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Introduction: What is Buddhist diplomacy?

Jack Meng-Tat Chia

In 2024, the Indian government made a historic loan of relics of the Buddha and his chief disciples, Sariputra and Moggallana, to Thailand. This loan was to commemorate the auspicious occasion of Thai King Maha Vajiralongkorn’s sixth-cycle birthday, or seventy-second birthday, which falls on 28 July, and to mark Makha Bucha Day on 24 February. These relics, classified under the rare ‘AA’ category of Indian antiquities and art treasures, are generally not permitted to be lent for exhibition either within or outside India. Nevertheless, in an unprecedented act, the relics were lent at the ‘special request’ of the Thai government. They were first displayed in Bangkok from 24 February until the first Sunday in March, followed by exhibitions in Chiang Mai, Ubon Ratchathani and Krabi, before being returned to India. According to the Thai Ministry of Culture, this gesture ‘created excitement among Buddhist Thais’, with more than a million Buddhists reportedly flocking to Sanam Luang in Bangkok to pay their respects to the relics. While this act of Buddhist diplomacy has strengthened India–Thailand relations, some critics question whether it can significantly elevate India’s influence in the Lower Mekong Basin.1 The efficacy of such religious and cultural exchanges in advancing broader geopolitical objectives has become a subject of scholarly attention as Asian countries increasingly seek to draw on Buddhism as an instrument of cultural diplomacy and soft power initiatives.

Buddhist diplomacy, though perhaps not known to many, is far from a new phenomenon. Buddhists have considered the Buddha himself as an early diplomat of peace, intervening to resolve tensions and avert wars between neighbouring kingdoms.2 Throughout history, religious and political leaders have utilized Buddhist diplomacy as a means of fostering relations. For instance, during the Tang dynasty (618–907), Buddhist diplomacy facilitated significant diplomatic exchanges and trade relations between China and India.3 Buddha relics were important material objects in political formation, frequently employed in statecraft and diplomacy across the Indian Ocean, particularly in the regions now encompassed by the nation-states of Sri Lanka, Burma/Myanmar and Thailand during the first half of the second millennium ce.4 In mainland Southeast Asia, Buddhist rulers often invoked Buddhist principles and terminology in their communications, particularly during periods of conflict, with monks frequently serving as diplomatic envoys to bolster relations during crises.5 In colonial Sri Lanka, eminent monks such as Hikkaduwe Sumangala (1827–1911) played a crucial role in nurturing diplomatic ties between the island and the royal courts and monastic communities of Southeast Asia.6 Buddhist diplomacy encompasses a broad spectrum of activities. These activities include conflict resolution, as demonstrated by the Buddha’s intervention to avert the invasion of Kapilavastu, as well as the exchange of monks and sacred relics to cultivate favourable diplomatic and trade relations. These historical precedents underscore Buddhist diplomacy as a vital platform for establishing channels of communication and fostering transregional connections.

Buddhist diplomacy was strategically employed for informal engagement, diplomatic rapprochement and clandestine operations during the Cold War period. Following the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the atheist Communist Party of China (Zhongguo gongchandang 中國共產黨, CPC) astutely utilized Buddhism to foster cultural exchanges and religious ties with neighbouring Buddhist-majority countries. The Buddhist Association of China (Zhongguo fojiao xiehui 中國佛教協會, BAC), established in 1953 as the nation’s official supervisory agency for Buddhism, hosted visitors from other East, South, and Southeast Asian countries. This activity was intended as a ‘method of persuasion’, promoting discourses of Buddhist ecumenism and a shared heritage within the Asia-Pacific region.7 During this time, Buddhist leaders from China and Japan capitalized on Buddhism as a shared cultural heritage, engaging in religious exchanges to rebuild relations fractured by the Sino-Japanese War. Formal diplomacy, alongside informal engagement, gradually facilitated the rapprochement between China and Japan in 1972.8 The Chinese government also sought to cultivate cordial relations with Theravāda-majority Buddhist countries, such as Sri Lanka and those in mainland Southeast Asia, during the 1950s and 1960s. It loaned the Buddha tooth relic for a tour in U Nu’s Burma, and subsequently to Sri Lanka, where it was enshrined alongside a second tooth relic at Kandy.9

In contrast, the United States supported Buddhist individuals and institutions as part of a strategy to counter communist influence during the Cold War. The Central Intelligence Agency, for instance, backed the Tibetan independence movement and supported Theravāda Buddhists in mainland Southeast Asia.10 This juxtaposition of approaches underscores the flexibility of Buddhist diplomacy as a tool not only for cultural exchange and rapprochement but also as a mechanism of ideological and geopolitical influence. The use of Buddhism by both global powers during this period illustrates the religion’s potential as a conduit for both soft power and covert operations, emphasizing its dual role in fostering peace and engaging in geopolitical competition.

Buddhism continues to be a vital instrument for diplomatic and soft power strategies in contemporary Asia. India, the Buddha’s historical homeland and home to seven of the eight sites of Buddhist pilgrimage, actively uses Buddhism as a soft power tool for diplomacy and as an attraction to promote tourism.11 In August 2010, the Indian Parliament passed a resolution to reestablish Nalanda University to recover its Buddhist heritage. Singapore’s former foreign minister George Yeo (楊榮文, born 1954), regarded this reestablishment as an important part of the ‘Asian Renaissance’.12 In recent years, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi (born 1950) has relied on India’s Buddhist heritage to draw closer relations with its two neighbouring Buddhist-majority countries – China and Sri Lanka. He has also made deliberate efforts to invoke shared Buddhist history and visit Buddhist temples during his official trips to other countries.13

Concomitantly, several scholars have highlighted China’s increasing use of Buddhism as a tool for public diplomacy, particularly to support its Belt and Road Initiative (yidai yilu 一带一路, BRI). Chinese leader Xi Jinping (習近平, born 1953) supports the promotion of Chinese Buddhism as a form of soft power that he believes will contribute to presenting Chinese culture positively to the world. The Chinese government has sponsored BRI-related Buddhist diplomacy to court Theravāda leaders and communities in mainland Southeast Asia and Sri Lanka. It has also hosted significant international Buddhist conferences, such as the World Buddhist Forum, to attract Buddhist leaders to China in the name of Buddhist ecumenism.14 With an estimated 481 million Buddhists in the Asia-Pacific region, accounting for almost 99 per cent of the global Buddhist population, Buddhism is a significant soft power tool in the region.15 The strategic use of Buddhism in diplomacy is likely to continue shaping international relations in the Asia-Pacific for years to come.

***

A growing number of scholars have examined the increasing influence of religion in international relations, demonstrating how religious factors can profoundly affect human decision-making and global politics. The absence of religion in traditional analyses of international relations has been critiqued, with some arguing that understanding state and organizational actions is incomplete without acknowledging the religious beliefs that may shape individual actors’ decisions.16 Concepts such as ‘religious peacebuilding’ further illustrate the significant potential of religious communities in resolving conflicts.17 However, this expanding body of work, which predominantly centres on monotheistic religions, has often overlooked Buddhism – a tradition frequently perceived as politically inert and thus marginal in diplomatic contexts. This oversight prompts critical inquiries into the broader applicability of existing religious diplomacy frameworks and necessitates a reassessment of Buddhism’s potential contributions to international relations.

William Long, a contributor to this volume, argues in his recent study that a Buddhist approach to international relations could offer a substantive alternative by elucidating how Buddhism’s distinctive philosophical positions – along with its interpretations of reality, human nature and political behaviour – possess the capacity to shape international politics. By exploring Buddhist perspectives within the context of international relations, scholars and practitioners alike may uncover new dimensions of governance, conflict resolution and global exchanges that have been largely overlooked in current assumptions.18 Such an inclusion not only challenges prevailing monotheistic models but also enriches the theoretical and conceptual frameworks of international relations by offering a more comprehensive understanding of the diverse ways in which religious traditions influence global political dynamics.

This volume introduces key figures involved in Buddhist diplomacy in modern Asia, spanning from the early twentieth century to the contemporary era. Each of the twenty-two essays offers an accessible account of individuals, including Buddhist monastics, laity, politicians and royalty, who have played significant roles in shaping the landscape of Buddhist diplomacy. By ‘Buddhist diplomacy’, this book refers to the use of Buddhism as a cultural and political instrument, encompassing the strategic deployment of Buddhist symbols and objects by Buddhists, non-Buddhists and state actors to advance both formal and informal state objectives. The contributors to this volume seek to deepen scholarly understanding of Buddhism’s significant yet often overlooked role in international relations. In doing so, the book aspires to open new avenues for academic inquiry and catalyse further research into the complex interplay between religion and international relations in the modern world.

This book originated from a panel titled ‘Buddha’s Diplomats: Buddhism and Diplomacy in Modern Asia’ at the 2023 Association for Asian Studies annual conference in Boston. The vibrant discussions that ensued highlighted the paucity of research in this area, providing the impetus for this exploratory work. Subsequently, I invited additional contributors and conceived this volume as a collection of essays that demonstrate the diverse motivations and strategies behind the use of Buddhism as a tool by monastics and laity, as well as by politicians and royalty, for both cultural influence and political manoeuvring in the complex landscape of modern Asia. The contributors to this volume represent a diverse range of career trajectories: from graduate students to senior professors based in Asia, Europe and North America, encompassing every stage of academic development. The multidisciplinary nature of the volume is reflected in its contributing authors, who come from fields including anthropology, history, political science, religious studies and sociology. Collectively, these essays underscore the critical need for further scholarly attention to the role of Buddhism in modern diplomacy, laying the groundwork for future research in this burgeoning field.

It is important to note that this volume does not provide a complete picture of Buddhist diplomacy, nor does it represent Buddhist diplomacy in any particular country. Some areas, like China and India, are covered more extensively than others. There are certainly other figures who could have been included in this volume; the individuals featured here are not meant to be an exhaustive list. For example, this book does not include chapters on the Burmese Buddhist diplomat U Thant (ဦးသန့်, 1909–1974), who served as the third Secretary-General of the United Nations, or the Sino-Tibetan diplomat Liu Manqing (劉曼卿, 1906–1941), who was involved in negotiations with the Thirteenth Dalai Lama to help reconcile China and the Tibetan government.19 The omission of these figures is largely due to the difficulty in finding experts who specialize in their contributions to Buddhist diplomacy. This gap highlights the urgent need for further research in this area. Even so, this book, with its wide range of figures involved in Buddhist diplomacy, aims to show how significant and widespread Buddhist diplomacy has been and continues to be.

***

This volume is divided into two parts, each organized in roughly chronological order, enabling readers to trace the evolution of Buddhist diplomacy from the twentieth century to the present. The first part, titled ‘Monastics and Laity’, comprises fifteen chapters that examine the contributions of prominent monastic and lay figures engaged in Buddhist diplomacy. The chapters in Part I demonstrate that some of these individuals, while primarily Buddhist monastics or lay leaders, also held political or diplomatic positions, reflecting the intersection of religious authority and statecraft in the practice of Buddhist diplomacy.

Xiang-Yun Ng’s opening chapter provides a detailed and insightful analysis of Yuanying’s (圓瑛, 1878–1953) role in Buddhist diplomacy during the early years of the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–45). Ng demonstrates how Yuanying and the Buddhist communities with which he was involved responded to the war by organizing a mission to Singapore and Malaya to raise moral, financial and material support for China’s resistance against Japan. Over a period from late 1937 to early 1938, Yuanying’s mission successfully raised substantial funds for the Chinese Buddhist Association’s relief efforts, securing the backing of overseas Chinese businessmen and philanthropists. The success of this mission motivated Yuanying to return to Southeast Asia in September 1938 for further fundraising. During his missions to Southeast Asia, he vividly described the horrors of Japanese bombing in Shanghai, emphasizing the cultivation of moral resistance against Japanese aggression as a key component of his diplomatic efforts. However, his anti-Japanese activities eventually drew the attention and hostility of the Japanese occupiers, leading to his detention by Japanese troops for over a month in 1939 upon his return to China, as punishment for his role as China’s Buddhist diplomat.

The next essay by Tansen Sen explores the role of another monk, Taixu (太虚, 1890–1947), the renowned reformist Chinese monk, and his goodwill mission to South Asia in 1940 amidst the Sino-Japanese War. During the same year, in November and December, Dai Jitao (戴季陶, 1891–1947), a high-ranking Kuomintang (國民黨, KMT) official and lay Buddhist, toured several sacred sites in India and met with leaders of the Indian National Congress (INC). These two visits catalysed Buddhist exchanges between India and China, encompassing various levels and objectives, including pilgrimages and educational visits, often driven by political and geopolitical motives. Sen suggests that Taixu’s goodwill mission was sponsored and orchestrated by the KMT government, under the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek (蔣介石, 1887–1975), to secure financial and logistical support from diasporic communities for the anti-Japanese war effort. Additionally, the KMT sought to enlist support from the leaders of the Indian Freedom Movement for the Allied forces in the Second World War. Consequently, Taixu not only visited significant Buddhist pilgrimage sites in India but also engaged with INC leaders and provided regular updates to the KMT government.

Yoshiko Ashiwa’s chapter centres on the life and work of Nichidatsu Fujii (藤井日達, 1885–1985), a Nichiren Buddhist monk and the spiritual leader of Nipponzan Myōhōji (日本山妙法寺). Nichidatsu played a pivotal role in establishing global nonviolent peace movements, offering spiritual guidance that transcended religious boundaries. A transformative moment in his life occurred in 1931 when he met Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948). Profoundly moved by Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolent resistance, Nichidatsu resolved to dedicate his life to promoting nonviolence. Following the end of the Second Sino-Japanese War, Nichidatsu embarked on a mission to build peace stupas, which he envisioned as lasting symbols of peace. The first such stupa, the Mount Hanaoka Peace Pagoda, was erected in Kumamoto City. The completion of this structure marked a significant turning point in Nichidatsu’s life, after which he devoted the next four decades to global peace activism rooted in Buddhist principles. Nichidatsu resumed his pre-war efforts in India, focusing on the revival of Rajgir, the capital of the ancient Magadha kingdom during the Buddha’s time. His efforts received substantial support from Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, whom Raymond Lam examines in Chapter 16, and who incorporated Nichidatsu’s initiative into a broader government project aimed at developing the region as a cultural and tourist site.

Erik Schicketanz’s essay examines the Japanese Buddhist priest Ōtani Eijun (大谷瑩潤, 1890–1973), a central figure in postwar Sino-Japanese Buddhist relations. Ōtani played an active role in the so-called people’s diplomacy (minkan gaikō 民間外交) during the postwar era, a time when Japan did not have official diplomatic relations with the PRC. After the war, Ōtani became a member of Parliament and was involved in the committee responsible for granting aid to Japanese returnees from China. He also collaborated with the Bureau for the Support of Returnees at the Ministry of Health and Welfare, working to return the remains of deceased Japanese from the mainland and facilitate the repatriation of survivors. Schicketanz points out that Ōtani visited China on at least three occasions with the Japan–China Friendship Association and the Sino-Japanese Society for Buddhist Exchange, which provided him with opportunities to visit Buddhist sites, interact with prominent Chinese monastic and lay leaders, and engage with Chinese Buddhists. During one of his visits, Ōtani presented a ‘pledge against war between China and Japan’ (Nitchū fusen no chikai 日中不戦の誓い), signed by more than 1,500 Japanese Buddhists. Through this act, he helped foster a cooperative effort between Chinese and Japanese Buddhists to work towards preserving world peace. Yet, Otani’s Buddhist diplomacy unfolded against the backdrop of Cold War politics in Japan and was regarded as controversial by some.

The next chapter by Daigengna Duoer examines the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu, Lobsang Pelden Tenpe Dronme (1890–1957), a key figure during Asia’s tumultuous early twentieth century, marked by the decline of the Qing Empire, the rise of the Republican Chinese nation and invasions by imperial powers, including the British and Japanese. A staunch advocate for Republican China’s nationalist policies in Inner Mongolia and Tibet, he served as a lama ambassador, promoting appeasement policies towards these ethnic groups before 1949. After retreating to Taiwan with Chiang Kai-shek and the KMT following the Chinese Civil War, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu became a symbolic figure for the Republic of China’s claims over Mongolian and Tibetan territories lost to the Chinese Communist government. Duoer demonstrates how the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu acted as a Buddhist diplomat representing the KMT, perceived as the ‘authentic’ China, on the international stage during the Cold War and the White Terror years, characterized by heightened anti-Communist sentiments. Additionally, as a member of the mainlander community in Taiwan, he was tasked with embodying and disseminating ‘proper’ Buddhist traditions, reforming local practices influenced by Japanese colonialism within Taiwan’s Buddhist communities.

Weikai Dong explores the life and contributions of Zhao Puchu (趙樸初, 1907–2000), a prominent lay Buddhist leader and founding member of the BAC. In the early years of the PRC, Zhao initiated foreign Buddhist exchanges, laying the groundwork for the extensive Buddhist diplomacy that followed. After the Cultural Revolution, Zhao was elected president of the BAC in 1980 and later became vice chairman of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), serving as both a religious leader and a state representative. Dong suggests that Zhao’s presidency at the BAC was instrumental in shaping China’s Buddhist diplomacy, playing a pivotal role in fostering long-term relationships with the Japanese Buddhist community, particularly after China and Japan established official diplomatic relations in 1972, which led to increased Buddhist exchanges. In the 1980s and 1990s, Zhao expanded his diplomatic efforts to the Korean Peninsula, participating in a rare ‘Sino–North Korean–Japanese’ Buddhist dialogue and organizing a series of ‘Sino–Japanese–South Korean’ Buddhist exchange conferences. Additionally, he conducted Buddhist diplomacy with Southeast Asian countries, including Singapore, Thailand and Cambodia, thereby strengthening relations with neighbouring nations that have significant Buddhist populations.

Jack Meng-Tat Chia’s essay examines the case of Hong Choon (宏船, 1907–1990), a Chinese migrant monk in Singapore, focusing on his eight visits to the PRC between 1982 and 1990. Chia discusses how Buddhist diplomacy emerged as a significant factor in shaping Singapore–China relations throughout the 1980s, following China’s reopening in the late 1970s. As president of the Singapore Buddhist Federation (Xinjiapo fojiao zonghui 新加坡佛教总会), Hong Choon’s missions to the PRC involved interactions with key political and religious figures, including Chinese Vice President Ulanhu (烏蘭夫, 1906–1988), Buddhist leaders Zhao Puchu and the Panchen Lama. In 1985, Hong Choon facilitated a visit by the Singapore Inter-Religious Organisation to China, where they engaged with Vice President Ulanhu. Zhao Puchu later led a BAC delegation to Singapore, marking the first official religious exchange between the BAC and Singapore since 1953. Given Zhao’s status as vice chairman of the CPPCC, the Singaporean government treated him as a state official, arranging meetings with figures like Deputy Prime Minister Ong Teng Cheong (王鼎昌, 1936–2002). Hong Choon’s eight visits to China played a pivotal role in advancing bilateral relations, which culminated in the official establishment of diplomatic ties between Singapore and China in 1990.

In Chapter 8, Bhaswati Sarmah explores Ngawang Lobzang Thupstan Chognor (1918–2003), the Nineteenth Kushok Bakula Rinpoche, often referred to as the ‘Architect of Modern Ladakh’. Although Kushok Bakula was a reluctant politician, he dedicated much of his life to politics, undertaking various initiatives to transform Ladakh. He served in several government roles, including as a member of the National Commission on Minorities, a minister in the Jammu and Kashmir government and a two-term member of Parliament in the Lower House. Additionally, Kushok Bakula was a diplomat, serving as India’s ambassador to Mongolia between 1990 and 2000. Appointed by then prime minister Rajiv Gandhi (1944–1991), he became the first Buddhist monk to hold this position. Sarmah demonstrates how Kushok Bakula played a crucial role in strengthening India–Mongolia bilateral relations. In his efforts to revive Buddhism in Mongolia and Russia, he organized a historic Assembly of Monks and helped secure Indian visas and funding for Mongolian monks to study in Indian Buddhist monasteries. He travelled extensively throughout Mongolia, teaching Buddhism in the countryside and leading empowerment and blessing rituals. His teachings and blessings attracted devotees from rural areas, earning him the title ‘Ambassador Teacher’ (Elchin Bagsh) in Mongolia.

Sanjoy Barua Chowdhury’s essay focuses on the life and contributions of Dharmasen Mahāthēro (1928–2020), a key figure in Theravāda Buddhism in Bangladesh, highlighting his pivotal role in conflict resolution and Buddhist diplomacy. During the communal riots of the 1990s in Unainpūrā and nearby villages, Dharmasen urged villagers to avoid retaliatory violence and quickly engaged Buddhist leaders and government officials to restore order, resulting in lasting peace. His diplomatic efforts were further demonstrated during the 2012 ‘Ramu tragedy’, when extremists attacked Buddhist monasteries in Ramu and Chattogram. Dharmasen, alongside other leaders, sought the intervention of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina (born 1947), leading to increased security and reconstruction efforts, underscoring his ability to influence state actions for religious harmony. Beyond domestic efforts, Dharmasen was active in Buddhist diplomacy across Asia, attending international conferences and promoting peace. He regularly met with the president of Bangladesh on Buddha Purnima, advocating for the safety of the Buddhist community and the preservation of their heritage. His contributions were internationally recognized, including by Indian President A. P. J. Abdul Kalam (1931–2015), who gifted him a sacred Bodhi tree, symbolizing the commitment to peace between India and Bangladesh.

Napakadol Kittisenee’s chapter studies the role of Ajahn Tala Uttama (1910–2006), an ethnic Mon monk, as a ‘bridge builder’ in both literal and figurative senses within Thai–Burmese relations. Ajahn Uttama’s success in conflict resolution was attributed not only to his spiritual influence but also to his diplomatic acumen and his network of monks residing in the jungles bordering Burma. In 1973, he mediated a land dispute in Sankhlaburi, Kanchanaburi province, between the Mon and Karen communities. Ajahn Uttama proposed a peaceful resolution: Mon could expand their farmland by compensating the Karen with 5 per cent of their rice yield. His intervention, rooted in the principle of nonviolence (ahimsa), prevented a potential armed conflict. Ajahn Uttama’s legacy as a mediator and diplomat extended beyond this incident. When the temple in Sankhlaburi had to be relocated in 1984 due to a dam project, he successfully negotiated with authorities to secure land for the displaced Mon population instead of accepting compensation for rebuilding the temple. His efforts culminated in the construction of the Uttama Memorial Bridge, established in 1987 and named in his honour, symbolizing his role in connecting communities. His journey through post-independence Southeast Asia underscores his pivotal role in fostering cross-border Buddhist connections and challenging the colonial divides that were designed to isolate Theravāda Buddhist countries from one another.

The chapter by Sara Ann Swenson turns our attention to Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh (1926–2022), a globally renowned Buddhist leader who gained international prominence in the 1960s as a peace advocate during the Vietnam War and later as a key figure in the global mindfulness movement. Early in his monastic leadership, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh championed what became known as ‘Engaged Buddhism’, challenging French colonial stereotypes that depicted Buddhism as a passive, disengaged and ‘otherworldly’ religion. Instead, he asserted that Buddhist teachings and practices are deeply entrenched and relevant in society. This concept of Engaged Buddhism was eventually adopted by international communities and scholars to describe Buddhist movements that seek to influence politics, civil society and public life in various modern contexts. During the Vietnam War, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh was sponsored by the Fellowship of Reconciliation to embark on a speaking tour across the United States, Australia, Europe and Asia, where he connected with influential Christian leaders, including Martin Luther King Jr. (1929–1968), who supported his calls for a ceasefire. After facing backlash from the South Vietnamese government, he was granted asylum in France, where he founded Plum Village, continued his peace advocacy and promoted mindfulness practice in highly modernized, secular societies. Through his teachings and global engagements, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh promoted a form of Buddhism that transcends traditional boundaries between the secular and the sacred.

In Chapter 12, Jens Reinke explores the role of Hsing Yun (星雲, 1927–2023), the founder of Fo Guang Shan (佛光山), as a significant figure in Buddhist diplomacy. Hsing Yun’s ambitious mission to globalize Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism was deeply intertwined with his vision of a socially engaged Buddhism that addressed contemporary societal issues. Over his extensive and impactful religious career, Hsing Yun cultivated strong ties with both political and economic elites, a process that began during Taiwan’s martial law period when he established close connections with the ruling KMT. As Taiwan transitioned to democracy, Hsing Yun adeptly navigated the evolving political landscape, building relationships not only with the KMT but also with leaders from other political factions. Hsing Yun’s influence extended far beyond Asia, as he actively sought to engage with the Chinese diaspora and non-Chinese audiences through a variety of initiatives, including youth programs and cultural education. Despite his inclusive and cosmopolitan outreach, Hsing Yun maintained a firm political stance. He identified strongly with mainland China, opposed Taiwanese independence and was actively engaged in cross-strait relations, demonstrating his deep commitment to both his religious and political principles.

Jed Forman’s chapter centres on the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso (born 1935), widely regarded as the most prominent Buddhist leader globally. He explores how the Dalai Lama has demonstrated diplomatic skill and pragmatic flexibility, adapting his strategies to shifting geopolitical landscapes. Initially, this strategy included armed resistance against Chinese forces, supported by the CIA. However, as military options dwindled, the Dalai Lama pursued other avenues to advance his cause, particularly focusing on the Tibetan diaspora in India. Upon his arrival in India, he worked to establish institutional support for Tibetans in exile, founding the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts to preserve cultural heritage and the Tibetan Children’s Village to educate young Tibetans. Balancing the needs of resettled Tibetans with global engagement, the Dalai Lama amassed soft power by capitalizing on international interest in Tibetan Buddhism. This coincided with the rise of Western academic scholarship on Tibetan Buddhism, supported by the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives. To make Tibetan Buddhism more accessible to Western rationality, the Dalai Lama has been open to adjusting certain Buddhist beliefs. He has frequently been positioned as the pivotal figure, balancing competing tensions, most notably between Chinese authorities and the Tibetan people – many of whom remain in Tibet, holding steadfast faith in their exiled spiritual leader.

The next chapter by David Wank discusses Chinese Buddhist monk Yinshun (印順, born 1974), a prominent figure in the PRC who aligns his promotion of Chinese Buddhism with the CPC’s ideology. Since 2015, Yinshun has advocated for ‘South China Sea Buddhism’ (Nanhai fojiao 南海佛教), framing it as a cultural counterpart to China’s economic and geopolitical interests in the BRI. The South China Sea Buddhism Roundtable and others projects, initiated by Yinshun, support the BRI, the global infrastructure project launched by Xi Jinping in 2013, whom Chien-peng Chung discusses in great detail in Chapter 21. Yinshun’s speeches and writings, steeped in CPC’s ideology, have significantly influenced state policies towards Buddhism. He proposed leveraging Buddhism to advance the BRI through his essay ‘South China Sea Buddhism and South China Sea Strategy’ (‘Nanhai fojiao he Nanhai zhanlüe’ 南海佛教和南海戰略). He envisioned ‘South China Sea Buddhism’ as encompassing countries where Buddhism is deeply embedded in the culture: China, mainland and maritime Southeast Asia, as well as Sri Lanka. He claimed that these nations lie along ancient maritime trade routes that introduced Buddhism to China over two millennia ago, leading to its interaction with Chinese culture and the development of Chinese Buddhism.

While most of the Buddhist diplomats discussed in Part I are eminent Buddhist leaders, Sisi Wang’s final chapter introduces Fei Yechao (費業朝, born 1956), a ‘grassroots Buddhist diplomat’. The chapter focuses on Fei, an English teacher who transitioned into the roles of interpreter and tour guide, exemplifying how grassroots Buddhist figures have shaped China’s image abroad, particularly among religious organizations and devotees. Fei began his career teaching English at various educational levels, but with China’ s reform, open-door policy and the reconstruction of Buddhist sacred sites, a need emerged for English-speaking hosts at Mount Jiuhua (Jiuhua shan 九華山), a significant Buddhist pilgrimage site. In 1990, he became a full-time religious tour guide and later ascended to general manager of Mount Jiuhua’s China International Travel Agency and China Travel Agency, roles he held until 2007. In 1999, Fei expanded his career by delivering lectures on Chinese Buddhism during nine-day educational cruises between Nanjing and Chongqing, organized by Viking River Cruises. Over thirteen years, he fostered a positive image of China and addressed questions about its political and religious landscape among foreign tourists. Fei’s efforts as a ‘grassroots diplomat’ did not go unnoticed; Li Zhaoxing (李肇星, born 1940), former minister of foreign affairs of China, praised him for achieving what official diplomatic channels could not.

Part II of the volume, titled ‘Politicians and Royalty’, consists of seven chapters that explore the roles of political leaders and royalty in utilizing and promoting Buddhism within diplomatic practices. While some of these figures are Buddhists, others are not, yet all have contributed to the intersection of religion and international relations in their diplomatic engagements. These chapters collectively reveal how both Buddhist and non-Buddhist leaders have strategically leveraged Buddhism as a tool for soft power, advancing diplomatic objectives and shaping international relations through religious diplomacy.

In Chapter 16, Raymond Lam examines Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964), the first prime minister of India, who was notably drawn to Buddhism and sought to integrate it into postcolonial India’s ‘poetics of power’. Lam’s chapter demonstrates how Nehru sought to use India’s Buddhist heritage to bolster its influence in postcolonial Asia. Nehru hints at his relationship with Buddhism as a non-Buddhist statesman, defending India’s interests while involving the monastics. He viewed Buddhism’s rejection of the caste system as a factor that allowed Indian regions to engage more freely in trade and diplomacy with non-Indic cultures, observing that a caste-bound society could not participate in foreign trade or external ventures. Nehru’s connection to Buddhism was sincere and personal, characterized by clarity and coherence. Like other Indian intellectuals, he admired King Ashoka, viewing him as a historical reflection of the ideals of independent India. One of Nehru’s most intriguing initiatives was his effort to consolidate India’s border regions, such as Ladakh and Assam, through state-sponsored celebrations of religious events. These took place in urban centres and ancient sites where the historical Buddha had resided. For Nehru, Buddhism was a ‘pacifying, Indo-centric force’ that could connect India with Asia. However, his foreign policy, especially with China, drew criticism domestically and abroad. Nehru was accused of naivety in underestimating Chinese reactions to India’s reception of the Dalai Lama and Mao Zedong’s military readiness.

In the following essay, William Long examines King Jigme Singye Wangchuck (born 1955), who ascended Bhutan’s Golden Throne as the Fourth Dragon King at the age of 17, becoming the world’s youngest monarch at the time. After taking the throne in 1972, he dedicated himself to transforming Bhutan from a hereditary absolute monarchy into a democratic and constitutional system. Inspired by Buddhist principles, Wangchuck believed that good governance in the modern era could not be achieved by an absolutist regime but required full citizen participation. While his political reforms were significant, his most profound contribution lay in his unique Buddhist-based development philosophy. To foster a national identity that blended Bhutanese culture with Buddhist values amid modernization, he introduced the Gross National Happiness (GNH) strategy in the early 1980s as the guiding principle for all government policies. His foreign policy was generally cautious, reflecting Bhutan’s strategic position as a small nation, and emphasized humility, conciliation and pragmatism in line with Buddhist teachings. Beyond promoting GNH as Bhutan’s national ideology, Wangchuck led the country into a new era of Buddhist diplomacy. His leadership enhanced Bhutan’s sovereignty, preserved its cultural heritage, maintained its special relationship with India and expanded its bilateral and multilateral diplomatic relations.

Darryl Kangfu Lim’s chapter shifts focus to George Yeo, Singapore’s minister for foreign affairs from 2004 to 2011. Although Yeo, guided by Confucian values and Taoist philosophy, and as a practicing Catholic, is not a Buddhist, he utilized Buddhist diplomacy. He leveraged Buddhist narratives and objects to achieve secular diplomatic goals, particularly by fostering greater peace and stability in Asia through the re-establishment of a secular Nalanda University. Lim suggests that Yeo’s role as a non-Buddhist politician in this initiative can be likened to an arborist nurturing a Bodhi tree – a non-Buddhist figure tending to a tree sacred to Buddhists. This invites reflection on how Buddhist diplomacy can manifest when a secular state like Singapore engages Buddhist narratives and material culture for cultural diplomacy. The chapter demonstrates how the Nalanda project constitutes Buddhist diplomacy, given its secular purpose of fostering peace and stability in Asia. Yeo’s actions represent Buddhist cultural diplomacy rather than faith-based diplomacy. His vision of Nalanda as a symbol of an ‘Asian Renaissance’ sought to rediscover a shared Asian past, which, through Buddhist heritage, would promote a cooperative future. For Yeo, Singapore stood to benefit from improved relations between India and China, illustrating how Buddhist narratives can be employed for cultural diplomacy and peacebuilding.

Ruizhong Choo’s study of Maha Chakri Sirindhorn (born 1955) highlights the significant role of Thai royalty in advancing Buddhism and engaging in Buddhist diplomacy. Princess Sirindhorn’s involvement in temple restorations has bolstered her standing among Thailand’s Theravāda Buddhist-majority population. Her participation in religious activities, including painting temple doors and offering robes to monks during the annual Kathina ceremony, further solidifies her position as a key patron of Buddhism. By supporting Buddhist institutions, she reinforces the long-standing ties between the Thai monarchy and the Buddhist sangha, reaffirming her religious influence. Sirindhorn’s Buddhist diplomacy also extends internationally. In 1985, she visited Singapore for the opening of a pagoda at Wat Ananda Metyarama, strengthening bilateral ties between the two countries. Her visit in 1981 to the PRC, the first by a Thai royal, marked a turning point in Sino-Thai relations, as Buddhism emerged as a cultural bridge amidst China’s relaxed religious policies. During her 2014 visit to Shanxi, she toured prominent Buddhist sites such as the Hanging Temple and Huayan Temple, emphasizing her role in fostering religious and cultural exchanges. Choo, however, highlights the lack of religiously symbolic actions during her visits to China as a manifestation of cultural, rather than explicitly religious, diplomacy with the Communist state. These efforts have built trust between Thai and Chinese Buddhist institutions, paving the way for broader state collaborations, including the BRI.

In Chapter 20, David Geary explores how Narendra Modi, who has served as India’s prime minister since 2014, has incorporated Buddhism and its heritage into India’s foreign policy. This approach emphasizes India’s cultural and historical connections while also utilizing the humanistic principles of Buddhism to promote international cooperation and elevate India’s global standing, particularly with Buddhist-majority nations in Asia. Geary points out that Modi’s hometown, Vadnagar in Gujarat, has long been a key centre of culture, trade and education. Moreover, it holds deep ties to Buddhist history, notably through the visit of the seventh-century Chinese Buddhist scholar–pilgrim Xuanzang, which likely played a role in shaping Modi’s appreciation for India’s Buddhist legacy. Since assuming office, Modi has launched initiatives in four key areas: infrastructure development, international Buddhist conferences, bilateral engagements and cultural exchanges, and symbolic diplomatic actions. The chapter suggests that Modi’s emphasis on Buddhist heritage functions as a spiritual and civilizational tool, advancing both India’s domestic interests and international diplomacy. This strategic focus on Buddhism, combined with India’s claim to the Buddhist holy sites, is seen as a core aspect of foreign policy, aimed at building cultural connections, boosting tourism, and reinforcing diplomatic ties with countries that share a Buddhist tradition, particularly in balancing China’s growing regional influence.

Chien-peng Chung’s chapter examines China’s Buddhist diplomacy under Xi Jinping, who has served as general secretary of the CPC since 2012 and president of the PRC since 2013. Xi’s administration has strategically incorporated Buddhist diplomacy into the BRI, utilizing it to foster a favourable global environment for China’s expanding influence. Chung contends that Xi is the most significant figure in promoting Buddhism within and beyond China since the post-Mao era. Before Xi came to power, there were already exchanges among Buddhist scholars, monks, temples and monasteries in China and their foreign counterparts, particularly in the Mahāyāna tradition. This tradition is widely practiced among Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese, Vietnamese, Malaysian and Singaporean Buddhists. However, Xi has taken these interactions further by embedding Buddhist diplomacy into China’s foreign policy framework. He has assumed a personal role in promoting Chinese Buddhism internationally, which his administration has termed the ‘spiritual pillar’ of the BRI, complementing the initiative’s economic objectives. Xi’s leadership has revitalized Buddhist practices within China while adapting them to modern needs and international contexts. By positioning China as a protector and promoter of Buddhism, Xi seeks to enhance China’s soft power on the global stage. His policies aim to foster a greater awareness of Buddhism worldwide, positioning the faith as a key element of Chinese culture while furthering China’s efforts to project its influence globally.

Tabita Rosendal concludes the volume with a study of Ranil Wickremesinghe (born 1949), a prominent political figure who served as Sri Lanka’s prime minister on six occasions and its ninth president from 2022 to 2024. Wickremesinghe’s political career has been marked by active engagement with Buddhism, the dominant religion of approximately 71 per cent of Sri Lanka’s population, primarily among the Sinhalese majority. His ability to navigate the complex interplay between Sinhalese Buddhist ethno-religious nationalism and the needs of other ethnic and religious communities has been central to his political strategy. On the international stage, Wickremesinghe has integrated Buddhist diplomacy into Sri Lanka’s foreign policy, particularly within the framework of the country’s non-alignment stance. Rosendal suggests that his diplomatic strategy, encapsulated in the maxim ‘friends with all, enemy to none’, is reminiscent of the Buddha’s Middle Path, seeking to balance relations between competing global powers. Through the promotion of Buddhist exchanges, Wickremesinghe has strengthened bilateral relations and sought economic assistance from key Buddhist-majority nations, such as China, India and Japan. Despite the divergent interests of these nations, Wickremesinghe and Sri Lankan leaders have strategically leveraged Buddhism as a diplomatic tool for international engagement.

