetan Buddhist practitioners. (ibid: 44-46) The developments in Western 

Buddhism can be likened to protestant reformation, with the decreasing importance of 

ordained sangha, secularization and deemphasizing of anything that could be seen as 

supernatural, engagement in social issues and emphasis on equality. (ibid: 47-48) 

  

It is important to note that while there is not a large number of actual converts, many 

more people in the West find Buddhism attractive, read popular Buddhist books and at 

least occasionally engage in meditation practice. The boundary between these Buddhist 

sympathizers and Buddhist adherents is rather difficult to define. Thomas A. Tweed 

states that in postmodern situation various normative techniques to identify religious 

identity, like accepting defining beliefs and practices, taking refuge in the three jewels 

or being a member of a Buddhist organisation are inadequate because they create an 
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essentialized idea of Buddhism. Buddhism is however constantly evolving and these 

changes are currently taking place more rapidly than ever before. Religious identities 

are complicated, multi-layered and, even in traditional societies, composed of various 

religious and social influences. This is even more true for converts, who usually retain a 

lot of their previous views and reshape their new beliefs in line with the old ones, as can 

be seen in the case of Western Buddhism. Identifying Buddhists is therefore not 

straightforward and many people who would not be seen as Buddhist by the essentialist 

methods are quite serious about their beliefs and meditation practice. (Tweed 2002: 17-

19) Tweed suggests self-identification as the best, although imperfect, method of 

identifying who is a Buddhist and further states that even people who are Buddhist 

sympathizers should not be omitted from studies, as they form such a large and 

important group in the story of Western Buddhism. (Ibid. 26-29) In this paper I mainly 

focus on Western Buddhist practitioners who are Buddhist adherents, who have taken 

refuge, maintain a regular practice and self-identify as Buddhist. One could, for 

example, also be an adherent who identifies as Buddhist and has firm beliefs in basic 

Buddhist teaching but does not meditate regularly.  

 

 

The Consumer Society 

 

From the perspective of everyday life, consumerism might be the most prominent 

feature of Western society. Aside from consumption of goods, services and experiences, 

contemporary consumer culture is based upon a particular conception of identity and 

individuality. Below, I will discuss these aspects of contemporary society and their 

origination to the extent necessary for this work. 

  

As Peter Corrigan writes in Sociology of Consumption, what might be called a mass 

consumer society originated in eighteenth century England. Before then, there was 

consumption for pleasure and for social distinction, however it was only reserved for a 

few aristocrats. For a traditional peasant the range of needs was quite narrow and 

consumption as well as production were limited to the boundaries set by tradition. What 

could be consumed was fixed in number and in kind. During the eighteenth century 

more and more people abandoned subsistence farming and traditional trades due to the 
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influence of industrial revolution and many more people had means to buy things they 

did not need for survival. (Corrigan 2007: 7-10)  

 

Max Weber showed in his seminal work, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism, how the approach to wealth accumulation in some protestant denominations 

broke with the tradition of both aristocracy and traditional peasants. Protestants saw 

accumulated wealth as a sign of God’s blessing and valued continuous work as a calling 

and a way to God and therefore were likely to lead frugal lives while investing in 

industry. “The restraints that were imposed upon the consumption of wealth naturally 

served to increase it by making possible the productive investment of capital.” (Weber 

1950: 172) The protestants facilitated the beginning of capitalist ethic, later, the 

religious and ascetic aspects of their endeavour were abandoned and only the drive for 

increased production and wealth accumulation remained.  

 

Colin Campbell (1983) writes that similarly to the way Protestantism influenced 

production, romanticism had a major impact on consumption. Campbell contrast the 

traditional consumer who wanted only a limited amount of things to a modern consumer 

who “desires to desire.” Modern consumption is not just based upon greater wealth and 

possibility of more varied consumption, it based on a consumer ethic. The “desire to 

desire” consumer ethic paradoxically originated in romanticism as a reaction to 

industrialism and materialism. The traditional society emphasized the commonality of 

all men and superiority of the whole over the individual. Romantics saw the individual 

as radically opposed to industrial society. The individual should strive to be unique and 

different, this is his calling, his ethic. Instead of individuals serving society through hard 

work and duty, they were to rebel against society, try to express their individuality 

through the search for intense experiences and emotions. Today ever present notions of 

self-expression and self-development were born only in the nineteenth century. 

Although the romantic rebellion was originally aimed against industrialism and early 

mass consumerism, it later became one of the primary tools of promoting it. 

Individualism, “desire to desire” and consumption as self-expression are some of the 

main drivers of consumerism.             

 

During the twentieth century mass consumerism reached levels unimaginable even a 

few decades before. Unrestrained production and consumption was cheered on by 
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industrialist, governments, economists and also advertisers. D.B. Holt and J.B. Shor 

write that during the first half of the twentieth century the latter saw themselves as 

social engineers, who could shape the public for the needs of governments and 

corporations. In light of the successes of propaganda of Hitler and Mussolini and the 

peak of belief in positivist science and behaviourism, these ambitions did not seem 

farfetched at the time. However, as these ambitions became public and mass production 

and consumption expanded more and more, there was a backlash against these tactics. 

(Holt, Schor 2006: 12-14) 

 

In 1944 Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, members of the Frankfurt school, 

published essay The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass deception. They claimed 

that industrialists needed people to be passive, obedient workers, but also passive 

consumers, to sell ever increasing number of their products. Mass production requires 

deadening of creativity and subjectivity. (Adorno, Horkheimer 2006: 27-44) Aside from 

Marxist, materialist standpoint, the consumer society was criticized in many other ways, 

for example Jean Baudrillard wrote that individual desires are in reality expression of a 

desire for social differentiation achieved through consumption. If this is the case any 

challenge to the system via alternative cultural expressions can easily be incorporated in 

to the system of fashion and socio-cultural distinction. (Baudrillard 2006: 81-104) 

While the critiques of consumer society differed in many ways, most of them converged 

on certain points; creation of false needs, superficiality of consumerism and the 

possibility of better, less consumerist way of life. The corporations and advertisers were 

the main obstacles to achieving such a society. (Holt, Schor 2006: 12) 

 

All these critical accounts became themselves criticized toward the end of the twentieth 

century. The critiques of consumer society were denounced as elitist, ascetic and not in 

accordance with actual consumer experience. Consumption was seen as the primary 

driving force with marketers and producers relegated to a secondary status. 

Consumption was seen as liberation, enjoyment and pleasure. Innovation flowed 

primarily from bottom to top and not the other way round. (Holt, Schor, 2006: 18)  

 

Contemporary marketers have a much more nuanced approach than the social engineers 

of the first half of the twentieth century. The postmodern marketplace is radically 

different from the system Adorno, Horkenheimer or Baudrillard criticized. After the 
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attacks on social engineering, the advertisers started employing strategies of their critics 

to sell even more products. The advertising today, in line with ideas of cheerleaders of 

consumerism, aim to persuade people that consumption is an act of rebellion, personal 

development and creativity and to this end often employs counter-cultural symbols, 

meanings and icons. (Holt, Schor 2006: 19-21) The romantic consumer Campbell wrote 

about, seems to be more alive than ever before. This leads us to the discussion of 

interplay of Buddhism and consumerism. Can Buddhism thrive within consumer 

society? Do individuals socialized as romantic consumers use Buddhism as another 

means of differentiation or can Buddhism potentially change their values and 

experience in significant ways?   

 

 

Buddhism in the Consumer Society  

 

Some Buddhist authors say that socio-economic structure of contemporary societies 

makes it often challenging to practice Buddhism authentically, as will be discussed later 

in this chapter. Buddhists may easily find themselves at odds with values of societies 

they live in and lifestyles of people around them. They have to choose between 

practicing Dharma sincerely and being socially isolated or on the other hand fitting in, 

but compromising their Buddhist values. Other authors have less pessimistic views of 

Buddhism within consumer culture. According to them it is true that Buddhist 

philosophy and practice are in many ways antithetical to some aspects of materialistic 

society, but this is seen as a challenge for individual practitioners as well as Buddhist 

organizations, rather than an insurmountable obstacle. They propose engaging with the 

world, trying to change societal values, promoting more sustainable lifestyles and 

reducing suffering of people and animals.  

 

In this section I explore how Buddhist teachers, scholars and thinkers influenced by 

Buddhism conceive of the relationship of Buddhism and consumer culture, first on the 

level of theory, philosophy and society and subsequently on the level of ethics and 

practice. Then I discuss research of Buddhist organizations and individuals in consumer 

culture and finally research of impacts of Buddhist practice, especially mindfulness, on 

individual consumption patterns and subjective wellbeing. 



   

 

16 

  

 

Buddhist Thought and the Consumer Society 

 

One of the most important ideas of Buddhism is dependent origination. Nothing in the 

world exists as independently separately. Everything arises as a part of aggregate 

entities and as a part of complex system of causes and conditions. If this principle is 

carried to its logical conclusion it means that everything in the world depends on and is 

interconnected with everything else. (Koizumi 2010: 135) This is increasingly more 

apparent in ever more globalized and interconnected economic, cultural and 

environmental systems of today. Dependent origination also leads to two important 

notions: impermanence and selflessness. Anything that arises in a system of cause and 

conditions has a beginning, middle and end. All the material things and individual 

selves are impermanent. Nothing exists separately and independently of causes and 

conditions and of everything else. All phenomena, including human individuals, are 

empty or selfless in a sense that they lack any separate inherent identity. (Koizumi 

2010: 136-137) To entertain ideals of a romantic individual pitted against society and 

possibly even less that of romantic consumerism seems incompatible with this 

fundamental Buddhist teaching. 

