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Introduction

hina’s leadership from 2002 onwards have been emphasising the
need to “oppose hegemony” and promote peaceful existence in a
multipolar world. This foreign policy initiative was undertaken
by former Chinese Head of State, Hu Jintao and improvised upon by the current
Chinese Head of State, Xi Jinping. The transition in approach of the last two
preceding Communist regimes (2002-2012 and 2012-2022) in giving shape
to this newly envisioned ambitious foreign policy goal not only captures the
intelligent use of innovative tactical political devices but also underscores the rise
of ‘religion’ in general and ‘Buddhism’ in particular, as an emerging cultural capital
which China is investing in, with the earnest hope of drawing huge political and
economic dividends in the very new future. Given the fact that in the West,
Buddhism as a “world rejecting religion” based upon ascetic renunciation and
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non-economic spirituality is often revoked as a default narrative, and in many
Buddhist cultures, immateriality is promoted as a symbolic ideal of authenticity1,
the use of religion (Buddhism) by the atheist Communist State of China for
gaining economic leverage and geo-political supremacy is a matter of great
intrigue. While substantial independent research has been delving deep into the
study of the complexities of political and economic forces that are in the process
of reshaping the regional order in Asia with China at the centre, less academic
attention has been paid to the study of the complex interaction between the
Chinese Communist State and religion vis-à-vis Buddhism. The research paper
here attempts to portray the intercommunication between religion, Buddhism in
particular, and politics under Communist State-controlled measures in modern
and contemporary China, from moments of complete religious persecution to
occasions of limited religious patronage, and aims to outline the orchestrated
smart manoeuvring by the Chinese leadership of Buddhist ideals, once considered
toxic under Marxist ideology to reap both political and economic profits in the
Asian sub-continent with long-standing global implications.

Perception of Religion against the Chinese Historical
Context
From the Chinese perspective, religion lacks a prescribed definition as
much as it also denies any simplistic and linear explanation. While viewing China
beyond the narrow confines of its socialist communist construct, religion appears
to have always been perceived by the Chinese people throughout their several
millennia of continuous history as an expression of human civilisation and as a
cultural reflection of a particular tradition of a certain people. Spiritually, religion
has been experienced on an individual level as part of a mystical and metaphysical
sojourn. In the Chinese historical context, it therefore, suffices to say that religion
all along has come to be evaluated in its spiritual, cultural and social structural
sense.2 As becomes evident from a series of in-depth and intensive readings of
ancient Chinese philosophical treatises, including the Confucian Classics [Si
1

Jørn Borup, “Prosperous Buddhism, Prosperity Buddhism, and Religious Capital,”
Numen, 65: 2-3, (2018), 256.

2

Zhuo Xinping. “Religious Policy and the Concept of Religion in China”, in Religion
in China, ed. Max Deeg and Bernhard Scheid, (Austrian Academy of Sciences Press,
2015), 51.

BUDDHIST DIPLOMACY AMID ATHEIST COMMUNIST IDEOLOGY

341

Shuand Wu Jing], Daoist Classics [Daode Jing and Zhuangzi], Legalist Classic
[Han Feizi], Mohist Classic [Mozi] and Yin Yang, most of these dating from
around the sixth century BCE, ancient schools of thought in China had placed
predominant importance on the overall, holistic development of the inner virtues
of any and every individual through cultivation of one’s inherent, inborn natural
human tendencies with the prime objective of transforming oneself into an ideal
gentleman (junzi), bearing upon respect for one’s immediate natural surroundings,
and acknowledging the grand union between the self and the cosmos, and finally
help build an ethical society, based upon harmonious human relations. Even in
case of the borrowed philosophical thought system of Buddhism from India, the
inclination of the Chinese masses as well as of the elite population had largely
been with regard to the notions of karma, redemption, retribution, rebirth, and
the mortuary implications, with occasional focus upon the concepts of emptiness.
Therefore, religion throughout the ancient and premodern period of Chinese
history was seen more as the origin and product of intellectual speculation
and its ritualistic application, and thus as a highly complex social and cultural
phenomenon rather than a system abounding in political ideological discourses.
The introduction of the concept of religion, devoid of philosophical
essence into active politics was a later-day phenomenon of the twentieth century
when China was plunged forcibly into a century of national humiliation resulting
from a series of unending military setbacks during wars with European colonial
powers and imperialist Japan. Christianity began to cast negative impression in
the minds of the Chinese masses, having now been seen as an indivisible part of
imperialist aggression and colonisation, while the indigenous Chinese systems of
thought, particularly Confucianism with its feudalistic tendencies, became the
target of severe criticism by the new emerging group of Chinese intelligentsia
during the last years of the Qing dynasty (1840-1912) and the founding years of
the Republic of China (1912-1919). With the introduction of the concepts of
science and democracy under the new Culture Movement of 1915 which soon
after precipitated into the May Fourth Movement of 1919, traditional religious
influence upon Chinese society was seen as having cast irreparable damage to
mass consciousness, given the background of its conservative remnant of the
past. The twentieth-century environment in China gradually began witnessing
religion as becoming interwoven with the problem complexes of political stability,
national unity and continuing social amity. Some intellectual reformers reiterated
that Chinese culture had long been influenced by philosophy, while in contrast
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they regarded religion as rather condescendingly. One of the most distinguished
intellectual representatives of twentieth-century China, Liang Qichao (18731929) even stated, “That which differentiates China from other nations is that we
have no religion.3” In August 1917, Cai Yuanpei (1868-1949) another eminent
reformer and Director of Peking University, published his famous talk entitled,
“Replace Religion with Aesthetic Education”, underscoring that religion had lost
its significance in moral, spiritual and physical education.
The end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century C.E.,
had been a watershed in the history of China. This period in history has also
been viewed by historians as one of the most representative defining moments
of transition between the ‘ancient’ and the ‘modern’, in terms of China’s political
engagement with other European and Asian colonial and imperial powers, and in
matters of its intellectual exchange with western and Russian political theorists,
economists and philosophers. Some of the leading Chinese intellectuals active in
the early twentieth century, such as Hu Shih (1891-1962) who was influenced by
John Dewey and Chen Duxiu (1879-1942) who became the co-founder of the
Chinese Communist Party downplayed the significance of religion in Chinese
society. Hu Shih asserted in the 1920s that “China is a country without religion
and the Chinese are a people who are not bound by religious superstition.4”
Scholars like Fenggang Yang have, however disagreed with this intellectual
stance of the 1920s and 1930s, stating that this was perhaps a blindsight for the
new generation of May Fourth intellectuals, who under the influence of French
Enlightenment and the Russian Bolsheviks, were resorting to iconoclasm as a
means to modernise China5. This intellectual disownment of religion continued
well throughout the twenty-first century. To cite an instance here, the Chinese
General Social Survey (CGSS) which was conducted in 2003, did not include a
single question about religion in the first few waves.