The contributors invite readers to engage with this volume as both a guide and a resource for understanding Buddhist diplomacy in modern Asia. By exploring key figures and their diplomatic efforts, the volume highlights the intricate ways in which Buddhism has been used as a tool for cultural and political negotiation. It aims not only to deepen our understanding of the strategic use of Buddhist ideas, heritage and objects in international relations but also to pave the way for future studies on the evolving relationship between religion and diplomacy in Asia and beyond.
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1Yuanying: Seeking alliance across the South China Sea

Xiang-Yun Ng

Born in Gutian county in Fujian province, Venerable Yuanying (圓瑛, 1878–1953) was a charismatic and well-respected master of Chan Buddhism in Republican China. In the early twentieth century, he strove to implement reforms that would enable Chinese Buddhism to prove its relevance in a modern China. Today, Yuanying is recognized for his contributions to Chinese Buddhism and the Chinese nation in areas such as education, the founding of Buddhist associations and his abbacy at various temples. Here, we explore a lesser-known side of this Chinese Buddhist leader, namely, his role in diplomacy during the Second Sino-Japanese War (1937–45).

In October 1937, a few months after the Lugou Bridge Incident that marked the official outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese War, the Ministry of the Interior received a message signed off by Venerable Yuanying and other members of the Chinese Buddhist Association (Zhongguo fojiao hui 中國佛教會, CBA).1 As a young organization, the CBA had been established in 1929 largely as a reaction to threats of confiscation of Buddhist property by the Kuomintang (KMT) government.2 In the message, the CBA noted that a lack of funds was hindering its war relief efforts. It requested for the ministry’s approval for a delegation led by Yuanying, the CBA’s chairperson, to travel to Nanyang (南洋) for fundraising.3 It was not an extraordinary request. Yuanying had been part of a ‘South China Sea Buddhism’ network and possessed ties to Chinese monastics, temples and laypersons based in maritime Southeast Asia.4 Prior to the war, he had already journeyed south, where he partook in a range of activities. For example, Yuanying visited Singapore in 1923 to give dharma lectures at the Kong Meng San Phor Kark See Monastery (Guangmingshan pujue chansi 光明山普覺禪寺) at the invitation of Venerable Zhuandao (轉道, 1872–1943). Tapping into his transregional connections to appeal for overseas wartime aid would not have been a difficult task.

The Ministry of the Interior attended to the message promptly. A week later, the Office of Ritual Customs – the office under the ministry which handled affairs related to Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, Confucianism and other religions in the Nationalist bureaucratic arrangement – approved the proposal for Yuanying to travel abroad. Simultaneously, the office requested for more details in accordance with the CBA Disaster Area Rescue Team’s (Zhongguo fojiao hui zaiqu jiuhu tuan 中國佛教會災區救護團) Charter. It stipulated that the CBA duly report the amount raised as well as make public its fundraising records.5 Indeed, at a time when Chinese Buddhists were hard-pressed to contribute to the needs of their nation when China found itself embroiled in war, the CBA had actively engaged in relief work, organizing sangha rescue teams and rescue centres. We can assume that things proceeded smoothly, as a delegation led by Yuanying departed for Hong Kong, Singapore, Penang, Malacca and Klang around mid-November 1937. Yuanying stepped into the shoes of a Buddhist diplomat, as he brought attention to happenings in wartime China and cultivated goodwill with his overseas audiences. Interestingly, as we shall see in the following, an examination of newspaper reports from Singapore and Malaya divulges a connection to the KMT that had shaped Yuanying’s reception abroad.

On 17 November 1937, Yuanying arrived in Singapore and was welcomed by representatives from the Buddhist Lodge (Fojiao jushi lin 佛教居士林). As recorded by Venerable Mingyang (明暘, 1916–2002), Yuanying’s disciple who had been part of the delegation, Yuanying stayed in Singapore until early December. While in Singapore, Yuanying was invited to conduct dharma assemblies and talks at various temples, where he emphasized the need to resist Japanese aggression and save the Chinese nation. He had the chance to speak at the Singapore Chamber of Commerce (Xinjiapo zhonghua zongshang hui 新加坡中華總商會), where he called on the Chinese to respond to the national calamity back home. There, he proposed the formation of a ‘Singapore Committee for Fundraising for Chinese Buddhist Rescue Teams’ (Zhonghua fojiao jiuhu tuan Xinjiapo mujuan weiyuan hui 中華佛教救護團新加坡募捐委員會).6 In addition, according to Mingyang’s recollection, Yuanying had managed to gain the support of Tan Kah Kee (陳嘉庚, 1874–1961), a prominent Chinese businessman and community leader in Southeast Asia, during their time in Singapore.7 Yuanying’s successful outreach to overseas Chinese leaders such as Tan helped greatly in his fundraising activities. Drawing on his business networks in Southeast Asia, Tan connected Yuanying to overseas Chinese associations located elsewhere. For example, Tan wrote to the Chairman of the Hokkien Clan Association in Ipoh to introduce Yuanying and the CBA Disaster Area Rescue Team.8

Subsequently, Yuanying proceeded to Kuala Lumpur and obtained the backing of brothers Aw Boon Haw (胡文虎, 1882–1954) and Aw Boon Par (胡文豹, 1888–1944), both of whom were influential overseas Chinese entrepreneurs and philanthropists as well as devout Buddhists. He then travelled to Klang and Penang. On 28 March 1938, Yuanying was asked to succeed Venerable Benzhong (本忠, 1866–1936) as the abbot of the Kek Lok Si Temple in Penang, an overseas branch of the Drum Mountain Yongquan Monastery. He was received by a large crowd at the Kek Lok Si Temple. A reporter for the Nanyang Siang Pau (南洋商報) wrote that hundreds of monks, vegetarian nuns, lay devotees and other guests gathered to welcome Yuanying.9 Like in Singapore, he continued his war resistance efforts in Penang. He stayed on in Nanyang till June 1938, when he returned to China with Mingyang at the request of the CBA.10

Overall, Yuanying’s trip to Nanyang that lasted over six months succeeded in garnering sizable support for anti-Japanese resistance activities from the overseas Chinese. On 9 April 1938, the Chinese Ministry of the Interior received a copy of a letter sent by Aw Boon Haw. In the letter, Aw relayed the amount of funds raised for Buddhist war relief efforts in China. He indicated that together with figures like Lim Kim Tian (林金殿, 1879–1944), the overseas Chinese had formed the ‘Singapore Overseas Chinese Committee to Aid the Chinese Buddhist Association Disaster Area Rescue Team’ (Xinjiapo huaqiao xiezhu Zhongguo fojiao hui zaiqu jiuhu tuan mujuan weiyuan hui 新加坡華僑協助中國佛教會災區救護團募款委員會).11 Roughly a month later, the CBA submitted a trip report with a breakdown of funds raised in Nanyang to the Ministry.12 It reported to the Ministry that a sum of 32,400 yuan had been raised. The amount was distributed to a list of organizations, including the Shanghai International Relief Committee (Shanghai guoji jiuji hui 上海國際救濟會), the Buddhist Hospital (Fojiao yiyuan 佛教醫院) and the Committee for Elderly and Disabled Refugees (Laoren canfei nanmin jiuji weiyuan hui 老人殘障難民救濟委員會).13

Thus far, information on Yuanying’s travels has mainly been gleaned from Chinese governmental records from the Nationalist period and Mingyang’s edited hagiography of Yuanying. Yet, it is through the written words of reporters stationed across Singapore and Malaya that we are able to get a richer picture of Yuanying’s trip. To illustrate this, we uncover that Yuanying had spoken up about the destruction that China had suffered at the hands of the Japanese. Reporters wrote about the sombre and anguished tone in which Yuanying had delivered some of his talks on the wartime situation and how touched they felt as audiences.14 We learn that in Kuala Lumpur, Yuanying had described the horrors of Japanese bombing in Shanghai. We read that in 1938 twenty-two photos of the Hankou Sangha rescue team were to be circulated to the ‘Singapore Overseas Chinese Committee to Aid the Chinese Buddhist Association Disaster Area Rescue Team’.15 The cultivation of moral support against Japanese aggression figured in no small part in Yuanying’s diplomacy.

Now, what of the link between Yuanying’s delegation and the KMT and Nationalist Government alluded to previously? Surveys of Chinese Buddhism that have touched on Yuanying’s wartime contributions commented on Yuanying’s possession of letters from Lin Sen (林森, 1868–1943), Chairman of the Nationalist Government from 1931 to 1943 and a notable Buddhist, during his trip to Southeast Asia in 1937.16 However, the possibility of Lin’s involvement and the casting of Yuanying’s trip as a KMT-backed mission has been dismissed in scholarship, given that there is no mention of Lin in relevant publications produced in mainland China, including Yuanying’s hagiography crafted by Mingyang.17 This chapter suggests that an examination of local newspapers from Singapore and Malaya lends credence to Lin’s connection to Yuanying’s journey to the region.

Whether they reported on the sympathy extended to Yuanying’s fundraising cause or invitations for Yuanying to speak at local Buddhist institutions, many newspaper articles from Singapore and Malaysia covering Yuanying’s delegation relayed that the Buddhist leader had arrived in Nanyang with handwritten letters from Lin.18 Furthermore, indications of support from Lin, and therefore, the KMT, for Yuanying’s trip were not confined to newspaper reports. Messages from figures like Aw Boon Haw and Tan Kah Kee introducing Yuanying to other overseas Chinese leaders in Malaysia, often reproduced in the press, also referred to letters from Chairman Lin.19 Significantly, these letters may not have been the only hint of Yuanying’s connection to Lin and the KMT. On 21 December 1937, a letter from Yuanying to Lin was published in Nanyang Siang Pau, where Lin was apparently updated on Yuanying’s progress in amassing support for China’s wartime needs.20

These historical traces, coupled with the records of the CBA’s correspondence with the KMT’s Ministry of the Interior, gesture to an undertaking from the KMT to more openly support Buddhist anti-Japanese resistance. On the surface, it would hardly seem surprising that Lin, a Buddhist himself, might have backed Buddhist war efforts so publicly. Nevertheless, one should take note of the hostile outlook that Chinese Buddhists faced in the early twentieth century, especially during the first few years of the Nanjing decade. The Nationalist regime had launched a large-scale social engineering project that attempted to separate life into distinct spheres of political, religious, social and economic activity apace with China’s advancement towards modernity. Then, despite his own religious affiliation, Lin, along with other Buddhist KMT officials, had not overtly supported Buddhist reforms. In line with the Nationalist’s narrow view of religion, these officials prioritized the public elevation of science over religion. Arguably, it was only in the 1930s that Lin and other KMT government officials grew increasingly open to professing their religious beliefs.21 National crises and setbacks to the KMT’s political legitimacy, including the pressures of Japanese invasion, spurred them to reconsider the benefits of religion and ritual for China.

There were other signs, too, pointing to the framing of Yuanying as a Buddhist leader with close ties to the KMT and the Nationalist Government. While Yuanying was still in Southeast Asia in May 1938, it was reported locally that Yuanying had responded to Song Meiling’s (宋美齡, 1898–2003) call for donations to support fifty child refugees.22 Addressed in the headlines as Madame Chiang, Song was the wife of Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek (蔣介石, 1887–1975). In the following month, it was reported that Song had sent a telegraph message to Yuanying to thank him for his donation of 3,000 yuan.23 The appearance of Song in the story of Yuanying’s wartime journey is not insignificant. Leading up to and during the war, there had been Japanese claims that Chinese Buddhism had become empty or corrupt in a non-Buddhist led China. It is highly probable that Chiang and Song’s religious identifications as Christians provided fodder to Japanese propagandists. Publicly recognizing and expressing gratitude for the wartime contributions of an eminent Buddhist leader currently on a fundraising mission to Southeast Asia would have been an excellent opportunity for Song to impress upon audiences within and outside of China that Chinese Buddhism remained respected by China’s leaders. Just over a year later, Chiang would endorse a diplomatic delegation headed by Venerable Taixu (太虚, 1890–1947) that had as its explicit aim the dissemination of anti-Japanese war propaganda and countering of Japanese allegations on the state of Buddhism in China. Taixu’s goodwill mission to Burma, Ceylon, India, Malaya and Singapore, which set off with considerably more fanfare, lasted from November 1939 to April 1940.

To conclude, this essay offers a glimpse into Yuanying’s participation in Buddhist diplomacy in the initial years of the Second Sino-Japanese War. It shows that in the face of funding constraints in China, Yuanying and the Buddhist circles within which he operated responded by organizing a mission abroad to Singapore and Malaya, where they raised moral, financial and material support for China’s cause against Japan. Over six to seven months, the mission successfully raised a considerable sum of funds for the CBA’s relief work and secured the sympathies of overseas Chinese businessmen and philanthropists. In fact, the success of the trip could have prompted Yuanying to set sail for Nanyang again in September 1938, when he launched the ‘Save the Nation with a Dollar’ (Yiyuanqian jiu guonan yundong 一元錢救國難運動) movement. Unfortunately, Yuanying’s involvement in anti-Japanese activities would eventually get him into trouble with the Japanese in China. He was detained for over a month by Japanese troops in 1939, an event that reminds us of the risks Chinese Buddhists undertook in participating in war efforts.

Finally, how might Yuanying’s mission inform our contemporary understanding of Chinese Buddhist diplomacy? Existing scholarship has picked up on the co-option of Chinese Buddhism into Chinese diplomacy under the watchful eye of the Communist Party of China from the 1950s till the present. Still, far less attention has been given to earlier instances of Buddhist diplomacy under the auspices of the KMT. Possibly, this neglect can be attributed to the relatively sparse mention of the KMT or the Nationalist Government in Buddhist publications. Perhaps then, an effort to uncover the extent to which Buddhist diplomacy factored into the KMT’s strategies can reveal to us the continuities that stretched across both Nationalist and Communist rule when it came to the management of Chinese Buddhism and foreign policy.
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2Taixu: A goodwill mission to India

 Tansen Sen

The year 1940 was an important year for Sino-Indian Buddhist exchanges. In a period of anti-imperialism, Buddhism offered the possibility of reconnecting the two regions which had historic links and exchanges as a model for a new Asia, based on the developing sense of Asianism. It was within this context that two leading Buddhists from China visited India in 1940. During the early part of the year, Taixu (太虛, 1890–1947), the famous Chinese reformist monk, led a Goodwill Mission to South Asia; and in November–December of the same year, a high-ranking Kuomintang official and a lay Buddhist named Dai Jitao (戴季陶, 1891–1947) toured several sacred sites in India and met the leaders of the Indian National Congress (INC). These two visits triggered Buddhist interactions between India and China that took place at multiple levels and with diverse objectives, such as pilgrimages and education visits, often with political motives and geopolitical concerns.

The revival of Buddhist interactions had been part of the wider effort by intellectuals and politicians in India and China to propagate a sense of Asian unity and solidarity during the early twentieth century.1 They believed that the revival of a pre-colonial ‘brotherly affinity’ between India and China brought about by the spread of Buddhism would not only help reinvigorate past exchanges but also result in the creation of a harmonious world.2 Taixu and Dai tried to implement the above goals of pan-Asianism by promoting cultural and educational interactions between India and China, in addition to jointly addressing the threat of Japanese imperialism and making Buddhism relevant in the chaotic world in which they lived. Taixu, in particular, was deeply involved in reviving Buddhism in China through reform, resulting in the creation of ‘human-life Buddhism’ (rensheng fojiao 人生佛教), which has now become known as the school of ‘humanistic Buddhism’ (renjian fojiao 人間佛教).

Taixu was born as Lü Peilin (呂沛林) to a poor family in the southeastern Zhejiang Province. His father, a bricklayer, died when he was one year old. Brought up by his mother, Taixu was educated at home by his uncle and grandmother. Due to poor health, he was unable to work as a teenager and, perhaps realizing that he would be a burden to the family, became a monk at the age of fifteen. As a monk, Taixu not only engaged in meditation and the recitation of Buddhist texts, but was also an avid reader of works by Chinese and foreign intellectuals.3 Within a few years, Taixu became acquainted with Buddhist monks who sought to reform Chinese monastic institutions and advocated modern education for the clergy. By the time the Qing empire collapsed in 1911, Taixu had found his way into Nanjing, the capital of the newly established Republic of China, where he started making his mark as one of the leading ‘revolutionary’ monks in the country while still in his early twenties.

Throughout the phases of turmoil during the late Qing and Republican periods, Buddhist institutions and monks had to confront their own tribulations. Similar to previous periods in Chinese history, some in the late Qing dynasty administration harassed and suppressed Buddhist monasteries.4 The Taiping Rebellion (1850–64) also resulted in the destruction of several Buddhist temples and monasteries. Matters did not improve during the Republican period, even though Taixu often gave credit to the Kuomintang government for protecting Buddhism.

For the remaining years of his life, Taixu devoted most of his energy trying to rectify the shortcomings of the Buddhist community in China he had identified and recommended the steps that had to be taken.5 Taixu proposed a rigorous curriculum and the restructuring of the Sangha to address the need for proper education for monks. Taixu’s criticism of the Chinese Buddhist monks for their ignorance about the affairs of the country became more relevant following the Japanese invasion. Xue Yu has cited several examples to demonstrate how Taixu and other revolutionary monks argued that the Buddhist clergy in China needed to participate in the anti-Japanese war by joining the army and protecting the state.6 Taixu also believed that the Buddhist community should contribute to China’s diplomatic relations with foreign polities. These points may have been the reasons why he was drafted by the Kuomintang government to undertake the ‘Goodwill Mission’ to Burma, India and Ceylon. The delegation was to visit these three ‘Buddhist’ countries to inform the local political leaders about China’s struggle against the Japanese colonizers and to isolate the Japanese Buddhist community, who were perceived as military collaborators. This was Taixu’s opportunity to assert his patriotism and put into practice some of the ideas that he had been expounding with regard to creating a socially and politically engaged Buddhism.

By the ninth or tenth century, the Buddhist clergy in China had dissociated themselves from the doctrines formulated in South Asia. This divergence was made all the more apparent by the growing perception in China of a decline of Buddhism in India, coupled with the association of Tantrism with the doctrinal decay of Buddhism, which emphasized the need for the Chinese clergy to pursue their own Buddhist philosophical traditions and practices. However, these developments did not mean that Buddhism declined in India and China subsequently; rather, they became part of a segmented Buddhist world which had multiple centres, each with its own distinctive doctrinal emphasis, networks of connections and spheres of influence.7

With the destruction of Buddhist monastic institutions in northern India in the fourteenth century, cross-regional contacts between Buddhists became negligible. Yet, from the late eighteenth century onwards, three new trends of Buddhist interactions between India and China started emerging. First, the spread of the Chinese diasporic community to South Asia resulted in the introduction of Chinese Buddhist beliefs, images and temples into India. Before Taixu’s visit, however, there seems to have been limited contact between the Indian and Chinese Buddhist communities, especially due to the lack of common philosophical discourse resulting from doctrinal divergence.

Second, discourse on the collapse of India to the British colonizers began to occur among leading Chinese intellectuals during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The pacifism of Buddhism was singled out as one of the main causes for India becoming a ‘failed’ (wangguo 亡國) or ‘enslaved country’ (nüliguo 奴隶國). Several Chinese intellectuals, in fact, argued that Buddhism was ‘not only useless but harmful to the nation’.8 To counter this, some Chinese monks pointed to Japan and started insisting that India’s collapse was instead because of the ‘abandonment of Buddhism, which had made India lose its national identity and spirit’.9 They also strongly felt that China could play an important role in reintroducing Buddhism to India and saving it from colonial rule.

Third, the advocates of Asianism, starting from the first decade of the twentieth century, used the links that Buddhism had forged between various regions of Asia during the earlier times as a model. Liang Qichao (梁啟超, 1873–1929) strongly advocated a return to the earlier phase of Sino-Indian cultural contacts based on Buddhism, which was a view shared by Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941). It was Liang who hosted Tagore when the Nobel laureate visited China in 1924.

Closely connected to the ideals of Asianism were the efforts of Buddhist monks in East and South Asia to create a united Buddhist world. The Ceylonese Anagarika Dharmapala (1864–1933) travelled to Japan and China, and eventually established Bodh Gaya in Bihar as the centre of the Buddhist world. The Maha Bodhi Society, which Dharmapala founded in Colombo in 1891, became the leading international organization engaged in the Buddhist revival movements.10 Taixu himself became intimately involved in trying to build ‘a tightly linked global Buddhist culture’, speaking at the inaugural conference of the World Buddhist Federation, an organization that he had founded in China, as well as attending the East Asian Buddhist Conference in Tokyo.11

Thus, in view of these trends, Taixu’s mission was not simply a religious pilgrimage or one that intended to unify the Buddhist communities of India and China, but it was also intimately related to contemporary political concerns and an attempt by the Chinese Buddhists to demonstrate their relevance to the modern world.

In 1893, Dharmapala visited China and was hosted by Yang Wenhui (楊文會, 1837–1911), the future teacher of Taixu. This visit resulted in a close association between the Maha Bodhi Society and members of the Chinese Buddhist community; Taixu became a member of the Society in 1928 and, subsequently, a life member and patron. Due to these past connections, Taixu’s Goodwill Mission to India featured prominently in The Maha-Bodhi: The Journal of the Maha-Bodhi Society, including a message from Taixu to the Chinese Buddhist overseas communities in the countries he would be visiting for cooperation in China’s struggle for independence.12 

Taixu’s mission was, in fact, sponsored and instigated by the Kuomintang government to garner financial and logistical support from the diasporic communities for the anti-Japanese war. Furthermore, the Kuomintang government, and particularly Chiang Kai-shek, desperately wanted the leaders of the Indian Freedom Movement to support the Allied forces in the Second World War. Thus, in addition to visiting various Buddhist pilgrimage sites in India, Taixu made it a point to also meet with the leaders of the INC and supplied frequent updates to the Kuomintang government.

On 17 October 1939, Taixu sent a letter to his disciple, Tan Yunshan (譚雲山, 1898–1983), himself a key figure in Sino-Indian cultural and political interactions, informing him about his forthcoming visits to Burma and India. Tan had become a key link between the Kuomintang and the INC through his connections with Chiang Kai-shek and his close relationship with Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964), whom Raymond Lam discusses in Chapter 16.13 Tan accompanied Taixu throughout his trip in India and also went with him to Ceylon; Taixu’s itinerary may have been arranged by Tan, who was involved in organizing anti-Japanese propaganda activities in China. It is also possible that Tan was the one who instigated the visit in the first place, urged by Tagore to disseminate ‘true news about the Sino-Japanese conflict’.14

On 6 December 1939, Taixu and his entourage reached Rangoon in Burma through the Yunnan–Burma land road. He stayed in Burma for little over a month during which time he held several consultative meetings with the Kuomintang representatives there. One Kuomintang representative expressed his hope that Taixu’s trip would unify the Buddhist communities of India and Burma against the Japanese monks who had collaborated with the army. Without mentioning the role of Japanese monks, Taixu responded by noting that the Buddhist community would do its utmost to bring ‘world peace’.15

On the morning of 9 January 1940, Taixu’s delegation boarded a ship at Rangoon to travel to Calcutta. After three days of sailing, Taixu arrived to a warm welcome by the Chinese overseas community. Taixu was told that Nehru, Mahatma Gandhi and Subhas Chandra Bose had sent welcome messages to the Chinese – Buddhist delegation through Tan Yunshan. During his forty-three-day stay in India, Taixu travelled to several cities and Buddhist pilgrimage sites, delivered lectures at key institutions, and had discussions with the political and Buddhist leaders of India. The delegation finally departed for Ceylon on 23 February to continue its mission.

One of the first things that the delegation noticed upon its arrival in Calcutta was the dearth of Buddhist monks and monuments, considering this as clear evidence of the demise of Buddhism in India. The themes associated with Buddhism in China, its revival in India, the re-establishment of cultural interactions between India and China and the anti-Japanese war were the main elements of Taixu’s first speech in India.16 Taixu also credited the nationalist government in China with protecting and supporting Buddhism, a point he made several times during this Kuomintang-sponsored mission.

The idea of establishing a branch of the Chinese Buddhist Association in India was fully supported by Taixu. He suggested that the establishment of such an organization could jointly work with Ceylonese and Burmese Buddhist organizations in India and other Indian Buddhist associations to improve the standing and image of Buddhism in the world.17

In his lecture at the Maha Bodhi Society in Calcutta on the following day, Taixu noted that even though Buddhism in India was no longer flourishing as before, he believed that ‘India will soon become the center of world Buddhism’. Thereafter, he attended several other receptions in Calcutta hosted by local organizations and held meetings with leading members of the society.

Taixu reached Benares on 29 January; the following day, he and other members of the mission visited Sarnath, where he suggested the establishment of a committee to work towards the restoration of sacred Buddhist sites in India. On the same day, Taixu decided to become a life member of the Maha Bodhi Society and promised to ‘continue to co-operate with the Society in its work for the resuscitation of Buddhism in India’.18 On the morning of 31 January, Nehru went to Sarnath to welcome the Chinese Mission. Nehru and Taixu had a two-hour-long meeting during which the Buddhist monk stressed the fact that the Chinese did not have adequate knowledge of contemporary India. Taixu told Nehru that he hoped some cultural aspects of modern India could be transmitted to China and, at the same time, that Chinese Mahāyāna teachings could be translated and reintroduced to India. He sought Nehru’s support for the revival of Buddhist pilgrimage sites in India and the establishment of an international Buddhist university, pointing out that these ventures were closely linked to future collaboration among the Buddhist countries of Asia. Nehru responded by noting that the INC had, in fact, taken up the issue of reviving Buddhist pilgrimage sites before the resignation of their members from the government. There were also legal issues related to the ownership of property that had to be sorted out at some of the pilgrimage sites. With regard to the idea of an international Buddhist university, Nehru said that funds had to be raised before establishing such an institution.19 Following the meeting, Nehru and Taixu travelled together to Benares to attend the Ashoka Day celebrations, where speeches were made to emphasize the friendly relations between India and China in the past and the need to strengthen them in the present.

Nostalgia for the ancient Buddhist links between India and China and the prospect of reviving them through the visit of Taixu were apparent as the delegation toured various Buddhist sites. Comparisons between Taixu’s mission and the pilgrimage of Xuanzang (600?–664) in the seventh century were frequently drawn in welcome speeches and newspaper reports. Taixu’s journey through India was remarkably similar to that of Xuanzang in one aspect – Taixu not only visited sacred Buddhist sites but also had audiences with important Indian political leaders such as Nehru, Bose and Gandhi. Both Xuanzang and Taixu seem to have successfully accomplished their political pilgrimages and returned to China to promote Buddhist interactions between India and China.

On his way back to China, Taixu delivered a lecture in Singapore where he summed up the social, cultural and political aims and accomplishments of the Goodwill Mission that he had led. Indeed, the Goodwill Mission had significantly advanced many of the objectives that Taixu was personally advocating in China: making Buddhism relevant to contemporary domestic and international politics; creating an opportunity for Chinese Buddhist monks to receive in-depth education on various societies and cultures; and uniting the Buddhist communities in Asia. Each of these aspects continued to make progress after Taixu’s return to China.

Less than nine months after the departure of the Taixu-led Goodwill Mission, Dai Jitao arrived in India. Dai had been a key supporter of cultural interactions between India and China since at least the early 1930s. In fact, throughout the 1930s and 1940s, Dai helped find financial support for Sino-Indian educational and Buddhist exchanges.20 He also made personal donations to various Buddhist institutions and organizations in India, including the Maha Bodhi Society. Moreover, he played an important role in promoting political relations between the Kuomintang and the INC. Like Taixu’s visit, Dai’s trip to India had dual purposes: first, to publicize the Chinese struggle against Japanese military expansion; second, to encourage Buddhist exchanges between India and China.

Dai Jitao was enthusiastically received by Indian Buddhist organizations, the intellectual community and members of the INC. He could not, however, meet Nehru who had been imprisoned by the British government. Even then, Nehru issued a statement from prison for the INC and other organizations to cordially receive Dai; he also entrusted Dai with a letter for Madame Chiang Kai-shek.21

Dai Jitao’s mission cemented China’s relations with the Maha Bodhi Society and also paved the way for Chiang Kai-shek’s visit to India in 1942. In fact, after Taixu and Dai Jitao’s visits, Chinese monks, visitors, diplomatic representatives and, in particular, Tan Yunshan became intimately involved with the activities of the Maha Bodhi Society. They frequently donated money to the Society, presided over various ceremonies and contributed articles to The Maha-Bodhi. In 1947, for instance, a few months before his death, Taixu informed Ven. N. Jinaratana, the Secretary of the Maha Bodhi Society, that on his request, Chiang had agreed to donate the equivalent of Rs. 10,000 towards the building of an International Cultural Religious Centre on the premises of the Maha Bodhi headquarters in Calcutta. Recognizing his contribution, the Maha Bodhi Society decided to place a memorial tablet in honour of Taixu in its new annex building called the ‘China Block’. The ‘foundation-laying ceremony’ took place six months after the death of Taixu, who was memorialized by the Maha Bodhi Society with several essays, including an obituary, dedicated to his life and contribution in its May–June 1947 issue of The Maha-Bodhi.

For his part, Tan Yunshan continued to support Taixu’s international mission by bringing several of his disciples to India. They seem to have been initially influenced by a speech that Taixu delivered at the celebrations marking the ‘India Day’ in China on 17 March 1942. Taixu outlined the ancient Buddhist links between the two regions, pointed to the exchanges between their contemporary political leaders, argued for the need to promote a deeper understanding between the two peoples, and expressed his hope that after attaining independence, the two countries would contribute to the betterment of the world together.22

To conclude, Taixu’s Goodwill Mission to India in 1940 was an important event in the modern history of Sino-Indian interactions. Taixu correctly noted that there was a hiatus in the exchanges between the two regions, especially between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. Mutual knowledge and understanding declined significantly during these two centuries. Taixu’s trip to India helped revive the Buddhist links between the two countries. Many of his disciples were directly or indirectly responsible for fostering these links – they were following Taixu’s larger mission, trying to make Buddhism a socially and politically engaged religion. Indeed, in a vastly changed world where India and China were both occupied by imperial powers, Taixu had successfully presented Buddhism as a key factor in fostering Sino-Indian relations and collaboration. These exchanges, which not only involved the Buddhist communities but also the lay scholars and political leaders of the two countries, continued even after 1949, when the People’s Republic of China was established.
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3Nichidatsu Fujii: Bringing world peace through the Lotus Sutra

Yoshiko Ashiwa

How many people know the name Nichidatsu Fujii (藤井日達, 1885–1985)? Even those unfamiliar with his name have likely come across the large white stupas known as ‘Peace Pagodas’ in cities like London, Vienna or Delhi, as well as in holy sites in northern India and even the United States. Today, there are at least eighty peace pagodas around the world, including in Japan. Additionally, those who have participated in anti-war, anti-nuclear weapons, peace, civil rights, racial equality, indigenous rights and other nonviolence and social justice movements since the Second World War may have seen Japanese monks and nuns dressed in white and yellow robes carrying purple banners with the Japanese characters for ‘I take refuge in the Lotus Sutra (Namu Myōhō Renge Kyō 南無妙法蓮華経)’, or heard the sound of their beating drums and prayer chanting.

This group of monks, or sangha, called Nipponzan Myohoji (日本山妙法寺), was founded by Nichidatsu Fujii in Japan. Often respectfully and affectionately called ‘Guruji’, Nichidatsu was a monk of Nichiren Buddhism (日蓮宗) and the leader of Nipponzan Myohoji. He started this religious movement to practise the teachings of Nichiren (日蓮, 1222–1282), the sect’s founding monk, in modern society. Although Nipponzan Myohoji’s clergy have dwindled to about sixty monks and nuns in Japan and abroad, their numbers never exceeded a hundred, even at their peak. Today, Nipponzan Myohoji clerics do not have fixed temples or parishioners, nor do they accumulate wealth or have spouses and families, unlike almost all other Japanese Buddhist clergy. They live a simple life of poverty and strict discipline, cultivating themselves by practising Nichiren’s teachings. In modern Japan, very few people are aware of this group or Nichidatsu’s name. However, he was a remarkable Buddhist monk who dedicated himself to spreading Shakyamuni Buddha’s teachings of nonviolence on a global stage during the twentieth century. Constantly on the move, Nichidatsu devoted his life to realizing the Pure Land of peace in the contemporary world. His nonviolent activism provided spiritual support for many involved in peace movements around the world that transcended religion.1

If diplomacy is the effort to foster friendly and peaceful relations between peoples and nations through moral principles and law rather than military force, then Nichidatsu’s efforts towards achieving world peace through the Buddha’s teachings embody the essence of Buddhist diplomacy for all humanity. At the age of ninety-three, in 1978, Nichidatsu was awarded the Jawaharlal Nehru Award for International Understanding by the government of India.2 Other notable recipients have included U Thant (1965), Martin Luther King Jr. (1966), Mother Teresa (1969), Nelson Mandela (1979), Aung San Suu Kyi (1993) and Angela Merkel (2009). This prestigious honour underscores how highly Nichidatsu’s achievements were esteemed, both in India and globally.

Nichidatsu was born on 6 August 1885, at the dawn of Japan’s transition from three centuries of national isolation imposed by the Edo Shogunate to an era of modernization and opening up to the world. He was the son of a poor farming family who lived at the foot of Mount Aso in Kumamoto Prefecture, and his mother was a devout Buddhist. He entered Usuki Agricultural School in Usuki City, Oita Prefecture, to study modern farming techniques. However, after reading Representative Men of Japan (Daihyōteki Nihonjin 代表的日本人) by Uchimura Kanzō (内村鑑三, 1861–1930), a Christian educator and advocate of modern thought, Nichidatsu encountered the teachings of Nichiren described in the book, and resolved to become a cleric. At that time, Japanese Buddhism was still struggling to reemerge from the movement to ‘abolish Buddhism and destroy Buddhist images’ (Haibutsukishaku 廃仏毀釈) in the1870s and find its legitimate place amidst the rising militant nationalism and the formation of state Shintoism. Nichidatsu was ordained at Hōonji (法音寺), a temple of the Nichiren sect, but began studying the teachings of other Buddhist sects, including Pure Land (浄土宗), Shingon (真言宗) and Zen (禅宗). After rigorously undergoing ascetic practices such as waterfall asceticism (滝行), burning incense on his body (腕香) and fasting (断食), he grounded his religious activities in Nichiren’s teachings. He was particularly inspired by ‘On Establishing the Correct Teaching for the Peace of the Land’ (Risshōankokuron 立正安国論), which asserts that a country can find peace through true Buddhism. At that time, he began the practice of ‘beating the drum and declaring the teaching’ (Gyakkusenryō 撃鼓宣令), a practice of spreading the teachings of the Lotus Sutra (Hokekyō 法華経) through the sound of the beating drum to guide people, as Nichiren did throughout his life.

During this period, Nichidatsu began his missionary work in China – known at that time as ‘spreading Buddhism to the continent’ (Tairikukaikyō 大陸開教).3 Amidst Japan’s military invasion of northeastern China and the establishment of the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo, Nichidatsu travelled alone through the Korean peninsula, northern China and Manchuria, enduring harsh conditions. During this time, he established Nipponzan Myohoji and built humble hermitages as bases for his practice. In 1930, following his mother’s death, Nichidatsu vowed to ‘spread Buddhism to the Western Heaven’ (Saitenkaikyō 西天開教), aiming to return Buddhism to its birthplace in India and propagate it across Asia.4 He journeyed to India and arrived in Calcutta, where he set up a small hermitage near a cremation ground. After further pilgrimages, he pledged to restore Rajgir, where Buddha stayed for a longer period to teach Buddhism to his disciples and built a practice hall (dōjō 道場) there.

A major turning point in the development of Nichidatsu’s movement occurred during his encounter with Mahatma Gandhi in 1933. During his stay in India, Nichidatsu visited Gandhi at the Wardha Ashram and spent two months there. Although he only had one short official meeting with Gandhi, they formed a close relationship. This encounter profoundly influenced Nichidatsu, who deeply connected with Gandhi’s philosophy and practice of nonviolent resistance in the fight for India’s independence. Nichidatsu was drawn to Gandhi’s simple, self-sufficient lifestyle, exemplified by his use of the spinning wheel (charkha) as a symbol of freedom from the colonial economic control and materialism of Western modernism. He was also struck by how Gandhi, as the spiritual pillar of India’s independence movement, garnered support from all over the world, including the West. These experiences gave Nichidatsu confidence and direction regarding his aspirations.