 

Stephanie Kaza says that according to Buddhist philosophy chasing after material goods 

and experiences to gain gratification leads necessarily to disappointment because 

objects of desire are impermanent and the individual self is impermanent and non-

existent as well. Buddhism does not say that everyone should live in extreme poverty. It 

proposes a Middle way. Material needs should be met, but excessive desire and greed 

leads to individual unhappiness and, in the modern society, also to environmental 

destruction. (Kaza 2010: 45-49) Individual desire or greed (for material goods and 

pleasurable experiences at least) is therefore seen very differently from neoliberal 

economics which has been a dominant strand in economic science for several decades. 

Neoliberal economics has at its core the notion that by pursuing selfish desires, 

individuals benefit society at large and support economic growth. Adam Smith, 

arguably the most important historical figure for neoclassical(neoliberal) economists 

wrote: 
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“(…) every individual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of the society as 

great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor 

knows how much he is promoting it. (…) he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, 

as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of 

his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society that it was no part of it. By 

pursuing his own interest, he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually 

than when he really intends to promote it.” (Smith 1776) 

  

Unlike in Buddhism, desire for one’s own gain and selfishness are here understood as 

the drivers of society, as something basically good and necessary.  Because of these 

stark differences some Buddhist authors are wholly sceptical about any possibility of 

authentic form of Buddhism proliferating within consumer society. Fundamental 

Buddhist values and values of societies driven by neoliberal economics and 

individualism are seen as irreconcilable. Todd Lorentz writes about Buddhism in North 

America: 

 

It is difficult to envision how an authentic expression of Buddhism could survive within 

the modern economic model. In fact, the social pressures attendant to participation 

within this capitalist mandate may only serve to exclude Buddhist practitioners from 

integrating wholly into the community fabric. (Lorentz: 2001) 

 

Lorentz goes on to say that authentically Buddhist way of life within modern society is 

possible only in secluded and isolated communities, but such isolation of course makes 

any integration of Buddhists into contemporary societies impossible. For a genuine 

Buddhist sangha to exist in Western society, the socio-economic system would have to 

undergo significant change. Buddhism might adapt to suit Western values, but if its core 

is to remain the same, consumer and materialistic culture itself has to change 

significantly. (Lorentz 2001) 

Most Buddhist authors do not see Buddhism and consumer society as utterly 

irreconcilable but nevertheless point to considerable differences. Being a Buddhist in 

consumer society is seen as a challenge rather than understanding consumerism as an 

insurmountable obstacle.  
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One of the first Tibetan teachers to bring the Buddhist teaching to the west was 

Chӧgyam Trungpa Rinpoche. In his perhaps best known book, Cutting Through 

Spiritual Materialism, he writes how spiritual path and the knowledge, wisdom or 

kindness a practitioner accumulates on it, can serve the individuality or ego, to become 

grander and better, instead of seeing that this ego doesn’t exist, which is the goal of the 

Buddhist path. (Trungpa 2008: 16-17) Spirituality can become an adornment for the 

individual, much like material consumer goods, a way of distinguishing oneself from 

others in Baudrillardian sense. Buddhist practitioners need to be aware of this and not 

become spiritual materialist, or, in other words, spiritual consumers.  

 

Religious traditions have traditionally been critical of greed, overconsumption and 

materialism, Buddhism is not an exception. On the macroscopic level consumer society 

and the underlying economic system have been scrutinized from a Buddhist standpoint 

since E. F. Schumacher published Small Is Beautiful: A Study of Economics as if People 

Mattered in 1973. Schumacher’s analysis of consumption and production was deeply 

influenced by Buddhist philosophy. He said that people are educated from the very 

beginning to be addicted to consumption. The education institutions are there to prepare 

people to be producers and consumers, instead if providing a centre of ideas and ethics. 

Centred individual is secure about her place in the world and her basic convictions. 

(Schumacher 1978: 78-85) As I discussed in the chapter on consumer society, the idea 

to socialize people to be consumers was entertained by businessmen in the early 

twentieth century: 

  

“The community that can be trained to desire … to want new things even before the old 

have been entirely consumed yields a market to be measured more by desires than by 

needs. And man's desires can be developed so that they will greatly overshadow his 

needs …  Human nature very conveniently presents a variety of strings upon which an 

appreciative sales manager can play fortissimo…” (Mazur 1928) 

This changed into an imperative after the second world war, when to develop consumer 

desires became not only a possibility, but, in the eyes of many decision makers in public 

and private sphere, a necessity for survival and prosperity of society: 

 

Our enormously productive economy... demands that we make consumption our way of 

life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into rituals, that we seek our spiritual 
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satisfaction, our ego satisfaction, in consumption... We need things consumed, burned 

up, worn out, replaced, and discarded at an ever increasing rate. (Journal of Retailing, 

1955) 

 

These ideas about how society can and should function are very far from or even 

completely antithetical to Buddhist principles. E. F. Schumacher claims that the modern 

socio-economic system is primarily determined by values of economic science, which 

ignores our dependence on the natural world, finiteness of resources, ignores peoples’ 

actual needs and promotes self-centredness and greed. (Schumacher 1978: 36-39) These 

values permeate whole society and are a cause of environmental damage as well as 

individual suffering. Buddhist economics would, according to Schumacher, enable 

people to overcome egocentrism by emphasizing pursuing common goals, giving people 

chance to utilize their faculties and provide goods and services needed. (Schumacher 

1978: 49-50) Individuals with a stable centre and not driven by greed would presumably 

not need to consume in a way most individuals currently do.  

 

In How Much Is Enough? Buddhist perspectives on consumerism, Stephanie Kaza 

examines the relationship of consumerism and Buddhism in more detail. Buddhism is, 

according to her, well equipped to scrutinize consumerism because desire is central to 

both systems. In consumer society individuals build their identity and sense of security 

around purchasing and possessing material (or digital) goods and services. The desire 

for external things that do not fulfil any basic needs is the driving force of consumer 

society. It keeps the economy going and drives individuals to compete with one another 

in acquisition of goods and experiences. From a Buddhist point of view this endeavour 

is doomed to failure due to impermanent and empty nature of material objects and 

especially the self. In opposition to this authors such as E. F. Schumacher popularized 

simplicity and restraint as a way to a happy life of individuals and healthy life for 

society and environment. Individualistic values of modern economics, the drivers of 

consumerism, are however still dominant in contemporary socio-economic system.  

(Kaza 2010: 39-40)  

 

The creation of a false sense of self through purchased goods and experiences 

necessarily leads to disappointment because material goods and income needed to 

obtain them can be taken away at any moment. When this happens, the security and 
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identity derived from these objects is gone and individuals suffer. Consumerism 

furthermore promotes, rationalizes and condones harming of humans, animals and the 

environment. Manufacturing ever increasing number of consumer products directly 

depends on loss of animal and plant life and harsh social conditions for humans. This 

goes against the first precept of “Do not kill or harm.” (Kaza 2010: 47) Two-thousand- 

five-hundred years ago, in Buddha’s time, this was not an issue but in todays globalized 

world it is inescapable. The very bases of consumerism are desire and dissatisfaction. 

Peoples’ desire and attachment, the causes of suffering, are magnified and perceived as 

something good for the society. Individual unhappiness, systemic disregard for social 

justice and environmental destruction ensue. (Kaza 2010: 47-49) 

      

That Buddhism and consumer society are often at odds is also obvious from steps taken 

by governments in some predominantly Buddhist countries. For example, in Thailand 

the government banned Buddhist monks from teaching santutthi - a doctrine of 

contentment with what one has. It goes against unrestrained desire and greed and the 

government therefore thought it would hinder progress and economic growth. The 

official governing body of the monks sanctioned the prohibition. Many similar 

intrusions in what monks may do or teach have happened and social activism of the 

sangha has become limited as a result. (Udomittipong 2000: 191) 

       

Some authors however have quite positive views of trends in contemporary society. 

Bron Taylor in his book Dark Green Religion claims that deep changes within 

consumer society are happening right now. A shift towards appreciation of nature and 

turning away from rampant consumption. These changes are more common than we 

usually think and are more and more often found in mainstream culture. Increasing 

number of people see the natural world as sacred and beautiful and not just as tool to be 

used for their ends. (Taylor 2010) If this is correct it is or will be necessarily reflected in 

peoples’ approaches to consumption and the society as a whole is already shifting 

towards culture closer to Buddhist ideals.   
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Buddhist Ethics and Practice in the Consumer Society 

 

The basic ethical code of conduct originating in the Buddhist philosophical notions 

discussed above are the five precepts: Do not kill or harm other sentient beings, do not 

steal, do not lie, do not engage in sexual misconduct and do not consume intoxicating 

substances. (McFarlane 2001: 186-187) These seemingly straightforward precepts can 

take on new complex meanings in consumer society, when scrutinized in more detail. 

Especially the fifth precept can be understood in ways that were nor relevant when these 

precepts were devised thousands of years ago. Aside from alcohol and drugs, some 

contemporary Buddhist masters include other harmful “substances.” Thich Nhat Hanh, 

one of the most influential teachers in the West, includes junk food, binging on 

television programs, films or magazines among the harmful “substances.” Any 

excessive consumption is seen as harmful. (Hanh 2003: 74-75) Similarly the precept: 

Do not kill or harm others, can take on new meanings today, as most things people in 

developed countries buy come from everywhere around the world and the production 

often involves harming the environment, animals and humans. The application of the 

first precept now arguably involves thinking about effects production of things we buy 

has on places where they are produced.  

 

As I mentioned in the chapter on Buddhism in the West a central aspect of 

contemporary Buddhist practice is mindfulness. It is, in various forms, common to all 

schools of Buddhism. Practiced in formal sitting meditation and sustained throughout 

everyday life moment to moment. Thich Nhat Hanh describes mindfulness like this: 

 

“When walking, the practitioner must be conscious that he is walking. When sitting, the 

practitioner must be conscious that he is sitting. When lying down, the practitioner must 

be conscious that he is lying down. . . No matter what position one’s body is in, the 

practitioner must be conscious of that position. Practicing thus, the practitioner lives in 

direct and constant mindfulness of the body . . .” The mindfulness of the positions of 

one’s body is not enough, however. We must be conscious of each breath, each 

movement, every thought and feeling, everything which has any relation to ourselves.” 