3

ZhuoXinping. “Religious Policy and the Concept of Religion in China”, in Religion
in China,ed. Max Deeg and Bernhard Scheid, (Austrian Academy of Sciences Press,
2015), 53.

4

C. K. Yang, Religion in Chinese Society (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1961).

5

Fenggang Yang, “What about China? Religious Vitality in the Most Secular and
Rapidly Modernizing Society,” Sociology of Religion, Oxford University Press, 75:4,
567.
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With the founding of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1921,
the trend of religion politics began to emerge within the socio-political sphere of
China, and since then, for most Chinese, religious understanding has remained
to be a sensitive topic. In 1922, there was an “Anti-Christian Movement” as well
as an “Anti-religion Movement” launched all over China, especially within the
intellectual circles of Beijing and Shanghai. Many Chinese Communists are
known to have taken part in these theoretical discussions against religion in
general and Christianity in particular, and the mood of resistance was perceptible.
Emphasis upon the need to strictly outline the difference between philosophy
and religion was also growing strong. Since its inception in 1921, the Chinese
Communist Party began to formulate its policies toward religion as part of an
extension of the ongoing new cultural and anti-religion movement. The CCP’s
understanding of religion and its relevance in society was coloured closely by
the party’s political and economic considerations and was deeply influenced by
Marxist Leninist religious theories.

The Politics of Religion under the Communist Party of
China (Post 1949)
After the success of the communist revolution and the coming to power
of the one-party Communist rule, following the founding of the People’s Republic
of China in 1949, a conscious and calculated attempt was made to keep religion
as much far away as possible from the mainstream political, social and cultural
discourse. Religion, both in theory and practice was completely eradicated under
Communist rule. The theme of indoctrination centred around the Communist
dictum that the Chinese people must establish a ‘scientific outlook’ on life with a
firm conviction that only science, technology and Mao Zedong’s thought would
make society progress towards the future beautiful communist society. The
State policy of China towards religion might be assessed by focusing upon three
rather general and broad ideas; (1) religious belief (2) United Front (3) Counterrevolution
(1) Religious Belief: According to Article 88 of the Constitution,
“Citizens of the People’s Republic of China have the freedom of religious belief.”
In accordance with the traditional Marxist tenet, Chinese Communism believes
that religion is an erroneous world-view produced by a believer in response to the
impact of certain external forces (natural/and or social). When these forces shall
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be duly removed through revolutions, education and science, then the cause of
religion shall also be eliminated, but until that point of time, as long as religion
shall exist, the party believes that it should be allowed to stay. An Article of 1963
People’s Daily opined that religion is associated with thought and therefore
pertains to sentiment, to coerce the believer to change his religion would certainly
hit his sentiment, thus possibly alienating him from the party. A quote from Mao
Zedong was also used here to support the argument of the statement,“We cannot
use executive order to stamp out religion, nor can we force people not to believe
in religion. We cannot force people to give up philosophical idealism, nor can we
force people to accept Marxism. Problems pertaining to thought or people’s inner
contradictions can only be solved by democratic methods-discussion, criticism
and persuasive education, they cannot be solved by means of force or pressure.6”
(2) United Front: In 1964, an article entitled, “A Correct Understanding
of Religion and How to Deal with it” appeared in the theoretical journal of the
Communist Party, the Red Flag (Hongqi) in which Mao Zedong was quoted
thus, “Party members may collaborate with certain persons who follow idealism
or even those who are religious believers in order to establish a united front in
order to promote anti-imperialistic and anti-feudalistic political activities. But
they should never agree with the idealistic ideology or the religious doctrines
of these peoples.7” Further, the article cites Mao Zedong as clearly promoting
such alliance for the fulfilment of political intentions; “The alliance between the
party and the religious believers is a political one, its foundation is based upon a
common political end, not a common worldview. If the alliance is based upon a
religious worldview, it is clearly unacceptable to the Marxist-Leninist Party or the
non-believing proletariats.8”
(3) Counter-revolution: As because the party views religion primarily
as a thought-construct, religion is seen identical to belief. According to this
narrow definition, religious activities should include engagement with religious
doctrines or the practice of rituals. It is solely these activities which are protected
under the clause of religious belief. However, on the occasion when activities of
6