A particularly memorable moment occurred during their meeting when Nichidatsu beat the hand drum and chanted ‘Namu Myōhō Renge Kyō’. Gandhi joined in, beating his drum and chanting along. From then on, Gandhi became fond of drums and included drum beating and chanting in the daily prayer ceremony at Wardha Ashram. Nichidatsu later wrote that the sound of the drums and their mutual joy created a profound connection in a moment of spiritual celebration through Gyakkusenryō – beating the drum and proclaiming the teaching.5 This experience gave Nichidatsu a deep recognition of the connection between the Buddha’s teachings of nonviolence and Gandhi’s philosophy of nonviolence.6 Even today, the Wardha Ashram practises drum beating and chanting in its daily prayer service. Around the same time, while on his pilgrimage in Sri Lanka, Nichidatsu was entrusted with Buddha relics by the monk N. Piyaratna. This act became a catalyst for Nichidatsu’s subsequent practice of distributing relics to political leaders to spread the dharma.7

The second major turning point for Nichidatsu came in August 1945. The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and Japan’s surrender in the Pacific theatre of the Second World War gave a new direction to Nichidatsu’s postwar activities. The bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August coincided with Nichidatsu’s sixtieth birthday. In Japanese culture, turning sixty, known as kanreki (還暦), symbolizes the completion of one life cycle and the beginning of another. Returning to his village at Mount Aso for contemplation, Nichidatsu made a significant decision. He viewed the atomic bombings as a sign of humanity’s impending extinction due to technological civilization and equated this with the Buddhist concept of mappō (末法), or the ‘latter days of the world when Buddhism declines’. In response to the mappō era, Nichidatsu committed to advocating for world peace through Buddha’s teachings, making this the core of Nipponzan Myohoji’s activities.

The central element of Nichidatsu’s new mission was the construction of stupas (bussharitō 仏舎利塔) as symbols of peace, with the first being the Mount Hanaoka Peace Pagoda in Kumamoto City, Japan. Amidst the postwar poverty and chaos, Nichidatsu laboured alongside devotees and supporters using pickaxes and hoes to construct the pagoda, completed in 1954. The relics enshrined in the pagoda, carried on an elephant’s back in the inauguration procession, were gifts from Indian Prime Minister Nehru, symbolizing the deep friendship between Nipponzan Myohoji and India. A grand ceremony held to celebrate the pagoda’s completion was attended by intellectuals, politicians and foreign dignitaries from India, Sri Lanka, the United States and other countries. The ceremony addressed the void in Japanese people’s hearts left by disillusionment with militarism and the hardships of postwar recovery.

The ceremony also symbolically marked Japan’s return to the international community as a ‘nation of peaceful culture’ (heiwabunkakokka 平和文化国家) after the 1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty. Additionally, 1954 was the year that the Bikini Atoll hydrogen bomb test irradiated the crew of the Japanese fishing boat Daigo Fukuryumaru (第五福竜丸). This incident, considered the third major instance of irradiation (hibaku 被曝) following Hiroshima and Nagasaki, highlighted growing global concern over nuclear weapons. As the arms race intensified, the call for peace gained urgency, reflecting a growing worldwide desire for peace. Thus, in conjunction with the Mount Hanaoka Peace Pagoda ceremony that year, Nipponzan Myohoji held its second World Peace Conference (the first was at Wardha Ashram).

Completing the Mount Hanaoka Peace Pagoda marked the third turning point for Nichidatsu, who dedicated the remaining forty years of his life to global peace activities through Buddhism. He tirelessly worked to help start international ecumenical organizations for peace, such as Religions for Peace and the World Peace Council. He also continued to build pagodas across Japan, starting from the cities of Atami and Fukui and the northern island of Hokkaido. His pagoda-building efforts soon extended beyond Japan to South Asia, including India and Sri Lanka, and then to Europe and North America. Until his death at the age of one hundred, he consistently worked towards world peace. He advocated for nonviolent peace movements and opposed war, especially nuclear weapons, by establishing peace pagodas and participating in anti-war and peace pilgrimages with his disciples and followers.

After completing the Mount Hanaoka Peace Pagoda, Nichidatsu resumed his pre-war efforts in India, focusing on the revival of Rajgir, the capital city of the kingdom of Maghada during Buddha’s time. His work was supported by Prime Minister Nehru, who merged it with a new initiative of the Indian government to develop the surrounding area as a cultural site for tourism. The completion ceremony was a significant event attended by the president of India, high-ranking officials, ambassadors and over 100,000 ordinary people from across the country. The project’s success led other state governors at the ceremony to seek peace pagodas in their regions, including Odisha, where the ancient city of Kalinga was located.8 The peace pagoda at Kalinga was completed in 1972, using state-provided lands, while construction funds and labour were mostly provided by Nipponzan Myohoji. Nichidatsu continued building pagodas in Sri Lanka, including in Ampara, Walapane, Bandalawela and Galle, and then in Nepal and the Wardha Ashram, where he had previously met Gandhi.

These efforts unfolded in the context of global events, such as scientific and technological advances epitomized by the Apollo moon landing and political and social turbulence marked by the Vietnam War and the anti-war and counter-culture movements. In these contexts of developing technology, tension of wars and demands for peace, Nichidatsu expanded his mission to Europe and North America. After the Vietnam War ended in 1975, the anti-Vietnam war movement shifted to the global nuclear disarmament movement due to the proliferation of nuclear weapons and the intensifying escalation of the East–West arms race. A key opportunity for Nipponzan Myohoji’s expansion arose when the city government of Milton Keynes, England, proposed including a pagoda as a symbol of peace in its urban development scheme.9 Nichidatsu viewed this proposal as an auspicious sign for his initial outreach to the West. The committee’s recognition of the universality of his approach to world peace overcame some opposition to the pagoda due to Japan being a former enemy nation of Great Britain during the Second World War. The Milton Keynes Peace Pagoda was built with Japanese design elements as a symbol of peace and was consecrated in 1980. Its completion coincided with the United Nations Conference on Disarmament (Geneva Conference), which had started a few years earlier. The pagoda quickly became a focal point for disarmament walks and an important symbol for furthering peace movements in Europe. Soon after, the London City Council adopted a proposal by the Labour Party’s mayor, Illtyd Harrington, to build a peace pagoda at Battersea Park as a public space for prayers for peace.

Building on this momentum, Nipponzan Myohoji expanded its mission to the United States. Its mission of peace extended to address the rights of Native Americans and other marginalized groups, as well as related issues of nuclear power plants and weapons factories. In 1976, Nipponzan Myohoji supported the Continental Walk for Disarmament and Social Justice from Ukiah to Washington, D.C., advocating for disarmament and Native American rights. The order then began building peace pagodas and dojos in Washington, D.C., Seattle, Leverett (Massachusetts), and other locations. The largest peace walk occurred in 1982 when peace groups from around the world converged in New York for a massive rally of one million people during the United Nations Special Session on Disarmament. Nichidatsu, then ninety-seven years old and in a wheelchair, gave a simple and powerful speech on nonviolence, emphasizing the universal dharma or Buddhist principle of not killing.10

Although Nichidatsu contributed significantly to anti-war, nonviolence and disarmament, he did not define his mission in terms of political and social movements. He consistently conveyed that his goal was to save a world in crisis and realize a Pure Land on Earth. He viewed his mission as entirely rooted in the Lotus Sutra, seeing it as a practical application of the teachings of Shakyamuni Buddha and Nichiren. The fundamental principle of Buddha’s teachings of non-killing underlay Nichidatsu’s commitment to nonviolence and anti-war efforts. This principle can be traced back to Nichiren’s thirteenth-century Risshōankokuron, which Nichiren submitted to the Kamakura shogunate. This treatise held that natural disasters and wars are manifestations of the end of the Dharma Age, necessitating the ruling authorities to establish true dharma to ensure the nation’s peace. Despite facing persecution from the shogunate for this stance, Nichiren remained steadfast in his convictions. Nichidatsu applied Nichiren’s insights to modern times, asserting that overreliance on science and technology while neglecting spiritual civilization was pushing humanity to the brink of crisis. By admonishing rulers and advocating for the implementation of true dharma, he aimed to realize the world of the Lotus Sutra, or in other words, the Pure Land on Earth, in modern society, to bring peace and salvation to all humanity.11

Nichidatsu was profoundly inspired by Nichiren’s key teaching of ‘just practice respect and worship’ (Tangyōraihai 但行礼拝). Nichiren regarded the Lotus Sutra as the most important of all sutras, with its essence represented in the twentieth chapter, titled ‘Bodhisattva Sadāparibhūta’ (Jōfukyō Bosatsu Bon 常不軽菩薩品). This chapter tells the story of Bodhisattva Sadāparibhūta, who consistently showed deep respect for everyone despite being belittled and persecuted by saying, ‘I deeply respect you. I dare not belittle you. Why is this? Because all of you practice the bodhisattva path and will become Buddhas’. This story underscores the principle that all beings possess Buddha-nature (仏性) and will inevitably achieve Buddhahood. Recognizing the Buddha-nature in all beings is the origin of the principles of non-killing and nonviolence. Nichidatsu also instructed his disciples that a cleric is a ‘beggar’ who has renounced worldly desires and lives solely on alms from people with Tangyōraihai. He required monks and nuns to lead a rigorous monastic life adhering to these instructions.12

Having described the timeline of his life, let me summarize the essence of his practice. The most significant daily practice of Nichidatsu and the clerics of Nipponzan Myohoji is Gyakkusenryō – beating the drum and proclaiming the teachings. During this practice, clerics chant the name of the Lotus Sutra while drumming, spreading the sound of Buddha’s teachings throughout the world to awaken and support the Buddha-nature in all sentient beings. Gyakkusenryō is fundamental and integral to all Nipponzan Myohoji’s ceremonies, peace walks and gatherings, energizing the participants by chanting and drumming. Gyakkusenryō is also practised in daily life, including greetings, welcoming and farewells for sending blessings and gratitude.

Another key practice is the construction of stupas or peace pagodas to house the relics of the Buddha. These pagodas are not only built at sacred Buddhist sites but also as symbols of peace in sites associated with mass killings, such as Hiroshima and Nagasaki, as well as near military bases and on Native American lands and historical sites. This practice is based on Chapter 11 of the Lotus Sutra, titled ‘The Stupa of Treasures’ (Kenhottouhon 見宝塔品), which describes the Buddha’s teachings manifesting in the form of a stupa before the masses.13 The construction of the pagodas was initiated by Nichidatsu and his disciples, who were deeply involved in every step of the process, from finding suitable land and performing civil engineering tasks to the actual labour of building. While experts may assist with the basic design and some technical tasks, most of the work is carried out by clerics, supporters and local people. They often live in makeshift shelters during the construction, which can take years or even decades to complete. This dedicated work by clerics and supporters serves as both a practice of joyful, devotional offering to the Buddha religiously and a means of fostering local understanding and acceptance socially. Once finished, a peace pagoda is open to all visitors as a space for peace without any boundaries.

The third key activity is the peace walk or pilgrimage for peace. Nichidatsu regarded walking while drumming as a fundamental religious practice. He organized and participated in themed peace marches to protest injustice, update historical memories and highlight grievances. Some of these peace walks have become milestones in Nipponzan Myohoji’s history. For example, the 1958 Hiroshima–Tokyo Peace Walk for nuclear abolition, held during the early years of the anti-nuclear weapons movement in Japan, set a model for Nipponzan Myohoji’s peace walks, including inspiring an annual pilgrimage to Hiroshima on 6 August to mark the atomic bombing. In 1962, Nipponzan Myohoji gained global visibility and international contacts by participating in a peace walk from Hiroshima to Auschwitz and back. Another notable international walk was the Auschwitz–Hiroshima–Nagasaki Peace and Life Pilgrimage 1995, which journeyed through the former Yugoslavia, Palestine and Iraq before concluding in India. The Cambodian leg of this pilgrimage was led by the prominent Buddhist monk Maha Ghosananda, known as the ‘Gandhi of Cambodia’. Nipponzan Myohoji clerics also joined walks addressing social injustice. In 1978, they participated in the 3,600-mile Longest Walk: From Alcatraz to Washington, D.C., which highlighted issues faced by Native Americans, such as a lack of jobs and housing.14 Nichidatsu, who saw Native Americans as peace allies due to their spiritually focused lives and rejection of materialism, encouraged his followers to forge strong ties with their communities.15 While the drumming and chanting of the clerics on these marches are practices for the clerics, they also offer spiritual support to all participants. As mentioned previously, an especially large and vigorous peace march occurred in New York in 1982.16 Even after Nichidatsu’s death, his disciples have continued these activities, maintaining his mission to this day.

Although Nichidatsu’s mission did not aim to represent or further political or economic interests, his diplomacy actively addressed contemporary political and governmental matters. Unlike many other religious leaders who avoid direct involvement in political issues, he did not hesitate to actively engage power holders, resolutely seeking to lead them towards rightful actions in the light of the Buddha’s teachings, as Nichiren did in the twelfth century. He was particularly careful not to harm the independence of Nipponzan Myohoji’s decision-making and actions caused by financial support from powerholders seeking political aims. Therefore, the expenses of building peace pagodas were mostly covered by the charity and labour of clerics and followers. This explains why Nichidatsu welcomed the young hippies of the 1970s in India and the West, who supported the construction of peace pagodas and participated in peace walks. He remarked, ‘Even the Buddha, with only a begging bowl, would accept what was given to him and sustain his life for the day … the Buddha was also among those seeking the path, like the hippies. Essentially, those who are liberated from the needs of clothing, food, and shelter are seekers’.17 In fact, some hippies were ordained and contributed significantly to Nipponzan Myohoji. Nichidatsu also respectfully engaged with other religious communities, including Quakers, Christians, Native American spiritual communities and Hindus and Sikhs in India, who helped the work of clerics when they came to their territories.18

One of Nichidatsu’s resonant sayings is ‘Civilization has nothing to do with having electric lights, airplanes, or manufacturing atomic bombs. It has nothing to do with killing human beings, destroying things, or waging war. Civilization is to hold one another in mutual affection and respect’.19 For Nichidatsu, who marked the day of the Hiroshima atomic bombing as his birthday, realizing civilization through Buddhism was his karma – his lifelong diplomatic mission for humanity and the world. In May 2024, a grand ceremony was held at the Mount Hanaoka Peace Pagoda to celebrate the seventieth anniversary of the establishment of Nipponzan Myohoji’s first peace pagoda. It was attended by the Sri Lankan ambassador, the Indian consul and the mayor of Hanaoka, reaffirming their commitment to peace-building. The highly visible peace pagodas established by Nichidatsu will continue to play a central role in global peace diplomacy.
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4Ōtani Eijun: The politics of postwar Sino-Japanese Buddhist diplomacy

Erik Schicketanz

On 9 May 2000, a large delegation of Buddhist priests from the Ōtani branch of the Japanese True Pure Land sect (Jōdo shinshū Ōtaniha 浄土真宗大谷派) arrived at the Xuanzhong Temple (Xuanzhong si 玄中寺) in Shanxi Province. The group was headed by Kigoshi Tatsuru (木越樹), the chief administrator (shūmu sōchō 総務総長) of the Ōtani branch, and welcomed by an equally illustrious Chinese delegation. Next to the abbot of Xuanzhong Temple were the vice chairman of the Buddhist Association of China (Zhongguo fojiao xiehui 中國佛教協會, BAC), Dao Shuren (刀述仁), the vice director of the State Administration for Religious Affairs, Yang Tongxiang (楊同祥), as well as representatives of the corresponding provincial level organs. The Xuanzhong Temple holds an important place in the Pure Land tradition, as it is closely associated with the founders of the tradition. The monks proceeded to recite sutras in their respective languages and venerate the three Pure Land patriarchs: Tanluan (曇鸞), Daochuo (道綽) and Shandao (善導). The main reason for the gathering followed these events with the inauguration of a commemorative stele dedicated to the memory of an Ōtani priest.1 The text engraved on the stele lauds the priest for his ‘righteous activities’ (zhengyi xingdong 正義行動), which contributed to improving relations between the two countries, earning him the respect of the Chinese people as well as that of the Chinese government and the chairman of the BAC, Zhao Puchu (趙樸初, 1907–2000). The priest, the text concludes, vigorously advanced the ‘normalization of relations between the two countries’ (liangguo bangjiao zhengchanghua 兩國邦交正常化).2

The Japanese Buddhist priest thus honoured was Ōtani Eijun (大谷瑩潤, 1890–1973), one of the central figures of postwar Sino-Japanese Buddhist relations. As the text of the stele shows, his activities not only pertained to religious exchange but also had an important political dimension. Ōtani played an active role in the so-called ‘people’s diplomacy’ (minkan gaikō 民間外交) of the postwar era, when Japan did not have official state-to-state relations with the People’s Republic of China (hereafter PRC). Despite being a high-profile figure in the postwar Japanese Buddhist world and highly respected among Chinese Buddhist circles, he has received very little scholarly attention to date. As his activities cover a considerable breadth, this short essay cannot provide any truly in-depth analysis. It only intends to provide a general overview of his involvement in postwar Sino-Japanese relations. Further complicating the matter is the fact that Ōtani did not leave a large body of writings, thus limiting our understanding of his motivations.

Ōtani Eijun was born on 13 January 1890, as the eleventh son of Ōtani Kōei (大谷光瑩, 1852–1923), the twenty-second abbot (hossu 法主) of the Higashi Honganji (東本願寺) – the head temple of the Ōtani branch of the True Pure Land sect of Japanese Buddhism. The True Pure Land Sect was founded by Shinran (親鸞, 1173–1263) in the thirteenth century and is one of the Japanese Buddhist denominations rooted in the Pure Land tradition. The Ōtani branch traces its roots directly back to Shinran, as leadership within it is traditionally held by direct descendants of the sect’s founder.3 Ōtani was thus born into what can be described as Buddhist aristocracy and he was predetermined for a life of official functions. For instance, he held the position of chief administrator of his denomination between 1941 and 1945. In this function, Ōtani organized his denomination’s contributions to the war effort and argued for a close alignment of Shin Buddhism with national interests.4

Although Ōtani Eijun is most well-known for his participation in Japan’s postwar ‘people’s diplomacy’ with China, he was involved in various forms of international exchange from an earlier time. In 1928, he spent about one year visiting Europe and the United States to observe the state of religion there. Even then, he sensed the need for ‘Buddhist diplomacy’ (bukkyō gaikō 仏教外交) as he perceived a rise in interest in Buddhism in the West of which Japanese Buddhism should take charge.5 In a publication from 1934, Ōtani stated that he saw the political ideal of Buddhism as the establishment of a ‘unified world-state in which all nations prosper together’ (kakuminzoku no kyōzon kyōei suru sekaiteki na tōitsu kokka 各民族の共存共栄する世界的な統一国家), and called for the ‘internationalization of Buddhism’ (bukkyō no kokusaika 仏教の国際化), by which he meant that Japanese Buddhism should take on the responsibility of spiritually safeguarding Asia.6 In this way, Ōtani’s vision for an internationally active Buddhism aligned with the political designs of the Japanese state in Asia during the 1930s and 1940s. During the Sino-Japanese war, Ōtani visited occupied southern China on a mission to give comfort and consolation (imon 慰問) to the Japanese troops and was involved in a number of collaborationist Buddhist organizations on the Asian mainland, serving as director of the Japanese–Manchurian Buddhist Association (Nichiman bukkyō kyōkai 日満仏教協会) and as advisor to the Buddhist Common Purpose Society (Fojiao tongyuan hui 佛教同願會) in North China. As a figure of the wartime Buddhist establishment whose loyalty towards the state was not in doubt, Ōtani’s transformation in the postwar period is noteworthy. It fits into the widely observed pattern of ardent supporters of the expansionist state ‘converting’ (tenkō 転向) to pacifism following Japan’s defeat. Ōtani’s postwar Buddhist diplomacy has to be seen within the context of the overall peace movement of that time.

After the war, Ōtani Eijun became a member of parliament for the Liberal Party (Jiyūtō自由党), which was later renamed the Liberal Democratic Party (Jiyū Minshutō 自由民主党, LDP), serving one term in the House of Representatives (Shūgi’in 衆議院) and two terms in the House of Councillors (Sangi’in 参議院) from the late 1940s to the 1960s. In his role as parliamentarian, he was especially involved in the committee to grant aid to the Japanese returnees from areas on the Asian mainland under control of the Communist Party of China (CPC). He also cooperated with the Bureau for the Support of Returnees (Hikiage engo kyoku 引揚援護局) at the Ministry of Health and Welfare in returning the remains of deceased Japanese from the Asian mainland as well as facilitating the repatriation of survivors. He conducted these activities as an extension to his engagement in two civil-society organizations – the Committee for the Conduct of Commemorations for Martyred Chinese Prisoners of War (Chūgokujin furyo junnansha irei jikkō iinkai 中国人俘虜殉難者慰霊実行委員会) and the Sino-Japanese Society for Buddhist Exchange (Nitchū bukkyō kōryū kondan kai 日中仏教懇談会). It is in the capacity of head of these two organizations that his postwar Buddhist diplomacy took shape.

The Committee for the Conduct of Commemorations for Martyred Chinese Prisoners of War was founded in February 1953 by members of the Japan–China Friendship Association (Nitchū yūkō kyōkai 日中友好協会), the Japanese Red Cross, and an assortment of other civil society groups, including the Japan Buddhist Federation (Nihon bukkyō rengōkai 日本仏教連合会). The aim of this organization was to facilitate the return of the remains of Chinese forced labourers who had died in Japan during the war. An estimated 40,000 Chinese had been forcefully conscripted and brought to Japan in order to replace Japanese workers who had been called up as part of the war effort. Work took place under harrowing conditions, leading to the deaths of a large number of these forced labourers. The repatriation of the remains lasted until 1958, reaching a total of 2,740 remains.7 Apart from the actual repatriations, the Committee also performed memorial services for the dead. Ōtani took over the leadership and framed his involvement within the context of repentance (zange 懺悔) for the ‘immeasurable trouble and injury caused to the Chinese people’.8 As head of the Committee, Ōtani had the opportunity to closely interact with a range of Chinese officials, in particular members of the Red Cross Society of China, who were their counterparts in the PRC. He met the Minister of Health Li Dequan (李德全, 1896–1972) on a number of occasions as well as Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai (周恩來, 1898–1976), who thanked him personally for his efforts – something that seems to have impressed Ōtani greatly.9 The Chinese reciprocated Japanese efforts by providing the remains of Japanese who had died in China as well as information on Japanese citizens who still remained on the territory of the PRC.

Ōtani visited the PRC on at least three occasions. The first opportunity came in September and October 1954, when the Japan–China Friendship Association asked him to join a cultural delegation scheduled to attend the official National Day celebrations (Guoqingjie 國慶節) at Zhongnanhai, commemorating the fifth anniversary of the founding of the PRC. The visit also gave Ōtani the opportunity to visit Buddhist sites in China and interact with prominent Chinese monks and laypeople. It is on this occasion that he first met Zhao Puchu. A second major visit to China took place in May and June 1961, after the Committee had compiled a list of all the deceased Chinese workers it had been able to identify, running to a total of almost 7,000 names. The list was presented to Li Dequan in a ceremony held at the facilities of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (Zhongguo renmin xieshang huiyi 中國人民協商會議) on 27 May. Again, the visit provided him with a chance to engage with Chinese Buddhists during visits at the Guangji Temple (廣濟寺) and Fayuan Temple (法源寺) in Beijing as well as the Yufo Temple (玉佛寺) in Shanghai. At the Guangji Temple, Ōtani presented Zhao Puchu with a ‘pledge against war between China and Japan’ (Nitchū fusen no chikai 日中不戦の誓い), which had been signed by more than 1,500 Japanese Buddhists, including many sect leaders. The pledge expressed the ‘deep remorse’ (hansei 反省) towards Japan’s militaristic actions against China in recent times and the solemn promise made in front of the Buddha to never wage war against China again.10
 
The second organization that Ōtani was heavily involved in was the Sino-Japanese Society for Buddhist Exchange, which was founded in June 1955. It was founded to further the collaborations between Japanese and Chinese Buddhists that had been reignited through the activities of the Committee. Together, so the founding statement read, ‘Chinese and Japanese Buddhists would work to preserve world peace’.11 The activities of this organization included the publication of pamphlets about the current state of Buddhism in the PRC, the conduct of a memorial service for the Chinese victims of the atomic bombs and a photo exhibition of Chinese Buddhist art. In 1963, the Society for Buddhist Exchange and the BAC collaborated in commemorating the 1,200th anniversary of the monk Jianzhen (鑑真), a key Tang dynasty figure in Sino-Japanese Buddhist relations. Both the Committee and the Exchange Society participated in organizations of the wider peace movement, such as the Japan Council for the Abolition of Atomic and Hydrogen Bombs (Gensuibaku kinshi Nihon kyōgikai 原水爆禁止日本協議会).

Ōtani, as well as the two organizations he presided over, were consistently sympathetic to the PRC, which gave their activities a strong political colouring. An early instance of this came in November 1955, when a dispute broke out about the remains of the famous Tang Dynasty monk Xuanzang (玄奘). Discovered during the war near Nanjing, some of the remains were donated by pro-Japanese collaborators to Japan. In the postwar period, the question arose where to return these sacred remains. Some Japanese Buddhists were planning to return part of these relics to the Republic of China on Taiwan, which was vehemently opposed by Zhao Puchu and the BAC. After reportedly being contacted by Zhao, the Exchange Society under Ōtani issued a statement calling for the donation of the relics to be postponed until the matter could be discussed with the PRC.12 The close ties between the Committee and Exchange Society and the PRC were consistently reflected in statements made by these organizations. For instance, the Japanese delegation that travelled to China in order to present the list of names of the deceased Chinese workers released a statement before their departure in which they denounced the Japanese government’s refusal to recognize the PRC as the sole legitimate Chinese government and called on the Japanese government to normalize relations with mainland China.13

The decision to align closely with the PRC led Ōtani to take some bold steps, the most dramatic one occurring in 1960. At the time, Japanese Prime Minister Kishi Nobusuke (岸信介, 1896–1987) sought to revise the US–Japan Mutual Security Treaty (Anzen hoshō jōyaku 安全保障条約) in order to shore up Japan’s alliance with the United States. Mass protests broke out in response and the Japanese National Diet Building was surrounded by hundreds of thousands of demonstrators seeking to stop the ratification of these amendments. Prime Minister Kishi resigned in the aftermath of the protests. Ōtani Eijun resigned from the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in protest and opposition to the proposed revision of the security treaty. His statement concerning his resignation was couched in Buddhist terms and opened with the statement that, ‘We Buddhists have to firmly hold the conviction (shinnen 信念) stated in the sutras that, “Wherever the Buddha comes to stay, the country becomes wealthy and its people enjoy peace. Soldiers and weapons become useless; the sun and moon shine with pure brilliance.” ’14 Ōtani’s departure from the LDP in opposition to Kishi’s was lauded by Zhao Puchu in a poem in which he called Ōtani a ‘true disciple of the Buddha’ (zhen fozi 真佛子) who remains steadfast in the face of the doings of demonic forces.15 The decision to leave the LDP ended Ōtani’s career as a parliamentarian, as he failed to be re-elected in subsequent elections.

The Exchange Society ultimately splintered over such political issues after the outbreak of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, as did the Japanese Left in general. Some Exchange Society members sided with Japanese Communist Party members who denounced the excesses of the Cultural Revolution and showed concern over the vehement suppression of religious life. Ōtani and others held fast to their position of close support for the CPC and formed a new organization in May 1967, the Society for Exchange and Friendship among Sino-Japanese Religionists (Nitchū yūkō shūkyōsha kondankai 日中友好宗教者懇談会). The founding statement went as far as stating that should the CPC succeed in ‘building a society that does not require religion, then would this not be something that even we religionists ought to rejoice about for the sake of the people of the world’.16 In September of the same year, the new organization opposed a proposed visit of the Dalai Lama to Japan. The text stressed that the ‘Buddhist friendship’ (bukkyō shinzen 仏教親善) fostered by the Dalai Lama’s visit would not be as beneficial to Japan as the ‘Sino-Japanese friendship’ (Nitchū shinzen 日中親善).17 Even after the end of his political career, Ōtani remained active in Sino-Japanese relations, visiting China a further time in 1963. He also continued to advocate for a normalization of relations between the two countries. Ōtani died in 1973 at the age of eighty-three, just as normalization was becoming a reality.

What then to make of Ōtani Eijun’s brand of Buddhist diplomacy? As this chapter suggests, political issues expressed through a Buddhist framework dominated his activities. His efforts to return the remains of deceased Chinese and Japanese to their families likely brought consolation to the bereaved. At the same time, his activities intersected with attempts by the PRC to gain legitimacy on the world stage and attain full diplomatic recognition from Japan. In fact, Zhao Puchu had been brought into the BAC specifically to bring Buddhism in line with the policies of the CPC. He was further tasked with aiding China’s diplomatic efforts in alignment with the operations of the United Front Work Department (tongyi zhanxian gongzuobu 統一戰線工作部).18 This intersection was not lost on some in Japan and Ōtani and his organizations faced criticism from different quarters. Ōtani was certainly not entirely naïve. In the afterword to his travel diary to China, which is generally glowing in its depiction of life in the PRC, he mentions the presence of figures of unknown provenance at all the meetings he had with Chinese Buddhists. These figures, it is insinuated, were there to keep a close eye on the interactions between the Japanese delegates and their Chinese counterparts. Due to this type of surveillance, it was not possible for Ōtani to receive the ‘human responses’ (ningenteki na kaitō 人間的な回答) and ‘heartfelt statements’ (kokoro kara zekkyō suru yō na hatsugen 心から絶叫するような発言) he was hoping for, but only standardized phrases and opinions.19 Despite these reservations, Ōtani remained dedicated to fostering closer relations between Japan and China. The fact that he did so while using language reminiscent of official PRC slogans and as a member of Japan’s chief conservative party requires more explanation.

As Ōtani’s writings do not give a lot of insight into his inner life, an analysis of his views on China will involve some speculation. In an interview from 1956, Ōtani expressed his dislike for the social changes in Japan that occurred under US occupation, pointing out to the sexual liberation and gambling rampant among the young Japanese. In contrast, the young people he encountered in the PRC were full of patriotism and an earnest spirit to build up their country.20 There might thus have been certain things that appealed to him about Chinese society that he saw as having been lost in Japan after the war. As pointed out earlier, he had also already shown great interest in the role that Buddhism could play in international affairs before the war. There is an interesting description of his visit to the Beijing Exhibition Centre, which he refers to as the ‘Soviet Exhibition center’, during his visit to China in 1954. Seeing the Soviet machinery on display, Ōtani expressed the fear that this ‘inexhaustible market’ (mugen tomo iu beki shijō 無限ともいうべき市場) might be lost to Japan if trade relations were not re-established soon.21 While this statement alone is not conclusive, I do not find it too difficult to imagine that as a war-time establishment figure who had called for a closer alignment between his sect’s policies and national interests, Ōtani had determined that Japan’s economic future lay with the PRC and saw Buddhist exchange as one avenue through which to work towards this goal. A more detailed assessment would require determining which other political and economic interests Ōtani was aligned with in Japan, which unfortunately goes beyond the scope of this study.

Ultimately, Ōtani’s case shows the extent to which Buddhist diplomacy in the postwar era was determined and shaped by the larger geopolitical environment. As a leading figure in one of the largest Japanese Buddhist denominations, as well as an acting member of parliament, this statement was even more true for Ōtani. Returning to the opening of this chapter, it is unsurprising that the complex entanglement of politics and Buddhism in his life made him a somewhat controversial figure. This was ultimately reflected in the different levels of regard he received in China and Japan.
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5The Seventh Changkya Khutugtu: The lama diplomat from empire to exile

Daigengna Duoer

On 4 March 1957, the seventh holder of the Changkya Khutugtu (章嘉呼圖克圖) lineage of Inner Asian Buddhism, Lobsang Pelden Tenpe Dronme (1890–1957), passed away at the age of sixty-seven after battling stomach cancer in the National Taiwan University Hospital in Taipei, surrounded by his disciples.1 In the next few days, the body of the incarnate lama was first moved to his former residence and then to the Shandao Temple in the heart of Taipei for veneration. Elites from both the political and Buddhist realms in Taiwan visited the shrine of the Khutugtu to pay their respects, including Ho Ying-chin (何應欽, 1890–1987), one of the most senior generals of the Kuomintang (KMT) and a senior advisor of national defence; Chang Tao-fan (張道藩, 1897–1968), the then president of the Legislative Yuan, Wu Chung-hsin (吳忠信, 1884–1959), one of the most prominent chairmen of the Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission; as well as Chiang Kai-shek (蔣介石, 1887–1975), the president of the Republic of China (ROC) and the head of the KMT, who dedicated a plaque to the lama that praised him for ‘spreading teachings to enlighten the people’ (hongjiao youmin 弘教佑民).

From the Buddhist side, renowned Buddhist masters such as the Inner Mongolian incarnate lama Kanjurwa Khutugtu (1914–1978) and the Chinese Buddhist masters Venerable Yinshun (印順, 1906–2005) and Venerable Yen Pei (演培, 1917–1996), among others, tirelessly chanted sutra passages and administered Buddhist rituals. The funeral procession of the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu paraded through the busy main streets of Taipei, accompanied by an elaborate motorcade of military marching bands, flower wreaths and sutra-chanting Buddhist monks, while citizens paused to watch. The passing of this incarnate lama from Inner Asia on the tropical island of Formosa garnered significant attention from public media, especially when thousands of śarīra relics were found from the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu’s remains after the cremation ceremony. By the end of the two-week-long funeral, more than 10,000 people were said to have attended the memorial services, which included many members from the Mongolian and Tibetan diaspora communities in Taiwan, as well as their young children.2

Who was the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu, and why did this Inner Asian lama’s passing garner so much attention in 1950s Taiwan, mobilizing the top politicians from the KMT government and leaders of the Chinese Buddhist communities, as well as tens of thousands of local and diasporic residents of Taiwan? The answer can perhaps be found in the multilayered religious, political and diplomatic identities that the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu embodied throughout his life. He witnessed Asia’s turbulent decades in the first half of the twentieth century, from the collapse of the multicultural Qing Empire, the creation of the modern Republican Chinese nation, the invasion of imperial powers from the British to the Japanese in Inner and East Asia, to the rise of Communism across the continent.

A staunch supporter of Republican China’s nationalist policies on the ethnic frontiers of Inner Mongolia and Tibet, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu served as a lama ambassador for the Republican Chinese government for many years, facilitating appeasement policies to the Inner Mongolian and Tibetan people on the mainland before 1949. After retreating to Taiwan with Chiang Kai-shek and the KMT following the Chinese Civil War (1927–49), the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu became a living emblem for the purportedly de jure Mongolian and Tibetan frontiers of the ROC that were lost to the Chinese Communist government on the mainland. In the intensifying Cold War and White Terror decades marked by escalating anti-Communist sentiments and political repression, the incarnate lama then took on the role of a lama diplomat representing the ROC under the KMT, or ‘authentic’ China, on the international stage. All the while, as a member of the mainlander migrant (waishengren 外省人) community in Taiwan, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was tasked to embody and spread ‘proper’ and ‘authentic’ Buddhist lineages from the Chinese mainland, thus reforming locally developed practices and colonial Japanese influences in the Buddhist communities on the island.

Incarnate Buddhist masters in the Inner Asian traditions, such as the Dalai Lamas, have long played significant parts in interstate and interregional politics and diplomatic affairs since the sixteenth century. The Changkya Khutugtus, who were considered one of the highest-ranking incarnate lamas of the Geluk lineage in Inner Mongolia and Amdo Tibet throughout the Qing period, were no exception. Although tasked with overseeing religious affairs for much of Buddhist Inner Asia outside of Tibet by the Qing rulers, the Changkya Khutugtu lineage has long been associated with close political connections to and alliance with Beijing, unlike the Dalai Lamas or the Jebtsundampa Khutugtus, who had stronger local bases of support in their constituencies in Tibet and Mongolia. Despite having seats in eastern Inner Mongolia (Dolonnor) and north China’s Mount Wutai (Wutaishan 五台山), as ‘capital-residing lamas’ (zhujing lama 駐京喇嘛), the Changkya Khutugtus enjoyed more mobility and proximity to the centres of political power in the Qing period than any other incarnate lamas of Buddhist Inner Asia. Some of the Changkya Khutugtus served as ‘state preceptors’ (guoshi 國師) and personal gurus of the Qing emperors, such as the famous Third Changkya Khutugtu Rolpe Dorje (1717–1786), who not only became a confidant to the Qianlong Emperor but also a lama diplomat who facilitated relations between the Qing court and Buddhist Inner Asia.

The Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was also given the title of ‘state preceptor’. However, instead of being bestowed by the Emperor of the Qing Empire, the title was in fact given to the Khutugtu multiple times from modern ruling regimes that claimed sovereignty over the territories of the fallen Qing. Exemplifying this title, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu would spend the next decades of his life not only navigating the elusive nation as a Geluk lineage holder but also between states as a lama diplomat championing Buddhism while trying to keep the tradition relevant in rapidly changing geopolitical landscapes.

The Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was born in 1891 into a Monguor (Tu 土) family in Amdo, today’s Datong in Qinghai. In 1894, as a toddler, he was recognized by the Qing court as the reincarnation of the Sixth Changkya Khutugtu (1878–88) using the golden urn selection process. After that, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was enthroned at the Chuzang Monastery (T: chu bzang dgon) and studied at the Gönlung Jampa Ling monastery, one of the major Geluk monastic complexes in the Amdo region. As a ‘capital-residing lama’, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu left his family at the age of nine to begin his tenure in Beijing. Travelling frequently between his monastery seats in Inner Mongolia, Mount Wutai and Beijing, he rarely returned to his hometown in Amdo.3

Born into a declining empire, the young Seventh Changkya Khutugtu struggled to continue the traditions of his lineage in the Qing court. In 1900, Western and Japanese imperial powers invaded Beijing as the Eight-Nation Alliance, and the young lama escaped the capital to Mount Wutai with the Empress Dowager Cixi (慈禧太后, 1835–1908) and the Guangxu Emperor (光緒帝, 1871–1908).4 Even though the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was given the title of ‘state preceptor’ by the Qing court in 1904,5 the teen lama did not enjoy the patronage from the Manchu rulers for too long, as the rulers themselves also struggled for survival. In 1909, just months after the deaths of both the Empress Dowager Cixi and the Guangxu Emperor, the teen Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was tasked with performing Buddhist rituals at their funerals, while Puyi (溥儀, 1906–1967), the last emperor of China, was enthroned as a young child.6 Following Puyi’s abdication in 1912 and the collapse of the Qing amidst the Xinhai Revolution, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu needed to quickly seek out new patronage and support.