(Hanh 1987: 11) 
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Mindfulness has been adopted by contemporary psychology, medicine and other secular 

fields. It has been increasingly used to promote relaxation, stress reduction, healing and 

many other benefits. Jon Kabatt-Zinn first introduced mindfulness as a means to achieve 

these benefits. In 1979 he founded a stress reduction clinic and introduced the 

Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program. This program and Zinn’s 

conception of mindfulness became widely influential. He defines it: “The awareness 

that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and 

nonjudgmentally to the unfolding of experience moment by moment.” (Kabat-Zinn 

2003) This is the standard definition in secular setting and in some wide spread and to a 

large extent secularized forms of Buddhism, such as the Vipassanā movement, where it 

is usually described as bare attention. (Wallace 2002: 36-39)  

 

While definitions of mindfulness similar to Kabat-Zinn’s appear in many contemporary 

sources, mindfulness in Buddhism is not limited to such definitions. Allan Wallace 

states that sati, the original pali term for mindfulness, literally means recollection. In the 

pali suttas and early authoritative commentaries, mindfulness is not just present centred 

bare attention. A mindful person can call to mind what is wholesome and what is 

unwholesome, what is beneficial and what is harmful. (Wallace 2006) Even according 

to many contemporary Buddhist teachers, practicing mindfulness in everyday life, 

outside of formal meditation, should, aside from bare attention, entail thinking about 

what one actually needs, how much does one need and what are the effects of actions on 

oneself and others. This contrasts with the way mindfulness is usually approached in 

psychology, medicine and other secular settings. The practice of meditation and living 

simply is seen by Buddhist masters as a way to promote subjective wellbeing. “When 

we take time to live mindfully, we will discover that living a simple life and consuming 

less are the true conditions of happiness.” (Hanh 2003: 70)  

 

Theravāda teacher Godwin Samararatne writes that consumer society manipulates 

people and they don’t even realize that. Mindfulness/awareness is a way to distinguish 

what we really need. Samararatne acknowledges that it is quite challenging for Buddhist 

practitioners to do this and not to be deeply influenced by consumerism around them. 

(Samararatne 2007: 34,42) “Important aspect of meditation is learning to live a simple 

life. To ask “Do I really need this?” and “Why do I need it?” We really need to ask 

these questions when living in a consumer society. (ibid.: 133) 



   

 

23 

  

 

Commodification of the Buddhist Self? 

 

Popular New Age spiritual teachers blend ideas and practices from Eastern and Western 

religious traditions, modern science and psychology to develop their own unique 

philosophies and sets of spiritual practices. Teachings of New Age thinkers simplify and 

homogenize various religious and secular traditions to create an ever changing products 

for self-transformation. Due to the influence of consumer society their teachings soon 

lose their spiritual meanings and become commodities in the market of self-

development and self-care, with a constant need to reinvent the self, they are similar to 

fashionable fads, never satisfying the “customers” completely, so that new variations of 

spirituality are always needed. Their followers engage in perpetual “consumption of the 

self.”  (Reindflesh 2005) Similar process might take place in Buddhism as it adapts to 

Western consumer society. Stephen Hunt (2013: 32) states that religion necessarily 

follows the contours of contemporary culture and is therefore inevitably influenced by 

commodification and consumerism. 

  

How exactly is Western Buddhism influenced by consumer society? In his study of 

Rokpa, a Tibetan Buddhist organization in Scotland, John McKenzie (2016: 163-167) 

shows how the Tibetan tradition has to be adapted to be acceptable for Westerners and 

at the same time plausible links with traditional Buddhism have to be preserved to 

maintain legitimacy. One form of adaptation is providing commodities and services for 

people who adopt the Tibetan Buddhist “lifestyle” like teachings, meditation courses or 

health treatments for various fees and items from community shops, that are produced 

ethically and their purchase supports the organization and Tibetan people who make 

some of the items. The organization supports consumption within its own confines, 

consumption that is seen by its members as more ethical and responsible than 

consumption elsewhere. The organization is not against consumption as such, it 

promotes the right consumption of material goods as well as spiritual “services.” 

However, simplification, commodification and lack of commitment they identify with 

New Age are perceived very negatively by adherents of Tibetan Buddhism and they 

actively try to dissociate themselves and Buddhism from New Age spirituality as can be 

seen from a quote by a Rokpa teacher: 
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I heard on the radio that Buddhism is New Age. No it is not. It is a very ancient 

practice. You should not just play around with meditation or come and go as you 

please. Try a bit of this and a bit of that. Pick what suits you and leave the rest. This is a 

very serious matter. (ibid.: 169) 

 

Similar sentiments are expressed by the students who do not like people who just come 

and go and never seriously commit to practice. Meditation is not just for fun for them 

and the centre discourages “spiritual shopping” that is understood negatively as a part of 

New Age culture. (ibid.: 169)  

 

However, “shopping around” for a group that fits one’s tendencies and needs is quite 

common among Buddhists, especially at the beginning of their involvement with 

Buddhism and for some even later. Research of Patricia Q. Campbell (2010: 202-207) 

shows how individual Buddhists in Toronto search for the best group, tradition and 

teacher and constantly evaluate the group they are involved with. It is quite common for 

some to feel alienated from Asian teachers, traditions or for example chanting in 

languages other than English, while others on the other hand find these traditions 

attractive. Most settle for a group that is just right for them, especially on the 

Westernized vs traditional spectrum, but some engage in practices from several 

Buddhist traditions even after years of committed practice. Some respondents in the 

research connected this ability to pick and choose with Western values like freedom of 

choice and compared them favourably to strict religious upbringing in Asia. Some 

respondents expressed difficulty with balancing life in Western society and their new 

beliefs and spiritual practice and were looking for groups that would allow them to 

achieve this balance.      

 

Buddhism, Consumption and Happiness 

  

Many studies have shown that religious people including Buddhists tend to have higher 

subjective wellbeing (SWB) than nonreligious individuals, (Chamberlain, Zika 1992: 

138-142) while linking materialism to decreased SWB. (Campbell 1981) For Buddhists 

specifically, mindfulness and its effects on SWB have been studied extensively. A study 

exploring changes in participants of seven day Vipassanā retreats found that 
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participants, unlike the control group, had increased sense of self-esteem, tolerance to 

stress and more mature emotional responses. (Emavardhana, Tori 1997) Studies have 

linked mindfulness, not only to increased SWB but also other positive factors, among 

them decreased need for material consumption. 

  

A study of the effects of mindfulness training on financial desire discrepancy found that 

mindfulness increases contentment with what one has and lessens desire to acquire what 

one doesn’t have thereby promoting SWB. Acquiring more wealth on its own doesn’t 

decrease financial desire discrepancy. Mindfulness on the other hand increases 

contentment with what one has irrespective of changes in one’s material conditions. 

Other studies on mindfulness and financial desire discrepancy have arrived at similar 

conclusions. (Brown 2009) Some research found that mindful individuals are more 

likely to avoid goods produced in socially unethical conditions, choose products with 

lower negative environmental impacts and adopt lifestyles of voluntary simplicity, or in 

other words, buy less things. The authors of this particular study see mindfulness not 

only as a present centred awareness but also say that: “Being attentive to one’s 

surroundings, changes in the environment and accepting that one’s actions have 

consequences on self and others…” is an inherent part of mindfulness. (Helm, 

Subramaniam 2016) This view is very close to original Buddhist understanding of sati. 

Other research corroborates influence of mindfulness on SWB and in turn on more 

compassionate and ethical consumption choices. (Ericson et al. 2013) These studies 

seem to confirm what Buddhist teachers like Thich Nhat Hanh say about mindfulness, 

simple life, contentment and happiness.     

 

 



   

 

26 

  

 

 

 

Methodology 

  

When I first began thinking about this research, the fundamental question was simply: 

How do Buddhist values and practices interact with consumerism and materialism in 

everyday lives of Buddhist practitioners? This idea was informed by my experience, 

that this relationship was often not straightforward and uncomplicated. Qualitative 

research was an obvious choice to study this topic, as no standardized questionnaire can 

do justice to everyday realities of individuals in a sphere as intimate as religion and 

spirituality. A micro oriented approach based in emic perspective, that allows for 

multiple subjective realities to coexist without issuing value judgments about 

ontological assumptions of people studied is necessary, so that the research doesn’t fall 

into a trap of reductionism, that automatically devalues views of people whose ideas do 

not always conform to the dominant discourse of scientific materialism. This approach 

is needed to study religion, unless one wants to conflate studying religion with studying 

psychopathology.  

 

Everyday realities are best studied through participant observation in ordinary life 

situations. Ethnography attempts to be holistic, gather data from multiple sources and 

therefore cover more ground than, for example, a study based on qualitative interviews 

alone. This can lead to a clearer overall view of the researched field. (Fetterman 2010: 

18-19) My sources of data were ethnographic fieldnotes from participant observation, 

gathered over the course of eighteen months in meditation retreats and Buddhist 

teachings in Asia and Europe, as well as in everyday life, data from a few in-depth 

interviews I conducted with Buddhist practitioners and my own experience of being a 

Buddhist. In this chapter I first outline the research questions, then reflect on my role in 

the research as a researcher-practitioner and lastly discuss the particulars and 

practicalities of the research.   
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Research Questions  

 

What are the reasons for conversion and how does one’s approach to Buddhism and to 

society one lives in change after conversion and later on the Buddhist path? Putting 

other questions in context. 

 

How do Buddhists perceive cultural aspects of various Buddhist schools? Do they 

accept them, reject them or try to adapt them for their own culture and needs? Do they 

have trouble understanding some meditation practices because of cultural differences? 

 

How does being a Buddhist influence one’s relationships with others, specifically non-

Buddhists, friends, family, society? Do Buddhists feel isolated, stigmatized or accepted 

and valued? How do they describe relationships to others and their own place in 

Western consumer society? 