Ya Han-chang,“On the Problem of Religion and Superstitions”, Sourcebook on Buddhism
in Mainland China, 1949-1967 (Chung-kuo ta-lufojiao tzu-liao hui pien), Hong Kong:
Union Research Institute, 1968, 65.

7

Yu Hsiang and Liu Chin-wang, “A Correct Understanding of Religion and How to
Deal with it” (Red Flag February 1964), 28.

8

Ibid, p. 24.
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religion transcend these and bear social or political consequences detrimental to
Communism, they can no longer be viewed as religious activities, and should not
be protected under the freedom of religion clause.9

Chinese Communist Interpretation of Buddhism
The Chinese Communist view of religion in general, and Buddhism
in particular, has been rather myopic, biased and prejudiced. It is to be noted
that Communist China harboured quite an element of suspicion and cynicism
towards Buddhism, not so much for its ideology but more so for its elitist
affiliation, though the latter was a misinterpretation of the social, organisational,
and institutional set up of Buddhism by the Chinese Communists owing to lack
of intensive research in the subject area of concern. The Communist historians
believed that the dissemination of Buddhism into the inner most circles of Chinese
society and its propagation amongst the royal house members and bureaucratic
officialdom had contributed to the growing popularity of Buddhism on the
foreign soil of China, and had granted it the status of equality along with the two
other indigenous systems of philosophy, Confucianism and Daoism. Citing from
instances in history, it was argued by the Communist historians that the reason
for the acceptance of Buddhism among the rulers of northern and southern
dynasties (265-587 C.E.) was owing to the fact that certain Buddhist doctrines
such as the endurance of suffering by the Bodhisattvas, promise of future life
in the Western Paradise, served as useful ideological devices to draw away the
oppressed people from the misfortunes of their immediate surroundings in hope
for a better and meaningful afterlife10. According to a few scholars like Lü Cheng,
some of the Mahayana translators of Buddhist sutras had to go to the extent
of oversimplifying the original inner meanings of the Buddhist philosophical
doctrines, having to, at times, create a supposed common identity between the
human mind and Buddha nature in order to win over the unconditional support
and patronage of the Chinese aristocracy. Buddhism was thus wrongly viewed
as being synonymous to elitism, aristocracy, feudalistic attitude. Between the
years 1949 and 1980, the Chinese Communist State under the policy of state
9

David, C. Yu. “Criticism, Discussion, Bibliographical Survey, Buddhism in Communist
China: Demise or Coexistence?” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 39:1, 4861.

10 Kenneth Chen. “Chinese Communist Attitudes towards Buddhism in Chinese
History,” The China Quarterly, 22 (1965), 16-17.
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corporatism aimed to use and control Buddhist monastic institutional order
(Samgha), while lay Buddhism, one that was followed by social communities
and individual adherents of the dharma, was also extremely marginalised.