During the first few years of the ROC, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu played a pivotal role in the Beiyang government’s attempts to manage Inner Asian Buddhism on the Qing frontiers. Following Yuan Shikai’s (袁世凱, 1859–1916) rise to power in 1912, policies were implemented to maintain the Qing’s approach to these religious communities. In 1912, Yuan bestowed upon the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu the title of ‘state preceptor’7 again and granted him a significant annual stipend, aiming to strengthen his allegiance to the government and counterbalance the influence of the Eighth Jebtsundamba Khutugtu (1869–1924) in Outer Mongolia, who was leading the region towards independence from the Qing and Chinese influences.8 The Seventh Changkya Khutugtu, in turn, expressed loyalty to the ROC, delivering speeches in support of the government and even endorsing Yuan’s brief attempt to restore the monarchy in 1915.9 The lama’s influence persisted into the presidency of Xu Shichang (徐世昌, 1855–1939), who further elevated his status with an additional title of ‘state preceptor’ in 1919.10

During the Nationalist period, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu relocated to Nanjing in 1927 and was appointed to the Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission in 1929, where he mediated conflicts between the Thirteenth Dalai Lama (1876–1933) and the Ninth Panchen Lama (1883–1937) in Tibet.11 At the same time, tensions escalated in Inner Mongolia following Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931, as well as the rising independence movement spearheaded by the Inner Mongol prince Demchugdongrub (1902–1966). The Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was tasked with promoting Republican Chinese frontier policies and Sun Yat-sen’s Three Principles of the People in the region as the ‘Commissioner of Propagation for the Mongol Banners’ (C: mengqi xuanhua shi 蒙旗宣化使).12 Despite facing protests from Inner Mongolian students studying in Beijing who objected to the lama’s interference with Inner Mongolian independence, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu toured central and eastern Inner Mongolia extensively in 1934 from March to late April on his ‘pacification’ mission.13 In addition to performing rituals, he also gave speeches on Mongolian–Chinese unity while propaganda materials printed in both Mongolian and Chinese were distributed to promote the ROC’s policies for the region.14 In recognition of these diplomatic efforts, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was appointed as a member of the National Government Council and was given the Order of Brilliant Jade with Grand Cordon by Chiang Kai-shek in 1936, one of the highest recognitions given out in the ROC and typically awarded for exceptional contributions to the nation. The lama diplomat’s influence extended into the late 1940s, culminating in his election as the chairman of the Buddhist Association of the Republic of China and his involvement in the ROC’s decision-making regarding the official recognition and appointment of Gonpo Tseten (1938–1989) as the Tenth Panchen Lama. It was during this period that the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was given a new title as the ‘Great Master of Protecting the Nation, Purifying Awareness and Promoting Buddhism’ (C: huguo jingjue fujiao dashi 護國淨覺輔教大師) by the Nationalist government, a title that he would embody in the next decades of his life.15

In 1949, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu accompanied Chiang Kai-shek and many Kuomintang elites in their retreat to Taiwan following the defeat in the Chinese Civil War with the Chinese Communists. In the next few years, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu served in a number of pivotal positions in the KMT and the Buddhist community, including appointments as the senior advisor to the Office of the President, member of the Central Advisory Committee of the KMT and the chairman of the Buddhist Association of the ROC.16 Before passing away in 1957 from illness, the lama was active in a variety of domestic, cross-strait and international diplomatic endeavours promoting Buddhism during the White Terror martial law period in Taiwan. As a lama diplomat, he also played a critical role in shaping the ROC’s national identity in Taiwan and as well as on the Cold War world stage.

These layers of the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu’s Buddhist diplomacy became immediately evident in 1951 when he co-led the ‘Ritual of the Nation-Protecting Benevolent King’ (C: huguo renwang fahui 護國仁王法會) in Taipei. This well-attended fourteen-day ritual attracted the elites of the KMT, including Chiang Kai-shek, and was designed to invoke protection for the ROC against the threat of Communism while positioning Chiang as a ‘benevolent’ protector of the nation and Buddhism.17 On the other hand, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu’s own presence and identity were highly symbolic. As a prominent figure in Inner Asian Buddhism, his presence embodied the ROC’s lost territories of Mongolia and Tibet, the phantom limbs of the nation’s geopolitical aspirations. His unwavering support for the ROC legitimized the KMT’s goal of reclaiming the mainland, including its borderland regions in Mongolia and Tibet inherited from the Qing Empire, from Chinese Communist control.

Another defining moment in the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu’s Buddhist diplomacy came with the 1955 repatriation of the famous medieval Chinese monk Xuanzang’s (玄奘, 600?–664) remains from Japan. The lama played a central and decisive role in these negotiations, leveraging both his connections within the ROC government and his relationships with the Japanese Buddhist community that he had established through participating in the World Fellowship of Buddhists.18 Despite interventions and protests from the Communist Party of China,19 the successful repatriation of Xuanzang’s relics to the ROC in Taiwan and not to the Communist People’s Republic of China (PRC) on the mainland was not only treated as a significant development in Sino-Japanese relations after the end of the Second World War but also as a meaningful event for the ROC in their struggle to represent an ‘authentic’ and ‘free’ China on the international stage during the Cold War. The lama diplomat’s role in the repatriation was more than just ceremonial – it illustrated his ability to navigate international Buddhist networks and foster geopolitical alliances that carved out much-needed spaces for Buddhism in Taiwan amidst cross-strait tensions and political repression in the first decade of the White Terror. Under these intense political pressures, expressing clear alignments with the KMT leadership and anti-Communist sentiments became increasingly necessary for the Buddhists in Taiwan, including the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu, as they followed the Communist Chinese occupation and religious oppression in Tibet and Inner Mongolia, closely. Therefore, the return of Xuanzang’s physical remains was an opportunity for the Buddhists who were previously active on the mainland to show their allegiance to Chiang Kai-shek and the KMT while also preserving a vital space for Buddhism.

At the same time, this handover episode was also used by the elite waishengren20 Buddhists to establish discourses on ‘authentic’ Buddhism in Taiwan. They saw ‘authentic’ Buddhism as being represented by their mainland Buddhists pedigree and the arrival of Xuanzang’s remains to the island, as Xuanzang travelled to India for ‘authentic’ Buddhist teachings and disciplines. This ‘authentic’ Buddhism that has roots on the mainland was contrasted to both the ‘superstitious’ Buddhist practices of the local Taiwanese communities and the colonial legacy left by missionary Japanese Buddhism on the island. In the same year as the handover of Xuanzang’s relics, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu headed the ‘Dharma Propagation Inspection Team of the Buddhist Association of the Republic of China’ (C: Zhongguo fojiaohui shidao hongfa tuan 中國佛教會視導弘法團) and toured Buddhist monasteries and temples all over Taiwan to both establish the ROC Buddhist Association’s authority on the island and present ‘authentic’ Buddhist lineages with roots on the mainland to local Taiwanese Buddhist communities.21

The Seventh Changkya Khutugtu’s domestic, cross-strait and international diplomatic endeavours cemented his legacy in Taiwan as a Buddhist diplomat who navigated the island’s post-Second World War geopolitical complexities, while negotiating survival for Buddhism through reinforcing the state’s anti-Communist stance and the authoritarian rule of Chiang Kai-shek. This view is evident in the narratives on display in his former residence in Taipei, which was turned into a Mongolian and Tibetan Cultural Centre (Mengzang Wenhua Zhongxin 蒙藏文化中心) in 1993 that houses a small museum and memorial for the lama. However, zooming out from the context of post-1949 Taiwan, the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu’s larger legacy remains complex. Most scholarships on the lama published in the PRC instead focus on and praise his support for Chinese nationalism and the unity of different ethnic groups under Chinese rule and have very little to no discussion on his various diplomatic activities in Taiwan. Other scholars who have studied the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu also tend to focus on the lama’s activities on the mainland prior to his retreat to Taiwan in 1949, emphasizing his role as a Mongolian missionary for Chinese national identification, while the Inner Mongols struggled for political autonomy from Chinese influences.

Based on these perspectives, it is sometimes assumed that the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was simply a proxy and ‘puppet’ for the ROC and its brand of Chinese nationalism and cultural chauvinism at the expense of his people in Inner Mongolia and Amdo. This simplification of a complex historical figure prevents us from seeing a fuller picture that includes the lama’s political agency as well as his long-term impact on Buddhist communities. While his actions may have been seen by some as a betrayal of the Inner Mongols – despite being an ethnic Monguor (Tu) by birth – his political choices were shaped by a world in flux, where old norms of a Qing Buddhist Inner Asia no longer sufficed. The pressures of emerging modern states, imperial shifts and the end of longstanding alliances forced the lama at a very young age to navigate paths that both responded to and reshaped his lineage’s legacy.

One of the most significant contributions of the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu was his persistent effort to safeguard Buddhist lineages and communities against the rising tides of anti-Buddhist sentiment and modern secular reforms. Using his political connections established within the ROC, the lama fought persistently to preserve spaces for Buddhist practices, ensuring that they could survive in a world increasingly dominated by secular nationalisms and state-controlled religious reformations. In addition to challenging the geographical and sectarian divides between Inner Asian Buddhism and Chinese Buddhism, the lama also played a pioneering role in introducing Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism to Taiwan, which has enjoyed significant growth in terms of practitioners over the years and created a foundation for later waves of exiled lamas and practitioners from Inner Asia to find political refuge and rebuild their communities. Although the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu and his lineage are no longer in the spotlight in today’s cross-strait relations or international geopolitics, they have not been forgotten at the grassroots level. In Taiwan, there are still community-based volunteers who continue to organize regular memorials, place offerings, conduct cleanings and other activities at the lama’s stupa in Taipei. More research is needed for these community-based practices towards the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu so that we can have a more bottom-up understanding of the impacts of the lama and his lineage on the creation of new religious communities and diasporic identities outside of state-centric and ethnonationalist narratives.

The question of the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu’s successor further complicates his story. According to his alleged will, the remains of his body would be immediately reinterred at the Zhenhai Temple on Mount Wutai after the KMT’s successful retaking of the Chinese mainland and that a new incarnation of the lineage be sought by his disciple Chen Jingxuan.22 His disciples, unfortunately, were unable to fulfil this task.23 In 1998, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama recognized an Eighth Changkya Khutugtu in Amdo, who later trained at the Drepung Monastery in India, sparking renewed interest in the legacy of the Changkya lineage.24 Unrecognized by either the ROC in Taiwan or the PRC in mainland China, the challenges and opportunities presented by this new incarnation will undoubtedly add new layers to the diplomatic and religious heritage established by the Seventh Changkya Khutugtu. How this successor will navigate the complex legacy of his predecessor is worth anticipating in the future.
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6Zhao Puchu: A comrade of the dharma

Weikai Dong

Born in Taihu County, Anhui Province, Zhao Puchu (趙樸初, 1907–2000) was a respected and charismatic lay Buddhist leader in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). When he passed away on 21 May 2000, the PRC government praised him highly for his outstanding contributions. He was reputed to be a prominent Chinese social activist, an outstanding patriotic religious leader and a close friend of the Communist Party of China (CPC).1 After the founding of the PRC in 1949, he, along with several Buddhist monks, was a critical leader of Chinese Buddhism who pushed for reforms that would prove Chinese Buddhism’s relevance to modern China. Today, Zhao Puchu is recognized for his contributions to Chinese Buddhism and China, mainly in the national salvation movement in Shanghai during the Sino-Japanese War, the promotion of Chinese literature and calligraphy in the PRC and the Buddhist revival in post-Mao China.2 A lesser known, yet equally noteworthy aspect of this Chinese Buddhist leader was his role in Buddhist diplomacy during his tenure as the president of the Buddhist Association of China (Zhongguo fojiao xiehui 中國佛教協會, BAC) between 1980 and 2000. This chapter discusses Zhao Puchu’s role in China’s Buddhist diplomacy during the last two decades of the twentieth century.

In 1953, Zhao Puchu was one of the founding members of the BAC, the official government supervisory organ for Buddhism in the PRC. Compared to other prominent Buddhist leaders in the PRC, such as Yuanying (圓瑛, 1878–1953), Xuyun (虛雲, 1840? –1959) and Geshe Sherab Gyatso (1884–1968), Zhao Puchu was one of the few lay Buddhists in the leadership of the BAC. In the pre-Cultural Revolution operations of the BAC, Zhao Puchu served as its vice president and secretary general. Following the end of the Cultural Revolution, the BAC resumed operations in 1980, and Zhao Puchu was elected president of the BAC at its Fourth National Conference.3 By the time of his death in 2000, Zhao Puchu had served as president of the BAC for twenty years and had been involved in its leadership for nearly half a century, making him one of the most important figures of Buddhism in PRC’s history.

To begin, it is important to note Zhao Puchu’s dual role as a religious figure and a politician in the PRC. As early as 1949, on the eve of the founding of the PRC, Zhao Puchu participated in the first plenary session of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC).4 The First CPPCC was the only conference in the history of the PRC to exercise supreme legislative power in place of the National People’s Congress (NPC). The Conference determined the name of the country, the capital city and the provisional constitution. Many of those invited to participate in the Conference became vital figures in the political arena after the founding of the PRC. Zhao Puchu served as a representative of the religious community in the National Committee of the CPPCC from 1949 to 1983, and later served as vice chairman of the National Committee of the CPPCC for four consecutive terms, beginning in 1983 until his death in 2000.5 Members of the National Committee of the CPPCC have the power to consult, discuss and scrutinize national decisions. This shows Zhao Puchu’s long involvement in the politics of the PRC as a representative of the Buddhist community. Zhao Puchu’s dual identity in religion and politics made him a well-suited figure to lead China’s Buddhist diplomatic endeavours.

During the early years of the PRC, Zhao Puchu began to promote foreign Buddhist exchanges, laying the groundwork for the Buddhist diplomacy that he would later engage in after assuming the leadership of the BAC. In October 1952, during the Asia-Pacific Regional Peace Conference in Beijing, Zhao Puchu, as one of the leading representatives of Chinese Buddhists, met with representatives of Japan, a neighbouring Buddhist-majority country in East Asia, and worked towards the normalization of diplomatic relations between the two countries. During the meeting, Zhao Puchu, on behalf of the Chinese Buddhist community, gifted the Japanese delegation a statue of the Medicine Buddha to express China’s love for peace and desire for friendship. In 1954, the Prime Minister of Burma, U Nu, invited Zhao Puchu to visit the Southeast Asian Buddhist country for the first time. In March 1956, at the invitation of the Bodhgaya Advisory Council of India, Zhao Puchu made his first visit to India, the birthplace of the Buddha, to participate in discussions on the preparations for the 2,500th Buddha Jayanti, and to express his wish for a permanent peace between China and India. In addition, during the 1950s and 1960s, in his dual capacity as a Chinese Buddhist leader and a member of the CPPCC, Zhao Puchu also visited Nepal, Bangladesh, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Indonesia, Egypt, Sweden and other countries.6 Many of the countries he visited were Buddhist-majority countries, but also were included some countries of other religious traditions. Evidently, Zhao Puchu was already a prominent member of the religious community in the PRC’s international diplomacy, even before he became president of the BAC.

In December 1980, after a decade of destruction of Buddhism in China during the Cultural Revolution, the BAC held its Fourth National Delegates’ Conference. At this national conference, a new board of directors was elected, and Zhao Puchu was named president of the BAC for the first time. The Constitution of the BAC, which was revised and adopted by the Fourth National Conference of the BAC, highlights that the main task of the BAC includes ‘developing friendly relations with Buddhists of all countries and promoting cultural exchanges between China and foreign countries’, thus categorizing Buddhist diplomacy as part of China’s cultural diplomacy.7 However, due to Zhao Puchu’s position as vice chairman of the National Committee of the CPPCC, which he assumed in 1983, his overseas visits since then can no longer be considered as purely religious exchanges. As the new leader of the BAC, Zhao Puchu, played a crucial role in the China’s Buddhist diplomacy with a number of countries during the Reform and Opening-up era.

As president of the BAC during the 1980s, Zhao Puchu faced an entirely new diplomatic situation. In 1971, the PRC replaced the Republic of China (ROC) as the representative in the United Nations (UN) following the adoption of General Assembly Resolution 2758 by the UN General Assembly. At the same time, the United States and the PRC formally established diplomatic relations in 1979, the year before Zhao Puchu became the leader of the BAC. These two important international events led to a new wave of diplomatic relations with the PRC during the 1970s, including Japan and Thailand, which are two Buddhist-majority countries that Zhao Puchu had visited earlier. Concomitantly, China’s Reform and Opening-up policy in 1978 further stimulated the need for foreign exchanges, and Zhao Puchu became a crucial figure in Buddhist diplomacy for the PRC government.

As a leader of the Buddhist community, Zhao Puchu realized the importance of restoring and revitalizing the development of Buddhism in China as soon as possible, in order to fully open up Buddhist exchanges with foreign countries. First, Zhao Puchu led the re-establishment of branches of the BAC throughout the country. These branches would later take on the responsibility of hosting foreign delegations to visit the representative Buddhist temples in their region.8 In addition, the extensive restoration and reopening of Buddhist monasteries throughout the country helped to provide the conditions for foreign delegations to visit China. For example, Zhao Puchu went to Fujian in 1981 to inspect the reconstruction of Buddhist temples and emphasized that there were branches of Buddhist temples from Fujian province in various Southeast Asian countries. He hoped that these temples would serve as a platform for overseas Chinese Buddhists in Southeast Asia to return to their homeland and contribute to the revival of Buddhism in China.9 Finally, Zhao Puchu also played a significant role in the revival and development of Buddhist education in China, promoting monastic education and academic research into Buddhism. In 1980, the Buddhist Academy of China reopened and began to resume classes. In 1984, the first undergraduate class graduated from these classes at the Buddhist Academy of China. At the graduation ceremony, Zhao Puchu emphasized the importance of promoting Buddhist education to further connect Chinese Buddhists with the international Buddhist community, citing the example of Japanese Buddhist scholarships in the global promotion of Buddhism.10 In short, the revival of Buddhism in China laid the foundation for Zhao Puchu’s Buddhist diplomacy since the 1980s.

Japan officially established diplomatic relations with the PRC in the 1970s, and Zhao Puchu saw the establishment of a long-term friendship with the Japanese Buddhist community as an important mission for the BAC. In 1983, when reviewing Sino-Japanese interactions, Zhao Puchu presented the course of development as ‘Guanyin’s eastward journey’ to ‘Return of Jianzhen to China’.11 ‘Guanyin’s Eastward Journey’ refers to Zhao Puchu’s presentation of a Guanyin statue to the Japanese Buddhist community in 1952, which symbolized the beginning of a series of friendly Buddhist exchanges between the two countries. This gesture received a positive response from the Japanese Buddhist community. Since then, the Buddhist communities of the two countries have long contributed to promoting the cause of peace and friendship between the two countries and to the formal establishment of diplomatic relations, through bilateral Buddhist exchanges under the slogan of ‘Peace between China and Japan’. After the establishment of official diplomatic relations between China and Japan in 1972, Buddhist exchanges between the two countries became more active, including the joint organization of dharma ceremonies, the construction of Buddhist temples, the publication of books and magazines, and the holding of exhibitions. The ‘Return of Jianzhen to China’ refers to the return of the ‘Statue of Master Jianzhen’ to China for an exhibition in 1980. Both Chinese Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping (鄧小平, 1904–1997) and Vice Chairman of the National People’s Congress Deng Yingchao (鄧穎超, 1904–1992), as well as the Emperor and Prime Minister of Japan, expressed great support for the exhibition. This exhibition was a significant event in the history of Sino-Japanese diplomacy, marking a new era of diplomatic relations between the PRC and Japan after the establishment of diplomatic relations between the two countries. Zhao Puchu saw the positive role that Buddhism could contribute to enhancing the friendship between the two neighbouring countries.12

After spearheading the Buddhist diplomacy between the PRC and Japan, Zhao Puchu continued to lead exchanges that were conducive to strengthening ties with the Japanese Buddhist community. Zhao Puchu believed that Buddhism, a common religion between China and Japan, could serve as a common ground for fostering positive relations between the two countries that were torn apart by the Second World War. In 1982, Zhao Puchu visited Japan at the invitation of the Japan–China Friendship Buddhist Association and other Buddhist organizations, where he received the Award of Merit for Buddhist Missionary Work from the Society for the Promotion of Buddhism and an honorary doctorate from Bukkyo University. In 1985, Zhao Puchu was honoured with the Niwano Peace Prize in Japan and was received by the then Prime Minister, Yasuhiro Nakasone.13 In the twenty years since he assumed the presidency of the BAC, Zhao Puchu was involved in almost all the exchanges between the Chinese and Japanese Buddhist delegations. His efforts to cultivate cordial relations between the PRC and Japan were positively received by the Japanese Buddhist community as well as within the political circles of both countries.

During the 1980s and 1990s, Zhao Puchu visited the Korean Peninsula, including North and South Korea. Both North Korea and South Korea are Buddhist-majority countries in East Asia and have been engaged in a state of hostility since the Korean War. Zhao Puchu first led his delegation to Communist North Korea in 1986, where the Central Committee of North Korean Buddhists warmly received him. At this time, the president of Bukkyo University, Kosho Mizutani, was also invited to visit North Korea.14 Thus, Zhao Puchu represented the Chinese Buddhist community to participate in a rare ‘Sino-North Korean-Japanese’ Buddhist dialogue.15 In August 1992, PRC and South Korea formally established diplomatic relations, and Zhao Puchu was invited to visit South Korea and participate in a series of activities two months later, including the East Asian Buddhist Leaders’ Conference for Peace held in South Korea. During this visit, he met with South Korean President Roh Tae-woo, and was awarded an honorary doctorate of philosophy at Dongguk University16 in Seoul.17
 
Among Southeast Asian countries, Zhao Puchu’s efforts in Buddhist diplomacy included fostering positive diplomatic relations between the PRC and Singapore prior to the establishment of formal relations. Singapore is the only country in maritime Southeast Asia with a predominantly Chinese population which practises Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism. As early as 1980, Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew, visited China, where he toured the Guiyuan Temple in Wuhan and the Nanputuo Temple in Xiamen. At that time, Lee Kuan Yew exchanged views with Chinese officials on Buddhist exchanges between China and Southeast Asia, especially with Singapore. Although formal diplomatic relations between China and Singapore were not established then, political leaders from both countries had already expressed support for fostering informal ties through Buddhist exchanges.18 In 1982, two years later, Venerable Hong Choon, president of the Singapore Buddhist Federation and abbot of Kong Meng San Phor Kark See Monastery, led a pioneering delegation to China. The delegation was warmly received by Zhao Puchu and other prominent members of the Buddhist community in Beijing, a topic that Jack Meng-Tat Chia examines in greater detail in Chapter 7. Later in 1988, Zhao Puchu led a delegation to Singapore, where he met with Hong Choon and prominent Buddhist leaders, as well as Singaporean politicians. The Buddhist exchanges led by Zhao Puchu and Hong Choon enhanced the mutual trust between China and Singapore prior to the establish of formal diplomatic relations in 1990.19

During his tenure as president of the BAC, Zhao Puchu also played an active role in promoting Buddhist diplomacy with mainland Southeast Asian countries, particularly Thailand and Cambodia, which are Theravāda Buddhist-majority kingdoms. In 1984, when a delegation of Thai monks from Bangkok visited China to gift a Buddha statue, Zhao Puchu played host to the visiting monks.20 Three years later, Zhao Puchu visited Thailand to participate in the International Conference on Buddhism. At the same time, he also visited the Thai Sangharaja to pave the way for a later Sangharaja-led delegation to Beijing in 1993.21 Zhao Puchu met with the Sangharaja at the Guangji Temple in Beijing during his visit to China, where he called it an unprecedented event in the history of Chinese and Thai Buddhism.22 The PRC has long had close relations with the Cambodian king, Norodom Sihanouk. When King Sihanouk was hospitalized in Beijing, Zhao Puchu, on behalf of the Chinese Buddhist community, sent the king their blessings and regards.23

In addition to maintaining Buddhist ties between countries, Zhao Puchu actively participated in international multilateral Buddhist organizations to promote Chinese Buddhism to the world, including ‘Religions for Peace’, a non-governmental, interreligious international joint organization founded in 1970.24 After the end of the Cultural Revolution, in 1979, the Chinese religious community began to participate in successive ‘Religions for Peace’ conferences, and Zhao Puchu was elected as one of the vice presidents of the organization.25 China’s membership in the organization was probably a result of Zhao Puchu’s efforts in promoting Buddhist diplomacy. Japanese Buddhist leader Nikkyō Niwano, the founding president of the Buddhist organization Risshō Kōsei Kai, was one of the founders of ‘Religions for Peace’, and Nikkyō became acquainted with Zhao Puchu when the former visited China during the Cultural Revolution. Through the joint efforts of both sides, a Chinese delegation led by Zhao Puchu attended ‘Religions for Peace’ in Princeton in the United States for the first time.26

With the gradual rise of China’s political and economic influence after the Reform and Opening-up, the Chinese Buddhist community, with the support of the Chinese government, began to lead the establishment of new systems for international Buddhist exchanges. In East Asia, the formal establishment of diplomatic relations between China and South Korea in 1992 and the bilateral Buddhist exchanges with Japan and South Korea under the leadership of Zhao Puchu paved the way for the further realization of Buddhist exchanges between China, Japan and South Korea. During his visit to Japan in 1993, Zhao Puchu pointed out that the Chinese, Japanese and South Korean Buddhist communities have formed a ‘golden bond’ (huangjin niudai 黃金紐帶) since historical times. Japanese and South Korean Buddhist leaders responded positively to Zhao Puchu’s point of view, and they jointly held the inaugural Sino-Japanese-South Korean Buddhist exchange conference in Beijing the following year. This conference marked the first time the BAC pioneered the establishment of a regional Buddhist organization in East Asia since the Reform and Opening-up Policy was implemented. The first meeting was held in Beijing in 1994, where the then premier of the State Council, Li Peng (李鵬, 1929–2019), sent a congratulatory message to the meeting. President Jiang Zemin (江澤民, 1926–2022) also met with the Buddhist representatives of China, Japan and South Korea in Beijing. At the conference, Zhao Puchu compared Chinese, South Korean and Japanese Buddhism to a mother, an elder brother and a younger brother, respectively.27 He argued that convening the First Sino-Japanese-South Korean Buddhist Exchange Conference in Beijing represented a new beginning for East Asian communities in the ‘mother’ country.28 This metaphor highlights the unique positioning of Chinese Buddhism in East Asia from a historical perspective. Since then, Zhao Puchu participated in the second and third conferences held successively in South Korea in 1996 and Japan in 1997, respectively.29 It is thus clear that Zhao Puchu was recognized as the leader and representative of Chinese Buddhism by the Japanese and South Korean Buddhist communities.

This chapter offers a glimpse into Zhao Puchu’s role as a Buddhist diplomat in the PRC during his twenty-year tenure as president of the BAC. Zhao Puchu was elected the president of the BAC in 1980 and vice chairman of the National Committee of the CPPCC in 1983. These two essential roles positioned him as a prominent Buddhist and political leader in China. He then set about reviving Chinese Buddhism, which was destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, while strengthening bilateral ties with neighbouring Buddhist-majority countries through Buddhist diplomacy. In these roles, Zhao Puchu also led Chinese Buddhist delegations to actively participate in international multilateral Buddhist organizations and attempted to lead the establishment of new systems for international Buddhist exchanges to further enhance the influence of Chinese Buddhism.

When Zhao Puchu passed away in Beijing in May 2000, the then-central leaders of the PRC were present to pay their condolences and offered him high praise.30 In a secularized country under the leadership of the Communist Party, Zhao Puchu received such a high level of political treatment not only because of his contributions to the revival of Chinese Buddhism during the post-Mao era and as an accomplished Chinese calligrapher but also because of his contributions to China’s foreign policy as represented by his achievements in Buddhist diplomacy. Therefore, using Zhao Puchu’s Buddhist diplomacy as an entry point, we can better understand the Buddhist diplomatic strategy of contemporary China under the leadership of the Communist Party.
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7Hong Choon: Buddhist diplomacy before official relations

Jack Meng-Tat Chia

Venerable Hong Choon (宏船, 1907–1990), president of the Singapore Buddhist Federation (Xinjiapo fojiao zonghui 新加坡佛教總會, SBF) and abbot of Kong Meng San Phor Kark See Monastery (Guangmingshan pujue chansi 光明山普覺禪寺, KMSPKS), visited the People’s Republic of China eight times between 1982 and 1990. During these visits, he met national and religious leaders, undertook pilgrimages to sacred Buddhist sites, contributed to the restoration of monasteries and officiated at religious ceremonies. In 1988, he invited Zhao Puchu (趙樸初, 1907–2000), chairman of the Buddhist Association of China (Zhongguo fojiao xiehui 中國佛教協會, BAC) and vice-chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), to make a groundbreaking visit to Singapore.

This chapter argues that within the broader context of Singapore–China relations, which have evolved since China’s reopening in the late 1970s, Buddhist diplomacy played a significant role in shaping bilateral ties during the 1980s, preceding the official establishment of diplomatic relations in 1990. In the absence of formal diplomatic channels between Singapore and China, Hong Choon’s religious visits can thus be seen as a form of informal diplomacy aimed at building confidence. These nine years of mutual religious exchanges had contributed to a cordial relationship between Singapore and China, particularly between the two countries’ Buddhist organizations.

The Singapore government then was highly sensitive to Indonesia’s negative disposition towards China and made it a policy not to establish official diplomatic ties with China until after the Indonesian government had done so.1 Hence, Singapore only formalized relations with China in October 1990, a year after Indonesia.2 Nevertheless, Singapore’s Foreign Minister S. Rajaratnam (1915–2006) led the first official visit to China in March 1975, paving the way for Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew (李光耀, 1923–2015) to undertake his first visit in May 1976, during which he met an ailing Mao Zedong.3

After Mao’s death, Deng Xiaoping (鄧小平, 1904–1997) became the new political leader of China. Deng made major modifications in policies and established crucial new trends, replacing Mao’s radicalism with pragmatic moderation, and the corresponding shift of focus from politics to economics. Deng’s visit to Singapore in 1978 was a turning point in Singapore–China relations.4 This enabled the Singapore government to begin to play both advisory and investment roles in China’s economic modernization by the 1980s.5 Economic interests and interactions contributed to a multitude of contacts between the Singaporean and Chinese leaders, with Lee Kuan Yew visiting China on four occasions from 1980 to 1990.6

The Reform and Opening-up policy under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping in the late 1970s similarly led to a relaxation in China’s religious policies. Therefore, the context of the reopening of China, a new period of relative religious freedom and a revival of Buddhism created a politically favourable environment for Hong Choon to make his visits to China in the 1980s.

Hong Choon was born in 1907 in Xiafu village, Jinjiang county in the Fujian province of China, as the only son in a family of six children.7 He started to become interested in Buddhism under the influence of his grandmother and aunt. In 1922, he received his novice ordination; one year later, he received his higher ordination. After the Sino-Japanese War broke out in 1937, Hong Choon and his master, Venerable Huiquan (會泉, 1874–1942), fled for refuge to Southeast Asia; they arrived in Singapore in 1941 and stayed at the KMSPKS.8 Venerable Zhuandao (轉道, 1871–1943), the founder and abbot of KMSPKS, was concerned about the monastery’s succession and decided to transmit the dharma (chuanfa 傳法) to Hong Choon, appointing him as his dharma heir.9 When Zhuandao passed away in 1943, Hong Choon was called upon by the Buddhist community in Singapore to become the abbot.10 The determined abbot progressively developed and expanded the monastery, making it the largest in Singapore. By the 1980s, Hong Choon, serving as both the president of the SBF and the abbot of KMSPKS, was considered one of the most eminent monks in Singapore.

Throughout his successful religious career in Singapore, Hong Choon never forgot his zuting (祖庭, ancestral hall) ties to Buddhism in China.11 He was very concerned with the development and state of Buddhism in China in general and his zuting in particular.12 With the reopening of China in the late 1970s and the relaxation of religious policies, Hong Choon was considering the possibility of embarking on a trip to China. In the early 1980s, he sent his disciples to establish contact with Zhao Puchu, the president of BAC, which they successfully did.13 The leaders of the BAC extended their invitation to Hong Choon and planned for him to meet Zhao Puchu. This allowed him to make his first two visits to China.

In July 1982, Hong Choon led a delegation to visit China, arriving in Guangzhou to a warm welcome. Hong Choon’s meeting with Zhao Puchu in Guangzhou was a highly symbolic one – not only was it regarded as auspicious, but it also marked a new beginning of a series of exchanges between Buddhist leaders in Singapore and China.

A year after the first visit, Hong Choon was again invited to visit China. Hong Choon and his delegation arrived in Beijing and were cordially welcomed by Zhao Puchu and Buddhist leaders from the BAC. A grand reception was accorded to him on the following day, which was graced by the director of the Religious Affairs Bureau. Two days later, Hong Choon had an audience with the Tenth Panchen Lama, Choekyi Gyaltsen (1938–1989), the second highest-ranking lama in Tibetan Buddhism after the exiled Dalai Lama, who served as the honorary president of the BAC.

Hong Choon’s visits have to be understood within the context of Singapore–China relations in the 1980s. China’s Opening-up policy, accompanied by a relaxation in the country’s religious policy and a revival of Buddhism, made it possible for him to establish communications with the BAC. Motivated by his zuting ties, Hong Choon’s two successful visits allowed him to establish links with Zhao Puchu, the Panchen Lama and other Buddhist and junior political leaders in China. It is notable that Zhao Puchu and the Panchen Lama were simultaneously political and religious leaders. Meeting and establishing connections with these important leaders allowed Hong Choon to set a precedent and paved the way for his subsequent visits. This intersection of religious and diplomatic roles highlights the strategic use of Buddhist diplomacy in shaping both religious landscapes and foreign relations. Although the religious aspects of Hong Choon’s visits facilitated the flow of resources within transnational networks and can be analysed in the context of the globalization of Chinese Buddhism, their significant diplomatic implications remain largely unexplored.14

After two successful visits, which had built a strong rapport between Hong Choon and the Chinese Buddhist leaders, the BAC again invited him to visit China. In his third and fourth visits in 1984 and 1985, Hong Choon and his delegation had audiences with several important Chinese political and religious leaders. Hong Choon played the role of an unofficial and non-political diplomat in both visits, using Buddhism as a tool to bridge and foster ties between Singapore and China. These two visits were indeed of great significance to the informal diplomatic relations between the two countries.

A year after his second visit, Hong Choon received an invitation from the BAC to visit China. Hong Choon and his delegation embarked on their third visit to China in August 1984. The highpoint of the visit was undoubtedly the meeting with Ulanhu (烏蘭夫, 1906–1988), China’s vice president. This was the first time a Buddhist monk from Singapore had met a high-ranking Chinese politician. This visit was a marked departure from the first two and was highly significant in two ways. First, it symbolized the beginning of the politicization of his mission to China – his remaining visits to China were no longer solely religious in nature. Second, Chinese political and religious leaders recognized Hong Choon as the most eminent Buddhist monk in Singapore and viewed him as the key religious representative who was able to foster religious ties between the two countries in the absence of official diplomatic relations. As the fourth visit illustrates, Hong Choon was prepared to play the role of a religious diplomat.

The BAC invited Hong Choon to visit China for a fourth time in 1985. This time, he decided to extend the invitation to various religious leaders of the Singapore Inter-Religious Organisation (IRO).15 The IRO is largely a non-governmental organization: it serves to promote the government’s policy of interreligious harmony, but it is not affiliated with any government ministry or statutory board. Hong Choon generously provided the funding for the IRO delegation on their first ever multireligious exchange to China.16 Hong Choon and the IRO delegation’s audience with Ulanhu was probably the most important moment of their mission to China.17 This was the first time an interreligious delegation from Singapore had travelled to China and was granted an audience with such an important Chinese politician. This unprecedented interaction underscores the significance of interreligious diplomacy in facilitating informal engagements with key political figures on the global stage.

Hong Choon’s third and fourth visits in 1984 and 1985 demonstrate the collaboration between state and non-state actors in the fostering of Singapore–China relations. The two visits have to be analysed against the backdrop of the broader development in such relations. As Singapore–China relations were heading towards formal recognition, these two visits were therefore deliberate arrangements made by the Chinese government to use religion as a tool to bridge and foster ties with Singaporean religious leaders. Moreover, the attention and importance given to the IRO delegation illustrates that the Chinese authorities looked upon the IRO as the most representative interreligious body in Singapore. The Chinese government probably hoped that a warm reception could help to strengthen the informal ties between the two countries at a cultural and religious level. These religious exchanges took place in conjunction with the Singapore government’s official policy towards China, functioning as an important complement to political and economic relations. Thus, Hong Choon’s visits need to be contextualized within the wider political and economic relations between the two countries.