 

What are the changes in work, lifestyle and spending free time in everyday lives of 

Buddhists compared to before conversion? What does their everyday practice look like, 

formal meditation, practice between meditation sessions during everyday activities and 

practice in retreats. What significance do they ascribe to their practice?  

 

Do Buddhists consume religion as a product in the self-help market in the way 

Reindfleish (2005) describes consumption of New Age spiritualities? Are they aware of 

the possibility of consumer approach to religion and do they distance themselves from 

it? 

 

Together, answers to these questions should provide a clearer picture of everyday lives 

of Western Buddhists and ways they deal with potential differences in consumer and 

Buddhist values and practices.  
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Ethnographic or Buddhist Self?  
Reflecting on the Researcher-Practitioner 

 

I label the approach of this research as (auto)ethnography. A researcher of religion can 

have various relationships to the object of her study. As Williams (2008) states, in the 

past social scientists in the West interested in Buddhism were mostly outsiders to it. 

Today, this is rapidly changing as Buddhism is often no longer a foreign religion and 

many social scientists studying Buddhism are Buddhist sympathizers or, like myself, 

adherents. As I attempted to better understand relationship of Buddhism and 

consumerism in everyday life, who could I study in more detail then myself? While 

self-observation was an important part of this research, it contains relevant data from 

ethnographic fieldwork and in-depth interviews. For these reasons and also to 

distinguish this study from the tradition of interpretive autoethnography, that aims to 

write dramatic performance-texts of author’s epiphanic moments, (Denzin 2014) I call 

this research (auto)ethnography.  

 

Over the period of a year and a half when I gathered data, I went back and forth 

between living and doing retreats in monasteries and Meditation centres in India and 

Nepal and studying and working in Prague. I went to the monasteries in Asia for 

personal and religious reasons and at the same time wrote field notes and even during 

silent retreats, when it is ideal to be silent inwardly as well, I could not stop thinking 

about the research I was conducting. My experience in Asia inevitably changed because 

of that, as I was, consciously or unconsciously, linking religious teachings, meditation 

and everyday observations and conversations to my research topic. I studied a group I 

belong to, the emic perspective of a Buddhist and ethic perspective of a researcher 

existed inevitably at the same time. Personal could become fieldwork at any moment. In 

a research situation like this, as Bruner (1996) notes, the ethnographic and personal 

become so closely intertwined, that it is impossible to separate them. I tried to reflect on 

this during the whole process of writing and researching and take into account the 

multiple ways the two identities I had influenced each other. 
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An anthropologist, who studies a cultural group she is not part of, needs to approach its 

cultural practices nonjudgmentally and in case of religious people also suspend disbelief 

in their spiritual and ontological views, in order to understand their points of view and 

prevent ethnocentric interpretations of their practices. (Fetterman 2010: 23-24) As a 

Buddhist, I did not need to suspend disbelief in Buddhist doctrines per se, but had to be 

on guard against interpreting the data to confirm my particular view of Buddhism or 

writing a paper that would be more Buddhist than anthropological. For the purpose of 

this study, I needed to put the veracity of Buddhist ontologies aside and focus on the 

way Buddhists interact with consumer society. In a way I had to, however imperfectly, 

suspend belief as well as disbelief.                

 

The Research Process 

 

Being a Buddhist made the research easier in many ways, I was familiar with 

philosophical concepts, meditation practices and some of the retreat centres I visited 

during the research period between September 2015 and March 2017. At the beginning 

of this research I considered studying one particular retreat centre or Buddhist 

community, but I soon abandoned this idea. Due to the pluralistic and globalised 

character of Western Buddhism, Buddhist organizations are often international, 

Buddhists attended teachings and read books of various schools, go to retreats to Asia, 

or do them online. Crucial characteristics of consumer society are of course also present 

whether one lives in Germany or Australia. In the end I therefore decided to do the 

(auto)ethnography of lived Buddhism in multiple settings in Europe and India and 

interview people from different countries and Buddhist schools, to get some insight into 

everyday experience of Western practitioners.  

 

There were various sources of data for the ethnographic research. I wrote the 

(auto)ethnographic journal in course of the research period, during Buddhist teachings 

and group or solitary meditation retreats and during ordinary daily life and I also 

necessarily had to include my experience of conversion and development of approach to 

Buddhism prior to the research period. I conducted formal research interviews with four 

Buddhists. Some of them I had known since before the research while I met others in 

Buddhist centres in Asia during the research period. The interviewees were: Emily from 
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Australia, a woman in her late thirties, who has been a Tibetan Buddhist for eight years; 

Will from Canada, a man in his sixties, who has practiced Tibetan Buddhism for over 

four decades; Peter from Germany, a twenty-six years old man, who has practiced 

mainly Theravāda Buddhism for four years and Lucas from the Czech Republic, a man 

in his sixties who has been a Tibetan Buddhist for fifteen years. The interviews were 

split into two parts, first was a biographical part, that was concerned with conversion to 

Buddhism and development on the Buddhist path and the second part was an in-depth 

semi-structured interview (Silverman 2013: 293-295) on everyday life and Buddhist 

practice in Western consumer society. The interviews were on average about two hours 

long. The formal interviews and my experience were further contextualized by many 

informal talks with long time practitioners, beginner Buddhists or Buddhist 

sympathizers I met during my stays in various Buddhist centres in Asia.  

 

Being a Buddhist myself could sometimes be an obstacle during the research process, 

for example, when the interviewees wanted to know about my practice or ideas on 

certain topics instead of talking about their own experiences, but overall being a 

Buddhist and writing the (auto)ethnographic journal proved invaluable and allowed me 

to better access experiences of Buddhists I informally spoke to and of the interviewees 

and compare them with my own experience of conversion and various difficulties and 

benefits of practicing the Buddhist path in the consumer society.  
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Data Analysis 
  

While conversion1 to Buddhism is not the main focus of this paper, it is nevertheless 

important to see how people set out on the Buddhist path within the consumer society 

and how their individual paths later develop, to put their everyday lives in context. That 

is why I begin the data analysis with reasons for conversion and developments of views 

on Buddhism and consumer society while, later, travelling on the Buddhist path. 

Afterwards I discuss various challenges and benefits of being a Buddhist in consumer 

society, the way different aspects of Buddhist everyday lives, work, meditation practice 

or spending free time look like, whether Buddhism is consumed like a self-help, or self-

embellishing product in consumer society and the chapter ends with views of Buddhists 

on possibilities of finding balance or synthesis of Buddhism and life in Western society.   

 

Setting out, Walking on 

 

Out of the people I interviewed and of many Buddhist adherents and sympathizers I 

informally talked to while conducting the research, few had any previous religious 

affiliations or were raised in a traditional religious background. Those who do become 

Buddhist adherents have many different reasons for conversion, from looking for a way 

out of personal crises: “I came to the Dharma because I was suffering. Yeah it was 

definitely the first noble truth and when I read Meditation in Action, some glimmer that 

there is a path and there is an end.” (Will) to chance encounters with meditation in a 

non-Buddhist setting that led to further interest or influence of Buddhist family 

members or friends. Underlying these various reasons is usually a sense of 

dissatisfaction with one’s life, and implicitly or explicitly aspects of society they live in. 

Lucas criticized individualism in the West: “Thinking about oneself and sometimes, I 

think, very aggressively trying to get oneself ahead in the society. I think it is pointless. 

Because I think it doesn’t come to anything good, you might get something but you lose 

much more.” He sees Buddhism as a counterweight to exaggerated individualism. This 

dissatisfaction is there even when, according to societal standards, individuals lead 

                                                 
1 The word conversion might be controversial for some Western Buddhists as they associate it with 
traditional forms of religiosity that they often want to distinguish Buddhism from. 
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successful lives, Peter was a student at a prestigious university and Emily had a 

successful career in law.  

 

“I think I was looking for something different because life just seemed pointless, not in a 

sense that I would be depressed, but just like going to uni, going to pub to have a beer, 

going home… And the outlook for the rest of my life being you know, after uni I would 

just go sit at a desk in a boring job, go to a pub to have a beer…” (Peter) 

 

“I knew I was disconnected. I knew there was a feeling of unease and disconnection to 

my life and what I was doing, but I actually didn’t know there would be a way out, you 

know a practice that would help with that, I didn’t articulate that to myself (…) but 

luckily, I kind of found myself on a stepping stone to Kopan, where I met Lama Zopa, so 

I am very grateful for that.” (Emily) 

 

Buddhism seen as a way out of these crises or dissatisfactions is perceived, at least in 

retrospect, like the first motive to set out on a Buddhist path, soon followed by a 

fascination with Buddhism. This was my case as well, when I was experiencing feelings 

similar to Peter’s, unsatisfied with what my life now and in the future was supposed to 

look like. After I tried out the common routes of teenage rebellion and alcohol 

consumption I started reading Buddhist books. I cannot remember how I came to read 

the first one, but I soon began to feel that this was the path I wanted to take. I had a 

sense of belonging to Buddhism without any doubt and I applied myself to meditation 

practice with zeal. Those who become Buddhist adherents and practitioners often have 

very similar feelings. A Woman I met in Bodhgaya, who recently took part in a ten-day 

Buddhism introductory course told me: “I just fell in love with Buddhism there. It feels 

like home to me. It was just completely natural. I knew this was it” Peter experienced 

the same thing when he Became a Buddhist, he calls it “the honeymoon” period.  

