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• Sir Edward Arnold’s epic poem, ‘The Light of Asia’ 
published in 1879 was a key event in the origins of 
Buddhism in Britain as it introduced an educated 
middle-class Victorian public to the life of the 
Buddha and some key teaching was found in the 
Dhammapada.

• The mysterious Orientalism of Buddhism as an exotic 
rather than Occidental religion helped strengthen 
its appeal; this was enhanced for many by the way 
in which Helena Blavatsky and Henry Steel Olcott 
linked Buddhism as the ancient wisdom to their newly 
formed Theosophical Society.

• A number of academic societies for furthering the 
study of Buddhism were founded at the beginning 
of the 20th century e.g. the Pali Society and the 
Buddhist Society both presided over by the scholar 
and collector of Buddhist manuscripts, Thomas Rhys 
Davids.

• Charles Bennett was one of the first people from Britain to be 
ordained as a bhikku (1901) and he was a notable presence in 
London Buddhist circles until his death in 1923. The Sri Lankan bhikku 
Anagarika Dharmapala became the first Buddhist missionary in 
Britain and he established a vihara in London in 1926.

• The Buddhist Society, based in London was founded in 1924 by 
Christmas Humphreys: it became the major Buddhist organisation in 
Britain in the first half of the 20th century through being a meditation 
centre, sponsoring speakers and publishing literature aimed at 
making Buddhism more accessible to the general public.

• The popularity of Buddhism increased rapidly in Britain from the 
mid-20th century onwards for a number of reasons: decreasing 
popularity of Christianity, the apparently secular nature of Theravada, 
Buddhism seen as an ancient Eastern source of wisdom, tourism and 
travel exposed people to Buddhism, Buddhism seen as being New 
Age Spirituality, increasing interest in meditation and the amount of 
Buddhist material available on the internet.

• Heritage Buddhists are those whose relatives were born in Buddhist 
countries and migrated to Britain. Convert Buddhists refers to ethnically 
European people in Britain who convert to Buddhism.

• The largest Heritage Buddhist group is in Rushmoor, Hampshire – largely 
due to settlement which is part of the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan 
Buddhism.

• Statistics are hard to establish but perhaps there are 80,000 convert 
Buddhists in Britain. There are almost 1000 separate Buddhists groups in 
Britain.

• A good example of convert Buddhists in Britain can be found in the 
Triratna Buddhist Order which combines western elements alongside 
Theravada, Mahayana and Tibetan belief and practice.

• It is a complex picture because some Convert Buddhists are attracted 
to Western forms of Buddhism whilst others might be attracted to 
Theravada, Mahayana and Tibetan groups in Britain.
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‘The Light of Asia did more to encourage an understanding of 
Buddhism in the West than perhaps any other piece of writing in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century.’ (Harris)

‘The history of Buddhism in Britain sits within the context of 
Buddhism’s changing relationship with the West and the gradual 
decline of Christianity.’ (Bluck)

‘Virtually every school of Buddhism is represented online these 
days….There are, in other words, myriad ways in which anyone hoping 
to cultivate an awakened mind can nurture the impulse.’ (House)

‘At a time when different religions were in competition for converts, 
Ashoka urged mutual respect and tolerance. He saw all religious 
traditions as contributing in some way to spiritual development.’ 
(Harvey)

Key arguments/debates

Some focus on British Buddhism being unique in the 
world of Buddhism.
Others focus on the continuity between British 
Buddhism and Buddhist Schools.

Key questions
To what extent can the features which have made 
Buddhism popular in Britain be clearly separated 
and identified?

How far are Convert Buddhists in Britain really 
‘Buddhist’ in the sense recognised by Heritage 
Buddhists?
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