Hong Choon’s visits were, therefore, important episodes in the development of relations between China and Singapore. Although he was neither a political leader nor a diplomat, as an eminent Buddhist leader from Singapore, he played a crucial role as a ‘non-state actor’, and his visits to China likely had an indirect impact on strengthening Singapore–China ties.

After four visits to China, Hong Choon had met several Chinese political and religious leaders, and established close relations with Zhao Puchu and leaders of the BAC. The BAC invited him to visit China for the fifth and sixth times in 1986 and 1987. However, it seems that his visits had very much been a deliberate effort planned and executed by the Chinese government through the BAC. Building positive foreign relations between any two countries requires a high degree of reciprocity, which was illustrated by Zhao Puchu’s visit to Singapore.

There is no evidence so far to suggest any role or involvement by the Singapore government in Hong Choon’s visits to China. The government’s seemingly apathetic attitude can perhaps be attributed to two reasons. First, the secular Singapore government was probably reluctant to display their support for Hong Choon as this could be interpreted as showing favouritism to Buddhism in multireligious Singapore.18 Second, because of the informal and private nature of the exchanges, the government might have deemed it unnecessary to make any official comments on his visits. Nevertheless, it would be erroneous to think that the Singapore government was completely ignorant about these visits. When Zhao Puchu was invited to Singapore, the government seemed more than happy to accord the Chinese visitor with what was given to Hong Choon when he was in China. On pragmatic grounds, the government may be more than willing to incorporate the religious dimension into its foreign relations with China.

Hong Choon’s exchanges to China were, however, widely acknowledged by the Singaporean religious community in general and the Buddhist community in particular. Religious leaders from the IRO were particularly appreciative of Hong Choon for inviting them on his fourth visit and sponsoring their trip.19 The Buddhist community was also supportive of the visits – his followers provided funding for the trips and made generous donations to assist with the restoration of Buddhist monasteries in China. Nevertheless, despite the cordial ties established between Buddhist organizations in the two countries, these exchanges would not be fully reciprocal without a visit from their Chinese counterparts to Singapore. Hong Choon was, therefore, eager to extend an invitation to Zhao Puchu and other leaders from the BAC to visit Singapore, further solidifying the relationship through mutual exchange.

In fact, as early as May and July 1986, Hong Choon had extended two invitations for Zhao Puchu to visit Singapore, but Zhao Puchu was unable to accept the invitations.20 Hong Choon sent two letters again in December 1987 and April 1998 to invite Zhao Puchu to Singapore, and Zhao Puchu finally accepted the invitation and agreed to lead a BAC delegation to visit Singapore in 1998.21

On 23 September 1988, Zhao Puchu led a six-man BAC delegation on a groundbreaking visit to Singapore – this was the BAC’s first religious exchange to Singapore since its founding in 1953.22 The delegation was given an official welcome at the airport by Singaporean Buddhist and political leaders, with Hong Choon playing host to the visitors in Singapore for the first time. During his one-week stay in Singapore, Zhao Puchu visited several notable Buddhist organizations, social welfare organizations and missionary schools.23 Zhao Puchu’s remark that ‘Buddhist organizations in China should learn from Singapore’s successful experience’ seemed to be a Buddhist parallel to Deng Xiaoping’s statement on his first visit to Singapore in 1978, in which the Chinese leader regarded Singapore as the ‘preferred model’ for Chinese economic development.24

Despite the ostensibly religious nature of Zhao Puchu’s visit, it also carried political significance. Due to his status as the vice-chairman of the CPPCC, the Singapore government received Zhao Puchu as a Chinese politician, arranging meetings with key Singaporean political figures, including Deputy Prime Minister Ong Teng Cheong (王鼎昌, 1936–2002), Senior Minister of State for Community Development Ch’ng Jit Koon (莊日昆, 1934–2024) and Commissioner of Inland Revenue Hsu Tse-Kwang (徐籍光, 1929–1999). While the details of their conversations were not revealed and were unavailable in the sources cited, their meetings were likely to have been centred on issues concerning Singapore–China relations. It is plausible that Zhao Puchu had established numerous connections and perhaps even prior engagements with political and bureaucratic leaders from Singapore. Thus, the diplomatic significance of Zhao Puchu’s visit should not be underestimated.

Zhao Puchu and his delegation departed from Singapore for Beijing on 30 September 1988. His brief visit was undoubtedly groundbreaking and contributed significantly to Singapore–China relations. Zhao Puchu’s religio-political visit was significant in three key ways. First, his mission to Singapore symbolized reciprocity for Hong Choon’s earlier visits to China and reinforced the friendly ties established between Buddhist leaders from Singapore and China. Second, the visit was notable as it was the first by the BAC since the organization’s founding; in the broader context of the relaxation of religious policies and the Buddhist revival in China, this can be interpreted as an attempt to use Buddhism as an instrument to bring the two countries closer together.25 Finally, Zhao Puchu’s visit also illustrates that the Singapore government, despite appearing indifferent to Hong Choon’s earlier visits to China, was fully aware of the Buddhist exchanges between the two countries and was likely interested in allowing such unofficial foreign relations to coexist alongside official political and economic ones, even before the establishment of formal diplomatic ties. Zhao Puchu’s visit to Singapore was therefore a religio-political one, aimed at advancing diplomatic progress in Singapore–China relations.

Subsequently, Hong Choon made two more visits to China, in November 1988 and October 1990. A few days after Singapore and China established official diplomatic relations in October 1990, he made his final visit to China, which also marked his last meeting with Zhao Puchu and other Chinese political and Buddhist leaders. Two months later, on 25 December 1990, Hong Choon passed away suddenly at KMSPKS.

In conclusion, within the broader context of the Singapore–China relations following China’s reopening in the late 1970s, Hong Choon’s eight visits to China played a significant role in advancing bilateral relations during a period when formal diplomatic ties had yet to be established. These high-level Buddhist interactions and religious exchanges helped forge cultural and religious links, underscoring the importance of religion – Buddhism, in particular – in fostering bilateral relations before the formalization of diplomatic ties in 1990. The Chinese government, after relaxing religious policies in the 1980s, strategically utilized the BAC to promote friendly relations with Buddhist leaders from various countries. Hong Choon’s visits to China, followed by Zhao Puchu’s visit to Singapore, exemplify the role of Buddhism in China’s foreign policy.26 Notably, the Singapore government’s pragmatic approach to these religious exchanges, despite its secular stance, demonstrates its willingness to incorporate religious dimensions into its foreign policy.

Buddhist relations between Singapore and China continued to flourish even after the passing of Hong Choon. Exchanges between the two countries have not only persisted but have also grown in significance since then, with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs increasingly recognizing the importance of inter-state religious interactions.27 Therefore, the role of Buddhist diplomacy in Singapore–China relations reveals a dimension of foreign engagement that has thus far eluded sufficient attention and underscores the need for a critical reassessment of its place within the broader dynamics of bilateral relations.
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8The Nineteenth Kushok Bakula Rinpoche: India’s monk ambassador to Mongolia

Bhaswati Sarmah

The Nineteenth Kushok Bakula Rinpoche, Ngawang Lobzang Thupstan Chognor (1918–2003), was often considered the reincarnation of one of the sixteen direct disciples of the Buddha. Born in Ladakh, India, he was well-revered by his followers as a great lama with exceptional talents. Since India’s independence, Kushok Bakula has engaged in helping people in Ladakh sustain their religion and guided them through social, economic, educational and political paths. For his contributions towards Ladakh and its people, he is known as the ‘Architect of Modern Ladakh’. Kushok Bakula was also a diplomat, serving as the ambassador of India to Mongolia for over a decade. He not only guided the Mongol people on the religious path but also led Mongolia’s resurgence of Buddhism. His role in the spread of Buddhism in Mongolia and other parts of the world is noteworthy.

Ngawang Lobzang Thupstan Chognor was born on 25 May 1918 to a Ladakhi family. Popularly known as the Nineteenth Kushok Bakula Rinpoche (hereafter Kushok Bakula), he was a Buddhist monk, statesman and diplomat.1 Following the death of the Eighteenth Kushok Bakula, the monks of Pethub Galden Targyesling Monastery started searching for his reincarnation. Following the custom, they petitioned the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, Thupten Gyatso (1876–1933), in Lhasa, and in the process, all the indications pointed to Ngawang Lobzang Thupstan Chognor of Ladakh as the Nineteenth Kushok Bakula. At age six, he was brought to his new residence, Pethub Galden Targyesling Monastery, also known as the Spituk Monastery, on an auspicious day in 1922. The demand for Kushok Bakula to teach in Ladakh was high, and he travelled to several monasteries and towns to impart teachings and perform rituals for his followers.2

Kushok Bakula was a reluctant politician, but he worked in politics for the majority of his life and undertook various steps to transform Ladakh. He served in a variety of government capacities, including those of a member of the National Commission on Minorities, a minister in the Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) government, and as a two-term member of Parliament. He was also known for his contribution to India’s diplomacy, having served as India’s ambassador to Mongolia.

Kushok Bakula began his political career when he was appointed as deputy minister for Ladakh Affairs to the J&K Constituent Assembly after India’s independence in the year 1949. It was Jawaharlal Nehru, the then prime minister of India, who urged Bakula to join politics.3 Kushok Bakula had a very cordial relationship with Nehru. In response to Kushok Bakula’s request, Nehru agreed to send the sacred relics of Buddha and his two main disciples, Sariputta and Mahamoggallana, from the Mahabodhi Society of Sarnath to Ladakh on 24 May 1950. This was the first instance when religious relics were brought to Ladakh. In addition, Kushok Bakula urged the central government to properly care for the sacred Buddha relics that were housed in a small, overlooked cage at the National Museum in New Delhi. He requested that the holy relics be displayed in a different location on the National Museum campus, but the Ministry of Culture wanted to move them to Piprahwa, Uttar Pradesh, the location where they were found. However, no serious action was taken, and the holy relics remained in the same situation in the National Museum.

In the 1950s, Tibet was invaded by China and it led to an uprising against the Chinese troops by the Tibetans. The growing tensions in Tibet caused the spiritual leader of the Tibetan people, the Dalai Lama, and tens of thousands of Tibetans to flee to India in 1959 and seek asylum. Regarding this situation, Kushok Bakula urged Nehru to help the asylum seekers as soon as possible.

Kushok Bakula also aimed to establish The Buddhist Philosophy School, a higher Buddhist educational institution, in Leh on 23 October 1959. It started with a group of just ten students, each representing a different Ladakhi Buddhist monastery. After receiving official government recognition in 1962, the organization changed its name to the Central Institute of Buddhist Studies.4

For a couple of years, Kushok Bakula also served as a member of Mahabodhi Temple’s management committee. The temple was said to have been established by King Ashoka but was plundered and destroyed following the decline of Buddhism in India. Even though numerous Buddhist leaders campaigned to take control of the temple, after India’s independence the State Government of Bihar was given authority under the terms of the Bodh Gaya Temple Act of 1949. On 20 August 1987, Kushok Bakula wrote a letter to Rajiv Gandhi (1944–1991), the prime minister at the time, pointing out the poor condition of the holy temple and requesting some remedial action to address it. For many years, he persisted in applying pressure to succeeding governments regarding the matter, but no significant progress was achieved in terms of government decisions.5

However, Kushok Bakula was able to obtain significant funding for the construction of Shanti Stupa (Peace Pagoda) in Ladakh from Nipponzan Myohoji and their Japanese sponsors due to his longstanding relationship with the Buddhist community in Japan. Venerable Nichidatsu Fujii, whom Yoshiko Ashiwa discusses in Chapter 3, established Nipponzan Myohoji, a Nichiren Buddhist order involved in an international peace movement. Kushok Bakula was close to Nichidatsu Fujii, particularly after the former was appointed to the National Commission for Minorities. Kushok Bakula also regularly took part in protests against nuclear weapons, including the annual Peace Rally in Japan. On 4 April1983, Kushok Bakula placed the Shanti Stupa’s foundation stone in front of a large gathering including local people and government representatives. The sacred relics of the Buddha are housed inside the stupa, which was first opened to the public in 1991.6 The former Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh referred to him as the ‘Architect of Modern Ladakh’ for his contributions towards his homeland.7

In 1954, Kushok Bakula, along with Ladakhi scholar and historian Tashi Rabgyes, attended the third World Fellowship of Buddhists (WFB) General Conference in Rangoon, Burma. The WFB officially registered the Ladakh Buddhist Association as a regional centre during the conference. Kushok Bakula, during his stay in Burma, received different treatment from other Burmese monks because of his look with moustache and hair, as well as the Tibetan robe he was wearing as it was not common and unfamiliar among the Burmese monks. He was barred from having lunch along with the monks as he did not resemble them. After this incident, Kushok Bakula decided to foster mutual respect and collaboration among all schools of Buddhism. In later years, he became close to many Buddhist leaders from around the globe, spreading the message of harmony and solidarity. He also made the personal decision to wear traditional Theravāda robes whenever he travelled to Theravāda Buddhist nations.8 After joining politics, Kushok Bakula travelled to Tibet in November 1955 as part of a government mission to invite the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama to participate in the celebration of the 2,500th Buddha Jayanti. This was a momentous development in the diplomatic ties between China, Tibet and India.

As a member of the Minority Commission, Kushok Bakula attended several conferences and other events on disarmament and arms control during the latter stages of the Cold War. He received an invitation in 1997 to attend a meeting at the Archbishop of Canterbury’s official residence, which was attended by the World Bank President James Wolfensohn and leaders of nine other religions. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss alternative economic models that would lessen environmental damage and poverty while also being in line with religious beliefs. In 1998, he participated in the inaugural Buddhist Summit in Japan alongside the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, and the Supreme Patriarch of Thailand, Somdet Phra Nyanasamvara, marking his reputation as a leading Buddhist figure in Asia and the West.

Kushok Bakula had the privilege to travel to many East Asian nations after being elected as a Member of Parliament and establish friendly ties with foreign dignitaries and Buddhist scholars from all over the world. He took the opportunity to engage with and contribute to the Buddhist communities in Mongolia and the Soviet Union. He paid a noteworthy visit to Ulan Ude, the capital of the Buryat Autonomous Republic, where he was warmly welcomed by the locals. Historically, the majority population of the Buryat Republic was made up of Buryat Mongols; however, in the 1960s, a large influx of ethnic Russians caused the Buryat population to become the minority in their homeland. Samaageen Gombojav, the Khambo Lama of Mongolia, was first introduced to Kushok Bakula in Ulan Ude. Gombojav travelled from Mongolia to meet Rinpoche, and it was through their conversations that Kushok Bakula learned about the state of Buddhism in both Mongolia and the Soviet Union. This marked the start of an extensive and historic collaboration to change the course of Buddhism in both regions.9

The Asian Buddhist Conference for Peace (ABCP) was established in 1969 by Kushok Bakula, Zhambaldorj Gomboyev, the Khambo Lama of the Soviet Union, Samaageen Gombojav, the Head Lama of Mongolia and abbot of Gandantegchinlen Monastery, among other monks. The ABCP would have its headquarters in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia. The mission of ABCP, the first Buddhist non-governmental organization in Inner Asia, was to bring together and promote cooperation among the Buddhist communities enduring hardship in communist nations, as well as to engage them in discourse with other Buddhist communities worldwide. The third General Conference of the ABCP was held at Vigyan Bhawan in New Delhi during the tenure of Kushok Bakula as vice president. His diplomatic preparations allowed the Fourteenth Dalai Lama to make his first trips to the Soviet Union and Mongolia in 1979. Kushok Bakula was instrumental in bringing the Buddha-dharma back to Mongolia and the Soviet Union. Following the Bolshevik Revolution, Bakula was the first Tibetan Buddhist tradition incarnate lama (tulku) to visit Russia. At the ABCP’s eighth General Conference, which took place in Ulaanbaatar in 1990, Kushok Bakula was chosen to serve as the group’s president.

Kushok Bakula had worked hard to bring Buddhism back to the Soviet Union. Following the Soviet Union’s 1970 declaration of religious freedom for its citizens, Kushok Bakula travelled to various locations throughout the country as well as several historic monasteries. He taught and bestowed long-life initiations upon the locals in numerous locations. Many people regarded Kushok Bakula as their root guru and one of the Buddhas, and they kept pictures of him in their homes.

In 1985, Kushok Bakula visited Kuntsechoinei Datsan, a historic Buddhist temple in St. Petersburg that was being used as a laboratory. After observing the state of the temple, Rinpoche took various actions to support the Buddhist community there. When the temple was formally returned to the Buddhist community in 1990, Kushok Bakula was invited by the Russian Buddhist authorities to conduct the rites of purification and sanctification in preparation for the temple’s reopening. Although open religious instruction was forbidden under communist rule, people begged Rinpoche to impart teachings while he was in the Soviet Union. Keeping that in mind, individuals used to visit him in small groups to receive Buddhist teachings, but in the final years of the Soviet system, thousands of people gathered to hear him teach. In 1989, Kushok Bakula travelled to Kalmykia, outside of the Soviet Union, where he taught Buddhist principles to the locals and inspired them to revive the Buddha-dharma. In the same year, he was appointed as the ambassador of India to Mongolia by Rajiv Gandhi, the then prime minister of India.10

Over the years, India and Mongolia have enjoyed a cordial relationship. Despite their separate geographic locations, the two nations are linked spiritually and culturally. The modern-day relations between them began when a Mongolian delegate travelled to New Delhi to attend the first Asian Relations Conference initiated by Jawaharlal Nehru in March 1947. Since then, the leaders of these two nations have maintained constant communication, which was further cemented on 24 December 1955, when an Indo-Mongol communique was released. India became the first nation outside of the Soviet bloc to establish diplomatic ties with the Mongolian People’s Republic.11

An unknown monk from Mongolia once predicted that during the rule of Eight Bogd Gegeen, Khalka Jebtsundamba Khutagt, Buddhism would be attacked by some hostile forces, and an Arhat by the name of Bakula would then bring Buddhist traditions back to the nation.12 In a strange twist of fate, it was Kushok Bakula who contributed to the revival of Buddhism in Mongolia after the collapse of the Soviet Union.13 Kushok Bakula gave his diplomatic credentials to Jambyn Batmönkh, the then chairman of the Great People’s Khural, the Mongolian Parliament, upon taking up his duties in Mongolia. Kushok Bakula attended the occasion of his appointment as ambassador in his monastic robes, where he shared his opinions about Buddha. Additionally, he gave the officials Buddhist khada or white silk scarfs. In response to the emergence of a new political order in Mongolia that upheld the right of religious expression, Kushok Bakula publicly helped the country’s Buddhist population revive their monastic traditions and Buddhist doctrine.14

India is referred to in Mongolia as Jagar, which means white or pure land in Tibetan. India is thus viewed by some Mongols as a spiritual neighbour and teacher. The Soviet Union collapsed soon after Kushok Bakula assumed his position as India’s ambassador to Mongolia, and many socialist nations began to change. The same thing also occurred in Mongolia. However, Mongolia underwent a more peaceful transition. Soon after, the Mongolian people began to call for and demonstrate in favour of a democratic system of government, and they asked India to support them. They specifically asked Kushok Bakula for advice and support from the Indian Embassy in Mongolia.

Kushok Bakula was the first Buddhist monk to serve as an ambassador and be involved in the development of Indo-Mongol bilateral relations. In an effort to bring Buddhism back to the state, Kushok Bakula organized a historic Assembly of Monks on 15 November 1990, at Gandanthekchenlin. Almost 200 senior monks and government representatives from all of Mongolia’s provinces attended, with Kushok Bakula serving as the keynote speaker.15 Kushok Bakula had initiated the celebration of the birth anniversary of Buddha in Mongolia and thousands of people, including the then president Punsalmaagiin Ochirbat and other political figures, gathered to celebrate on 29 May 1991. After nearly 70 years of religious persecution during the country’s communist era, the event became the first open religious ceremony to include the presence of political leaders from Mongolia.16 In addition, Kushok Bakula travelled throughout Mongolia, teaching Buddhism in the countryside, leading empowerment and blessing rituals. Devotees from the rural areas of Mongolia travelled to seek his teachings and blessings while he served as ambassador. He then became known as ‘Ambassador Teacher’ (Elchin Bagsh) in Mongolia.17

For Mongolian monks wishing to study in Indian Tibetan monasteries such as Gomang, Sera, the Buddhist School of Dialectics in Dharamshala and the Central Institute for Tibetan Higher Studies, he contributed to securing Indian visas and funding. Pethub Stangey Choskor Ling Monastery, also known as Kushok Bakula’s Monastery to the Mongolians, was established by Kushok Bakula in Ulaanbaatar in 1999 to revive the Sangha community in Mongolia.18 While the monastery was being built, Kushok Bakula opened a school in Ulaanbaatar in a rented section of the Natsigdorj City Library on 9 September 1992. Karan Singh, the former Maharaja of J&K, formally opened the school with a jar containing holy water from the Ganga River. The same year, on 18 May, Mongolia observed Buddha Jayanti for the first time, with a crowd of some 10,000 Buddhists. President P. Ochirbat of Mongolia addressed the crowd, stating that it signalled a fresh start for the restoration of Buddhism throughout the nation.19 On 26 August 1999, the then-vice president of India, Krishan Kant, was invited to inaugurate the monastery, further cementing the role of Buddhism in India–Mongolia relations.

For a long time, the only Buddhist seminary in Mongolia that offered lodging and board to the young monks was the Pethub monastery. Kushok Bakula’s monastery hired scholar monks from Ladakh and Sikkim to teach, and some students were sent to India to receive what was seen as the best monastic education. In recognition of the spiritual needs and contributions made by Mongolian women to Buddhism, Kushok Bakula encouraged the founding of the Lay Women Buddhist Organization and granted women the right to receive monastic ordination for the first time in Mongolia.20

Kushok Bakula devoted his life to bringing Buddhism and culture back to Mongolia. One such endeavour involved persuading the Indian government to permit bringing Buddha relics from the National Museum in New Delhi to Mongolia. As a result, the Buddha relics were brought to Ulaanbaatar in August 1993 by India’s deputy minister of culture. For a month, the relics were on display at the Central Cultural Palace, drawing thousands of worshippers to see them. After years of cultural persecution and being denied the opportunity to practise their faith, Nambaryn Enkhbayar, the former president of the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary Party and minister of culture, compared the relics exchange to the arrival of Buddha himself to the country. Kushok Bakula also played a role in facilitating the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s first visit to post-Cold War Mongolia, where the Dalai Lama imparted public teachings and the Kalachakra initiation.21 Additionally, Kushok Bakula encouraged minister Enkhbayar to translate The Teachings of Buddha from English into Mongolian. The Teachings of Buddha is an introductory book of Buddhism that was published by the Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai, a society for the promotion of Buddhism based in Japan. The book was given away for free to Mongolian Buddhists in 1995. Furthermore, he also founded the International Buddhist Institute in Mongolia so that researchers from other countries could study Buddhism there.

Kushok Bakula tried to promote India’s soft power during his tenure as ambassador by establishing an Indian Cultural Centre with books, artwork, audio-visual resources and a performance area. The centre offers classes in Indian languages as well as various Indian classical dance styles. Additionally, he started several student exchange programmes that brought over fifty Mongolian students to study in Indian colleges and universities. Subsequently, Punsalmaagiin Ochirbat, the first democratically elected president of Mongolia, signed a twelve-point Treaty of Cooperation and Friendship with India in 1994 while on a visit to India. He specifically acknowledged Kushok Bakula’s contributions, which enabled the signing of this historic agreement.22 Additionally, Kushok Bakula contributed to the creation of the Training and Industrial Centre in Ulaanbaatar, named after Rajiv Gandhi, and the Mongolian–Indian Friendship Farm in the city of Darkhan.23

Kushok Bakula played a significant role in strengthening India–Mongolia relations, and reviving Buddhism in post-Cold War Mongolia and Russia. He served as India’s ambassador to Mongolia from 1990 to 2000, after which he returned to India to lead his retired life. In recognition of his contributions, the Indian government honoured him with the Padma Bhushan, the third-highest civilian award in India, and even renamed the Leh airport as the Kushok Bakula Airport to celebrate his legacy.

Kushok Bakula was an extraordinary person with a strong sense of patriotism. During India’s independence movement, he helped the Indian Army and fought for the territorial integrity of the country. As a monk diplomat, he played a remarkable role in India’s foreign policy. His insights on communist China and its takeover of Tibet, and the fleeing of Tibetans including the Dalai Lama to India, helped the government of India formulate and implement its policies. His contributions towards Mongolia as an Indian diplomat as well as a Buddhist monk have significant importance in India’s Foreign Policy. Nevertheless, throughout his life, Kushok Bakula Rinpoche advocated Buddhist traditions in different parts of the world, particularly in Mongolia, and promoted the importance of interfaith understanding.
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9Dharmasen Mahāthēro: Connecting Bangladesh to the Buddhist world

Sanjoy Barua Chowdhury

Dharmasen Mahāthēro (1928–2020) was one of the most prominent and well-respected Theravāda figures from Bangladesh, who not only dedicated his monastic journey to fostering Buddhist teachings but also promoted peace through his adeptness in Buddhist diplomacy at home and abroad. He is recognized for his contributions to Bangladeshi Buddhism, and to Bengali-based Buddhist communities for propagating Buddhist teachings, spreading the message of peace to both foreign and domestic political leaders, as well as for his leadership of Buddhist organizations. This chapter explores the legacy of Dharmasen Mahāthēro and his proactive role in Buddhist diplomacy to propagate peace during his monastic life.

On 17 June 1928, Dharmasen Mahāthēro was born in a prominent village named Unainpūra, in the sub-district of Patiya and district of Chattogram, also known as Chittagong, Bangladesh. Dharmasen Mahāthēro’s former lay name was Roshdhar Barua, which was given by his parents, Mr Mahirāj Barua and Mrs Sūrabāla Devī Barua. It is worth noting that Unainpūrā, one of the renowned spiritual villages of Bangladesh, is also the birthplace of numerous Buddhist scholars and monks who, over the past few centuries, contributed to the spread of Theravāda Buddhism in Boṅgabhūmi – which comprises modern-day Bangladesh and West Bengal, India. Dharmasen Mahāthēro is regarded by the white-stone rock edict of Unainpūrā Laṅkārāma, a central monastery located in the village of Unainpūrā, as one of the sixteen1 renowned Buddhist monks who originated in Unainpūrā.2

Early in his childhood, an unanticipated illness caused much anguish for Roshdhar’s parents. Local physicians were unfamiliar with the young Roshdhar’s symptoms. Without seeking medical attention and eager for her child’s recovery, Sūrabāla went to the village monastery and paid homage to the Triple Gems: the Buddha, the Dhamma and the Saṅgha. She approached the altar and made a wish before the Buddha statue, praying, ‘If my son recovers from this unknown sickness, I will offer him to be ordained as a Buddhist monk for the sake of Buddha-sasana’.3 Miraculously, within several days, young Roshdhar was cured of his illness.

Having fully recuperated from his illness, Sūrabāla kept her promise and requested that her son Roshdhar become a Buddhist monk under the most Venerable Gyaniswer Mahāthēro (1887–1974) at Unainpūrā Laṅkārāma Buddhist Monastery.4 Thus, at the age of fourteen, during ‘Āsāḷha Pūjā Full Moon Day’ in 1942, the young Roshdhar was ordained as a novice monk. While serving as his preceptor (upajjhāya), Gyaniswer Mahāthēro bestowed Roshdhar’s formal monastic name as Dharmasen Sraman (sāmaṇera). From then on, Dharmasen studied the Tipiṭaka, Buddhist doctrines, Pāli scriptural language and monastic discipline (Vinaya) under his mentor and preceptor, Gyaniswer Mahāthēro. However, it is noteworthy that Gyaniswer Mahāthēro was not only an eminent meditation master but also a prolific Buddhist scholar. Gyaniswer’s monumental compilation, ‘Pāli Prabēśa’ (Entrances to Study Pāli Language), is referred to as a textbook for the Department of Pāli and Buddhist Studies at Dhaka University, Chattogram College, and Chittagong University in Bangladesh, as well as Kolkata University in India.5

At Unainpūrā Laṅkārāma Buddhist Monastery, Dharmasen Sāmaṇera continued his monastic journey under the guidance of Gyaniswer. On the occasion of the annual robe offering ceremony (Kaṭhina Cībar Dān) in 1947, Dharmasen Sāmaṇera received his higher ordination (Upasampadā) at the Saṅgharāj Ācārya Pūrṇācāra Sīmālaya Ordination Hall at Unainpūrā Laṅkārāma Buddhist Monastery. As his preceptor, Gyaniswer Mahāthēro once again presided at Dharmasen’s higher ordination (Upasampadā). Dharmasen continued to serve as an attendant to his teacher, Gyaniswer Mahāthēro, throughout the latter’s life.

Regarding Dharmasen’s Buddhist teachings, his dhamma talks instilled a sense of harmony in the villagers of Unainpūrā and the larger Bangladeshi-based Buddhist society at home and abroad. The notable features of his teachings emphasized monastic order and noble lay teachings and their use as a vehicle for dhamma practice in daily life. Apart from his regular Buddhist teachings, Dharmasen also wrote numerous books and articles in Bengali language. He is the author of monumental Buddhist works of literature, including Triratna Bandanā (1962), Vinaya Saṅgraha (1978), Baudhō Dharma Śikṣā (1981) and Tri-Mahājībana (1990).6
 
Under his leadership, Dharmasen firmly established guidelines and codes of conduct, which created a sense of unity for the monastic members. For the propagation of Theravāda Buddhism in Bangladesh, he skilfully applied Buddhist diplomacy policies in fostering relationships with prominent Buddhist organizations, such as the Supreme Saṅgha Council of Bangladesh (Bangladesh Saṅgharāj Bhikkhu Mahāsabha) and Saṅgha Council of Saṅgharāj Pūrṇacār (Saṅgharāj Pūrṇācāra Bhikkhu Sangsadh). Under his leadership, Dharmasen took important steps for the Buddhist community that were needed, such as uniting all major Buddhist organizations in Bangladesh and offering dhamma scholarships to ensure the preservation of the Buddha’s teachings in Bangladesh.

Along with Dharmasen’s leadership of the monastic community, two important diplomatic events were held that have been highly appreciated by the Buddhist community of Bangladesh. The first one was held in the 1990s during communal riots in his village, Unainpūrā, and the neighbouring Buddhist-based villages, where extremists vandalized Buddhist monasteries and community houses.7 When the violence began, most of the villagers from Unainpūrā fled and Unainpūrā Laṅkārāma Buddhist Monastery – the central temple – was attacked. During that time, Dharmasen took an important step and asked villagers not to participate in riots with the extremist groups. In the meantime, Dharmasen connected with his friends whom he met during his work on Buddhist leadership with other monastics and immediately informed an important Buddhist leader, Sanghanayok Bisuddhananda Mahāthēro from Dhaka, Bangladesh. In order to protect the villagers in Unainpūrā and put an end to the communal riots, Venerable Bisuddhananda Mahāthēro engaged the government officials who immediately sent sufficient police forces and high-ranking defence officers to deal with that violent situation. With the presence of government-backed police, the communal riot quickly ended. Following Buddhist teachings of loving-kindness and compassion, Dharmasen subsequently organized a dialogue between the neighbouring Muslim and Buddhist communities on how to end communal violence and reduce misunderstanding among each other.8 Recalling this violence, the villagers of Unainpūrā and the Buddhist community of Bangladesh praised Dharmasen for his prompt actions to inform key Buddhist leaders and the police forces to handle that situation. Since then, Unainpūrā and its neighbouring Buddhist-based villages have stayed peaceful and harmonious among the wider local Muslim and Hindu communities.

The second such communal violence occurred in the Southern part of Bangladesh in 2012, which has become widely known as the ‘Ramu tragedy’.9 On 29 September 2012, an Islam-based extremist group attacked Buddhist monasteries in Ramu and Chattogram. Twelve Buddhist monasteries, fifteen Buddhist villages and hundreds of Buddhist homes were damaged and looted during these riots.10 When Dharmasen Mahāthēro learnt about these incidents, he immediately made a trip to Ramu accompanied by other Buddhist leaders, including Sanghanayok Suddhananda Mahāthēro and Gyanasree Mahāthēro. Together with these Buddhist leaders, Dharmasen Mahāthērō met with the Prime Minister of Bangladesh Sheikh Hasina (born 1947) to convey a heartfelt appeal from the Buddhist community for protection from communal riots, vandalizations and violence. Subsequently, under the guidance of the prime minister, the government administration provided heightened security in the affected areas and supported the rebuilding of all vandalized Buddhist monasteries and homes.11 This incident reveals that Dharmasen Mahāthēro’s prompt decision to visit the affected areas, along with his ability to interact with other religious leaders and government officials, helped to foster peace and harmony in the community.

To foster Buddhist teachings and spread the message of peace, Dharmasen Mahāthēro represented the Bangladeshi Buddhist community abroad by attending many congregations, symposiums and seminars. Wherever he visited, Dharmasen tried to promote peace and harmony through Buddhist diplomacy. Every year, on the occasion of the Buddha Purnima,12 Dharmasen, along with other Buddhist leaders, would receive an invitation from the president of Bangladesh. On every occasion when Dharmasen met with the president, he would share his message of love and express his concern for the safety and security of the minority Buddhist community in Bangladesh.13 It is worth mentioning that whenever Dharmesen got a chance to meet with high-ranking government officials in Bangladesh, he often requested them to affirm their commitment to the security of the Buddhist community, as well as to preserving ancient Buddhist heritage and culture, which granted Dharmesen more support from the Buddhist community

To foster peace and engage in Buddhist diplomacy, Dharmasen Mahāthēro journeyed to numerous Asian countries, including India, Thailand, Japan, Sri Lanka and Vietnam. In 2004, he was invited by the then President of India, A. P. J. Abdul Kalam, to attend an international conference held in India. In conversation with President Kalam, Dharmasen discussed his community, culture and heritage. President Kalam then gifted Dharmasen with a sacred Bodhi tree as a token of recognition for his remarkable journey.14 After returning to Bangladesh, Dharmasen planned to plant this Bodhi tree at a Buddhist monastery in Dhaka, the capital of Bangladesh. This tree was ceremoniously planted at Merul Badda International Buddhist Monastery in Dhaka by Professor Iajuddin Ahmed, the then president of Bangladesh.15 This event demonstrates an approach of Buddhist diplomacy which promoted peace and harmony between India and Bangladesh, while also fostering serenity within these two nations.

According to a tradition found in Theravāda-based Buddhist countries like Thailand, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and India, the ‘Saṅgharāj’ or ‘Saṅgharāja’, an honorific title of the highest honour, is designated as ‘The Supreme Patriarch’. Following the passing of the Eleventh Saṅgharāj of Bangladesh, Śasanaśrī Mahāthēro (1921–2003), the most prominent Theravāda-based monastic organization, the Bangladesh Saṅgharāj Bhikkhu Mahāsabha, appointed Dharmasen Mahāthēro as the Twelfth Saṅgharāj of Bangladesh on 29 January 2004. Despite being appointed as the Saṅgharāj, Dharmasen Mahāthērō remained a resident of Unainpūrā Laṅkārāma Buddhist Monastery until the end of his life. His breadth of knowledge, wisdom and practice were imparted through dhamma talks and daily guidance to both monastics and laypeople. Dharmasen was awarded accolades from both home and abroad. His honorific Buddhist titles include Aggamahāsad’dham’majyōtikādhabja (2003) from Myanmar; Tripiṭaka Sāhitya Biśārada (2004) from Sri Lanka; World Peace Model and World Buddhist Outstanding Leader Award (2017) from Thailand; Supreme Buddhist Leader (2008) from Japan; Karmayōgī kr̥pāśaraṇa Award (2012), Suṣama Award (2016) and Sadharma Biśārada (2005) from India; and the Atiśa Dīpankara Śrījñāna Peace Award (2021), Biśud’dhānanda Gold Medal (2005), Dharmadhirāja, Mahāsaddhammarasmi (2012), Sāramēdha-Pūrṇācāra Memorial Gold Award (2016) and Bimalendhu Peace Award (2016) from Bangladesh. In addition, Dharmasen Mahāthēro’s tireless contributions to Buddhist propagation and teachings were also acknowledged by foreign universities. The Vietnam Buddhist University conferred on him his first Honorary Doctorate Degree on 8 August 2009. The Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya University of Thailand bestowed upon him a second Honorary Doctorate Degree on 24 May 2010. In recognition of his deep understanding of and expertise in Pāli texts of the Tipiṭaka, Kolkata University conferred the title of ‘Tripiṭaka Biśārada’ on Venerable Dharmasen in 1953.16

During the last few years of his life, Dharmasen Mahāthēro’s unstable health condition led to frequent hospitalizations. Due to his rapid physical decline, he was hospitalized at the Royal Hospital in Chattogram on 1 January 2020, for three months. On 20 March 2020, at 12.58 am (Bangladesh Local Time), the Twelfth Supreme Patriarch (Saṅgharāj), Dharmasen Mahāthērō, drew his last breath at the Royal Hospital in Chattogram, Bangladesh. Many of his disciples, beloved relatives and devotees from Bangladesh and throughout the world mourned the loss of their dearly loved spiritual leader.