 

The feelings of being home often last, but the honeymoon usually ends and this can 

bring about difficulties. For some, this is connected with unfulfilled expectations of 

spiritual development, while others find themselves isolated from the people around 

them because of the changes in their values and lifestyle. This was my case, when at 

eighteen, after a few years of practicing and reading Buddhist literature and doing 

virtually nothing else, I realized I had no close friends, became increasingly lonely and 
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started to question my choices. For others, cultural aspects of Buddhism, as it is taught 

by Asian teachers, can become problematic. When some of these difficulties arise, 

“Spiritual shoppers” might move on to another product, (Rindfleish 2006) while 

committed Buddhists often shift their approach to Buddhism in some way. Lucas 

described the way his understanding of Buddhism developed:  

 

“Well, in the beginning, in the beginning it was largely some sort of romantic 

fascination and one was, I was attracted also to the exotic culture and there was, I 

idealized it a lot, all of it. Later as one got to know it more and more and knew more 

about it, the cultural layer, that is very prominent in Tibetan Buddhism turned into 

almost an obstacle of sorts. That sometimes I found it difficult to accept, it was hard to 

accept some of the things.” He later elaborated: “You really fell in love with it and what 

you had before, you weren’t able to perceive, weren’t able to compare and had a 

tendency to underappreciate it or overlook it or disparage it. But gradually these 

relationships changed for me and because I have always liked European and Western 

culture a lot I suddenly realized that when I overlook this I lose a lot (…)  that the roots 

that I have are really strong and it doesn’t make sense to try to cover them up or 

overlook them and I need to try to find a way to harmonize these things.” 

 

It is important to note that not all Buddhists I spoke to see the cultural layer of Buddhist 

teachings as an obstacle. Emily, for example, relates positively to the cultural aspects of 

Tibetan Buddhism, while acknowledging they are not the essential part of Buddhist 

practice: “I’ve embraced it naturally (…) I do connect to the Imagery and the pageantry 

of it as well. That to me is not a distraction. (…) I feel like it’s part of the practice but 

it’s not the core of the practice so I don’t find it problematic.” Nevertheless, it is very 

common to encounter some difficulties. An Australian Buddhist teacher, who was a 

monk for over two decades, told me that most Westerners have trouble relating to 

complicated ritual and visualization practices of Tibetan Buddhism even after years of 

practice. He himself said that his commitment to Buddhism was as strong as ever, but 

he became a lay person again, partly because being a Buddhist monk entailed: “Too 

many cultural aspects that were foreign to me.”  

 

Struggling to reconcile Western views and lifestyles with cultural aspects of Buddhism 

might be more common in the Tibetan tradition, as both Theravāda and Zen have been 
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more often thoroughly repackaged for the Western audience. (Colemam: 2002), 

(McMahan 2002: 218-222) However, it is not exclusive to it. For example, followers of 

Zen may find it difficult to relate to chanting in an Asian language, to rituals or more 

traditional explanations of Buddhism by Asian teachers. (Campbell: 2010) 

 

There is the dissatisfaction with one’s life before Buddhism and with the Western 

society’s values like materialism and individualism, the possibility of social isolation 

and difficulty with accepting some aspects of Buddhism and also many perceived 

benefits of Buddhist practice and values on everyday lives. In the following sections, I 

discuss how Buddhists try to find the harmony, or synthesis of Western and Buddhist 

worlds. 

 

Obstacles and Adaptations 

 

Lucas elaborated on why some aspects of Tibetan Buddhist practice turned into 

obstacles for him. “There are many rituals and prescriptions for rituals. Preparing a 

ritual is very, very, very demanding, ok? The knowledge you need, that takes so much 

time and for Tibetans it worked for sure but I am not so sure that for us, the way most of 

us live. The time we need for all of this might be too much and too little is left for the 

essential meditation practice.” Several other people I spoke to expressed similar 

feelings about Tibetan Buddhist practice, they did not dislike the practices as such, but 

pointed to their complexity and difficulty in understanding different cultural elements, 

like many different deities and rituals when taught in a traditional way. “I had always 

been, even as a Vajrayana practitioner, sceptical and uncomfortable with all the bells 

and whistles of the Tibetan system, literally it’s bells, which I am still ringing, but I had 

no idea why I was ringing them or what it symbolized for that matter. So that has been a 

real hurdle for many, many people. I think very few people, Tibetan Buddhists, 

Westerners I mean, got it. I certainly didn’t get it (…) unless you really spent hundreds 

of hours coding it with a manual, there is very little chance that you got the message.” 

(Will)  

 

When I first encountered Vajrayana meditation I, like Will and others, had no idea what 

I was doing. Even though I later read a few books on the topic and read a manual, 
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although it was only dozens of pages long, I did not get it and felt like I was pretending. 

Although later I came to appreciate the practice of visualization, it is still accessible to 

me only in a simple form, without ritual and visualizations of pantheons of deities. The 

issue of different cultures is present in other traditions as well, although it is not as 

central as in Tibetan Buddhism: “In the evening we chant in Pali, dedication of merit 

and mettā, I love the sound of the language and connect to the meaning of the text and 

look forward to the chanting every day, it is also the only time when I can say something 

aloud. The chant, contains dedications to teachers, parents, beings in all ten directions 

and also to protective deities of Dharma, deities protecting this temple and other 

supernatural beings.” (Fieldnotes, Vipassana retreat, Nepal, October 2016) Peter found 

it strange to bow and chant when he first came to a Theravāda centre, as he partially 

chose Theravāda Buddhism because it seemed most rational out of the Buddhist 

schools. “From books I read, I didn’t expect there would be such things as bowing to 

the Buddha or chanting prayers, he isn’t god I thought, you know, but later I got used to 

it and bowing before meditation became natural and I think it makes me more attentive, 

I take the practice more seriously, when I bow before doing it.” 

       

Some people contrasted Westerners’ approach with (usually) more traditional Asian 

teachers’. “Most Western teachers aren’t so strict in this of course, they focus more on 

the meditation practice and less on formally doing rituals. (Lucas) Despite the fact that 

Tibetan Buddhist practice contains the largest number of cultural elements, Buddhists 

can sometimes be attracted to Tibetan Buddhism as taught by Westerners more than to 

Asian teachers’ approach to Zen, because the Western teachers are able to make 

Buddhism more accessible to them. (Campbell 2010) Will gives an example of how his 

Western teacher adapts the Tibetan Vajrayana practice that contains visualization.  

  

“Before it was just headplay. (…) I was lost. It was always a struggle what I was doing 

to bring it home. (…) the refuge tree there and all the buddhas and bodhisattvas and 

your guru and a Reggie just announced recently, “No more!” Completely simplify [the 

visualization] He’s more zen, I have to say in terms of everything the shrines and 

everything is so zen. So simple so pure, so little bells and whistles. (…) instead of refuge 

tree just Vajradhara, because Vajradhara symbolizes that open space, it is just an 

anthropomorphic symbol of that open space, rigpa. I thought WOW, finally, I felt such 

joy that he said that.” (Will) 
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This adaptation addresses the problems that Will, I and Lucas have with Tibetan 

Vajrayana Practice, that of overwhelming complexity, and a large number of foreign 

cultural aspects of the practice. What remains is a much simpler visualization of a single 

figure, that is clearly explained as a symbol of rigpa, the original awakened, or 

enlightened state and not as an external deity. A few months before I interviewed Will, I 

was reading a passage by a nineteenth century Tibetan master Dudjom Lingpa, that 

clearly stated all the deities were just displays of our own mind and I felt joy like Will, 

especially because it was said by a Tibetan teacher who had no contact with the West. 

Explanations like these are closer to Western views of Buddhism as rational (Baumann 

2001), as the visualization of deities is explained as a tool of meditation, not as prayer to 

a real deity common in folk versions of Buddhism. The idea that his teacher’s approach 

is “more Zen” comes from plainer aesthetic of Japanese Zen culture compared to rich 

ornamentation and colourfulness of Tibetan temples, but also from the fact that Zen has 

been more Westernized, life in traditional Japanese zen temples might be less “Zen” 

than most Westerners think. (McMahan 2002: 218-220) 

  

Lucas also pointed out why demanding ritual practices can potentially turn into 

obstacles to communication with non-Buddhists.  “If you were an orthodox Buddhist, 

the communication with them would often be difficult. (…) because if you do the 

prescribed practice fully, your life completely changes and people usually communicate 

on the basis of having something in common in life. And the commonalities, if you 

practice really intensively, there is less of them.” This reflects changes Lucas had in his 

attitude to Buddhism after the “honeymoon” and leads to the next topic.   

 

Engaging with Others 

 

Buddhists I spoke to mostly did not feel stigmatized, or perceived negatively by people 

others, unless their family members were affiliated with a traditional religion, which 

was quite rare. Some Buddhist however felt, that the shift in their values distanced them 

from others. “Sometimes you feel out of place when your family, or people around you, 

care about having a big carrier and stuff and I don’t care about it and I don’t say 
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anything but I feel out of place, because we just don’t care about the same things.” 

(Peter) 

  

Sometimes Buddhist practitioners felt that people around them, especially parents and 

other close relatives, had no idea what they were actually doing. Lucas described 

relationship with his mother: “My behaviour or my interests were a little 

incomprehensible, but I am pretty sure that overall the understanding between us got 

better and better as she got older and that my practice wasn’t an obstacle in the 

relationship. (…) I think my empathy grew thanks to the practice which was important 

in this case because mum was old and had various illnesses and anxieties and thanks to 

the practice I was able to have a much better relationship with her.” The latter part of 

this quote is quite characteristic of what the interviewees say about their relationships 

with non-Buddhist. They think the practice helps them to relate to others better, even 

when these people have no interest in Buddhism or spirituality. Emily describes this on 

a particular example. “I don’t feel like they are interested, but I can still relate to them 

in a sense of us both wanting to be happy and free of suffering, it becomes a lot easier 

(…) sometimes I see so much joy in my brother’s eyes when he buys another TV for his 

house, just so much joy and whether or not I think it’s beneficial joy or real joy (…) who 

is to say, why should I take away from what he is feeling so you know, I celebrate for 

him too.” Virtually all Buddhists I asked about it during my research thought that being 

a Buddhist influenced their relationships with non-Buddhists in positive ways. 

