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More than half of the world’s population of today live in areas where Buddhism is or has 
been a predominant cultural factor. Nowadays Buddhism has spread to all parts of the world 
and is also widely represented in Sweden. A deeper knowledge about the large number of 
schools, cultural traditions and different views contained in Buddhism has been inquired of 
in different contexts.  

This booklet presents an overview of Buddhism, its’ history and contents, as a 
complement to other literature on this subject. Buddha’s extensive spiritual heritage is 
presented in a comprehensive description of his life, central parts of his teachings and its 
practical application. There are descriptions on spreading of Buddhism in Asia and the West, 
the different traditions and communities in Sweden, as well as the cooperation within The 
Buddhist Cooperation Council of Sweden. 

By their view of live and in action the Buddhists wish to contribute and share the global 
responsibility for human and animal rights and freedom. This is illustrated by a quotation of 
The Buddha: “As the whole ocean has one and the same taste, the taste of salt, likewise my 
whole doctrine and practice of discipline have one and the same taste: the taste of 
freedom.” 
 
Trudy Fredriksson has been a Buddhist for 40 years and has a practical experience of Theravada, 
Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism. Since 1981 she is a member of the Board of Directors of The 
Tibetan Buddhist Association – Karme Tenpe Gyaltsen. She is also chairwoman of The Buddhist 
Cooperation Council of Sweden. She is a Buddhist Coordinator for spiritual care. Since mid -1980s she 
has been a recourse person in contacts with other religions, institutions and authorities. 
She is a member of the Swedish Commission for Government Support to Faith Communities, The 
Swedish Governments Council for Contacts with Faith Communities and the Swedish Interreligious 
Council. 
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Summary  
Translated by Ekaterina Panova 
 

The historical Buddha lived at about the 5th century BC. His teaching has brought forth a variety of 
philosophical schools, practices and Buddhist communities. The extensive collections of Buddhist 
scriptures present the spirituality in a complete way, on the basis of an experience-based knowledge 
about the complex situations of our existence, as well as methods to understand and deal with them. 
The influence of Buddhism's has varied over the centuries, and according to Harvey (2011:1) more 
than a half of the world 's population today live in areas where Buddhism is or has been a 
predominant cultural factor . 
 

Buddha encouraged a critical examination of his doctrine. He encouraged his successors to further 
develop his teachings for the needs of the future generations. In order to be classified as an 
authentic Buddhist tradition the requirement is, according to Buddha, that the teachings are passed 
on to a disciple by a Buddhist teacher that masters the doctrine and the rules of discipline (Vinaya). 
Seemingly diverse Buddhist schools all share the central concept of “The Three Jewels”: Buddha, 
Dharma and Sangha. 

The concept Buddha “awakening” or “enlightenment” has different meanings. It means to 
accomplish the spiritual or transcendent dimension of one’s existence, which is characterized by 
peace, universal love, compassion and wisdom. The historical Buddha, “The Awakened One”, is the 
benchmark of our time. He talked about other Buddhas before and after him. The word Buddha also 
means everyone’s potential of total freedom, or the seed of “The Buddha nature”. 

Dharma (Dhamma in Pali) is Buddha's gradual teachings on how to develop ones spiritual 
potential through: 

1. A meaningful ethical attitude and conduct. 
2. A spiritual development through the study of scriptures, meditation and / or other 
forms of spiritual practice such as chanting, prayers, rituals, etc. and spiritual 
symbolism in the form of various cultural expressions.  

Sangha is the Buddhist community, especially describing those people, who have reached 
spiritual insight, Bodhisattvas, monks, nuns, masters and other ordained persons. Sangha is also used 
in a broader sense as a community of people who follow the Buddha's path and who work for the 
welfare of all beings and for everyone’s spiritual realization. 

In summary, the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha include psychological, philosophical, practical, 
social and cultural resources provided by the temples and other types of Buddhist organizations. 

For most of the Asian Buddhists’ lay communities, both in Asia and around the world, the 
emphasis is on an ethical lifestyle as well as rituals and ceremonies during holidays and significant life 
events. Those activities inspire to the practitioners feelings of veneration and give inner strength. 
Meditation practices and social engagements are currently on the increase. 

For Asian Buddhists in Western countries the temples are meeting places which support their 
religious experience and a sense of social and cultural belonging. To pass down these aspects to the 
next generation is important for Asian Buddhists in the West. 

Based on the presentations of Buddhism in the West, and to some extent also in Asia, one can 
easily get the impression that Buddhism is only encircling about meditation. However, during his 45 
years of teaching, Buddha has emphasized the practice of ethical conduct as fundamental, also for 
the practice of meditation.  

The majority of Buddhists were laymen and laywomen who did not have enough time to fully 
engage in a spiritual practice and this situation is still valid today. The practice depends on the 
potential and the life situation of every person. The central ideal for all the Buddhist schools is 
Bodhicitta: “bodhi”- awakening, “citta” -heart or mind, which means to develop a wise and 
compassionate attitude, to live with compassion and understanding in relation to humans, animals 
and the environment. 
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The spreading of various Buddhist schools evolved over many centuries. Southern Buddhism 
has about a third of the total number of Buddhists in the world and consists mainly of Theravada 
schools. They emphasize the aim to become an “Arhat”, an Enlightened One.  

Eastern Buddhism is dominated by Mahayana traditions, which emphasize the Bodhisattva 
aspiration aiming to spiritual awakening for the benefit of all beings. Besides of the monastic 
institutions there are various movements for lay Buddhists.  

Northern Buddhism – Vajrayana, also contains Mahayana, with a further development of it. 
Vajrayana emphasizes our ability to transform habitual negative patterns to Bodhicitta (wisdom and 
compassion).  