In conclusion, the legacy of Dharmasen Mahāthēro deeply impacted the propagation and preservation of Theravāda Buddhism throughout Bangladesh and the wider Buddhist world. Dharmasen Mahāthēro was a great Buddhist diplomat who thoughtfully spread the message of peace among local and global leaders, along with concerns for the security for his local Buddhist community in Bangladesh. In the 1990s and 2012 when the Bangladesh’s Buddhist community experienced communal violence, Dharmasen Mahāthēro adeptly communicated with leading figures in the country to urge their immediate support to stop the violence. The Bengali Buddhist community still respects Dharmasen’s skillful method of Buddhist diplomacy and continues to recognize his contributions. As such, devotees and seekers have built several statues of him, which were established in his residing monastery, Unainpūrā Laṅkārāma Buddhist Monastery, as well as neighbouring Theravāda temples in Bangladesh. Dharmasen Mahāthēro’s legacy and dhamma teachings, and his way of Buddhist diplomacy, continue to resonate with Bengali-speaking monks and devotees, and with the wider Buddhist community across South Asia and the world.
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10Ajahn Tala Uttama: A bridge over troubled water

 Napakadol Kittisenee

The longest wooden bridge at a borderland of western Thailand called Mon Bridge (Saphan Mon สะพานมอญ) or Uttama Memorial Bridge (Uttamanusorn สะพานอุตตมานุสรณ์) is well-known to have been built by an ethnic-Mon monk, Ajahn Tala Uttama (1910–2006), or Luang Phor Uttama (หลวงพ่ออุตตมะ) in Thai. Ajahn Uttama was not only a renowned bridge builder but also a highly revered master whose supernatural powers had gone viral prior to the advent of the internet and social media. Even the bridge itself can serve as a testimony to his miracle – the magical achievement of being able to build a wooden bridge across three different converging river torrents. Moreover, this project was achieved mainly by the collective effort of people from the surrounding communities, not through state-sponsored project funding. Ajahn Uttama himself was also considered a bridge, mending the long conflicts among several ethnic groups along the Thai–Burmese borders. He has been acknowledged by both Thai and Burmese nation-states, Sangha Orders and was also favoured by the Thai royal family. Ajahn Uttama can thus be considered a Buddhist diplomat, literally and figuratively, for his role in Thai–Burmese relations and as a ‘bridge builder’ in connecting the two neighbouring Theravāda countries.


An itinerant life

Ajahn Uttama was born in 1910. As a Mon ethnic boy called A-Maung, he was primarily brought up in Moulmein, an area then associated with the ancient Mon state, and later, a part of British Burma. At the age of nine, there was a cholera outbreak in his home village. He was sent to live with his uncle who was a monk at another community temple. There, he lived up to great expectations in his studies, both on worldly subjects as well as magical abilities. However, at the age of fourteen in 1924, there was another cholera outbreak that made him lose five siblings in a row, which greatly saddened his parents. The young A-Maung then decided to return home to help his family with rice farming until the age of eighteen, when he sought permission to be ordained as a novice at a nearby monastery. His study in the temple for two years proved he had come to the right path, but with concern about his parents who were taking care of his other young siblings, he later decided to disrobe and return to help his family. After his family conditions improved, he was re-ordained as a monk, and was given the monastic name, Uttamarambho, meaning ‘a person with ultimate perseverance’. Since his ordination, he became known as ‘Uttama’.1

Ajahn Uttama studied Buddhism and magical lessons – a practice of sorcerer power as a popular training among the local Buddhist practitioners – in his community monastery. In 1943, at the tumultuous time during the Second World War and the Japanese occupation of Southeast Asia, he travelled to Kengtung in Shan state, Burma, to further his practice of mediation, and subsequently wandered into the forests of Thailand. Along his journey, he gained a popular reception among the Shan, Mon and Karen, which foreshadowed his future involvements in these communities. He returned briefly to Burma because of the passing of his monastic preceptor, and thereafter continued to wander the forests in 1949, a year after Burma gained independence from the British and two years after the assassination of General Aung San (1915–1947). During this time, there were numerous conflicts among the ethnic minorities, which sought to fight for their autonomy, and the central Burmese junta government that strove to rule over other groups.

Ajahn Uttama left his home country via the jungles. He embarked on a journey into the jungles of Laos, Cambodia and Thailand, even as wars were looming. After decades of his spiritual journeys into the wilderness of transregional landscapes, he settled in Sankhlaburi of western Thailand, helping the Mon to set up a diasporic community of refugees from wars in Burma. He built a phenomenal wooden bridge to facilitate public transportation and livelihood, and erected a landmark as a replica of the Buddha’s Enlightenment location of Mahabodhi Chedi in Bodhgaya, India. This landmark was seen as the symbolic centre of Buddhism as well as an icon of Buddhist diplomacy among the Buddhists around the world. Most importantly, he served as an ambassador of peace in the on-going tensions between the Mon and the states of Thailand and Burma. As expressed by Kunthung Sutthivongsa, a Mon member of the Sankhlaburi community and a niece of the master, ‘Luang Phor Uttama has promised us. If he is still alive, our Mon people will certainly get the Thai ID card. Now we live well because of his ‘charisma’ (baramee; Pali: pārami). Otherwise, the Thai government would have deported us back to Burma’.2


Ajahn Uttama and the Mon monks in Thailand

Ajahn Uttama was given the honorific title Luang Phor (Venerable Father), which is recognized by the Thais due to the rich and latent legacies of Mon monks in Thailand in two key historical periods: the late sixteenth century, and later, in the early nineteenth century up to the present. The former can be dated back to the reign of the notable warlord King Naresuan (1555–1605) of Ayutthaya, a Siamese (Thai) born monarch best known for his declaration of independence of Ayutthaya from the Burmese Toungoo (တောင်ငူ) Empire rule in 1584. However, earlier in his life as a young Prince Naret, he was taken to the Burmese court as a captive while Ayutthaya was under Burmese vassalage. Prince Naret was then raised in Burma, learning Burmese culture, language, military strategies and the knowledge essential for the governance. Most significantly, according to several historical sources and local legends, while he was brought up together with the Burmese Crown Prince, he also trained in Buddhist knowledge and magic under a Mon monk named Maha Thera Kanchong from Hanthawaddy (Mon: ဟံသာဝတဳ, or present-day Burmese’s Bago). The monk was reportedly well-versed in exercising sorcerous powers, which was favoured by those who aimed to incorporate this esoteric knowledge into their future battle like the young Prince Naret and Mingyi Swa (မင်းကြီးစွာ), the Crown Prince of Burma. Among other things, this invincible magical ability was one of the most preferred practices for the would-be war lords. Similarly, Ajahn Uttama gained a reputation for sorcery similar to Maha Thera Kanchong, as recounted by his niece Kunthung Sutthivongsa. According to her, the monk once joined a helicopter ride with the former Vice Deputy Director-General of Thai Police Chumphon Lohachala. Suddenly, one helicopter propeller was broken. Yet, the flight remained safe, reputedly because of the Venerable’s charisma.3

The magical legacy of Mon monks has gained traction among the Thai elites from the sixteenth century up to the present. Once King Naresuan freed Ayutthaya from the Burmese empire, he invited Maha Thera Khanchhong to his kingdom and appointed his mentor as the Sangha Raja or Supreme Patriarch. A practice by the Thai royal court in remembering this Mon monk’s influence is inviting Mon monks to make the holy water used to sanctify the palace, and by inviting them to chant the daily Buddhist paritta, in the Mon accent for the king, to secure peace and stability.4 As King Mongkut (1804–1868) noted:


This [the tradition of inviting Mon monks to make holy water in the palace] has long been incorporated into the court practice since a distant past. Even if there are other monks who hold prestige, gain great respect from the masses, and receive honourable ranks and monastic titles such as for being well-versed in the Buddhist canon and as masters who can provide meditation training, or even there are other monks who are proficient in magic and popular among the Buddhists, these are never invited by the kings to perform the making of the holy water in the court. Perhaps there is a mysterious reason for this practice. Normally each ethnic group and nation usually invites monks and doctors of their own languages and accents to treat their patients or chant with their own Pali accents in the ceremonies or merit makings. Regarding the royal Thai tradition of inviting Mon monks to chant the paritta in the palace, this is uncommon, and the purported evidence cannot be found both in the royal chronicles and historical records.5 


Despite the lack of historical evidence to prove the origin of this practice, Mon monks are always prioritized for the making of holy water for the royal family. King Mongkut added a legend in his explanation that once a Mon monk was able to tame an evil spirit which haunted the palace during the Ayutthaya period, and subsequently, Mon monks were recognized for their magical superiority. Also, the Mon monks were invited to accompany the kings when they travelled to remote places and needed to stay in the jungle filled with unexpected dangers.6 Prince Damrong (1862–1943), the acclaimed Father of Thai history, has further noted that Thai monks are also invited for other types of ceremonies, but not for the making of holy water, as it is a job reserved for Mon monks.7 Phra Maha Jaroon Ñāṅacārī, a Mon monk who is usually invited to make holy water in the royal palace, contended that the ritual takes place inside the Weaponry Hall located inside the palace on every Buddhist holy day according to the lunar calendar and it is only reserved for Mon monks to perform this ritual. There is even a car pick-up service to facilitate this mission.8 With this long-spanning historical background on recognizing the Mon monk as the master of protection, Ajahn Uttama emerged out of this latent history. Among his notable sacred objects, is his blessed wooden rosary beads – a popular amulet among the Buddhist collectors and followers who seek protection from their precarious lives and conditions. Even the material used to make the blessed rosary beads was imported from Mon state in Burma as it is believed that an object coming from its original source has the greatest efficacy.9

Ajahn Uttama’s presence also evokes the legacy of the ‘purified’ version of Buddhism. In the early nineteenth century, King Mongkut encountered a Mon monk in Bangkok during the time he was still in his monkhood. The king was greatly impressed by this Mon monk as he adhered strictly to the Vinaya – the code of monastic discipline. This inspired King Mongkut to initiate the reformist school of the Dhammayuttika Nikaya sect in 1833 by adopting the strict disciplinary practices of Mon monastics.10 Despite the fact that Ajahn Uttama did not declare himself a monk of this newly anointed sect, he was promoted and endorsed by the monarch to a high level in the Thai Sangha order.


Promoting ahimsa

‘There was a statement made by a high-ranking official claiming that having Luang Phor Uttama is better than having an army of 10,000 since the words of Luang Phor can make peace and ceasefire’.11

Similar to previous Mon monks such as Maha Thera Khanchhong, who served as a mediator during Siamese–Burmese wars, Ajahn Uttama was also a Buddhist diplomat navigating the ‘troubled water’ of conflicts among several political fractions and armed groups. Besides other eulogies by his followers praising him as ‘Great Master (Luang Phor Yai) of the Mons’, ‘The God of the Mons’, and ‘The Diamond of the Mon Nation’, one of his biographers considered him to be a promoter of ahimsa (nonviolence), highlighting his role in teaching ‘ahimsa on the path of dhamma’ (ʻahingsā bon sēnthāng tham อหิงสาบนเส้นทางธรรม).12

The term ‘ahimsa’ or nonviolence was coined by the Indian anticolonial nationalist Mahatma Gandhi, and incorporated by the ‘Gandhi of Cambodia’, Maha Ghosananda. Ghosananda applied the idea of nonviolence to a Buddhist peace walk, or ‘An Army of Peace’, as a nonviolent response to the on-going civil war which continued to be perpetuated by many political fractions in the aftermath of the Cambodian genocide.13 In contrast, Ajahn Uttama had no connection to Gandhi, unlike Maha Ghosananda, who learned about the concept of ‘ahimsa’ from Nichidatsu Fujii, a Japanese Buddhist monk who studied in India in the 1950s, as discussed in Chapter 3 by Yoshiko Ashiwa.14

Ajahn Uttama’s achievements in conflict resolution were not only because of his miraculous abilities but also due to his mastery of worldly knowledge on diplomatic negotiations. Ong Banchun, a Mon historian, has noted that among the other conflicts the Mons have faced, the one between the Mon and the Karen is the longest-standing battle. This harkens back to the British rule over Burma in 1885, when the divide and rule policy took effect among the non-Burman ethnic minorities.15 In 1973, there was a land dispute in the Sankhlaburi district of Kanchanaburi province in western Thailand where the Mon and Karen communities coexisted. The Mons wanted to expand their cultivation areas by clearing the forests claimed by the Karen who, though without any proved land titles, stated that they had taken care of this area since the time of their great-grandparents. As Ajahn Uttama was worried that this incident would potentially escalate to an extensive fight, he then intervened and offered a solution to both parties: the Mon who wanted to expand their farmlands should pay the Karen 5 per cent of the rice yielded from each cultivation cycle. He convinced the Mon and the Karen that both groups had a shared history of supporting each other in the precolonial times, and told the Karen that they would earn nothing if they left the land untouched. This ‘ahimsa’ method eventually prevented the potential armed conflict between the Mon and the Karen.16


An ambassador of peace

According to Phra Maha Suchart Siripanyo, the Mon people owe a lot to Ajahn Uttama because he helped negotiate with the authorities. Now the wooden bridge initiated by Luang Phor connects both sides of the rivers: one side of the land is populated by the Thais and the other side, where the temple is located, is populated by the Mons. When the temple needed to be relocated to this current spot in 1984 because of a dam project, Luang Phor negotiated with the authorities to change the terms of compensation. Instead of monetary compensation to build a new monastery, he asked for a massive plot of land so that he can allocate parts of it to accommodate the immigrant Mon population. He said he can build the temple by himself, but asked them to give him the land as a compensation instead.17 This incident proved that Ajahn Uttama was not only a bridge builder who forged transborder connections but also a mediator, a diplomat and an ambassador of peace.

Reflecting on the Uttama Memorial Bridge, established in 1987 and spanning the troubled waters where three strong torrents converge, it is significant to recall that when Ajahn Tala Uttama left his post-independence home country in 1949 to undertake his second sojourn into the jungles of Thailand, Laos and Cambodia, these countries had not yet gained full independence from colonial powers. What did it mean for monks from Burma to travel freely into areas which remained restricted for travel as prescribed by the colonial power, such as the French Protectorate of Laos and Cambodia? As early as the 1920s, the French protectorate of Cambodia had imposed travel restriction and increasingly monitored monastic travel – especially those who went back and forth between Siam/Thailand and Cambodia. The Buddhist Institute was established in Phnom Penh in 1930 to contain the Khmer monastic subjects seeking to gain a higher Pali education in the country rather than travelling to Thailand. The colonial authorities imposed a divide and rule strategy to cut ties between Theravāda Buddhist countries, preventing them from collaborating with one another.18

Silent from the official colonial archives, the connections made among the Buddhist itinerant magical monks are shown in oral histories and locally published biographies. Ajahn Uttama had made good friendships and exchanged support with many who later became better known as magical monks in Thailand and Cambodia. In the Thai forest, he became a long-term dhamma colleague of Venerable Waen Suciṇṇo (1887–1985), an influential magical monk of Chiang Mai (born ethnic Lao in the northeast) who had a close tie and strong connection with the former Thai monarch, Bhumibol Adulyadej (1927–2016). In Cambodia, Venerable Cheam Atisayo (1911–2006), who became involved in the Khmer Issarak independence movement and fought for Cambodian autonomy before becoming ordained, reportedly learned magical lessons from the Mon monk, Ajahn Uttama.19

The latter case of Ajahn Cheam Atisayo also exemplifies the transborder connections made by Ajahn Uttama. Ajahn Cheam Atisayo, from Mongkolborei of Northwestern Cambodia, also took flight to Thailand during the decolonizing period of the late 1940s. In his pre-monastic life, he was involved with ‘Free Khmer’ (Khmer Issarak) – an independent fighter group founded in 1946 – suggesting that his later career as a magical monk may include an additional layer of anticolonial sentiment. Even though the background of another magical monk of this network, Ajahn Soi (1923–1999), had no clear associations with anticolonial movements like that of Ajahn Cheam, according to his follower’s recollection during 1950s, Ajahn Soi was invited onto a helicopter and asked to use his sorcerous powers to exert peace and stability on the mainland Southeast Asian terrestrial space below and to make it devoid of ‘foreign threats’. Along Ajahn Cheam’s sojourn to learn the lessons of magic, he networked with Ajahn Uttama and came to respect Venerable Uttama as his mentor. Besides the lessons of Buddhist magic, what kind of conversations might both monks have had about the world around them? Along with this magical camaraderie which brought together the Buddhist monks from the two disparate borderlands of mainland Southeast Asia, how did they exchange their views about the independence of Burma, ethnic Mon sovereignty and the future of Cambodian independence, given both of their backgrounds were largely informed by the involvement of their respective national independence movements? This Buddhist diplomacy took place in the ‘forests’ of mainland Southeast Asia, not in a clearly defined monastery.

Magical camaraderie continued to grow the Buddhist networks on the ground which crisscrossed their immediate monastic lineages and national boundaries. Ajahn Tala Uttama, the prominent ethnic Mon magical master, became a good friend, ‘kalyanamitta’, of an ethnic Lao monk master, Ajahn Waen Sucinno (1887–1985). Unlike the friendship which developed between the renowned scholars Venerable Chuon Nath and Venerable Huot Tat in the early twentieth century in Phnom Penh20, the comradeship between Ajahn Uttama and Ajahn Waen Sucinno originated in the jungles of northern Thailand in the 1940s. Ajahn Waen enjoyed the company of Ajahn Uttama. Once both masters settled down to set up their monasteries – Ajahn Waen in Chiang Mai in Northern Thailand and Ajahn Uttama along Thai–Burmese border at Kanchanaburi on the west – both visited each other from time to time. Ajahn Waen was reportedly flying on a hilltop of Chiang Mai where his temple was located in 1970s, and had extended and bestowed his ‘metta’ (compassionate radiance) over the warring Vietnam to achieve peace and stability in the 1950s, as recounted by one of his followers. Overcoming the differences in ethnicity, national origins and monastic lineages, the magical comrades shared the method of sourcing their higher powers and wisdom to secure peace and stability for the region. This magical camaraderie, between Ajahn Waen and Ajahn Uttama, at the peripheries of nations and around the borderlands, allowed them to assert peace and stability in their own fashion.

This history differs from Kamala Tiyavanich’s Forest Recollection, which centres the forest experience of the Buddhist itinerant ascetic monks only within the lineage of the Dhammayuttika’s Ajahn Mun Bhuridatta Thera, by revealing the interactions of magical monks across ethnicities, national boundaries and disparate lineages.21 Their forest recollections were not disconnected from the external affairs, as wars and independent struggles were visible across the region. Their shared temporal reference of the decolonizing moment made them aware of how to navigate the temporal world and the dhamma world. Perhaps they did not differentiate the two. These ascetic monks became kalyanamitta of one another under the rubric of magical comrades, asserting the label of resource of their immediate autonomy, which they utilized to subvert precarious conditions.

Amidst the noise of bombs, airstrikes and fighting during the Second World War and the decolonizing periods of Cambodia and Laos, a Mon monk navigated the forests of several countries to reconnect with his dhamma friends – old connections in the precolonial era. An itinerant monk’s life has thus gone far beyond the confines of being a cultural hero of his own Mon ethnicity to that of a Buddha’s diplomat who sustained the latent connections among the precolonial networks that were under foreign domination. Ajahn Uttama, as a bridge over troubled water, is not only representative of his work in the borderland of western Thailand, but is also representative of his links to troubled areas during the colonial transitions, on the eve of his fellow magical monks’ national independence. The itinerant life of Ajahn Uttama sheds a new light on the representation of a diplomat as one who masters not only rhetoric which connects people, but magical abilities to subvert the precarious conditions.
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11Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh: A mission of mindfulness

Sara Ann Swenson

In November 2011, a crowd of over 700 people gathered for a lecture by Vietnamese Zen master Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh (1926–2022). The event opened with the sound of a bell struck three times. By the third knell, the rustling audience fell into silence. Many attendees sat still with their eyes closed, listening intently. Others leaned forward with watchful anticipation or curious scepticism.

The soft-spoken monk sat cross-legged on a raised platform, also listening to the bell with his eyes closed. A flock of brown-clad monastic attendants settled behind him. As the final knell faded, he opened his eyes, folded his hands in a subtle bow, and began to speak without preamble:


Dear friends, in Plum Village, France, where we live and practice, every time we hear the sound of the bell, we stop our thinking. We stop our talking. And we go back to our in-breath, and breathe mindfully … When you breathe in mindfully like that, you bring your mind home to your body … You become fully alive, in the here and the now.1


He went on to conclude, ‘The energy of mindfulness has the power to heal, to transform’. The talk highlighted many of the basic teachings that had propelled Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh to international fame through the 1980s and 1990s. However, his decision to speak for this particular audience proved highly controversial. Public critics, scholars and reporters questioned both Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s acceptance of the invitation and the rationality of the business leaders who planned this mindfulness workshop at Google’s corporate headquarters.2 Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s training at Google was just one in a series of bold moves to streamline Buddhist practices into modern secular societies – a theme that defined his monastic career.3
 

Innovator of modern Buddhism

Thiền sư Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh was a world-renowned Buddhist figure of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Reporters have compared his influence on global Buddhism as being ‘second only to the Dalai Lama’.4 He first gained international recognition in the 1960s while advocating peace during the war in Vietnam. In later years, he became a popular leader in global mindfulness movements.

Between the 1970s and 2010s, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh attracted millions of readers and listeners with the compelling simplicity of his teachings. He taught through everyday metaphors of life experiences. Drinking tea, observing clouds, and eating tangerines all became examples of impermanence and interdependence, a Buddhist concept that he retranslated as ‘interbeing’.5 Washing dishes became an opportunity to cultivate Buddhist virtues of gratitude and compassion. Breathing and walking became meditation tools for busy lay practitioners at work or at home. The appealing simplicity of Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s teachings emanated through his presence.6 Speaking gently, often with a soft smile and understated humour, he appeared in his humble brown robes on the stages of packed auditoriums, celebrity talk shows and corporate training seminars.

In my own career as a religion scholar, I have met practitioners who revere Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh as a Buddha of our times. Other scholars and practitioners have dismissed his teachings as ‘New Age’ or oversimplified.7 Still others remember him as a caring teacher, moving poet, controversial activist, keen intellectual or beloved friend. Although Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh is best known as an advocate for peace through mindfulness, during his lifetime he worked to reform Buddhist teachings and practices across many contexts, both in his home country of Vietnam and internationally. Just as a skilled dancer makes a powerful leap appear as graceful as flying, so Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh made Buddhist diplomacy and practical innovation appear as natural as breathing.


Buddhist diplomacy in Vietnam

Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s career in Buddhist diplomacy began at home in Vietnam, where he worked tirelessly to innovate religious philosophy and practice. He was born on 11 October 1926, under the birth name Nguyễn Đình Lang. His legal name was later registered as Nguyễn Xuân Bảo.8 Much of what is known about his early life comes from his own memoirs, journals and lectures. As in most reflective writing, historical facticity was not the purpose of these works. Rather, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh drew on his memories for story-based teaching. He modelled spiritual insights from his youth through humorous, heartbreaking and nostalgic tales from his time as a novice at Từ Hiếu Temple in Huế, where he went by the ordination name Phùng Xuân.9

The young Phùng Xuân began his ordination process at age sixteen during a fraught time in national history. The French had claimed Vietnam as a protectorate since the 1880s, suppressing ongoing anticolonial resistance through the 1940s. Japan then assumed imperial occupation of Vietnam during the Second World War. Amidst bureaucratic collapse and military confiscations of rice, famine soon swept across the northern region of Tonkin. Violence, crisis and scarcity set a bleak background for Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s earliest years of monastic training.10

With the end of the Second World War in 1945, President and Prime Minister Hồ Chí Minh declared national independence for Vietnam as a socialist state. This was countered by French efforts to reassert colonial control, resulting in the 1954 Geneva Accords that divided Vietnam into two parts. Northern Vietnam would continue under communist leadership, while southern Vietnam would establish democratic governance. This division was supposed to be reconciled by an election that never came.

Within a year, the country was embroiled in civil war. Communist and democratic factions attracted international backing from China, the Soviet Union and the United States (US) – countries that treated Vietnam as one of many battle grounds in a global Cold War. The US intervened in southern democracy movements, sponsoring the controversial presidency of Ngô Đình Diệm, who was assassinated in 1963.11 The US military remained heavily involved until 1973, when it withdrew under the pressure of unravelling political schemes, failed war tactics and the virulent unpopularity of the Vietnam War back home.

At a grassroots level, Vietnamese citizens debated the best future for their nation. Buddhist intellectuals joined in these conversations through efforts to revitalize Buddhism for modern society, continuing a reform movement that had been underway since the 1920s.12 They proposed initiatives to create a unified national Sangha, standardize monastic education and systematize ritual practices across the country. The movement was not comprehensive – today, Vietnamese Buddhist communities maintain a rich and sweeping range of practices, rituals and cosmologies13 – yet Buddhist modernism did have an indelible influence on popular discourse about religion, as well as the organization of institutionalized Buddhism and monastic education across the country.14
 
Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh was eager to join these reform efforts. In 1949, he withdrew from his education at the Báo Quốc institute, where he was ‘unsatisfied with the curriculum … which focused almost entirely on Buddhist sutras and literature. He wanted to expand his studies to math, science, philosophy, economics, and foreign languages – subjects he believed were essential to understanding and influencing the modern world’.15 According to his memoirs, it was during this journey away from Báo Quốc that he gave himself the name ‘Nhâ´t Hạnh’, meaning ‘one action’, declaring his intention to help reform Buddhism for a world in turmoil.16

By 1953, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh had moved to Sài Gòn to further his studies. There, he joined the heart of religious rival efforts as editor-in-chief of Vietnam’s first Buddhist magazine, Phật Giáo Việt Nam (PGVN). Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh wrote approximately 40 per cent of the magazine’s articles himself, using a wide range of pseudonyms to present different content ranging from poetry and folktales to commentary on Buddhist unification, world literature and philosophy.17 Magazine production ended abruptly in 1959, reportedly due to financial constraints, though ‘Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh believed the real reason they shut down PGVN was to put an end to his relentless advocacy for Buddhist unification and outward criticisms of their leadership’.18

With the escalation of war and the magazine’s closure, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh turned his energy towards community development. In 1964, he established the School of Youth for Social Service (Trường Thanh Niên Phụng Sự Xã Hội). The school ‘integrated Buddhist studies with pragmatic lessons about rural development’, focusing on ‘education, economics, public health, and organization’, alongside ‘community self-reliance, empowerment, and social justice’.19 The school embodied Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s conviction that Buddhism must ‘engage meaningfully with society’.20 The programme sought to recruit volunteers to first establish trustworthy and caring relationships in rural villages by using social skills like storytelling, singing and leading games for children.21 Volunteers would then begin training local residents in farming techniques, construction, sanitation, basic medicine and literacy. These development initiatives were ideally based on ‘relationships between villagers and “friends of the village” that had been deeply absorbed (into the community)’ through this multi-step process.22 The programme began in 1965 with two pilot projects in villages near Sài Gòn.23

Throughout these early years of monastic leadership, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh proved a tireless advocate for what would come to be called ‘Engaged Buddhism’. This emphasis on Buddhism as ‘engaged’ initially countered French colonial stereotypes of Buddhism as a passive, ‘disengaged, apolitical, and “otherworldly” religion’, instead asserting Buddhist teachings, practices and institutions as innately ‘enmeshed in society’.24 Over time, international communities and scholars adopted the term ‘Engaged Buddhism’ for Buddhist movements that have sought to influence politics, civil society and public life in diverse modern contexts.25

The term ‘Engaged Buddhism’ originated from a translation of Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s 1964 book, Đạo Phật đi vào cuộc đời (literally Buddhism Enters into Life). The book drew significant inspiration from pre-existing movements of ‘Buddhism for this world’ (nhân gian phật giáo) – also called ‘humanistic Buddhism’ – that had gained momentum in Vietnam beginning in the 1920s, influenced by the Chinese Buddhist reformer Taixu.26 Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s advocacy for Engaged Buddhism marked the first period of his career in Buddhist diplomacy, as he worked to unite and reform religious communities across the northern, central and southern regions of Vietnam. During the 1950s, he sought to bridge relationships among scattered Buddhist circles through the creation of a national Sangha.27 Then, throughout the 1960s, he sought to bridge relationships between educated urban volunteers and poor rural communities through the School of Youth for Social Service.28 In both projects, he drew together disconnected groups to find a common purpose in transforming Vietnamese society.

During this time, he wrote that ‘modernizing Buddhism’ to integrate with civil society ‘does not mean secularizing Buddhism’.29 Rather, he saw his work as allowing others to see Buddhism as ‘a vital reality’ (một thực tại có sinh khí), relevant ‘in all activities of life’ (trong mọi sinh hoạt của cuộc đời).30 His advocacy for Buddhist reform and community development was rooted in a cosmological understanding of the world as intrinsically interconnected.

Even while developing the theory behind a systematic practice of Engaged Buddhism, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh was also honing his communication skills to reach diverse audiences. These skills would soon prove essential for his work on an international scale.


International diplomacy

In 1961, as war raged in Vietnam, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh applied and received a scholarship to study Comparative Religion at Princeton Theological Seminary in the US. The following year, he pursued graduate research on Buddhism at Columbia University and Union Theological Seminary in New York, where he completed a thesis on Buddhist phenomenology.31 In 1966, he was invited back to the US to lead a lecture series on Vietnam at Cornell University. From there, an interfaith peace organization called the Fellowship of Reconciliation sponsored Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh to embark on a speaking tour across the US, Australia, Europe and Asia, visiting nineteen countries altogether. During these years, he connected with influential Christian leaders like Thomas Merton, Daniel Berrigan, Jim Forest and Martin Luther King Jr. who supported his calls for a ceasefire and withdrawal of US troops in Vietnam. King nominated Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1967, writing in his letter to the selection committee: ‘I do not personally know of anyone more worthy of the Nobel Peace Prize than this gentle Buddhist monk from Vietnam … His ideas for peace, if applied, would build a monument to ecumenism, to world brotherhood, to humanity’.32

Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s anti-war advocacy attracted backlash from the southern Vietnamese government. In 1966, he was denounced as a traitor and banned from re-entering the country. He would not return for nearly forty years. The members of the School of Youth for Social Service who remained in Vietnam were mired in political tensions, facing a series of attacks that left many dead. According to his close affiliate, Sister Chân Không, these losses left Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh with a terrible grief that influenced and deepened his commitment to teaching everyday ethics through mindfulness and interbeing.33

After his exile from Vietnam, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh was granted asylum in France where he continued his peace advocacy, including attending the Paris Peace Negotiations to end the war in Vietnam. Although the war ended in 1975 when Vietnam was unified under communism, the nation’s new leadership maintained the ban against Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s return, compelling him to settle in France long term. In 1982, he founded the community that would grow into the Zen monastery and retreat centre, Plum Village, in the countryside outside Bordeaux.

Throughout the 1970s to 2010s, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh published books like The Miracle of Mindfulness and Being Peace, which gradually attracted a worldwide base of millions of readers. He wrote at a time when Zen Buddhism had captured the imaginations of spiritual seekers across the US, Europe and South America, syncretizing with Buddhist reform movements in Asia.34

In many ways, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s teachings struck such a chord because his leadership in global mindfulness movements built on foundations laid by his own work sixty years prior. His teachings in the 1980s through 2010s provided answers for questions he had helped to raise in the 1950s through 1970s. His earliest writing – challenging perceived barriers among Buddhism, science, health and civic life in modern societies – was instrumental in reimagining secular society as an appropriate space for mindfulness practice in the first place.


The father of mindfulness

Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s thinking inspired public figures like bell hooks and Jon Kabat-Zinn to adapt mindfulness practices into broader education, psychology, justice and wellness movements.35 In turn, scientific research on mindfulness attracted interest from the corporate sector. In 2011, Google invited Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh to lead a secular mindfulness training for employees at their corporate headquarters in Silicon Valley – leading to the controversial workshop described in the opening vignette of this chapter. Some critics saw Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s acceptance of the invitation as a sign that mindfulness was ‘being corrupted by business and finance’. Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh countered these arguments in subsequent interviews by emphasizing the transformative effects of practice itself, stating:


I think we planted a number of seeds and it will take time for the seeds to mature … If they begin to practise mindfulness, they’ll experience joy, happiness, transformation, and they can fix for themselves another kind of aspiration. Fame and power and money cannot really bring true happiness compared to when you have a way of life that can take care of your body and your feelings.36


After visiting Google, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh went on to lead similar events for the World Bank, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the Harvard School of Medicine. In 2023, the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health established the Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh Center for Mindfulness to ‘serve as [a]‌ hub for scientific research and promote rigorous, evidence-based approaches to the practice of mindfulness’.37 His name is now institutionally synonymous with efforts to promote mindfulness as an essential component of wellbeing and public health. Through this engagement with scientists, politicians, academics and business leaders, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh continued his diplomacy for a Buddhism that challenges the notion of secular spheres across global societies.


Return to Vietnam

Even while building his international following under exile starting in the 1960s, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh had continued his work to reform grassroots Buddhism in Vietnam. He penned a comprehensive multi-volume history of Vietnamese Buddhism, which was published in Sài Gòn under the pseudonym Nguyễn Lang in 1973. His work appealed to nationalist sentiments around Buddhist history. Across his writings, he often valorized Vietnam’s Buddhist Renaissance under the Lý and Trần dynasties of the eleventh through fifteenth centuries ce. This era represented a time when Buddhism was a vital part of Vietnamese political structure and civilization. Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s histories of these dynasties was part of a trend to revive a unique tradition of Vietnamese Zen, traced back to the Trúc Lâm school founded by the ‘king-turned-monk’ Trần Nhân Tông in 1301.38 Today, this Zen tradition is popularly accepted as given, even as other historians question how fully Trúc Lâm had been originally developed in the fourteenth century.39

Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s exile came to an end with an invitation to return to Vietnam in 2005. His monastic career thus came to a gradual end the same way it began – as a force for change in religion policies at home. Although much of his work had previously been censored by the communist government, his widely publicized return attracted large crowds that sparked an immediate local following. He returned again in 2007 and 2008. Between these visits, a Plum Village-style community was established and sponsored by a local abbot at Bát Nhã Temple in a rural area outside Hồ Chí Minh City.40 In 2009, the abbot withdrew his sponsorship, leading to a physical attack against the Plum Village monastics, who were forced to rapidly dissolve their community. Many of these followers ultimately relocated to the nearest Plum Village affiliated monastery, based in Thailand.41 This incident did not hinder Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s booming grassroots popularity. Within a few short years, his titles could be found in virtually any major bookstore across Vietnam.

Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s return home allowed for a poignant end to his life. In 2014, he suffered a stroke that limited his capacities for speech and movement. After several years of physical therapy, he indicated a request to spend his final days back at Từ Hiếu Pagoda in Huế where he had been a young novice. He returned to Vietnam to stay in 2018, passing away four years later at the age of ninety-five. Thousands of people came out to join his funeral procession through the streets of Huế.


Conclusion: A life of many legacies

During his lifetime, Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh wrote over ‘one hundred books of philosophy, poetry, and fiction’,42 which were translated into more than forty languages. His books sold ‘more than four million copies in the United States alone’.43 His teachings are now widely available through print media, YouTube lectures, podcasts, and even a material culture of T-shirts, mugs, bracelets, posters and fans embossed with his calligraphy. While Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh passed away on 22 January 2022, his legacy continues to shape contemporary Buddhist communities and secular mindfulness practices around the world.

The word ‘diplomacy’ most often evokes the idea of negotiation across differences in international relations. In Vietnamese, the translation ngoại giao consists of two parts, meaning ‘outside’, and ‘entrusted’ or ‘connected’. To be a diplomat can also mean connecting with views or experiences outside one’s own, or bridging communities that might regard one another as outsiders. Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s career compels us to consider Buddhist diplomacy as breaking down the illusion of ‘outsideness’ even among friends, colleagues and neighbours. His impact on secular mindfulness movements challenges public debates about what is ‘outside’ the realm of religion and what belongs ‘inside’ the category of global Buddhism. He was an ambassador of new thoughts and practices among Buddhist reform movements in Vietnam; an international spokesperson for peace during the war; a household name in the global popularization of Zen; and a ‘father of mindfulness’44 to secular movements promoted across the corporate sector, education and public health. Just as Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’s writing on interbeing contested binary distinctions between self and other, so his own life defies reduction to any single legacy.
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12Hsing Yun: A global ambassador for Chinese Buddhism

Jens Reinke

Not far from the western shores of Lake Taihu in the Jiangnan region of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) lies the Fo Guang Ancestral Temple of the Great Awakening (Foguang zuting dajue si 佛光祖庭大覺寺). The temple encompasses an extensive building complex for which construction commenced in 2005. It was established by Fo Guang Shan (English: Buddha’s Light Mountain, 佛光山), a modernist Buddhist organization in the Chinese Mahāyāna tradition based in Taiwan. Technically, the temple is not a new construction; officially, building new temples is prohibited by the government in the PRC. Instead, it is a lavish reconstruction of an older temple structure in the vicinity under the same name.

The Temple of Great Awakening holds particular significance for the founder of Fo Guang Shan, Venerable Master Hsing Yun (Xingyun 星雲, 1927–2023). Not only is it the temple of his tonsure master, Zhikai (志開, 1911–1979), but Hsing Yun himself, born in China, briefly resided at the temple before escaping the communist takeover to Taiwan in 1949. Furthermore, the complex serves as the latest addition to Fo Guang Shan’s expansive temple network spanning the globe.