Buddhist Institutions in China: Survival Strategy amidst
Survival Crisis
Prior to 1949, Buddhist monks in the Republic of China under the
Nationalist Guomindang regime lived off farm rents that they received, donations
granted by individual lay devotees and income derived from religious services.
During the initial years of the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
in 1949 and the coming to power of the one-party Communist rule, Buddhist
monks were seen as exploiters and parasitic dependents upon society. Buddhism
throughout Chinese history is known to have been subjected to several rounds
of patronage and persecution. One of the chief reasons behind much of the
anti-Buddhist sentiment was the non-productive form of labour that stood at
the foundation of individual and institutional Buddhist monastic life. Buddhist
monastic institution or order (samgha) was the first of its kind of asocial, apolitical
organisation in China, and the very Buddhist concepts of renouncing family ties,
denying of social obligations and non-subservience to imperial members which
were core to the governance of these Buddhist monastic institutions ran contrary
to the Chinese indigenous socio-cultural-religious-political norms.
Such conflicts of interest also appeared throughout Chinese imperial
dynastic history. Among the prevalent four principal schools/sects of Buddhism
in China, including the Pure Land school of Buddhism, the Chan school
of Buddhism, the Tiantai school of Buddhism and the Huayan school of
Buddhism, it was the Chan school or sect of Buddhism which managed to chalk
out innovative ways of eradicating the derogatory image of Buddhist monks as
being parasites in society. During the Tang dynasty (618-907 C.E,), the most
eminent of the Buddhist Chan Masters, BaizhangHuaihai (百丈懷海 749-814
CE) introduced a unique form of monastic regulation which, for the first time,
emphasised upon the need to live on the fruits of one’s own labour in the fields.
Based upon this very concept of productive labour, one of the twentieth century
modern China’s most prominent Buddhist reformer, Taixu (太虚1889-1947)
suggested that the Buddhist monastic community should seriously deliberate
upon the concept of ‘agricultural chan’ (nongchan农禪) and develop it further
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into the concept of ‘work/labourchan’ (gong chan工禪).11 The theoretical
framework behind this unique concept of Chan Buddhism was to encourage
the larger population within the Buddhist monastic community, who were less
suited to Buddhist scholastic engagement and therefore could ideally engage in
profitable work for the society, including agricultural, commercial or industrial.
However, much of this remained in theory and was never really put to practice.
Throughout the Republican period of Chinese history (1912-1949)
and with the founding of the PRC in 1949, this biased attitude of perceiving
Chinese Buddhist community as social parasites prevailed, until in about due
course of time it was eventually challenged by the Buddhist leaders of the samgha
who began to make efforts to project their religion as being comparable and
compatible with Communism. In 1950, one of Taixu’s disciples, Juzan (巨贊
1908-1984) and one who was close to the Communist Party gave voice to his
own Master’s vision. Under Juzan’s active intervention, Chan Buddhist practice
came to be combined intimately with the idea of labour, as much as it had been
during BaizhangHuaihai of the Tang dynastic period of history and during
Taixu of the nineteenth century. Juzan’s vision emerged as an effective means of
adapting Buddhism to the communist revolution. Juzan, having been supported
by a minority within the Buddhist elite population, decided to conform to the
Communist revolution’s demands, and proposed to “completely reform the
present Buddhist system through the introduction of productive labour”. The
focus of Chan Buddhist institutions from this time onwards remained to be
the elimination of landlord status (dizhuweizhi地主位置) enjoyed by few of
the privileged elite clergymen, the system of private ownership of the hereditary
monasteries and certain superstitious rites and rituals.12 It was by virtue of
this Buddhist religious submission to the then prevalent communist ideal of
“socialist re-education” (shehuizhuyigaizao社会主义改造), that Buddhism
underwent agrarian reform (tudigaige土地改革) in the early 1950s. Under this
newly formulated policy of the ruling Chinese Communist Party, monks were
expropriated and only a small proportion of the land asset, as decided at the
regional level, was restored to the monasteries. Much of the tracts of land in rural
11 Zhe Ji and Phillip Liddel, “Buddhism and the State: A New Relationship: Increasing
number of believers bring great changes to the monastic economy in China,” China
Perspectives, 55 (2004), 3-4.
12 Juzan, “Yinianlaigongzuo de zibai” (Record of work carried out during the past year),
XiandaiFoxue (Modern Buddhist Studies), 1:2, (1950), 22.

348

The Calcutta Journal of Global Affairs

areas were considered by the state as production units and were subjected to
successive phases of agricultural collectivisation (nongyehezuohua农业合作化)
and then integrated into people’s communes (renmingongshe人民公社).
In a speech delivered in 1960, the President of the Chinese Buddhist
Association, ShirobJaltso, emphatically mentioned that Buddhists have now
discarded their “old negative view of world-denying”, and have adopted the “new
positive view of world-affirming”. Surprisingly, perhaps in order to appease
the party in power, he also admitted that Buddhist institutions have given up
“their inherited mode of parasitic existence and have thoroughly altered their
understanding of their relation to society.13” While acknowledging the difference
between politics and religion, his speech admitted that the difference could
be bridged and conflict could be resolved in the following manner; “If such
differences involve a violation of the party’s policies but are of no consequence
to Buddhism, then Buddhism should side with the party rather than with its
religion, it should give up the Buddhist points of view and obey absolutely the
policy of the party. But if such differences do not involve an interference with the
policy of the party, but are of importance to religion, then Buddhism must follow
its own belief.14” The core Buddhist philosophical doctrine centred around the
general idea of human suffering as the only and absolute truth, which in turn was
interpreted in terms of the continuous and repeated human bondage to the cycles
of rebirth, emanating out of his past immoral deeds (karma), and rooted in the
three poisons; namely greed, anger and delusion. These abovementioned three
poisons were now being viewed by Buddhists in socialist terms, and been dubbed
as the sins or evils of a capitalist society, and the outcome of the practice of private
ownership. In a collectivist society, the origin of these three poisons would have
to be ideally eliminated. Thus, release from the cycles of rebirth was interpreted
as liberation from capitalist trends and tendencies in society. The concept of the
Western Paradise under the Pure Land sect of Chinese Buddhism also came to
be interpreted along Marxist ideological line. In order to transform the earth into
pure land, people must first purify their minds. Although purifying one’s mind
accruing to the Buddhist concept was to eliminate all delusions through