The spread to the rest of the world began in the mid -1800s through immigration and interest 
in Buddhism by Westerners. The number of Buddhists in the world is estimated to about 300-500 
million and interest for Buddhism increases steadily. The number of Buddhists in Europe including 
Russia, was in 2012 approximately 3,000,000.  

Buddhism and Buddhist meditation has been adapted to different environments in Western 
countries. Various movements in the West are based on Buddhism, but they have without Buddhist 
framework developed their own mindfulness and stress-reducing techniques, and cognitive 
behavioral therapy incorporated in such areas as health care and more. In many of these cases, self-
interest and financial gain plays a role, which is alien to Buddhism. 

In the West the emphasize is on the rational, peaceful aspects of Buddhism as well as 
meditation without ritual and cultural framing, which among other factors may be due to the 
influence of a growing individualism and secularism. However, cultural elements and rituals have 
been introduced everywhere where it has spread, in the East as well as in the West. 

The various external forms of Buddhism share some common interpretation as already 
mentioned earlier in this summary. This is partly why Buddhism has been able to successfully spread 
around the world and to be understood by people with different cultural and religious backgrounds. 
This does not contradict the spirit of Buddhism, but is rather an important part of it. 

Through the encounter between East and West, the global ethical values, such as non-violence, 
social engagement, equality and responsibility for the internal and external environment became 
more clearly emphasized in Buddhism. Buddhism has influenced the world in many ways through this. 
The spread of Buddhism in Sweden followed the same pattern as in Europe around 1900s, affecting 
famous artists and intellectuals, such as Kata Dahlström, the first known Swedish Buddhist. 

The first active Buddhists appeared around 1950s and in the 1970s the spread began, that 
after some time included all main directions. Some initial contacts developed between Asian and 
Western Buddhists at the same time. In 1990s contacts also extended to other world religions and 
various Swedish institutions and authorities. 

In 1993 the Swedish Buddhist Cooperation Council (SBS) was founded. After being disapproved 
for governmental grants in 1990s, the Swedish Buddhist Cooperation Council became eligible for it in 
2005. Buddhism in Sweden has today about 130 well-established associations and newer formal and 
informal groups and networks related to the aforementioned main traditions.  

The Thai groups are in majority among the Southern Buddhists, where also Sri Lankan and 
Burmese groups and Western Vipassana meditation groups are represented. 

Eastern Buddhism is represented by Chinese and Vietnamese Ch'an and Pure Land schools, and 
Japanese Buddhism Zen and Swedish Soka Gakkai International.  

Northern Buddhism is represented by several branches of Tibetan Buddhism. The Japanese 
and Tibetan Buddhist groups have mainly Western practitioners. 

The majority of the groups are represented through the network of the Swedish Buddhist 
Cooperation Council (SBS) and amounts in 2013 to about 90. The total number of more or less active 
Buddhists is approximately 15,000 in year 2012, of which 11,500 are Asian and 3,500 Western 
Buddhists. There are approximately 45 monks, 22 nuns and 40 both ordained and lay teachers in 
Sweden today. 
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The total number of Buddhists of Asian origin in Sweden is according to the Pew Research 
Forum up to 40,000 in year 2012. In addition there are at least 5,000 Western Buddhists according to 
SBS 2012. The total number is about 45,000 people, which is almost 0,5% of the population. 
Compared with previous estimates for 8,000-10,000 (Forest 2001:68) and at least 15,000 to 20,000 
(SBS 1996-12-17) numbers have increased significantly. 

It is difficult to locate the “private religious” Buddhists who only occasionally or never visit any 
temple or other association. Many Buddhists are reluctant to join a group and to register as a 
Buddhist. Statistics from Statistics Sweden ( SCB) in 2012 shows that the total number of people in 
Sweden who were born in countries where Buddhism is present in high or relatively high level is 
104,163. A particularly large and ever growing group represents Thais with 35,554 people, of which 
27,825 are women. 

Because the majority of Buddhists mentioned above do not belong to any temple or Buddhist 
organisation, the consideration should be given to the demographic statistics, as evidenced by 
Jacobsen 2001, among others. The number Western Buddhists should also be higher considering 
Ahlstrands’ survey 2008, which could be estimated to 4% of the (mostly) Swedish residents. The 
growing interest in Buddhism can finally also be indicated by the number of groups, which in 1989 
amounted to 17 (Fredriksson 1989:9-17) and in 2009 to almost 40 (Plank 2012:225). In 2013, through 
this survey, around 130 formal and informal groups have been registered. 

Representatives for various Buddhist organizations state, that they could without any difficulty 
fulfill important functions for their members as well as also benefit other visitors in different ways. 
The Buddhist Cooperation Council of Sweden (SBS) supports in addition the internal and common 
development for the groups that are wishing to participate. SBS is a link to the society and is 
responsible for various projects where members could need support with spiritual care in institutions, 
in emergency situations, among others. 

The majority of the Buddhist leaders emphasize the work for a more secure and less stressed 
society, as an important complement to the efforts of other actors. The following quote by Buddha 
illustrates how Buddhism can contribute to and share the global responsibility for human and animal 
rights and freedom: 

“Just like the whole ocean has one taste, the taste of salt, likewise my whole doctrine and 
practice of discipline have one and the same taste, the taste of freedom.” 
 
 
Links: 
www.sst.a.se 
www.ktg.nu 
www.buddhism-sbs.se 
www.e-b-u.org 
 

http://www.sst.a.se/
http://www.ktg.nu/
http://www.buddhism-sbs.se/
http://www.e-b-u.org/