Tucked away in a hidden corner of the Temple of Great Awakening stands the Fragrant Forest Abundant Treasure White Pagoda (Xianglin duobao baita 香林多寶白塔), a towering structure standing at 108 meters, surrounded by bamboo-covered hillsides. Visiting the temple for my PhD research on the globalization of Fo Guang Shan during the years 2017 and 2018, I was residing in a small but comfortable room within the pagoda. On the final evening of my field stay at the organization’s ancestral temple, after completing lunch and a leisurely evening walk, I retired to my room. Suddenly, the telephone on my small desk rang. Upon answering, a female voice instructed me to hurry downstairs for a small event.

Swiftly dressing, I take the elevator downstairs. As I rush through the foyer and approach one of the conference rooms, I discover that I have been invited to a highly special occasion – the farewell gathering for Venerable Master Hsing Yun. The room is spacious and adorned in pink marble and gold. In the centre of the room, at the far end, sits the founder of Fo Guang Shan, who is set to return to Taiwan the next morning. He is flanked by a small group of his most senior bhikkhunis. Opposite them, approximately fifty individuals are seated. The majority being young novice nuns, all of whom live on-site and are citizens of the PRC. In the front rows, a small group of very important people is seated. Distinguished guests include the head of the Jiangsu province State Bureau of Religious Affairs, a high-ranking mainland Chinese monk and a renowned Taiwanese pop singer.

A few days earlier, I had already attended another event that exemplified Fo Guang Shan’s good relationship with political circles on the mainland: the annual Yixing Vegetarian Culture and Green Living Product Exhibition (Zhongguo Yixing ji sushi wenhua ji lüse shenghuopin bolan 中國義興際素食文化暨綠色生活品博覽). This exhibition was the reason for my stay at the temple. Here, several local officials were present, including the mayor of the nearby city of Yixing (宜興), the deputy mayor of the city of Wuxi (無錫) and representatives of the China Tourism Association (Zhongguo lüyou xiehui 中國旅遊協會), the Jiangsu Tourism Association (Jiangsu sheng lüyou xiehui 江蘇省旅遊協會) and the Wuxi City Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs (Wuxi shi minzu zongjiao shiwu ju 無錫市民族宗教事務局).

The little fieldwork vignette above exemplifies one of two distinct but interrelated aspects that were crucial for Venerable Master Hsing Yun as a figure of Buddhist diplomacy: his proximity to the realm of politics, and his efforts to globalize the Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition. Both aspects are grounded in his socially engaged vision of modern Buddhism. Throughout his long and prolific religious career, Hsing Yun has cultivated strong relationships with both political and economic elites. This ability was already evident in Taiwan during the martial law era, where he established robust ties with the Kuomintang (國民黨, KMT). Following Taiwan’s democratization, his adept navigation of political landscapes allowed him to foster positive relationships not only with the KMT but also with politicians from other camps, demonstrating a commitment to society that transcends political affiliations. While he maintained a consistent position on one side of the political spectrum, Hsing Yun did not shy away from meeting with people from all backgrounds in his endeavour to strengthen Buddhism.1

Similarly, Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s efforts to spread the dharma extended far beyond the Sinophone countries of Asia, positioning him as a globalizer of the Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism as well as a facilitator of Chinese cultural spaces on the global stage.2 His outreach targeted not only the global ethnic Chinese diaspora but also, through youth groups, language and cultural classes, their children. Furthermore, he aimed to reach a broader, non-Chinese audience. Yet, despite his pragmatic nature and cosmopolitan outlook, Venerable Hsing Yun’s political stance was unambiguous. He firmly upheld his mainland Chinese identity, outspokenly opposed Taiwanese independence and actively engaged in cross-strait relations.

Hsing Yun and his organization Fo Guang Shan are representatives of the modernist reformation of the Chinese Mahāyāna tradition (hanchuan fojiao 漢傳佛) that unfolded globally over the past century. Central to the movement is the concept of renjian Buddhism (renjian fojiao 人間佛教) in Chinese, which literally means ‘Buddhism of the human realm’ in English.3 Another translation of the term is ‘Humanistic Buddhism’, which is often preferred by the proponents of the Fo Guang Shan movement. However, this translation is somewhat misleading, due to wrong associations with the humanism of European intellectual history. One of the key tenets of European Humanism is, of course, its anti-clerical stance. This stands in stark contrast to the central role that monastics play within Hsing Yun’s organization, Fo Guang Shan. Yet, what all names have in common, is the emphasis on a socially engaged approach to Buddhism.

The emergence of this socially engaged approach to Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism is rooted in China’s semi-colonial experience and its subsequent efforts to transform the country into a modern nation-state. It reflects a deliberate effort to integrate the Buddhist tradition into the fabric of modernizing Chinese societies. Fo Guang Shan’s commitment to a socially engaged vision of Buddhism represents a successful example of protecting the tradition from being pushed out of the secular sphere that evolved during the last century and maintaining a relevant role for the dharma in contemporary urbanizing society.

Renjian Buddhism has its origins in the tumultuous and highly transnational period spanning from the first Opium War (1839–42) to the establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949. During the nineteenth century, Chinese society faced external crises caused by the country’s encounter with Western imperialism and its political, economic, missionary and military globalization projects. Additionally, internal challenges were posed, such as the Taiping Rebellion (1850–64) and other uprisings. These events led to the collapse of the Qing Dynasty and the founding of the Republic. Furthermore, the encounter also brought in European ideas and personnel that challenged traditional Chinese perspectives.4

This influx of new influences prompted the introduction of new concepts, via Japan, into the Chinese language. Notions such as ‘religion’ (zongjiao 宗教) and ‘superstition’ (mixin 迷信) facilitated the reinvention of Chinese traditions as modern religions, adopting the Christian-secular model as a reference point.5 Religion, in a Western ‘post-reformation’ sense, was perceived as a system of doctrine organized as a church contributing to the modern nation-state, distinct from the new notion of superstition. The state implemented religious policies involving a blend of repression, disregard and cooperation, suppressing traditions labelled as superstition while requiring religions to contribute to China’s reinvention as a modern nation. This was particularly achieved by engagements in education and welfare.

An outstanding figure in the Buddhist context of these troubling times was the modernist Buddhist monk Taixu (太虛, 1890–1947).6 Along with a new generation of monastics, Taixu aimed to comprehensively reform Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism. One key concept in his reform project was the ‘pure land in the human realm’ (renjian jingtu 人間淨土), commonly translated as Pure Land on Earth. This concept blended elements from the Chinese Buddhist canon’s pure lands with new utopian ideals that arrived from Europe, including socialist, Marxist and anarchist influences.7 Taixu promoted ‘human-life Buddhism’ (rensheng fojiao 人生佛教), emphasizing the transformation of the current world into a pure land.

He thereby departed from the traditional understanding of a pure land as a post-death rebirth destination. Taixu changed his political affiliations over the course of his life. While influenced by utopian and leftist ideas in his youth, he later became associated with the Nationalist movement of the KMT, yet social engagement remained a key tenet of his modernist Buddhism. Due to the unrest of his time, Taixu failed implementing most of his grand ideas. His ideas, however, greatly influenced Hsing Yun, who became successful in promoting Taixu’s vision of reforming Buddhism.

Hsing Yun was born as Li Guoshen (李國深) in Jiangsu Province, China, in 1927.8 His early years unfolded in a small town amidst the tumultuous Republican era. In 1938, he underwent tonsure at Qixia Temple (Qixia si 棲霞寺) under the monastic Zhikai (志開), adopting the dharma names Wuche (悟徹) and Jinjue (今覺). Following his relocation to Taiwan, he adopted the name Hsing Yun, which literally means ‘star and cloud’. Hsing Yun received full ordination in 1941 and began his studies at Tianning Temple (Tianning si 天寧寺) in Changzhou (常州) that same year. He later transferred to Jiaoshan Seminary (Jiaoshan foxue yuan 焦山佛學院), encountering the modernist Buddhist thought of Taixu.

In 1947, Hsing Yun briefly served at the Temple of Great Awakening, where he engaged in roles such as that of a principal of an elementary school. He also contributed to writing and publishing works associated with the modernization of Chinese Buddhism. Shortly after, during the last year of the Chinese Civil War between the Communist Party of China (CPC) and the Nationalist Party, in 1949, he accompanied a monastic relief group to Keelung (Jilong 基隆) in Taiwan. Finding refuge at Yuanguang Temple (Yuanguang si 圓光寺) in Taoyuan (桃園), he continued his literary and publishing pursuits. Yuanguang Temple and its associated Buddhist seminary, under the leadership of Cihang (慈航, 1893–1954), a prominent student of Taixu, played a crucial role in the modernization of Buddhism in Taiwan. The Buddhist seminary at Yuanguang Temple was the first modern Buddhist seminary on the island.9

In 1951, Hsing Yun relocated to Yilan (宜蘭) on the east coast of Taiwan. Here he accepted his first monastic disciples and developed a lay following with innovative approaches to dharma propagation. Only four years later we can see the seeds of his later development into a globalizer of Chinese Buddhism. In 1963, he conducted his first overseas tour as part of an official Buddhist delegation to Southeast Asia. In the mid-1960s, Hsing Yun departed from northern Taiwan. He moved to the south, at the time the backwaters of the island, to establish Fo Guang Shan in Kaohsiung in 1967. Upon founding his order, Hsing Yun articulated the Four Guidelines of Fo Guang Shan (Foguangshan de zongzhi 佛光山的宗旨), delineating the four main fields of engagement that should became characteristic of his vision of a socially engaged Chinese Buddhist Mahāyāna: cultural activities, education, charity and religious cultivation.10 This emphasis on engagement in society also constitutes the foundation for his impact on Buddhist diplomacy.

Throughout his life, despite residing in Taiwan for an extended period, Hsing Yun consistently emphasized his Chinese identity. For instance, he frequently used the term ‘Taiwan Zhongguo ren’ (台灣中國人) when discussing his identity as both Taiwanese and ethnic Chinese. Going beyond the confines of majority ethnic Chinese societies, he identified as a ‘global Chinese’ (Zhonghua diqiu ren 中華地球人), underscoring his cultural Chinese identity on a global scale.11 Both expressions highlight the significance of his Chinese identity, suggesting a spatial imagery where Taiwan constitutes a region, China, a nation and the world serves as the overarching framework. Additionally, Hsing Yun often employed modernist notions that linked Chinese-ness to the nation. This included references to the Chinese bloodline and race, connecting them to older expressions such as the ancestry of Emperors Yan and Huang, the two mythical emperors in Chinese history. This imagery was rooted in a specific KMT discourse and parlance that emerged during the second half of the last century.12

Hsing Yun founded Fo Guang Shan in 1967, the same year that the KMT initiated its Cultural Renaissance Movement (wenhua fuxing yundong 文化復興運動) in Taiwan. The Cultural Renaissance Movement was a response to the Cultural Revolution in the PRC. It succeeded an earlier KMT nation-state building movement implemented on the mainland: the pre-1949 New Life Movement (xin shenghuo yundong 新生活運動). In contrast to the more utopian and forward-looking New Life Movement, the Cultural Renaissance Movement took a different stance. Its goal was to Sinicize the island, which until 1945 was a Japanese colony and historically had only been under the control of China for a short moment.13

Following its relocation to Taiwan, the KMT shifted its earlier approach to nationalism as a ‘revolutionary agent of sociopolitical change’ to embrace a ‘cultural nationalism’.14 This transformation had already commenced during the Glorious Restoration (guangfu 光復) period between 1945 and 1967, but gained further traction in the Cultural Renaissance Movement. It persisted until 1977. Within this framework, culture extended beyond the arts – instead, it encompassed an ‘invented tradition’ in the Hobsbawmian sense.15 This invention served as a tool for constructing a new consciousness pivotal to the KMT’s endeavour to mould Taiwan into a modern Chinese nation-state. Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism, as a distinct Chinese religious tradition, had much to offer to this project.

Over the decades, Hsing Yun was able to forge good relations with the KMT. From the 1980s onward, he served as a member of the KMT Central Committee and as an advisor on party affairs.16 Additionally, influential KMT members, such as Wu Pu-hsiung (吳伯雄, born 1939), held positions in organizations linked to Fo Guang Shan, such as the chair of the Taiwan chapter of the Buddha’s Light International Association (Guoji foguang hui 國際佛光會, BLIA). The BLIA is a majority lay association associated with Fo Guang Shan. Wu is a former Taipei mayor who is also a significant figure in the development of communication channels between the KMT and the CPC.17
 
After normalization of relations between Taiwan and China, Hsing Yun also turned his attention back to the place of his birth. Starting from the mid to late 1980s, Hsing Yun was able to reconnect with the Buddhist community in the PRC.18 He met Zhao Puchu (趙樸初, 1907–2000), the President of the Buddhist Association of China (Zhongguo fojiao xiehui 中國佛教協會) at the time, during the sixtieth birthday celebrations of Thailand’s King Bhumibol Adulyadej (1927–2016) in 1986. Two years later, Fo Guang Shan organized the sixteenth World Fellowship of Buddhists meeting at Hsi Lai Temple, extending invitations to Buddhist representatives from both China and Taiwan.

Hsing Yun’s first visit to the mainland followed in 1989. It provided him with an opportunity to finally revisit his ancestral temple, the Temple of Great Awakening. After he saw the terrible state the structures were in, he pledged to rebuild the temple. However, it would take Hsing Yun another twenty years to fulfil his vow. The aftermath of the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests in the PRC impeded the realization of his commitment. Hsing Yun’s support for dissident Xu Jiatun (許家屯, 1916–2016), a former high-ranking Chinese politician who endorsed the student protests, resulted in him being prohibited from entering mainland China for about a decade.19

It was not until the 2000s that interactions between Fo Guang Shan and the Buddhist community in the PRC were resumed. Notably, between 2002 and 2004, various exchanges unfolded between the two sides. Hsing Yun successfully cultivated positive relations not only with Buddhists but also with senior political leaders in the PRC. Throughout his life, Hsing Yun met with heads of state from many countries, but the meetings with four presidents of the PRC in person holds particular significance. He met with Yang Shangkun (楊尚昆), Jiang Zemin (江澤民), Hu Jintao (胡錦濤) and the current president, Xi Jinping (習近平), whom Chien-peng Chung discusses in Chapter 21. Remarkably, Xi Jinping and Hsing Yun held four in-person meetings, in 2006, 2013, 2014 and 2015.

These meetings between Hsing Yun and the political elites in the PRC were instrumental for his vision of establishing Fo Guang Shan and reviving the Buddhist dharma on the Chinese mainland.20 However, critics also view them as attempts by the CPC to instrumentalize Buddhism for their agenda of incorporating Taiwan into the PRC. Hsing Yun’s close ties with Chinese political leaders set the stage for the events outlined at the beginning of this chapter, making possible his shift towards China and Fo Guang Shan’s traversal of the Taiwan Strait in the last decades of his life.

While Fo Guang Shan’s global development can be seen as a great success story, there are certain challenges ahead. Worldwide, Fo Guang Shan temples draw in first generation of ethnic Chinese from around the world, offering opportunities for the cultivation of Buddhist practices, connections with fellow Buddhists and social interactions within Chinese-speaking communities. Non-ethnic Chinese individuals also visit these temples for leisure, albeit in smaller numbers, seeking a taste of Chinese culture or even participating in English language meditation groups. However, Fo Guang Shan faces challenges in attracting the younger generation, not only overseas but also in Taiwan, as they often perceive that the temples do not address issues relevant to their concerns.

Similar challenges may arise in Fo Guang Shan’s engagement in cross-strait relations. While Fo Guang Shan has focused on its development in the PRC in recent years, shifting geopolitical dynamics – including heightened tensions between the United States and the PRC, as well as discord between Taiwan and the PRC – present new challenges. Not only has the KMT camp weakened after the loss of the election in early 2024 but China’s image in Taiwan is also losing popularity, and the younger generation in Taiwan asserts a stronger sense of Taiwanese identity. Within this context, Fo Guang Shan’s cross-strait engagements may face heightened scrutiny in the future.

The PRC’s increasingly stringent religious policies add further complexity to cross-strait religious exchange. Fo Guang Shan’s operations in the PRC differ significantly from anywhere else in the world. The order’s lay organization, BLIA, cannot operate on the mainland, and there are strong restrictions on temple leadership, ownership and the training of PRC nationals at the Buddhist seminary of the headquarters in Taiwan. Even among Fo Guang Shan followers, some cautiously voice doubts about whether heavily investing resources into mainland development is an appropriate strategy in such a climate.

In 2023, Hsing Yun passed away, leaving behind a global legacy through Fo Guang Shan. The global Buddhist organization, with its extensive global network of temples, universities, schools, restaurants and various other institutions, stands as a testament to his enduring impact. However, with the passing of this venerable figure, questions arise regarding the future of Fo Guang Shan’s model of Buddhist diplomacy – both as a representative of Chinese Buddhist culture on the global stage and in its involvement in cross-strait relations. The future role of Fo Guang Shan in the twenty-first century as a global promoter of Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism and as a mediator in cross-strait relations depends on the organization’s capacity to cultivate a new generation of leadership, to resonate with the younger generation of Buddhists in Taiwan and to adapt to the shifting global landscape. How the organization navigates these challenges during the post-Hsing Yun era will not only likely shape its continued impact and influence in the realms of Buddhism, diplomacy and cross-cultural dialogue, but also society at large.
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13The Fourteenth Dalai Lama: At the fulcrum of diplomacy

Jed Forman

On the morning of 10 March 1959, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso (born 1935), had planned to attend a theatrical performance at the Chinese army camp stationed in Lhasa. Chinese soldiers had seized Tibet and occupied its land for almost a decade. The Dalai Lama found himself in the precarious position of having to negotiate this new foreign power, without military strength to resist it, while advocating for the needs of his people. Given the circumstances, the Dalai Lama and his associates’ suspicion that the performance invitation was a ruse for his capture, or even assassination, was understandable. Equally understandable, however, was the Dalai Lama’s acquiescence, that, despite the danger, he must attend to prevent the potentially violent repercussions of refusing.

But the Dalai Lama was never to make it to the camp. News had spread of the strange demands surrounding the invitation. The Dalai Lama had been denied an entourage, which always accompanied him on any excursion from his residence, and Chinese officials demanded that he only be accompanied by a couple of personnel, who must remain unarmed. The Dalai Lama’s officials protested that this would provoke unrest among Lhasa’s citizenry, who would be distraught to see their spiritual leader so vulnerable; the Dalai Lama’s procession from his compound was always a grand affair, and the people would be anxious to see him so unguarded.

To mitigate publicity, Chinese officials announced restrictions along the route that the Dalai Lama would take to the base. But this backfired, and fears of a Chinese plot to kidnap or kill the Dalai Lama spread quickly among the populace. By the next day, the afternoon of 10 March, some 30,000 Tibetans or more had gathered outside the Dalai Lama’s residence, preventing any possibility of his departure. Again, fearing Chinese retaliation against the crowd, the Dalai Lama tried to assuage them with promises that he would not attend any Chinese functions. But a spark to the kindling had already been set, and the gathering precipitated a full-scale uprising that was to last until 23 March, with massive causalities on both sides. During the turmoil, the Dalai Lama fled in the night towards India, fearing his remaining in Lhasa would endanger not only himself but his people as well.1

This episode from Tenzin Gyatso’s youth would become thematic of many challenges that he would be forced to face. Hundreds of thousands of Tibetans would take the Dalai Lama’s lead and settle in India over the next few years, forming a government in exile charged not only with managing the needs of a new diasporic population but also maintaining advocacy for Tibetan freedom in their homeland, with longer term (and increasingly diminishing) hope for the Dalai Lama’s eventual return. Throughout this struggle, just as on 10 March, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama has found himself to be a fulcrum, burdened with balancing tensions between opposing factions, including but not limited to Chinese powers and the Tibetan people, the majority of whom remain in Tibet and still, by and large, harbour a deep faith towards their departed spiritual leader. How this balance, upon which teeters relations between several disparate stakeholders, will shift once the Dalai Lama has passed is a question of dread and apprehension among many.

During Tenzin Gyatso’s tenure as the Dalai Lama, however, he has shown himself to be not only a skilled diplomat but a shrewd pragmatist, unafraid to adjust his strategy with shifting geopolitical terrains. Initially, this strategy included armed conflict against Chinese forces through US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) support. Under the codename ‘St. Circus’,2 the CIA covertly trained a force of Tibetan combatants in Colorado to assist the efforts of a band of some 2,000 Tibetan resistance fighters, mainly from the Eastern province of Kham (khams), who had assembled in Mustang, Nepal, bordering Chinese occupied Tibet. CIA support for this operation continued for several years. But eventually, the US government abandoned the cause in 1972, funding relocation of Mustang guerrilla fighters across Nepal and India and deeming it unwise to continue support for what was ‘a wasting force politically’.3

The allusion to diminishing political returns for US support of the Tibetan cause may refer to President Richard Nixon’s rapprochement with China, which commenced the same year and sought friendlier political and economic ties between the United States and China. Reflecting on the changing political tide, the Dalai Lama remarks feeling left high and dry:


Once the American policy toward China changed, they stopped their help. Otherwise, our struggle could have gone on. Many Tibetans had great expectations of CIA [air] drops, but then the Chinese army came and destroyed them. The Americans had a different agenda from the Tibetans.4


The Dalai Lama’s elder brother, Gyalo Thondup (born 1927), who had been the principal coordinator of CIA support, echoed similar disappointment. He argued that the CIA operations had merely used Tibetans ‘to make trouble for China’, but that they had ‘no far-sighted policy for Tibet’. He suggests that left to his own devices, he would not have pursued military intervention: ‘I never asked for CIA military assistance. I asked for political help. I wanted to publicize the Tibet situation, to make a little noise’.5 By the US government’s own admission, their foreign policy to seek a détente with China left freedom-hopeful Tibetans ‘completely on their own’.6

With military options exhausted and on their own, the Dalai Lama and his circle continued to press other initiatives that might advance their cause. The most pressing issue was the newly formed diasporic Tibetan community living in India. Immediately upon his arrival, the Dalai Lama worked tirelessly to create institutional support for Tibetans in India, including the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts, dedicated to preserving Tibetan cultural arts, and the Tibetan Children’s Village, a school system for young Tibetans to be educated in their own language. He also created higher education opportunities for Tibetans, founding the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies, Sarnath, in 1967. During this first decade of exile, the Dalai Lama maintained political efforts to raise awareness and support of Tibetan freedom, which resulted in the United Nations’ General Assembly passing resolutions in 1959, 1961 and 1965 supporting the Tibetan cause.

Negotiating the needs of resettled Tibetans with the necessity of maintaining global interface, the Dalai Lama was successful in amassing soft power towards his cause, especially by capitalizing on interest in Tibetan Buddhism. Western fascination with (and fetishization of) Tibetan Buddhism has existed for many centuries but was accelerated under the influence of English Theosophists during the turn of the century, who saw in Tibet a treasure trove of hidden spiritual riches sheltered from the evils of the modern age.7 These sentiments persisted well into the 1960s and 1970s, and with the walls of Shangri La razed and the outpouring of Tibetans outside the confines of their plateau, spiritual seekers came flocking to India to exchange with a newly accessible Tibetan community. These decades saw the inauguration of Western academic scholarship on Tibetan Buddhism, aided in large part by the Dalai Lama’s establishment of the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, which made a wealth of textual materials available to interested scholars.

The Dalai Lama was proactive in fostering these relationships. In 1987, with Francisco Varela, a neuroscientist and philosopher, and Adam Engle, an entrepreneur, the Dalai Lama founded the Mind and Life Institute, dedicated to fostering dialogue between scientists and Buddhist experts. The institute soon hosted yearly conferences exploring these connections, with special emphasis on affinities between psychology and Buddhism, but also physics, politics and environmental studies, among others. Assuredly, these dialogues produced novel scholarship, as have Buddhist–scientific interactions outside of the Mind and Life Institute.8 But politically, they also occasioned increased awareness about Tibetan plight and the Dalai Lama’s efforts to seek a peaceful resolution. Though a serendipitous coincidence, it is suggestive that the Dalai Lama was made aware of his selection for the Nobel Peace Prize for peaceful resistance to Chinese occupation in 1989 while attending the second Mind and Life conference at Newport Beach, California.9

Nevertheless, thematic of his ongoing challenge to negotiate the demands of opposed factions in tension, the Dalai Lama’s strategy of promoting Buddhist–scientist dialogue did not receive unanimous support from those within his community. Important Tibetan leaders found (and continue to find) these dialogues a threat to Tibetan religion and culture, arguing that Tibetans should preserve their traditions unadulterated by exogenic ideas. These concerns are not unfounded. Partially in an effort to render Tibetan Buddhism intelligible to Western rationality, the Dalai Lama has been willing, at least theoretically, to compromise certain Buddhist beliefs.


If science proves some belief of Buddhism wrong, then Buddhism will have to change. In my view, science and Buddhism share a search for the truth and for understanding reality. By learning from science about aspects of reality where its understanding may be more advanced, I believe that Buddhism enriches its own worldview.10


The Dalai Lama’s sentiments here are certainly authentic and in earnest. Nevertheless, they bespeak a longstanding strategic diplomacy into which many religious representatives, especially from Asia, have been pigeonholed in order to increase their palatability abroad. Namely, abiding by Western categorical divisions between religion and spirituality, or religion and philosophy, these representatives often subsume their tradition under the latter dipole, distancing themselves from the negative connotations surrounding ‘religion’. The reasons for this can be varied, including Christian xenophobia about foreign religions, an Enlightenment-era vestige conflating religion with superstitious thinking (also disproportionality levelled against foreign traditions) or disenchanted individuals’ being attracted to the prospect of a rational spirituality.11 Not surprisingly, then, the Dalai Lama has seemed to adopt a similar strategy – or, more charitably, he has been comfortable to express his syncretism openly with the expectation that foreign allies would be sympathetic.

But this strategy, be it implicit or explicit, has been met with resistance from within. Professor Samdhong Rinpoche (born 1937), former prime minister of the Tibetan government in exile, continues to voice opposition to what he sees as scientific encroachment on Buddhist traditions. Instead, he argues, science has more to learn from Buddhism than Buddhism from science:


His Holiness the Dalai Lama has had many dialogues with leading modern scientists as a result of which many books have been published. But these ‘dialogues’ have in fact remained a kind of monologue – they are not really dialogues between spirituality and science in the truest sense … They should give up their scientific arrogance; they should give up this arrogance of science and accept that the ordinary mind cannot attain to Absolute Truth … [W]‌hile science is developing, spirituality is already fully there, and once the two meet, that will be the day when humanity will have a new spiritual revival.12


These opposing views on the best model for Buddhism–Science interaction are indicative of a larger-scale struggle within a diasporic community attempting both to garner support from their hosts and the international community, on whom they depend, and to preserve their traditions as minority aliens. Indeed, the Dalai Lama and Samdhong Rinpoche hold each other in mutual respect, the former saying that he has ‘high regard’ for the latter and that they share the same values.13 Both parties likely acknowledge that despite their antithetical positions, a plethora of strategies is required to balance international outreach with communal integrity.

Consistently, however, the Dalai Lama has pushed on the side of outreach. And his efforts to this end had large success throughout the 1990s, fuelled in large part by celebritydom. In 1996, the Beastie Boys organized the Tibetan Freedom Concert, a series of musical events across North America, Europe and Asia, to raise awareness and financial support for the Tibetan cause, boasting some of the most high-profile acts of the time. A year later, Martin Scorsese directed Kundun, a biopic about the Dalai Lama, written by Melissa Mathison, a longtime activist for Tibetans and then wife of Harrison Ford. The release of the film enraged the Chinese government and led to the banning of all Disney films in China. This led to Disney, who had produced the film, eventually apologizing for Kundun’s release in 1998 with hopes for the success of Mulan there, which depicted the eponymous Chinese heroine against Mongolian invaders.

The unexpected success of Mulan in China initiated a new era of film-industry reciprocity between the two countries that was to leave Tibet’s media presence in its wake. In sharp contrast to Hollywood’s 1997 willingness to cast the Dalai Lama as a hero, the 2000s witnessed a reticence to showcase Tibetans at all. In 2016, which perhaps not-so-coincidently coincides with the opening of Shanghai Disneyland, Disney’s Marvel movie Doctor Strange recast the protagonist’s trainer and mentor in the comics, The Ancient One, a Tibetan Lama, as a Celt played by Tilda Swanson. Commenting on the choice, C. Robert Cargill, one of the screenwriters, explained,


[The Ancient One] originates from Tibet, so if you acknowledge that Tibet is a place and that he’s Tibetan, you risk alienating one billion people who think that that’s bullshit and risk the Chinese government going, ‘Hey, you know one of the biggest film-watching countries in the world? We’re not going to show your movie because you decided to get political’.14


US neoliberal policies from the 1990s onward have likely encouraged major companies in the United States to tread lightly in order to preserve economic interdependence with China. But this relationship cuts both ways, and now China has been proactive about investing in Hollywood productions, often with stipulations about how China is depicted.15 This has all but silenced the popularization of Tibetan activism in US media that was a hallmark of the 1990s. The Chinese seemed to have turned exiled Tibetans’ own soft power tactics against them to devasting ends.

Still, Chinese efforts have not thwarted Tibetan soft power entirely. Under the Joe Biden administration, US support for the Tibetan government in exile, the Central Tibetan Administration (CTA), as well as for other non-profit initiatives to preserve Tibetan culture, has expanded into an 18-million-dollar bill signed into law.16 And grassroots support for Tibetans in exile continues. The CTA’s Department of Education Tibetan Children’s Educational & Welfare Fund, which supports the education of Tibetan children in exile, receives the vast majority of its private donorship from Europeans and Americans.17 All of these diasporic support institutions were initiated by the Dalai Lama and continue to garner international assistance.

Nevertheless, Tibetan plight does not occupy the same privileged position in global public consciousness that it used to. And the Dalai has been further challenged by the demands of keeping the exiled Tibetan community politically unified. One of the most public points of friction concerned the propitiation of Dorje Shugden, also known as Dolgyal. Shugden is considered a protector deity in the Gelug tradition, to which the Dalai Lama belongs. Nevertheless, on 21 March 1996, the Dalai Lama denounced the practice, arguing that it was a source of sectarian strife in the Tibetan religious community.18 To be sure, Shugden is traditionally said to violently punish Gelug adherents who engage in the spiritual practices of other Tibetan traditions. The Dalai Lama then chastised the practice as one that sowed divisions among Tibetans. But the strategy backfired when a large number of Tibetans devoted to Shugden practice found themselves pariahs overnight, many of whom were purportedly expelled from their monasteries for refusing to relinquish it.

This cascaded into an Amnesty International investigation of the controversy. However, the organization was reluctant to weigh in on what they saw as a religious dispute, instead calling for refocus on the atrocities experienced by Tibetans as a whole as a result of the Chinese invasion.19 Indeed, the CTA argued that the publicization of the ‘controversy’ was fuelled and financially supported by Chinese interference wanting to sow discord among Tibetans in exile. As part of a series on the CTA’s website amassing information about the dangers of Shugden and misrepresentations of the issue, Lama Tseda, former regional executive member of the Regional Shugden Society, writes,


The Chinese Communists clearly know that His Holiness the Dalai Lama is the jewel of the world, central nerve of Tibetan people, and savior on the issue of existence or death of Tibet. Therefore, China always tells the Shugden propitiators that … the 14th Dalai lama is your enemy and also the enemy of Chinese Communists.20


Still, the rift between Shugden practitioners and other Tibetans is not merely concocted propaganda. While in Bylakuppe, India, where many of the major Tibetan monastic universities have been rebuilt, Shugden monastics have their own institution supported by the CTA, many of the surrounding business have signs with their stated refusal to serve these practitioners, concerned that their worship of Shugden is a threat to the Dalai Lama’s well-being.

Another instance of political strife within the Tibetan exile community concerns how best to advocate for their homeland’s future. From at least 1988, the Dalai Lama has become reluctant about the success of continued demands for complete Tibetan independence. Instead, he promotes a ‘Middle Way Approach’ (dbu ma’i lam), where China would maintain sovereignty over Tibet but grant the religious and political freedoms that Tibetans there now lack, including the return of the Dalai Lama, and diasporic Tibetans, to their homeland. But quickly, the Dalai Lama faced criticism for what many felt was his abandonment of the Tibetan cause. Thirty-six years to the day of the uprising that precipitated his fleeing Tibet, the Dalai Lama wrote on 10 March 1995:


Many Tibetans have voiced unprecedented criticism of my suggestion that we should compromise on the issue of total independence. Moreover, the failure of the Chinese government to respond positively to my conciliatory proposals has deepened the sense of impatience and frustration among my people. Therefore, I proposed last year that this issue be submitted to a referendum. However, as long as I lead our freedom struggle, there will be no deviation from the path of non-violence.21


Again, the Dalai Lama’s intentions to foster solidarity seem to have had unintended effects. Those who maintain the struggle for complete independence (rang btsan) argue that the Dalai Lama’s call for a referendum on the matter has been quashed by Tibetans who are Chinese sympathizers. Jamyang Norbu, an important if controversial Tibetan activist, numbers Samdhong Rinpoche among the quashers.22 Other Tibetans argue that independence advocates undermine the Dalai Lama’s wise, pragmatic political efforts. Similar to the Shugden controversy, Tibetans who defy the Dalai Lama’s council (at least as perceived) are highly ostracized, to the point that in Jackson Heights, New York, where there is one of the largest concentrations of diasporic Tibetans in the world, Middle Way supporters will not patronize restaurants known to be owned by independence advocates, nor vice versa.23

The 10th March uprising in 1959 was thus a portent of the types of struggles that the Dalai Lama would have to face throughout his life. He has constantly found himself burdened like a fulcrum between two weighty powers, tasked with negotiating their balance so that one does not come crashing down on the other. This was true on 10 March, when the Dalai Lama tried to prevent violence between Tibetan protestors and the Chinese army. He found himself in a similar situation between Western seekers and diasporic Tibetans, albeit with far less bloody stakes, having to balance his tradition’s packaging in ways that appeal to disenchanted foreigners without compromising authenticity. And lastly, he has had to balance spiritual and political factions within his own community, adjudicating between clear directives and walking back when tensions escalate.

Although he has been largely successful at maintaining equilibrium, the Dalai Lama has also persistently been placed in catch-22 situations that inevitably lead to further discord. He tried to both accept and deny the 10th March invitation, and was unable to avoid bloodshed. When he accommodates science, he is criticized for compromising religious integrity. Yet, when he maintains religious integrity against sectarianism, he is accused of being exclusionary. He is lambasted for seeking compromise with China, and yet when he puts the question to his community, there is political disarray. Undeniably, however, the Dalai Lama’s conduct within these tensions consistently demonstrates his willingness to negotiate the demands of opposing factions rather than myopically adhering to ideology. Nevertheless, given the volatility of these situations, his cooler head does not always prevail.

These are perhaps the challenges faced by any religious or political leader. No decision will make everyone happy. But the number and diversity of factions and stakeholders that the Dalai Lama must negotiate with has been and continues to be staggering in comparison to most other leaders. This is all complicated by the fact that the Dalai Lama does not occupy the role of a mere politician in his people’s eyes but a divine figure in whose judgement there is near absolute faith. Although this comes with great power, it also makes for greater enemies from without, as well as the need for extreme diplomatic caution within one’s community, given that reactions to perceptions of his opinion can be swift and severe. In response to sudden seismic shifts, the Dalai Lama has been equally nimble, like a quickly moving fulcrum under a precarious teeter totter, keeping both sides delicately balanced.
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14Yinshun: Serving the Belt and Road Initiative through South China Sea Buddhism

David L. Wank

A photograph taken at Wat Prek Prang Monastery near Phnom Penh on 14 October 2022 shows the Chinese monk Yinshun (印順, born 1974) standing in the centre of two dozen clerics of multiple nationalities behind a row of kneeling laypersons.1 A large sign in Cambodian, Chinese and English reads: ‘Prayer Ceremony for World Peace & South China Sea Buddhism Forum, Phnom Penh’ (Nanhai fojiao jinbian luntan qidao shijie heping hui 南海佛教金邊論壇祈禱世界和平會). This photo was shared on the South Chinese Sea Buddhism Net (Nanhai fojiao wang 南海佛教網), a digital hub for news of Yinshun’s efforts to deepen China’s connections with Buddhist communities across Asia. According to an accompanying article, the ceremony began with the national anthems of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Cambodia. Yinshun then gave a speech ‘emphasizing the significance of the anthems as a reflection of the common destiny and fusion of hearts between the two countries … [and] … the unity and aspirations of the Buddhist communities, adapting to the contemporary world’.2 He also acknowledged a stupa at the monastery housing the relics of his dharma master Benhuan (本煥, 1907–2012). Consecrated in 2015, it was the first overseas enshrinement of a Buddhist cleric from the PRC. The stupa, he said, ‘symbolizes the deep exchange between Mahāyāna and Theravāda Buddhism and the collective aspirations of the Chinese and Cambodian Buddhist communities’.