13 Sourcebook, p. 175. ShirobJaltso, the then President of the Chinese Buddhist
Association was an eminent lama from Qinghai Province.
14

Ibid. p. 178.
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Despite repeated, consistent and conscious efforts made by the Buddhist
community, Buddhism as a religion had to endure, perhaps, the highest level of
persecution, if ever, in the history of China during the entire ten-year span of
the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, when it was almost wiped out, most
of the monasteries were destroyed or confiscated by the state, and majority of
monks and nuns were forced to return to secular life. All religions were put to
severe trial during the entire decade period of the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976), including Buddhism. At the hands of the Young
Guards, the “four olds”, namely old ideology, old culture, old customs and old
habits suffered a tragic end. They tore down monasteries and destroyed religious
objects, while open religious activities ceased to exist.
After the 1970s, and more particularly with the end of the Cultural
Revolution, following the death of Chairman Mao Zedong, and the arrest of
the Gang of Four, and the coming to power of Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese
state policy toward religion softened and the Central Committee adopted a
more tolerant stance on religion. While strict regulation of any religion under
the Party apparatus was seen as crucial, prohibiting the practice of any religion
was equally viewed as being counterproductive. During the early decades of the
1980s, religious practice was now permissible, only under conditions that religion
was not to be used as a mask for counterrevolutionary activities or feudalistic
practices. Yet, Buddhism, despite its revival to some extent, was faced public with
disgrace, was subjected to abide by the value system imposed by the government,
and members of the monastic community were forced into “productive labour”.
Interestingly though, within contemporary China’s social circles, the growing
influence of the dharma in the lives of the lay people, and the increased amount of
exchanges between the Buddhist clergy and the lay followers helped to gradually
consolidate the position of Buddhism, and thereby served as an effective antidote
preventing its decline. The survival strategy adopted by Buddhism around
this period once again focused upon “combining chan with agricultural work”,
but this time taking it further up as a slogan, and recognising it as one of the
three excellent traditions of Chinese Buddhism.15 Within the broader ambit of
the said slogan, the term “agricultural work” was further interpreted in a much
15 The other two remarkable traditions being, intellectual study (xueshuyanjiu学术
研究) and international friendly exchange (guojiyouhaojiaoliu国际友好交流). See
zhongguofojiaoxiehuisanshinian中国佛教协会三十年, Thirty Years of the Buddhist
Association of China, Fayin (Voice of the dharma), 6 (1983), 13-21.
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wider sense, while applying it to all such activities that would eventually lead to
the production of goods and services useful to society. On the occasion of the
thirtieth anniversary of the founding of the Buddhist Association of China, the
President of the Association, Zhao Puchu (趙穙初 1907-2000) reiterated the
need to adapt Buddhism to Chinese society and highlighted the essence of the
maxim, ‘A certain day without work is a day without food’ (一日不作，一日
不食). The underlying objective here was to ensure that Buddhism (Buddhist
monastic institutions and their formulated policies) would take an active role in
productive labour to promote the socialist construction drive under Communist
Party leadership. Some scholars are of the opinion that the Buddhist Association
of China had to devise innovative methods of survival post Cultural Revolution
era in order to ease out the unbalanced relation between state and Buddhism.
In most of the cases, the Chinese Communist State refused to acknowledge its
direct responsibility in destroying Buddhism, with having stirred up profound
negative financial implications for all Buddhist monastic institutions, and to have
left the monastic clergy members with no other alternative source of sustenance
than agricultural work as the only means of survival. Further on, to reiterate the
statement that ‘monks were hardworking’ and that ‘Buddhism was useful’ and
to fit into the communist framework of labour ethics, imposed by the State, lest
they be misjudged as leading a parasitic life and creating financial burden upon
society.

Change in Chinese Communist Party’s Attitude towards
Buddhism
The relationship between the Chinese State and the Buddhist religion,
has in the past and still in the present, remains to be extremely complex and ever
changing, marked by ambiguities and conflicts. While on the one hand, under
the one-Party Communist rule in China, the Buddhist monastic community still
faces oppression, strict surveillance and control, on the other hand, the Chinese
Communist Party also engages in rehabilitation of Buddhist monastic community
members, reconstruction and repair of vandalised Buddhist monuments, temples
and pagodas and promotion of Buddhism as a cultural and religious force.
Buddhism in China today is treated with greater tolerance in comparison
to Christianity, which is viewed as a direct import from the west and more so
with Islam, which is viewed with some amount of suspicion, given the Chinese
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Communist State’s conflicting status with the Xinjiang Uyghur population.
With about 100 million followers, 13,000 temples, 200,000 monks and nuns,
and 34 Buddhist schools and colleges, Buddhism has for long been intricately
intertwined with almost every aspect of Han culture, and has emerged as one of
the three major religions of China, gaining equal predominance as much as the
two other indigenous systems of philosophy, namely Confucianism and Daoism.
Buddhism, however, remains under tight political control.
In 1953, the Buddhist Association of China (BAC) was founded as a
national organisation to lead all of the Buddhist monasteries on Chinese soil.
Till date, all decisions related to the regulation of Buddhist religious activities on
mainland China have been monitored and controlled by the Chinese Communist
State through its close supervision and strict surveillance of the said Association.
To cite an instance here, the nomination for the head of any monastery needs
to be submitted for approval to the Religious Affairs Bureau, also termed as the
State Administration of Religious Affairs (SARA). In this context, it also needs
to be borne in mind that while the overall policy of the Chinese Communist
State towards religious institutions is constantly evolving, considerable flexibility
has also been allowed to accommodate the interests of local authorities, and
much of the relation between the Buddhist temple and the local authority.16