  

The interviewees and other Buddhists said, it was often difficult not to lose sight of the 

Dharma while living in the Western society, where others were not interested in 

Buddhism or spirituality, and spoke about ways they found to keep in touch with 

Buddhism in their daily lives. “I think it’s really important to have some sort of anchor 

to keep you coming back. In this environment it’s difficult to keep the practice going, so 

to have a teacher or at least a group and practice together. I can’t imagine doing it 

without that, on your own, I don’t think that can work in the long term.” (Peter) I and all 

the interviewees keep a regular practice, but simply doing that sometimes seems 

insufficient, as without a contact with teachers and other Buddhist practitioners the 

resolve to practice can erode. Will spoke about difficulties he had when he moved to the 

Czech Republic from Canada, where he was a member of a Buddhist organization. In 

Prague, he did not particularly connect with any Buddhist group and he did not have a 
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teacher: “It made life very miserable. I was very miserable here, you know. I was doing 

minimal practice, but not doing enough, hardly enough practice to have some stability, 

hardly any container to work with my stuff. I didn`t have anyone to talk to about it 

either, so I was quite isolated.” 

  

In most cities many Buddhist groups are available, however practically all Buddhist 

choose a particular teacher or organisation they prefer and want to be mostly connected 

to it. This often means that they don’t have a centre or a group they want to be affiliated 

with in the place where they live. This happened to me as a teenager when I, like Will, 

felt isolated because I did not have a group I would connect with and did not have 

people my age interested in Buddhism or spirituality, unlike him, I “got lost” and 

became a nominal Buddhist for some time. Today, more and more people keep in touch 

with their teacher or organisation online. Will, for example, now follows an online 

program with regular live stream teachings, recorded guided meditations and 

instructions on minimum amount of practice participants should do and has had some 

skype calls with his teacher.  

 

Another important way to keep in touch with the Dharma is going into retreats or 

visiting Buddhist centres in Asia and the West. Lucas said how retreats kept him from 

losing sight of Buddhist practice in struggles of daily life. “I was in a situation where I 

had to work a lot because I had to solve some financial problems and that`s where I 

went through phases where I was getting lost and when the renewal through short term 

trips to Asia or short term retreats or teachings was incredibly important for me.” 

 

Retreating and returning 

 

The retreat starts on the night of Diwali, the festival of lights, perhaps not the best time 

to begin ten days of silence. In the past lamps and candles were lit, today it’s fireworks, 

even here, in the mountains. As our teacher chants a sutta in pali to mark the beginning 

of the retreat, rockets and bombs begin to crack, louder and louder, the chanting and 

silence of the first meditation drown in the noise. Early morning, time to get up. In the 

mid November, the air is chilly and the sky clear, heat and humidity of the rainy season 

long gone. No fireworks at this hour. No big cities nearby to outshine the stars, time to 
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look up, even brighter with a less cluttered mind. An hour of exercise and then 

meditation until breakfast, my back hurts and I try not to shift too much. Concentrating 

is difficult at the start, my throat sore and nose running. In a while it gets better and I 

can follow my breath a little. An Indian guy who is in a room with me, he is new, I have 

done this before and still it is hard sometimes, his first meditation retreat, sessions too 

long, explanations of technique too brief and staying silent for days impossible. He 

starts talking to me on the second day.   

 

Despite the pain while sitting, after two days, the mind is often calm. At breakfast I take 

a few nuts and a cup of spicy tea and sit down in the sun, leaning against a pillar of the 

temple, looking at the grass, trees and neatly trimmed bushes in the courtyard. A mild 

cashew in my mouth, I crunch it slowly, then a sip of the tingling tea and crunch again, 

the sun warming my face, I smile, how easy it is, to be content. I notice a mosquito 

writhing on the ground next to me, for a minute or two, legs up, then it’s still, a 

reminder. I know from previous retreats, that afterwards, the calm won’t last, but still 

it’s tempting to think, this time, it’s not going to go away. (Fieldnotes, samatha retreat, 

Northern India, November 2015) 

 

Retreats help practitioners reconnect with the Dharma and deepen their meditation 

practice more than in workaday lives. They are often not easy, especially at the 

beginning, because in the retreat it is not possible to escape from one’s thoughts and 

problems via entertainment or other distractions, especially if the retreat is silent or 

solitary. “The retreat itself for the most part was always hellish, we were supposed to 

practice ten hours a day. And we were only allowed to bring in one book (…) and yeah 

you were just left to stew, we say to stew, yeah those early retreats I stewed a lot. (Will) 

But afterwards practitioners say their practice is on a new level and they are refreshed, 

their motivation for practice is reinvigorated and they relate more positively to 

themselves and are more empathic to others. “Mostly it was just, I have to say tender, I 

felt tenderized by seeing all my stuff and when you settle that down, then you connect 

with other people and see their stuff and all the suffering that’s going on in the world.” 

(Will)  

 

The different level of practice gained in a retreat lasts for some time, usually days or 

weeks, and then dissipates because mindfulness is more difficult to maintain in a busy 
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everyday life. Old habits soon start coming back. You get used to the silence, the city is 

SO loud. I got of a train, waiting at a tram stop, I realize, how old habits are already 

reasserting themselves. Looking at the people around me, I instantly judge their clothes, 

and start thinking about what I am wearing, I feel uncomfortable now, in clothes that 

did not bother me at all before, I should buy new clothes, to look like this guy, or maybe 

that one. The judgments are so swift, for now I can notice them, watch them and let go, 

soon my mind will become more muddled as the retreat fades, I will stop noticing and 

be dragged by my thoughts again, maybe a little less so, than in the past. (Fieldnotes, 

Prague, February 2017) 

 

Some Buddhists, especially beginners in meditation expressed frustration over the 

difficulty of keeping the same level of mindfulness and other positive qualities in daily 

life. A woman who finished her first vipassanā retreat recently, said that at the end of it 

she was more content than ever before and thought that: “From now on my mind would 

always be like this.” However, she soon realised, that this was not the case and felt 

discontent with the state of her mind in daily life. More experienced practitioners often 

felt that retreats they did in the past were benefiting them even many years later, even 

though they were not able to be as mindful or concentrated as in a retreat. They were 

often motivated to do more retreats to deepen their meditation practice.  

 

Work and Lifestyle 

 

Approach to work and lifestyle often changes after converting to Buddhism. Sometimes 

the work can be seen as necessary thing to do, to make enough money to be able to 

practice, at other times Buddhists try to do jobs that they perceive as meaningful, that 

have positive effects socially or environmentally. Peter was influenced by Buddhism to 

pursue a different degree than he originally intended and now works in an NGO. Emily 

quit her former job, became a yoga teacher and went to study masters in social work. 

She thought that changing her life after becoming a Buddhist was a smooth process, a 

natural extension of her Buddhist practice: “It just became part of my life like that yeah, 

but in a very easy way. (…) I didn’t even feel like I needed to adjust my life to fit it in. 

(…) Other people might think that from the outside, that I made a lot of adjustments, 

because I quit the law. I became a yoga teacher, but for me it wasn’t a big adjustment at 
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all. (…) Because I started to really feel deeply, that I could be doing something much 

more meaningful and much more beneficial and it was no longer my legal job.” 

 

For those who do not pursue a job they would find meaningful, or as a part of their 

practice, there can be a conflict between working life and spiritual practice. Will spoke 

about practitioners in Canada in the 1970s, “For most people it was too much to go all 

the way with it for various reasons, lot of people started families and lot of people 

started real jobs, making money, carriers and so that early thrust of intensive practice, 

because you know like myself I would just make enough money and then go practice or 

go to Naropa.” This seems to point to the difficulty of combining serious practice and 

ordinary life in Western society. Buddhist practitioners often do not have nine to five 

jobs, they often work part time or freelance to have sufficient time for practice and 

possibility of going into retreat. Out of me and the interviewees only Peter has a regular 

job and that is in an NGO. For Lucas, who is a creative freelancer, work was a 

hindrance when he became a Buddhist. “At the beginning work was a burden and 

bothered me, (…) if I talk about past couple of years I understand work, well I work less 

than I used to and I understand the work much less as an obstacle.” Now he enjoys his 

work and understands it as a part of his practice, but he works less than before, which is 

also characteristic for Buddhist practitioners. 

 

For the interviewees learning the Dharma and meditation become the activities taking 

up the largest part of their free time. Former hobbies and interest often become less 

important. Lucas used to play musical instruments in his free time, but after he became 

a Buddhist: “There just wasn`t enough time for that and I had to choose what I would 

do. And I have to say I don’t regret it and free time today I want to at least part of it 

dedicate to people around me. I think that is important and I think that the way I treat 

them (…) that I can do something for them. Maintaining a regular practice and 

deepening one’s meditation along with dedicating time to social relationships, 

especially with one’s family, are the things most often mentioned as important, while 

possession of material things is not emphasized. Emily described how the changes in 

her life are results of her Buddhist values and practice: 

 

“I don’t have a strong desire for material things anymore. (…) I try to create more time 

in my life where I can formally practice or spend time with family (…) and create 
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deeper connections with my family. I have chosen to do my masters which I am really 

enjoying and I’m working as a yoga teacher and in a drug and alcohol withdrawal unit. 

But I feel like all those activities have actually come about because of my Dharma 

practice and I feel like my intention of trying to use my life for something more 

meaningful is starting to manifest through those things that I’ve chosen to do.” 

  

Meditation and Mess 

 

Interviewer: And what happens in between the meditation sessions? 

Emily: Oh Yeah, in between it’s messy. (laughs) In between I, gosh, that’s the hardest 

practice, to remember that I am a Dharma practitioner throughout the day. That’s the 

hardest thing, to remember the Dharma (…) I study I work and I do yoga as my 

activities and I do you know everyday activities (…) even though I lead quite a simple 

life, I still find it very hard to remember the Dharma. 