The Political Economy of Buddhism in Contemporary
Communist China
Buddhist diplomacy had contributed to informal engagement and
diplomatic rapprochement during the Cold War period. Following the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China, the atheist Communist Party
of China strategically utilised Buddhism to develop cultural exchanges and
religious ties with neighbouring Buddhist-majority countries. Testifying to
the above proposition stands the case of the Singaporean monk, Hong Choon
(1907-1990) who made eight visits to China, where he met national and religious
leaders, and cultivated informal relations between both countries, prior to the

16 See Wu Fei, “Yigesimiao de zhidubianqian” (The Institutional Change of a Temple),
Beijing DaxueYanjiusheng (Peking University Graduate Student Journal), 1 (1998),
28-38.
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official establishment of diplomatic ties of 199017. From the 1990s onwards,
local authorities sought to employ Buddhism as a cultural capital and envisioned
to utilise it for national economic gains by attracting religious investment and
promoting tourism. It is important to understand that the state support granted
for Buddhism emerged only out of vested economic interests, while state control
over Buddhism continued18.
Ever since President Xi Jinping assumed the position of the Chinese
Head of State, the management within the Buddhist Association of China has
been tightened. In 2013, Xi Jinping envisioned to expand China’s Buddhist
diplomacy to the newly conceived Belt and Road Initiative. Communist
China planned the execution of multi-billion-dollar investments in transport
infrastructure and industrial estates with the objective of emerging as a key
player in the process of increasing integration of mainland Southeast Asia.
Political scientists and economists argue that not all of China’s preparation
towards the successful implementation of the BRI initiative rests upon trade and
hard infrastructure, but more closely upon the diplomatically intelligent use of
Buddhism as a cultural force. Gregory V. Raymond in his article presents such
documents which testify to the formulation of government sponsored outreach
to southeast Asia’s Buddhist leaders and communities, especially in Myanmar,
Laos, Cambodia and Thailand.
Despite Chinese Communist Party’s staunch stand on atheism and
prohibition on the open display of religious affiliation, China’s use of Buddhism
as a diplomatic tool to foster a sense of shared values with southeast Asian states,
comes across quite loud and clear19. As a crucial and signature infrastructural
diplomatic move under Chinese Head of State, Xi Jinping, the BRI, formerly
known by the terms, the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime
Silk Road respectively, aims to mark a new phase in its reoriented economic
and political ties with Southeast Asia with the introduction of Buddhism as a
common cultural and ideational thread of shared connectivity.

17

Jack Meng-Tat Chia, Buddhist Diplomacy: Potential for Regional Cohesion. Available
at: https://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/co22046.pdf

18 Zhang Ji and Phillip Liddell, (2004), 2.
19 Gregory, V. Raymond,“Religion as a Tool of Influence,” Contemporary Southeast Asia,
42:3, (2020). 346-371.
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Raymond further views the use of Buddhism by China as a cultural/
religious diplomatic tool within the context of the following three prisms, soft
power, influence operations and world view. First, expanding upon the idea of
soft power as when it was originally conceived of by Joseph Nye, in his 1990
Foreign Policy article to its present interpretation and application in foreign
policy dealings, as a strategic tool that is capable of making any particular
country willingly yield to the [concealed] demands of the other without any
force or coercion, political analysts like Juyan Zhang see quite a bit of specifically
engineered foreign policy in China’s Buddhist reliant BRI vision20.
Second, in the Xi Jinping era, the use of Buddhism in diplomacy is
being seen by some as a type of influence operation, which involve co-opting
individuals, who even though might not be Party members or allies of the
Chinese Communist Party, can represent the CPC’s views in exchange for
status or material benefits. The above mentioned influence operation is arguably
conducted through the United front Work Department (UFWD) which was
formerly founded by Mao Zedong with the purposing of “rallying all of those
who can be rallied”. In 2014, Xi Jinping called the UFWD as a “magic weapon”,
increased its headcount by 40,000 and appointed a member of the Politburo
to run it21. China’s present Buddhist diplomacy activities, including its outreach
to Southeast Asia through the active participation of UFWD, despite the
otherwise serious prohibition against the practice of Buddhism amongst CPC
members only proves its consistency with Vladimir Lenin’s admonition, “to take
advantage of each and every, and even the smallest opportunity of gaining a mass
rally, even though this rally may be temporary, vacillating, unstable, unreliable
and conditional22.” Third, while attempting to comprehend the use of religion
in politics through the prism of shared worldview, Buddhist diplomacy in Xi
Jinping’s China is seen to put forth an alternative to the Westphalian model of
20 Juyan Zhang,“China’s Faith Diplomacy” in Religion and Public Diplomacy, ed. Phillip
Seib (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 75.
21 Anne Mary Brady, Magic Weapons: China’s Political Influence Activities under Xi
Jinping, (Conference Paper presented at “The Corrosion of Democracy under China’s
Global Influence” in Arlington, Virginia, United States, 16-17 September 2017),
available at: https://www.wilson center.org/sites/default/files/ media/documents/
articles/ magic_weapons.pdf.
22 Quoted in Anne-Mary Brady, “On the Correct Use of Terms”, China Brief, 19:9 (2019),
4.
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international relations. An overt sign of this is the Buddhist outreach engagement
of China with its Southeast Asian neighbours, in which the Buddhist world of
the two regions is seen as part of a multi-civilisational regional order.
In 2015, SARA Director, Wang Zuo’an reportedly encouraged temples
and Buddhist groups across China to “follow the direction of the One Belt One
Road Policy” and pursue Buddhist exchanges with different countries. In 2017
BAC President Venerable Master Xuecheng called for Buddhism “to revisit its
cultural mission and shoulder new responsibilities: to inject strength of belief
into the Belt and Road initiative, while imparting the glory of culture.23” In 2019,
Professor ZhuoXinping of China’s leading think tank, the Chinese Academy
of Social Sciences (CASS) underscored the said institution’s active support
for China to use its religions to expand its soft power, and for Buddhism, in
particular to be put in service of BRI.

China, Buddhism and an Emerging Regional Order in
Mainland Southeast Asia
China’s use of Buddhist diplomacy in promoting relations with the
mainland southeast Asian countries, namely, Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia
and Laos predate the BRI initiative. With regard to Thailand, China’s Buddhist
diplomacy centred round the historically significant Buddha’s tooth relic which
was sent from China to Thailand in 2002, when King Bhumibol Adulyadej
was seventy-five years of age. The historical tooth relic remained in Thailand
until 2003 for a total of seventy-six days that reflected the 76th year of King
Bhumibol’s reign. BRI-specific Buddhist diplomacy between China and Thailand
commenced from 2015 onwards, when the Secretary of the Communist Party
in Hainan, Luo Baoming visited Thailand to meet with the Thai foreign and
cultural ministers and promote OBOR. While announcing the establishment of
a Buddhist College, he stated that Hainan would take a leading role in promoting
Buddhist education in close cooperation with Thailand. The Sangha Supreme
Council of Thailand subsequently sent a delegation of nine senior monks on the
occasion of the founding of the Nanhai Buddhist Academy in 2017. Thailand’s
23 Xuecheng, “On the Belt and Road: The Spiritual Footprints of Buddhism and the
Construction of a New World Civilization”(speech given at the “Symposium: Theravada
and Mahayana Buddhism along the Belt and Road,” 29 June 2017), available at: http://
eng.longquanzs.org/xuecheng/writings/76775.htm.
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Mahacula Buddhist University has functioned as the primary point of contact
for BRI-linked Buddhist diplomacy and Theravada-Mahayana dialogue24.
China’s Buddhist diplomacy with Myanmar also dates back to pre-BRI
times, and like in the case with Thailand also centres round Buddha’s tooth relic.
China’s Buddha tooth relic toured Myanmar in 1994 and 1996, when both
China and Myanmar were the midst of credibility crisis in the international
community, following large scale global condemnation for state directed political
repression, the 1989 Tiananmen Square pro-democracy movement and the
retention of power by the State Law and Order Restoration Council after the
1990 election for Myanmar. With the introduction of the BRI initiative, China’s
diplomatic moves based upon core Buddhist values at took off. In 2018, the
Buddhist Association of China (BAC) and Myanmar’s Sangha Maha Nayaka
monks agreed to build a Myanmar China Buddhist centre on more than two
hundred acres of land in Nyapyidaw. Myanmar’s Minister for Religious Affairs,
Thura U Aung Ko welcomed the move and emphasised that it reflected China’s
new generation to learn Buddhist teachings.
China, since in the recent past has also been active in engaging with
senior members of Cambodia’s Buddhist clergy. In 2018, Cambodia’s Supreme
Patriarch, TepVong and the Mahasangharajah of the Dhammayutta Order, Bour
Kry both attended the World Buddhist Forum in Fujian Province. With the
economic goal of BRI at the core, the forum included a session on Buddhism and
the Twenty-first century Maritime Silk Road and was addressed by You Quan,
Head of the United Front Work Department [UFWD].
Speaking of Laos, the BRI-stimulated Buddhist diplomacy was at the
forefront in 2018, when the BAC Vice-President and the Shenzhen-Hongfa
Abbot Yin Shun visited Laos and met with Laotian officials. Leaders of the Laos
Buddhist Association and China’s Nanhai Buddhist College also attended, and
discussed the progress of the 20 Lao monks studying at Nanhai College.