 

The interviewees and other Buddhist practitioners emphasized the importance of regular 

daily practice, without it they could not imagine progressing on the path of meditation 

and managing their everyday lives in the same way as with meditation practice. “So in 

terms of daily situation, there is some chance with daily practice to certainly handling 

your life much better in every way, mindfulness to kindness. Without practice, much less 

chance.” (Will) My experience is the same, when I skipped meditation or cut it very 

short because of a busy schedule, my whole day had a different quality and I felt “lost” 

in everyday activities, that in itself becomes a motivation to keep up the regular 

practice. 

  

Because of the demands of contemporary life, all Buddhist practitioners I spoke to have 

flexible morning practice schedules. The practice usually takes from one to two hours 

and differs a lot in the contents. The most common practice among all practitioner is 

samatha (concentration) meditation usually on one’s breath, often as a short preparation 

for other methods of meditation. For me samatha is the main practice, that, I think, 

automatically changes attitude to consumption “Just Breathing in and out, quietly, 

being content, getting lost in thoughts and coming back again, without anger. Simple 

samatha by itself goes against the urge to consume by providing a sense of contentment 
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that is independent of external stimuli. If practised correctly, it gives us a source of 

inward happiness, that cuts off not only need for excessive material things but excessive 

need for outer confirmation of our identity and values. (root of spiritual materialism) 

For most of us, it only weakens these addictions, because getting far on the path of 

samatha requires sustained and prolonged period in strict retreat. To retain some of the 

concentration we might gain requires a simple lifestyle, difficult to achieve in our 

society. It requires discipline I find hard to maintain with all the things constantly 

available to me in the physical and virtual spaces during my daily life. But even with 

these limitations, I am grateful for it. (Fieldnotes, samatha retreat, January 2017) 

  

Tibetan Buddhists often recite prayers, do prostrations and tantric practices with 

visualization techniques while Theravāda practitioners most often practice vipassanā 

and also cultivate loving kindness. No matter what kind of meditation practice 

Buddhists do, they usually said that there are a lot of differences in quality of their 

practice from one day to another, often because of a demanding schedule or worries 

about everyday issues. “Yeah sometimes I just go through it by rote, you know, 

dadadada, just because I know I don’t have much time.” (Emily) Most practitioners also 

have an evening practice that is usually shorter than morning meditation and often 

involves dedication of merit and thinking about beneficial and non-beneficial things 

done in the past day. 

  

All practitioners put a lot of emphasis on maintaining their practice in between the 

meditation sessions throughout their everyday life and at the same time, as can be seen 

in the first quote of this section, find it difficult to do. Buddhists of all schools try to 

maintain some form of mindfulness and usually have a method of coming back to it 

when they get lost. Lucas described his practice in daily life: 

 

“Mindfulness, being aware in what kind of state you are in, if you are too tight or too 

much in a hurry and if you have unnecessary tensions. I realize that I should maintain 

some sort of detachment or openness, that you should not be completely absorbed by 

things, (…) it is a question of a few seconds or perhaps thirty seconds, you should 

always come back to it. Of course you forget, you get carried away by what you`re 

doing and some emotional distress, but I always try to come back to that.” 
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Because mindfulness is often difficult to maintain in ordinary activities, Buddhists have 

other methods of practicing the Dharma in daily life, Peter practices development of 

loving kindness in formal meditation and then tries to practice it in relationships to 

others and to himself throughout the day. “In your daily life the mind is just so scattered 

sometimes, it is difficult to be mindful, not to get lost a lot, we are all so busy, but loving 

kindness is easier, you can develop that, you know, even in daily life, so I try to focus on 

that.” Another method of practicing Dharma in ordinary activities, employed mostly by 

Tibetan Buddhists due to the popularity of teachings on training the mind (Lamrim) is 

remembering various sayings relating to ethics, impermanence or other aspects of 

Buddhist teachings, that help practitioners to remember the Dharma. “There is a code of 

ethics, you know, in Buddhism we have eight-fold path or there are four reminders (…) 

and there is lots of, you could say, ethical guidelines, reminders to try to be a decent 

person and so that, you know, would help keep me on track.” (Will) 

 

Avoiding the Spiritual Mall 

 

Mountain-like you sat in your chair so still 

On hearing my multi-towered stories 

Of sordid meditation practices 

From Christian to somewhat Buddhist 

An utter embodiment of spiritual materialism 

Embraced by total bewilderment 

You laughed 

(Will, from a poem about meeting his teacher) 

Most Buddhist are aware that a spiritual path can be followed to embellish one’s self, to 

gain esteem, to make life more comfortable and so on. I have heard warnings against 

such approaches from many teachers and read about them in books. They were 

famously named spiritual materialism, by Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche. Openness to 

other Buddhist traditions and pluralism were emphasized by the interviewees, similarly 

to majority of Western Buddhists, (Wallace 2002) but they distanced themselves from 

New Age, that was seen as unserious and superficial and from hopping from one 
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tradition to another. They often asserted their serious commitment. “The basis, because 

I had good teachers that I trusted, was unquestionable (…) I didn’t have the need to go 

in other directions, to look for something else.” (Lucas) Spiritual materialism was seen 

as something all people do to an extent and something all practitioners have to be on 

guard against.  

The interviewees also want to distinguish Buddhism from popularized versions of 

mindfulness, that they saw as beneficial for people who practice them and society at 

large, but from their point of view they do not go deep enough and are seen as too 

secularized and superficial. Another criticism of the mindfulness movement was that it 

lacks ethical dimension and is part of consumerism in the material sense and also in the 

sense of spiritual materialism, or consumption of the self, similarly to New Age. “There 

has been big naïveté that mindfulness would be a key that would unlock the door to 

enlightenment or to happiness and it provided (…) lots of people in I am sure all walks 

of life with some sense of calm and attention which wasn’t there before and that’s 

absolutely magnificent but it was still you could say a scratching of the surface, (…) it’s 

just not, obviously, all the goodies. The Buddhism provides all the goodies if presented 

correctly. (…) Mindfulness became spiritual materialism, mindfulness became part of 

capitalist system.” (Will)  

 

Challenges, Mindfulness and Finding the Balance 

 

“Vipassanā retreat should make me less attached to things and see their passing nature, 

but most of the time, I appreciate things and experiences more, I guess I am not 

advanced enough. I look at the flowers along the path, as I do walking meditation at a 

snail’s pace, to perceive movements of my legs and feet in more detail, one of the 

flowers is orange with red dots, taller than others, it blazes so brightly, I can’t help but 

look admiringly, I should not pay attention to anything but walking, but it is hard, when 

you see things so fresh. I raise my eyes towards the sky, I realize I haven’t looked up for 

days, it is very blue, not like your regular blue sky. How alive everything is. Sometimes 

my anger is alive, because of a small thing a fellow silent companion does, it too blazes 

more brightly than usual and I try not to fight it, sometimes it works, and sometimes it 

doesn’t, everything magnified. I guess that to see the passing nature of things you have 
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to see them first, and without meditation I usually don’t even see.” (Fieldnotes, 

vipassanā retreat, Nepal, October 2016) 

  

For me the biggest impact of Buddhism on everyday life is the possibility to see what is 

happening inside me and outside as well, although I have been significantly influenced 

by values and concepts of Buddhism, without the practical part of meditation and 

mindfulness in daily life, the impacts would be, I think, much more limited. Emily sees 

the application of Dharma in Wester society as challenging, but thinks it is up to her to 

take on the challenge instead of blaming the external environment. “I think the Buddhist 

teachings are universal and if we’re really able to see them with wisdom and really 

apply them, we can apply them in any situation and it’s my own current limitations that 

makes it hard to apply (…) it’s not my external society that’s the problem. It’s me which 

is hopefully little by little going to change. When mind starts to really apply the Dharma 

(…) I think it can be applied anywhere.” 

 

The interviewees saw the influence of Buddhism on their lives, despite the challenges 

discussed above, as overwhelmingly positive. They all appreciated the ability they now 

have to work with their minds and compared it to states before Buddhism “I didn’t even 

know I was dominated by my thoughts.” (Emily) and appreciated the openness to others 

and ability to better deal with struggles of everyday life. “What has changed so much is 

much bigger openness towards people, all people, situations, perception of oneself, life. 

That you perceive much more relatively, or that I perceive more relatively the impacts 

of all events. You really realize the passing nature of all experiences that are pleasant 

or unpleasant that they are passing states and that whether it is good or bad you 

perceive it relatively, it doesn’t bother you so much. That’s the, perhaps biggest, most 

important difference.” 

 

Overall the practitioners emphasized inner transformation as the way to gradually 

change oneself and subsequently, through one’s positive qualities influence, at least to a 

small extent, other people or the society, that was perceived as too materialistic, 

individualistic, etc. “Buddhism can be really beneficial to a lot of people I’m sure, I can 

see that on people practicing it and it can work to like change at least a little bit the 

extremes of our society, like materialism.” (Peter) Lucas also saw the possibility of 

synthesis of Buddhism and life in Western society in transforming oneself and then 
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influencing people he is in contact with, his behaviour and attitudes. “…things that are 

positive or beneficial you get from the Buddhist teaching or your own practice, you can 

share (…) with people who might not be interested in Buddhism, without talking about 

Buddhism at all. Just by your own example and behaviour, some sort of tolerance you 

know, that you influence them and it contributes to something good.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

48 

  

 

Discussion 
 

In this chapter I reflect on what I have learned during the (auto)ethnographic 

exploration and relate the findings to research on Buddhism, spirituality, mindfulness 

and also ideas of Buddhist authors I have discussed in the theoretical part of this paper. 

  

Most Western Buddhists I met during this research were not raised in traditional 

religious families, their background was usually secular and sometimes influenced by 

various Eastern forms of spirituality. This is consistent with past research that shows 

Westerners drawn to Buddhism mostly come from secular families or families 

influenced by non-traditional forms of spirituality. (Wuthnov, Cadge: 2004) The search 

for spirituality that leads to conversion to Buddhism is sometimes caused by a personal 

crisis while for others comes when no such crisis is present, it starts through influence 

of family members or by encountering meditation or Buddhism by chance and being 

drawn to it. Whatever the cause, practically everyone said that they felt dissatisfaction 

with their lives and often the society they lived in, with what it offered in values and 

outlooks on life, and were looking for alternatives.  

     

For myself and some others there was a period of “honeymoon” with Buddhism that 

was compared by some to a romantic fascination and that could sometimes lead to 

devaluing of Western society. After this period some problems often surfaced, 

difficulties with some cultural aspects of Buddhism or feeling out of place among 

people with different views. Complex ritual practices, “bells and whistles” and 

visualizations that are difficult to decode are often problematic for Tibetan Buddhists, 

while Buddhists of other schools have problems with these aspects of Buddhism to a 

lesser extent, probably because Theravāda and Zen have been more Westernized. 

(McMahan 2002) These issues are more common when Buddhism is taught by Asians, 

as Western teachers tend to simplify the ritual practices, visualizations and can explain 

Dharma in ways that are easier to relate to for Westerners. Research of Campbell (2010) 

shows that people can prefer Western teachers for these reasons.  
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Unlike converts to some other religions (Peek 2005) Buddhist I interviewed usually do 

not feel stigmatized or seen negatively by society around them. However, some 

experienced feeling out of place among people with very different values, feeling that 

people close to them have no idea what they were doing and feeling isolated at some 

points in their lives, because they did not have people with similar views around them or 

access to Buddhist teachers. Despite these problems, the interviewees thought that 

Buddhist practice positively influenced their relationships with other people thanks to 

the increased ability for empathy and control over their emotions. 

 

At times when they did not have access to teachers, Buddhist groups or friends, 

Buddhists sometimes struggled to maintain regular practice and found it difficult not to 

“get lost” in the consumer society. The importance of keeping in touch with teachers or 

Buddhist friends and groups was emphasized, and practicing on one’s own was seen as 

very difficult or impossible in the long term. Practitioners often did not have a teacher 

or a group they were affiliated to in the place where they lived and internet was often 

used to listen to their teachers, do guided meditations or do structured meditation 

courses. 

    

All practitioners emphasized importance of meditation retreats. One benefit of retreats 

was that they could prevent getting lost in busy workaday lives, or coming back if one 

already “got lost.” Another perceived benefit was deepening one’s meditation practice 

to an extent unavailable otherwise and subsequent influence of retreats on daily life, 

despite the impossibility of maintaining the same level of mindfulness and other 

positive qualities on the same level as in retreats. 

 

Some understood work as something they need to do in order to have the means and 

time to study and practice the Dharma. Other practitioners tried to find meaning in their 

work and understood it as a part of their practice. For some this meant choosing a career 

that they saw as beneficial for society or changing careers for the same reason. Overall 

importance of social influence of Buddhist teachings and practice was emphasized, 

whether Buddhists changed their professions or not. These choices are in accordance 

with the commonality of engaged Buddhism in the West. (Wallace 2002: 40-42) 
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For the interviewees, similarly to many other Buddhists practitioners (McKenzie 2016: 

167), learning the Dharma and meditation took up a large part of their free time and 

they often abandoned some old hobbies after conversion. Overall, material possessions 

were not emphasized while practicing meditation and spending free time with close 

people, parents and relatives was seen as most important. 

  

The interviewees understood daily meditation practice as crucial and meditated every 

morning and some in the evening as well. They thought that without regular mediation 

it would be more difficult to deal with demands of daily life, that they would not have 

the same amount of kindness for themselves and others and meditation practice itself 

would deteriorate. Practicing throughout the whole day, maintaining mindfulness and 

remembering the Dharma was seen as essential and at the same time Buddhists I spoke 

to found it difficult to do this and had various means to try maintaining the practice or 

coming back to it. From my experience and from reports of other Buddhists, 

mindfulness, samatha (concentration) and other forms of meditation promoted 

contentment and lessened desire for excessive consumption, in accordance with 

research on mindfulness and consumerism. (Brown 2009) (Helm, Subramaniam 2016) 

and claims of Buddhist teachers like Thich Nhat Hanh. 

 

Buddhist practitioners were aware of the possibility of spiritual consumerism, tried to 

avoid it and wanted to distinguish Buddhism from New Age consumption of the self. 

(Reindflesh 2005) They affirmed their commitment in opposition to New Age “spiritual 

shopping” and asserted the seriousness of their endeavour, in accordance with previous 

research, (McKenzie 2016: 169) They also distinguished Buddhism from mindfulness 

as it is now popularly understood. Mindfulness movement was seen as superficial and 

lacking in ethics. Buddhism was understood by some of them as a counterweight to 

excessive individualism, overall their approach to spirituality could not be, I think, 

described in Campbell’s (1983) term as Romantic consumerism. 

 

I, the interviewees and other Buddhists I informally spoke to during the research period 

perceived Buddhism as a positive influence in our lives despite the challenges of 

practicing it in Western society. We did not see living in consumer society and being a 

Buddhist as incompatible like Lorentz (2001) but instead, like most Buddhist authors, as 

challenging, but worthwhile, for ourselves and in small ways for others as well. 
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Conclusion 

  
Motivated by my own experience of the challenges of being a Buddhist in Western 

society I researched daily lives of Buddhists. The fundamental question was concerned 

with the ways Buddhist values and practices interact with consumerism and materialism 

in everyday lives of Buddhist practitioners. This question later branched out into several 

topics that I attempted to cover. First question explored reasons for conversion to 

Buddhism and changes of views of Western society and approach to Buddhism while on 

the Buddhist path. Second question asked whether Western Buddhists see cultural 

aspects of various Asian Buddhist schools as problematic, or accept them without 

difficulty. Third question was concerned with relationships to non-Buddhists and 

feelings of Buddhists about their place among their family, friends and society. Fourth 

question explored working life, spending free time and other aspects of lifestyle of 

Buddhists as well as formal meditation practices and practice throughout their daily 

lives. The final question was whether Buddhist practitioners consume religion as a 

product in the self-help market, as a way to make their lives more comfortable and 

enhance their self-image. With answers to these questions I looked for a clearer picture 

of the ways Buddhists synthesise or balance two often very different worlds in their 

daily lives. 

 

The research was ethnographical, based in the anthropological tradition. I am a Buddhist 

adherent which made my research easier in many ways, from access to Buddhist 

centres, to understanding of people I interviewed, but also inevitably changed my 

approach to the explored field and I tried to reflect on the various influences this 

researcher-practitioner status had throughout the research process. The research took 

place in different environments, Buddhists centres, monasteries, solitary meditation 

retreats and ordinary daily life. I employed various research methods, 

(auto)ethnography, participant observation, informal talk and formal biographical and 

in-depth interviews.  
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People converted to Buddhism for many different reasons but underlying them was, in 

virtually all cases, dissatisfaction with their lives and the values and outlooks on life of 

society they lived in. For many Buddhists there was an initial period of romantic 

fascination with Buddhism followed by maturation and often some difficulties. Many 

practitioners had problems with accepting and understanding some cultural aspects of 

Buddhism, complicated rituals and foreign visualization techniques, even after many 

years of practice. This was more prevalent in Tibetan Buddhism. Western teachers seem 

to have tendency to emphasize these cultural aspects less than Asian teachers and tend 

to adapt Buddhist practices to make them more relatable to Westerners.  

 

Buddhist usually did not feel stigmatized or seen negatively by people around them, but 

sometimes could feel out of place among majority of people who have very different 

values, feel that people close to them had no idea what they were doing and feel isolated 

when they did not have Buddhist teachers or close people with similar views. In spite of 

these potential difficulties, Buddhist thought that their practice positively influenced 

their relationships with other people thanks to the increased ability for empathy and 

control over their emotions. 

 

Work was sometimes seen as something to do in order to have means and time to 

practice Buddhism, or even as an obstacle to practice, but mostly practitioners tried to 

find meaning in their work and understood it as a part of their practice. Some changed 

careers to do something that would be more beneficial for others, in line with their 

Buddhist values. Learning the Dharma and meditating took up a considerable amount of 

free time and some old hobbies were often abandoned after conversion. Devoting time 

to close people was seen as important while material possessions were not emphasized. 

Daily meditation practice was seen as crucial and practitioners meditated regularly 

every day. They thought that without regular mediation it would be difficult to deal with 

problems of daily life. Meditation retreats were important for Buddhists as a way of 

preventing “getting lost” in consumer society and to deepen meditation practice. 

Practicing throughout the whole day, maintaining mindfulness and remembering the 

Dharma were seen as essential and at the same time difficult to do in the busy lives in 

Western society. Buddhists thought that meditation practice promoted concentration, 

kindness and lessened the urge to excessively consume.  
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Buddhist practitioners were aware of the possibility of spiritual consumerism, tried to 

avoid it and wanted to distinguish Buddhism from New Age and mindfulness 

movements that they saw as superficial, consumerist and lacking in ethics. Overall 

social influence of Buddhist teachings and practice was emphasized. Buddhism was 

perceived as a positive influence in their lives despite the challenges of practicing it in 

Western society. Buddhists saw practicing in the middle of consumer culture as 

challenging, but thought the challenge was worth it. 

 

In the West number of Buddhists is steadily growing and Buddhism has had influence 

that far outreaches the number of its adherents and as consumerism more and more 

thoroughly pervades all societies, these two worlds are bound to meet ever more often. 

It is therefore important to understand how they influence one another, which I tried to 

do from an (auto)ethnographic perspective in this thesis. And as some of the Buddhists I 

spoke to pointed out, Buddhist values and practices can potentially soften some 

excesses of consumerism, which can be important in the face of current state of 

environmental crises. 

    

I hope the findings in this paper ring true for Buddhist practitioners and people 

researching the field and bring a little more understanding of interaction of Buddhism 

and consumerism. Due to its scope, this research cannot claim any right to sweeping 

generalisations, but it can perhaps provide a useful glimpse of insight into daily 

experiences, challenges, joys and spiritual lives of Western Buddhists.  
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