Implications of Buddhism-Centric Regional Diplomacy:
China vis-à-vis Mainland Southeast Asia
Under President Xi Jinping’s ‘Great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’
rhetoric, neighbourhood connectivity in the recent years has emerged as an
24 Gregory V. Raymond, “Religion as a Tool of Influence”, Contemporary Southeast Asia,
42:3, (2020), 355-356.
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integral part of China’s foreign policy25. China’s hegemonic aspirations and
assertive presence in south Asia and southeast Asia, marked by an unprecedented
scale of military modernisation and technological rise, have drawn in increased
scrutiny from political scientists and international relation experts over its
projected intentions. To counter arguments that tend to challenge China’s
legitimacy over its proposed development-infrastructure projects, China is
believed to have re-envisioned norms that would be most suited to reorient its
diplomatic ties with regions in southeast Asia through calculated application of
shared Buddhist values with regions that were historically interconnected. The
smart choice of mainland southeast Asia here grants leverage to Xi Jinping’s
economic and geopolitical ambitions in the region, despite apprehensions of
certain negative social drawbacks such land grabs in the guise of non-payment
of debts. Furthermore, it is to be noted that southeast Asia here strictly confines
itself to the mainland countries of Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos, and
does not include the maritime southeast Asian nations of Phillipines, Indonesia,
Malaysia and Singapore. China shares a certain level of comfort with the former
mainland countries which share non-democratic forms of domestic governance
in comparison to the latter, thus offering possibilities in the near future of
a reframed, reoriented regional order, wherein Buddhism would succeed in
functioning as a shared cultural force in cultivating receptive constituencies for
new forms of cultural community.

Conclusion
The pertinent issue of religious change and the changing role of religion
in China since the modern times in history have always been shunned away both
by the Communist Party in power and the Chinese intellectuals alike, reiterating
religion to be a backward and counterrevolutionary force. And yet, its presence
both overt and covert have always been resonating in society in some form or
the other, otherwise why would there at all be a need to fight it over and over
again? The conviction of the Chinese State that it possesses all the rights and
obligations to control every aspect of individual and social life including religious
belief and practices has been withering away since the late 1990s and the early
25 Xueli and Zheng Yuwen, “A Blueprint for China’s Neighborhood Diplomacy,” available
at:
http://thediplomat.com/2016/03/1-blueprint-for-china’s-neighborhooddiplomacy, accessed June 11, 2022.
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2000s. To add on to this, the orthodox Marxist theory that religion is supposed to
wither away as socialism is established is still far from reality. Interestingly, given
the persistent conflict between the much-debated and controversial presence
of religion as a social force and the political theories of Marxism, Leninism
and Maoism, there was ideally no reason to foresee that Communist China in
order to promote its political ambitions would be employing religion as a soft
power diplomatic tool. While Confucianism as an ancient indigenous Chinese
thought system,despite over a century of communist sponsored persecution,
was employed wisely to spread Chinese culture to all foreign lands far and wide
through the establishment of Confucian Institutes, Buddhism, as yet another
significant Chinese philosophical system is now being tactically used to improve
Communist China’s image which has to a considerable extent in the recent
few decades been tarnished as hegemonic and assertive in the international
community. The underlying root cause behind China’s Buddhism-inspired BRI
initiative has been to unite polities in mainland Southeast Asia under the subtle
guise of China’s much desired role to play the big brother. The once popular
Communist slogan during the Cultural Revolution Era, “God is dead and
religion is gone”, depicting a real Chinese society full of absurdities, promoted
and propagated under the larger-than-life personality cult of Mao Zedong had
actually failed to capture the intellectual effervescence of the late 1990s, where
the focus of discussion was both about Nietzsche, Freud, existentialism as much
as ancient Greek and Indian philosophies. The orthodox Communist ideology
that had once enforced the closing down of Buddhist monasteries, and had led
to large-scale state-driven destruction of Buddhist artefacts and relics, and to the
forceful subjugation of monastic community members to communist cadres, is
today seen propagating the universal principles of Buddhist ideals and applying
Buddhism as a cultural capital in an unprecedented strategic move to win over
economic and political gains in regions rich in Buddhist culture. This, in itself
bears testimony to the proposition that the Chinese Communist Party and the
Chinese Communist State have a well-devised ideological system at the core,
which can, as per requirement, reinterpret its own dictum to the extent that the
latter new version of the dictum might even seem to stand diametrically opposite
to the former. Hence, given this arrangement, Buddhism, the former opium of
the masses has over the recent decades been turned into a magic potion, which
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would lead China into its future dream role of an Asian and eventually global
leader.
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