The event exemplifies China’s use of Buddhism during its period of unprecedented global power, proclaimed as the ‘New Era’ (Xin shidai 新時代) by PRC leader Xi Jinping (習近平, born 1953), who came to power in 2012 and is discussed by Chien-peng Chung in Chapter 21.3 Yinshun has promoted his brand of South China Sea Buddhism (Nanhai fojiao 南海佛教) in other countries as a cultural accompaniment to the Belt and Road Initiative (Yidai yilu 一帶一路, BRI), Xi’s global infrastructure project launched after coming to office. To ensure that Buddhism supports national interests, the Communist Party of China (CPC) demands the Sinicized (Zhongguohua 中國化) interpretation of Buddhist teachings and practices by values the CPC deems as both ‘traditional Chinese culture’ (Zhongguo chuantong wenhua 中國傳統文化) and ‘socialist core values’ (shehuizhuyi hexin jiazhiguan 社會主義核心價值).4 Thus, at Wat Prek Prang Monastery, Yinshun’s speech included the term ‘community of destiny for mankind’ (renlei mingyun gongtongti 人類命運共同體), a CPC-approved phrase intended to assuage the populations of other countries concerned about growing Chinese investment and influence in their countries. The ceremony also included playing the national anthem, a new practice in China indicating patriotism and religion’s subordination to the state. In these ways, the ceremony extended the PRC’s cultural presence in Cambodia, a country highly dependent on BRI economic investment, through Yinshun’s version of Sinicized Buddhism, namely, South China Sea Buddhism.

This style of Buddhist diplomacy can be traced back to China’s entry into the World Trade Organization in 2001, when the economy started shifting from a net importer to an exporter of investment capital. At the same time, the CPC was also moving away from its Marxist interpretation of religion as the ‘opiate of the masses’ to embrace Buddhism, Confucianism and Daoism as ‘traditional Chinese culture’ for domestic integration and international influence.5 The CPC began using terms from the three traditions, such as ‘harmony’ and ‘destiny’, for soft power to support China’s expanding global economic activities. A key concern was countering Western narratives, such as Samuel Huntington’s ‘clash of civilizations’ theory, which portrayed a ‘rising China’ as an existential threat to the international liberal order. Xi Jinping views soft power as a way to enhance China’s ‘international discourse power’ (guoji huayu quan 國際話語權) through multiple diplomatic tracks. By using concepts from traditional Chinese culture to ‘tell positive narratives of China’ (jianghao zhongguo de gushi 講好中國的故事), actors can help shape an ‘international public opinion environment’ (guoji yulun huanjing 國際輿論環境) that is more conducive to the PRC’s interests than the Western-centric system.6 Initially, Confucianism played the central role in this strategy, but under Xi Jinping, the state’s cultural diplomacy has increasingly emphasized Buddhism. As a globally recognized world religion embodying universal values, Buddhism could be more effective in disseminating CPC discourses and building connections with Asian Buddhist countries.

The visible face of this diplomacy is Buddhist clerics who are leaders of the Buddhist Association of China (Zhongguo fojiao xiehui 中國佛教協會, BAC), the corporatist organization representing Buddhists in the PRC. At its quinquennial national congress in April 2015, the BAC committed to ‘promoting Chinese Buddhism to go global’ (tuidong zhongguo fojiao zou chuqu 推動中國佛教走出去) in support of the BRI.7 With this aim, prominent clerics launched new educational and outreach initiatives that framed Buddhism as both ‘religion’ and ‘culture’. Their activities are coordinated by the CPC United Front Work Department (Tongyi zhanxian gongzuo bu 統一戰線工作部, UFWD), which is responsible for managing relations with domestic and international elites to gain their support for the PRC’s interests.8 Other state organs giving support include party and government agencies in charge of propaganda, foreign affairs, security, religious affairs and cultural affairs, as well as semi-official associations created by the state to engage with foreign and international religious groups9 and state-linked charities that fund activities.10

Yinshun is especially active in this Buddhist diplomacy. Born into a family of teachers in Henan Province, he was tonsured in 2000 by Benhuan. After completing his studies at the Yunmen Buddhist Academy (Yunmen si foxue yuan 雲門寺佛學院) and Peking University, he earned a doctorate in Buddhism in 2009 from Thailand’s Chulalongkorn University. Yinshun leads several temples that were established as part of the PRC’s soft power strategy along China’s southern borders. In 2001, he became the abbot of China Temple (Zhonghua si 中華寺) in Lumbini, Nepal, the first temple authorized by the PRC to be built abroad. Its consecration in 1998 marked the growing Chinese presence in the sacred birthplace of Gautama Buddha. Then, in 2008, he succeeded Benhuan as the abbot of Propagating Dharma Temple (Hongfa si 弘法寺) in the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone, Guangdong Province. This temple was consecrated in 1992 as the first new temple built in the PRC, marking the country’s growing Chinese cultural presence in Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan. In 2012, Yinshun became the abbot of South Mountain Temple (Nanshan si 南⼭寺) in Sanya, Hainan Province. Consecrated in 1998 at China’s southernmost point, this temple established a cultural presence facing South and Southeast Asia. Yinshun also holds high-ranking positions in the state, including vice-president of the BAC and a representative of Buddhism in the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference for Guangdong and Hainan Provinces and Shenzhen Municipality. His international recognition includes the title of ‘Supreme Chinese Monk’ (Huaseng dazunzhang 華僧大尊長), bestowed by the king of Thailand in 2009, making him the first cleric from the PRC to receive this honour.11

Yinshun’s speeches and writings on Buddhism within the framework of CPC ideology have influenced state discourses and policy regarding Buddhism. In 2014, he proposed using Buddhism to further the BRI in his essay ‘South China Sea Buddhism and South China Sea Strategy’ (‘Nanhai fojiao he Nanhai zhanlüe’ 南海佛教和南海戰略). The essay posited the concept of ‘South China Sea Buddhism’ as a region comprising countries where Buddhism is deeply embedded in the culture: China, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Brunei, Vietnam, Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia and Sri Lanka. Yinshun noted that these countries constituted the maritime trade routes that brought Buddhism to China over two millennia ago, where it interacted with Chinese culture to produce ‘Chinese Buddhism’ (Zhongguo fojiao 中國佛教). Now that China was prosperous and peaceful, he averred that it was time to reverse the historical flow through Chinese initiatives of Buddhist cultural exchanges and people-to-people diplomacy to foster regional development and peace. He emphasized that Chinese Buddhism, encompassing Mahāyāna, Theravāda and Vajrayāna traditions, was uniquely able to connect with and integrate diverse Buddhist cultures across the region.

The essay outlined several reasons for promoting South China Sea Buddhism. First, it addressed the need to enhance China’s cultural status. ‘Despite China being a major country, Chinese Buddhism has not gained the status befitting a major power, which is incongruent’.12 Yinshun opined that Chinese Buddhists should learn from Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese and Theravāda Buddhists who have established their countries’ Buddhism as global brands. Second, promoting Chinese Buddhism could address ethnic and sovereignty conflicts by leveraging ‘the historical and cultural resources that South China Sea Buddhism possesses in this region and its potential for unique contributions’. People-to-people exchanges within Buddhism could foster mutual understanding as an alternative to military and diplomatic solutions. Third, expanding PRC influence into democratic polities was another reason. Yinshun wrote, ‘Since many South China Sea country leaders are elected through votes, a considerable portion of their campaign funds comes from [overseas] Chinese support. Effectively promoting South China Sea Buddhism can influence the orientation of overseas Chinese towards government values, and its significance should not be underestimated’.13

Thereupon, Yinshun launched new initiatives under his South China Sea Buddhism brand. In 2016, he established the annual South China Sea Buddhism Roundtable (Nanhai fojiao shenzhen yuanzhuo hui 南海佛教深圳圓桌會) to ‘tell positive narratives of Chinese religion internationally and enhance the international discourse power of the Chinese religious community’.14 The roundtable gathers clerics, scholars and government officials from other countries with Buddhist majority or minority populations to discuss shared concerns and endorse PRC-initiated projects that address them. These projects encompass scholarly activities, which may amplify the influence of Sinicized interpretations of Buddhism, charity ventures that foster goodwill towards China and heritage and environmental initiatives linked to BRI infrastructure projects. The roundtable’s peace activities include supporting the PRC’s sovereignty claims over the South China Sea. This support is illustrated by a press conference at the 2018 roundtable just after the US Vice President Mike Pence accused China of placing military weapons on artificial islands in the sea. According to reports in the state media, clerics from a dozen countries signed a document declaring China was not militarizing the sea and attributing regional tensions to an ‘outside power’ (presumably the United States).15 A monk from the United States reportedly said, ‘Sending aircraft and warships will only increase the intensity in the region and trigger unnecessary panic among people living in the region’. This action illuminates the UFWD’s strategy of mobilizing non-PRC voices to convey CPC-approved talking points as expressions of international support for PRC positions. This strategy was enhanced in 2022 by staging the roundtable in other countries, beginning with Cambodia. Another strategy is leveraging personal ties. The American monk who made the statement was Yinshun’s dharma brother, Hueiguan (慧光). Originally from Taiwan, he was the founder of the International Bodhisattva Sangha in California and a disciple of both Benhuan and Hsing Yun (星雲, 1927–2023), the leader of Taiwan’s Fo Guang Shan (佛光山).

Another of Yinshun’s ventures was the South China Sea Buddhism Academy (Nanhai foxue yuan 南海佛學院), a platform to cultivate ties with Buddhist clerics through exchange and scholarly and other activities. Opened in 2017 next to South Mountain Temple, the Chinese state media dubbed it the ‘Chinese Nalanda’ (Zhongguo nalantuo daxue 中國那爛陀大學). This use of the name of the ancient centre of Buddhist education in India reflects the soft power rivalry between China and India, each vying to be seen as more significant in the historical development of Buddhism. The academy offers instruction in the three traditions of Buddhism, incorporating Sinicized interpretations, and has majors in Buddhist culture (fojiao wenhua 佛教文化), including Chan tea, music, architecture and charity management. It trains Chinese clerics for international outreach, and its graduates and research centres support charity, scholarship and heritage projects adopted by the participants in the South China Sea Buddhism Roundtable. Additionally, dozens of clerics from other countries come to the academy to study Chinese language and culture. These foreign clerics can serve as cultural intermediaries upon graduating, including interpreting for their national delegations at roundtable meetings and supporting PRC-initiated charity and scholarly activities in their countries. To ensure coordination with the PRC state, the academy’s vice rector is an official from the Hainan provincial UFWD, and it is reportedly funded by a charity linked to the State Security Ministry, which handles intelligence gathering and infiltration operations in other countries.16

Yinshun’s activities have institutional effects beyond augmenting discourses and networks, as seen in his efforts to create transnational Buddhist heritage trails. In his 2014 essay, he averred that these trails embody Xi’s call to construct the Twenty-First Century Maritime Silk Road (Ershiyi shiji haishang sichou zhi lu 二十一世紀海上絲路) ‘based on the core values … of connectivity and strategic security … [and] having comprehensive benefits of … economic prosperity along the route and also providing a strong impetus for China’s economic reforms’.17 The trails would be ‘incorporated into the current South China Sea strategy as a component of the country’s top-level design, representing the cultural highlights and hotspots of the South China Sea from ancient to modern times’. One such trail connects Sanya (Guanyin) in Hainan, Wuxi (無錫) (the Grand Buddha) in Jiangsu Province and Lumbini in Nepal.18 Its development provides cultural justifications for BRI infrastructure projects to serve Chinese tourists and pilgrims, including an airport, hotels and a high-speed rail line. If completed, the rail line would open western Nepal to Chinese investment. It would also create a direct rail line running from Lhasa inside the PRC to Nepal’s border with India, only twenty kilometres from Lumbini; not surprisingly, India views the line as a security threat.19 These projects also advance the PRC’s efforts to marginalize the Dalai Lama. By increasing Nepal’s foreign debt, they have exposed its government to PRC pressure to restrict Tibetan refugees, while the growing Chinese presence in Lumbini bolsters a Chinese Mahāyāna alternative to the Tibetan Vajrayāna Buddhism practised by Nepalese Buddhists.

In 2023, Yinshun reacted to new security and cultural initiatives that Xi Jinping announced as complements to the economically oriented BRI in creating a more China-friendly world order. The Global Security Initiative (Quanqiu anquan changyi 全球安全倡議) advanced the principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries, and the Global Civilization Initiative (Quanqiu wenming changyi 全球文明倡議) emphasized the diversity of historically unique civilizations. In alignment with Xi’s announcement, Yinshun started the Great Red Mountain Forum (Da hongshan luntan 大洪山論壇) under the theme of ‘Silk Road Wisdom: Exploring the Footprints of Chinese Civilization’ (Silu huiguang tanxun huaxia wenming de zuji 絲路慧光探尋華夏文明的足跡). Led by Yinshun, it was convened at Hubei Province’s Compassionate Blessing Temple (Ci’en si 慈恩寺), the ancestral temple of the Caodong sect (曹洞宗) of Chan Buddhism. The inaugural gathering examined the historical spread and influence of Chan Buddhism outside of China.20 This topic aligns with Xi’s civilizational initiative by highlighting Chan as simultaneously part of Chinese civilization and as a universal religion. It can also be seen as a form of soft power competition with Japan’s global ‘brand’ of Zen by reaffirming the historical origin of Chan in China.

Yinshun’s global promotion of a nationally defined Buddhism through state cooperation is not without modern precedent. During China’s Republican Era (1912–49) – a time marked by semi-colonialism, military invasion and civil war – Taixu (太虚, 1890–1947) advanced his interpretation of Chinese Mahāyāna Buddhism, known as Humanistic Buddhism, as a unifying morality for both China and the world. He accepted state support for certain projects, which came with specific mandates, such as promoting the unity of Tibetan and Chinese culture at his Sino-Tibetan Buddhist Institute (Hanzang jiaoli yuan 漢臧教理院) between 1932 and 1950, and Pan-Asian cultural unity during a diplomatic mission to South Asia in 1940 to garner support for China’s war effort against Japan. Taixu felt that helping the state resolve its border issues was the best approach to furthering his interest in advancing Buddhism in modern China.21 Of course, Yinshun operates within a much stronger Chinese state, giving him less subjectivity than Taixu in cooperating with the state and his Buddhist propagation. Nevertheless, he likely shares Taixu’s view that advancing Buddhism can be achieved by addressing the state’s concerns. In exchange for the state’s financial, logistical and diplomatic support, Yinshun’s promotion of South China Sea Buddhism helps legitimize the connected histories of Buddhist communities in the vast region as a Chinese sphere of influence.22 Perhaps a more apt parallel to Yinshun’s activities may be the overseas mission of Japanese monks in the early twentieth century in Japan’s colonial empire. The Japanese state supported this mission in order to incorporate a cultural dimension into its efforts to establish a ‘co-prosperity sphere’ that politically and economically integrated Japan with its East Asian colonies. The state aimed to use Buddhism to pacify colonial subjects by fostering familiarity with Japanese culture. However, the historical record shows some outcomes contrary to expectations, underscoring the difficulties in the state-sponsored promotion of a nationally defined Buddhism in other Buddhist countries.23

These historical parallels sharpen the image of Yinshun in the photograph at the South China Sea Buddhism Roundtable at Cambodia’s Wat Prek Prang Monastery. He emerges as both a pious propagator of Buddhism in the world and a patriotic promoter of the Chinese Dream (Zhongguo meng 中國夢) – the aspiration articulated by Xi Jinping for China to be globally recognized as a strong country that has inherited an ancient civilization, with ‘Sinicized Buddhism’ as both Chinese culture and universal values.
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15Fei Yechao: From English interpreter to grassroots diplomat

Sisi Wang

In 1984, Venerable Hong Choon (宏船, 1907–1990) made a remarkable forty-three-day pilgrimage tour of China’s Four Buddhist Sacred Mountains1 as the elderly monk was suffering from illness.2 This was not the first time the prominent Singaporean monk, who had been away from his hometown for decades, visited China. Between 1982 and 1990, he made eight visits to China, where he met with the vice president of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Ulanhu (烏蘭夫, 1906–1988), and the president of the Buddhist Association of China, Zhao Puchu (趙樸初, 1907–2000).3 During his visit to Mount Jiuhua, a 28-year-old English teacher, Fei Yechao (費業朝, born 1956), served as an interpreter and a guide at the sacred Buddhist mountain, receiving the Venerable and his delegates. Fei reminisced with significant depth, saying that Hong Choon was the first overseas monk he had received at this Mountain.4 What he did not anticipate was that this visit would mark the beginning of many foreign visitors to Mount Jiuhua, which would transform his career into that of a ‘grassroots Buddhist diplomat’.

The term ‘grassroots Buddhist diplomat’ requires some explanation. This chapter argues that ‘grassroots diplomats’ are agents of public diplomacy. The field of diplomacy has undergone a shift towards public diplomacy, which differs from traditional diplomacy that primarily involves negotiations between governments. The term ‘public diplomacy’ was coined by Edmund Gullion in 1965. Considered a product of the World Wars and the Cold War of the twentieth century, it has been rethought and re-emphasized since 11 September. Even though there is no agreement on how it should be defined and its definition varies in practice, there is a general consensus that public diplomacy mainly targets non-governmental public actors.5 In China, academic attention has been given to public diplomacy (gonggong waijiao 公共外交), which has extended into the field of religion, referred to as religious public diplomacy or faith diplomacy.6 Recently, scholars have explored everyday exchanges and the roles of ‘ordinary people’ in transnational relations, rather than focusing primarily on the top leaders.7

‘Grassroots Buddhist diplomats’ like Fei Yechao are the ‘ordinary people’ who engage in religious public diplomacy, mainly at the grassroots level. In the case that I studied, five characteristics of ‘grassroots Buddhist diplomats’ are worth emphasizing: (1) though unofficial, their fate is intertwined with official policy and the political, cultural, economic and social context; (2) despite this, individual proactive actions and strategies cannot be overlooked; (3) they target the foreign public overseas, especially religious organizations and believers, rather than foreign governments; (4) cultural exchange is one of their primary means; and (5) their contributions include clarifying facts and establishing a positive national image. In Fei’s case, an important additional purpose and contribution was the ability to earn foreign exchange.

Over the course of more than forty years, Fei Yechao changed his career twice, taking on three successive roles in China’s Buddhist diplomacy: as interpreter, tour guide and lecturer. In 1980, he came alone to Mount Jiuhua in Chizhou (池州), Anhui (安徽) Province, where he met his future wife and settled down. Initially, as an English teacher, he taught English at the primary, middle and high school levels. In the decades that followed, the mountain was frequented by foreign visitors all year round. In the Reform and Opening-up era, with the religious revival and the resulting reconstruction of Buddhist sacred sites, there arose the need to host foreign delegates, tourists and overseas Chinese Buddhists, using English as the language of communication, at the sacred mountain. Hence, Fei was frequently tasked with hosting these guests and guiding them on tours around the mountain. The subsequent boom in international travel to China led Fei to switch his career to become a full-time religious tour guide in 1990. Later, he served as general manager of the Mount Jiuhua China International Travel Agency (Jiuhuashan zhongguo guoji lüxingshe 九華山中國國際旅行社) and the Mount Jiuhua China Travel Agency (Jiuhuashan guojia lüxingshe 九華山中國旅行社) until 2007.

Concomitantly, beginning in 1999, Fei was invited to be a regular lecturer on Chinese Buddhism on a nine-day cruise travelling between Nanjing (南京) and Chongqing (重慶), operated by the Swiss cruise company Viking River Cruises, which led to his next career change. From then on, for the following thirteen years, he delivered English-language lectures on the history of Chinese Buddhism as well as Buddhist doctrine to foreign tourists on the cruise, addressing various complex questions related to politics and religion that the tourists raised.8

Over the course of more than forty years, Fei, serving as a ‘grassroots diplomat’, contributed to the country’s Buddhist exchange in his own way, which responded to larger political and cultural changes around him. He hosted numerous overseas monks, laymen, pilgrims and tourists in the 1980s, at a time when English language interpreters and tour guides were scarce. Subsequently, since 1990, he became actively involved in Buddhist tourism, contributing to the cultural and economic revival of the Buddhist sacred mountain. Finally, the experience of teaching courses on Buddhism aboard cruise ships, especially his satisfactory responses during question-and-answer (Q&A) sessions, enabled him to provide a fresh, unofficial and more persuasive perspective to people from overseas. Li Zhaoxing (李肇星, born 1940), the former minister of foreign affairs of the PRC, expressed his appreciation for Fei’s role as a ‘grassroots Buddhist diplomat’, highlighting that ‘he had done things that the staff at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the staff at the Chinese Embassy in the United States could not do’.9

Throughout Fei’s career, the opportunity to learn English and his ever-refined ability to communicate in English enabled him to outshine his contemporaries and meet the needs of a changing era. This can be traced back to his own educational experiences. In 1956, Fei Yechao was born in Feidong (肥東) County, Hefei (合肥), Anhui Province. His paternal great-great-grandfather was related by marriage to Li Hongzhang (李鴻章, 1823–1901), a prominent statesman, diplomat and industrialist of the late Qing Dynasty. His grandfather once served as manager of the Wuhu Grand Garden (Wuhua dahuayuan 蕪湖大花園) for the Li family. His father was a businessman before 1949 and produced incense for temples. His earliest memories of Buddhist practices were of his devout parents in an era of restricted religious practices.10

Fei’s fortune changed when he met his English teacher, a graduate of Shanghai Saint John’s University (Shanghai shengyuehan daxue 上海聖約翰大學), who had previously worked as a translator for the Ministry of Commerce before moving to the countryside where Fei lived. The resumption of China’s national college entrance examination (gaokao 高考) in 1977, which had been disrupted for a decade due to the onslaught of the Cultural Revolution, changed the fate of many individuals, including Fei. The expertise and encouragement of his new mentor enabled Fei to excel in the 1978 college entrance examination. He went on to further his studies in the English language.

After completing his studies, the young Fei was assigned to a rural area as he was single, which led him to relocate from the capital of Anhui Province to Mount Jiuhua. He could never have imagined he would develop such a deep bond with this Buddhist holy mountain, and eventually become its ‘ambassador’. Even though Mount Jiuhua was a strange and remote area to him, life there was not bad because the Provincial Government attached great importance to the development of the region. He remembers that there was a special telephone line connecting Wuhu (蕪湖) and Mount Jiuhua, enabling the area to establish a program-controlled telephone relatively early on during the post-Mao era.11

As early as 1978, governments at several levels paid great attention to the preparatory work for the opening of Mount Jiuhua to the outside world and greatly emphasized that tourism on this mountain could earn foreign exchange for the country. These preparations covered unified planning; strengthened leadership; enhanced landscaping; improved forest management; the expansion of guesthouses, especially the number of beds available; increased supply of daily necessities; improved road maintenance; the introduction of direct shuttle services; the provision of healthcare facilities and educational infrastructure, subsidizing the livelihoods of monks and nuns; and much more.12 Also in that year, the Mount Jiuhua Management Office (Jiuhuashan guanlichu 九華山管理處), a county-level unit under the dual leadership of Anhui Province and the Chizhou region, was established. According to a notice issued by the Provincial Government, the Provincial Commercial Department would assume responsibility for supplying high-end goods and catering to the special needs of foreign guests.13 Notably, between 1979 and 1988, more than fifty temples were renovated.14

During the 1980s and 1990s, following the implementation of the Reform and Opening-up policy in China and the lifting of martial law in Taiwan, the warming of cross-strait relations allowed a larger number of Taiwanese Buddhist leaders to visit mainland China. Meanwhile, overseas Chinese Buddhists and travellers from Canada, America, Singapore, Malaysia, Myanmar, Thailand, among others, flocked to the sacred mountain.

For the young Fei, becoming an interpreter was quite exciting, yet it was also a challenging experience. On the one hand, Mount Jiuhua was a place where national-level leaders often chose to visit. Around fall of 1984, Zhou Yang (周揚, 1907–1989), the president of the China Federation of Literary and Art Circles, visited Mount Jiuhua for five days. At that time, an oil painter from the Alberta Province, Canada, stayed at Mount Jiuhua to paint.15 Fei’s English proficiency greatly benefited from accompanying the painter for outdoor sketching for nearly a month. The receptionist at the local Foreign Affairs Office told Zhou Yang that the oil painter wanted to meet him. Thus, Fei was temporarily appointed for the first time as an interpreter for the conversation between Zhou Yang and the visiting artist. What people did not know then was that Fei was so nervous that even his undershirt was soaked through with his sweat.16

On the other hand, although majoring in English at university, Fei found it challenging to translate and interpret Buddhist terms and concepts to foreign visitors and some overseas Chinese in English. He learned Buddhist terms from overseas travellers, even those which were seen to be basic in Buddhist studies, such as dharma, sangha, Mahāyāna and many others. When travellers mentioned a ‘new’ term, he quickly jotted it down on his hand. This was how he built up his vocabulary of Buddhist terms in English. On one occasion, he made an acquaintance with an Indonesian Theravāda Buddhist monk. The monk delivered dozens of pounds of English Buddhist books to him. Even today, Fei still modestly says that he has a limited vocabulary of Buddhist concepts and terms in English.17

As an experienced tour guide and former travel agent manager, Fei Yechao, though nearly seventy years old, remembers the details of the reception work vividly and meticulously recalls the tourists’ experiences for me. Around half a year in advance, the local host group would receive a printed schedule for each tour group via registered mail from Beijing. They would have details of the visits, including the tour entry date, the number of participants, their dietary preferences and the duration of their stay at the mountain. In case of any changes, they would be informed by telegram, with a charge of five cents per word.18

Fei recalls details of the travel experiences of overseas tourists and pilgrims in the 1980s and 1990s. One of their main areas of activity was the Jiuhua Basin (Jiuhua pendi 九華盆地), with an average elevation of about 640 metres, where accommodation, Jiuhua Street (Jiuhua jie 九華街) and some important temples were located. The meals and accommodation for the overseas tourists were arranged at the East Cliff Hotel (Dongya bin’guan 東崖賓館), while domestic tourists were usually accommodated at temples for a very low fee. The East Cliff Hotel was converted from a subsidiary of Dongya Monastery (東崖寺). The renovation adhered to the requirement of having the appearance of an ancient temple, but was actually a flat-roofed house with a bathroom.19 It was under the management of the Mount Jiuhua Scenic Management Office (Jiuhuashan fengjingqu guanlichu 九華山風景區管理處), supported and financed by the Provincial Government at that time, with a capacity to receive more than 200 people.20

Usually, tourists had two busy days of travelling. On the first day, they travelled from Jiuhua Street to the Flesh-body Precious Pagoda (Roushen baodian 肉身寶殿), then up to the Huixiang Attic (Huixiang ge 回香閣) and the Baisui Palace Monastery (Baisui gong 百歲宮), at an elevation of 871 metres; they then came back down for a late lunch before spending the rest of the afternoon wandering around Jiuhua Street, for sightseeing or shopping. On the second day, it was arranged for them to go up to the Tiantai Peak (Tiantai ding 天台頂), at an elevation of 1306 metres. It was challenging because there were no cable cars or ropeways – everything had to be done on foot. On the morning of the third day, they may be sent to the Yellow Mountain (Huangshan 黄山), another tourist destination, Hangzhou (杭州) or Hefei. However, more often than not, they took a train to Tongling (銅陵) and returned to Shanghai (上海), where they could go to other places more conveniently.21

It is noteworthy that one of the main objectives, and also a key contribution, of tourism development at Mount Jiuhua was to earn foreign exchange for the country. The Provincial Government emphasized Mount Jiuhua’s popularity both at home and abroad, especially in Southeast Asia.22 From 1979 to 1987, a total of 3,451,627 visitors, including pilgrims, visited the mountain, of which 18,027 were foreign guests and overseas Chinese; the economic income was RMB 13,746,400, and more than RMB 2,000,000 of profits and taxes were paid to the state.23 The 2013 edition of Gazetteer of Mount Jiuhua (Jiuhuashan zhi 九華山志) recorded the number of visitors since 1977, and income since 1980. However, Fei pointed out that the actual number of tourists and revenue generated were in fact much higher.24

In addition to spending on accommodation and shopping, overseas travellers also donated generously to temples during their visits. Currently, many inscriptions still exist on the mountain which document donations from overseas Buddhists. Fei Yechao knows exactly where these inscriptions are because he was one of the tour guides who guided tourists to make these donations. For example, the inscriptions at Zhantanlin Monastery (旃檀林) mainly record donations by Thai tourists led by him. He said that the donations to Qiyuan Monastery (祇園寺) came from various countries and was relatively stable. This was partly due to its abbot Venerable Sik Rende (釋仁德, 1926–2001), the president of the Anhui Provincial Buddhist Association and the president of the Mount Jiuhua Buddhist Association, who had a wide network.25 These donations were an important factor in shaping the local religious landscape by funding the reconstruction and expansion of old temples, as well as the construction of new ones.

According to Fei, the greatest time of his life was the thirteen years he spent teaching on the cruises since 1999. In 2002, one of the managers of Viking River Cruises, along with the former general manager of the China International Travel Service (Zhongguo guoji lüxingshe zongshe 中國國際旅行社總社) came directly to Mount Jiuhua to invite Fei to become a regular lecturer on the cruise. The Viking River Cruises registered two cruises that sailed in opposite directions between Chongqing and Shanghai’s Mouth of the Wusong Sixteen Pier (Wusongkou shiliupu matou 吳淞口十六鋪碼頭). Later, the cruises rearranged the routes, sailing between Chongqing and Nanjing instead. The cruises passed through Tongling, Jiujiang (九江), Jingdezhen (景德鎮), Wuhan (武漢), Jingzhou (荊州) and Sanxia (三峽). Thus, these tourists could get off the cruise during the day to visit Mount Jiuhua, appreciate the Jingdezhen ceramics, visit Mawangdui Han Tomb (Mawangdui hanmu 馬王堆漢墓) and the Three Gorges Dam (Sanxia daba 三峽大壩). The years from 2004 to 2012 marked the period during which Fei frequently gave lectures, and he deems these nine years to be the peak of his career.26

For the regular lectures, Fei Yechao would arrive in Nanjing by bus first, and then board the cruise ship at night. After dinner, around 300 tourists on the cruise would gather in a lobby. Fei would then give a lecture on Chinese Buddhism, covering topics such as the significance of Buddhism in Chinese culture and the introduction of Buddhist monasteries into China. He would also discuss how Buddhism became an integral part of the national culture from the Han to Tang dynasties, the Five Precepts and Ten Virtues that Chinese Buddhists should follow, its similarity with the Ten Commandments of Christianity, and more.27

The Q&A sessions were always the most challenging for him. He could not predict what questions the audience would ask, but typically, after an hour or so of lecturing, there would be a half-hour Q&A session. The foreign tourists, gathered around the lecturer, would humbly and politely raise difficult and sensitive questions. One such instance involved responding to questions related to the Tibetan Unrest in 2008. On 19 March 2008, several days after the unrest, Fei was scheduled to give a lecture on the cruise. He felt uneasy because he knew that the audience would ask ‘sensitive’ questions. Fortunately, on the evening of 17 March, the General Secretary of the CPC and the President of the PRC Hu Jintao (胡錦濤, born 1942) responded to this event on China Central Television. Unsurprisingly, on the day of the lecture, a good number of audience members asked questions about the Tibet issue. Fei then answered following the Chinese authorities’ official statements.28

Fei can therefore be considered a grassroots Buddhist diplomat who used Buddhism as a platform to promote Chinese culture and heritage. The fate of an unofficial, grassroots Buddhist diplomat became intertwined with official policy and the greater historical context. First, for several decades, in response to the demand for English-speaking talent in the era of opening-up to the outside world, this mountain-based grassroots diplomat accumulated many ‘firsts’ in life, including meeting with national Buddhist leaders, politicians, diplomats and overseas pilgrims and tourists, ultimately changing his career again and again. Second, the Buddhist exchange in these decades was transnational and transregional, and required collaborative efforts from multiple levels of government ministries and departments.

The experience of Fei Yechao suggests that one does not need to be a monastic leader, a top government leader or a diplomat to contribute to Buddhist diplomacy. Living at this sacred Buddhist site, his proficiency in English and possession of a karmic connection with Buddhism enabled him to be the only and perfect choice for a Buddhist interpreter. He has been actively involved in promoting Mount Jiuhua as a tourist destination, bringing cultural and economic resources to contribute to the revival of this sacred mountain and fully utilizing his skills as a ‘grassroots diplomat’ in his lectures to foreign visitors on cruises. His creativity, enthusiasm for his work and his detached disposition in life enabled him to win honours such as the National Outstanding Tourist Guide (Quanguo youxiu daoyouyuan 全國優秀導遊員) and the Anhui Province 1 May Labour Medal (Anhui sheng wuyi laodong jiangzhang 安徽省五一勞動獎章).29 Fei is also widely respected as a ‘teacher’ (laoshi 老師) among local Buddhist leaders and mountain residents, who consider him to be a local expert on the history and knowledge of the sacred mountain.

Informal Buddhist diplomacy played a crucial role in cross-border interactions during the Cold War as well as in the post-Cold War era. In Fei’s case, it involved travellers and cultural exchanges, a religious revival supported both transregionally and transnationally, the national demand for tourism to earn foreign exchange, as well as an avenue for grassroots expression and Chinese propaganda related to domestic policy and international affairs. Fei Yechao was, however, not the only grassroots Buddhist diplomat – more attention is needed to study the role of grassroots diplomats in promoting religious diplomacy.
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16Jawaharlal Nehru: Making plans for Indian Buddhism

Raymond Lam

That the first prime minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964), admired Buddhism, is no secret. The extent to which he envisioned the religious tradition playing a role in the new state of India is difficult to overestimate. It is the opinion of this author that Nehru’s attempt to leverage Buddhism in dealings with other countries might not have been as successful as he hoped, but it still made a foundational contribution to future visions of India’s soft diplomacy. He provided a long-term game plan that the current prime minister of India, Narendra Modi, has revisited, implementing several significant improvements, covered by David Geary in Chapter 20. At first glance, Nehru’s opinion of Buddhism seems aligned with many other Indian elites that saw in Buddhism not necessarily a religion to convert to but certainly a national treasure to be overtly, almost performatively, admired. This is slightly unfair to Nehru, who was uniquely attracted to Buddhism and took concrete steps to weave Buddhism into postcolonial India’s ‘poetics of power’. As we will see, Nehru’s government did its best to draw on India’s Buddhist resources to realize an ‘informal policy’ of strengthening India’s position in postcolonial Asia.1

We get a hint of why Nehru desired to foster a specific spiritual focus on Buddhism as a vehicle to channel nationalist ideology and broaden it into something bigger for both the country he loved and Asia. This desire may be due to his moderate, idealistic temperament as well as hints about his qualms about unadulterated nationalism. This dates all the way back, his biography indicates, to 1921, when he observed how Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948), his contemporary, could not only bring Muslims and Hindus into ‘one motley crowd struggling in one direction’, but also how Indian nationalist feelings were relatively free of hatred against the British rulers.2 He explains that ‘Nationalism is essentially an anti-feeling, and it feeds and fattens on hatred and anger against other national groups, and especially against the foreign rulers of a subject country’.3 In other words, to indulge in anti-feeling, even if justified against foreign oppressors, is a temporary or placeholder ideology. It needs to be broadened into a more universal ideal theme, at least in the idealistic Nehru’s mind.

What of Nehru’s personal views about Buddhism and about the Buddha himself? There are plenty of accessible passages about Nehruvian Buddhism that can be found in his personal memoir, among them this candid observation about monks during his first, month-long sojourn in British-ruled Ceylon (modern-day Sri Lanka) in 1931. In one particular passage, he apparently visited monks in various monasteries and on the roads, ‘highways’, and they were met with respect wherever they went, though he did not specify where he saw them.4 He takes special care to describe their physicality and facial expressions, which are of peace and calm rather than of intellectualism, and a ‘strange detachment’ from the cares of the world.5 He seems to be surprised at how their countenances do not betray any inner conflict and how their lives are akin to a river flowing calmly into the ocean. He finally admits that while he feels some envy for them, he knows that peace and integration are not his lot in life, rather, his is one ‘cast in storms and tempests’.6

Just as he was not meant to enjoy a tranquil life, he also did not seem destined to personally believe in Buddhism, even though he admired the Buddha, who had a great appeal for him. As he writes, ‘It is difficult for me to analyze this appeal, but it is not a religious appeal, and I am not interested in the dogmas that have grown up round Buddhism. It is the personality that has drawn me. So also the personality of Christ has attracted me greatly’.7 But he did believe in Buddha more than Christ, apparently, as a model for international statecraft. When Nehru was imprisoned in Dehra Dun in 1932, he recalled how a photo of a Buddha statue at Anuradhapura became a source of solace and strength. He kept it on his cell table, a precious companion that helped him overcome depression many times.8

In his biography, Nehru almost alludes to his future relationship with Buddhism as a non-Buddhist statesman. He was at the forefront of defending the fledgling independent India’s high-stakes national interests, but desired to bring along these bhikkhus that seemed to provide ‘a haven’. However, his praise of how the monks’ lives appeared could also be seen as an allusion to the broader Indian conception of religion, which has been irrevocably conditioned by the Advaita Vedanta. This is the idea that ‘Indian religion’ itself is a legitimate, broader category that can subsume both Buddhism and Hinduism as sub-groups, setting Indian believers on a path to unity suiting nationalist goals.

As if alluding to the strengths of Buddhism in Indian diplomacy, Nehru responded to a single observation of the Buddha’s dismissal of caste as a social construct, and the corresponding reaction of foreign intervention as a result of this dismissal. He observes that Buddha did not attack caste directly, but did something equally subversive: to not recognize it once disciples entered his monastic order. Nehru’s conclusion, even if it might not be made with such confidence by modern Buddhist Studies scholars, was that the Buddha’s approach and attitudes weakened the caste system. Even though the Buddha did not seek a social revolution, he certainly redefined it for those that joined the Buddhist order. Nehru theorizes, projecting his own sense of internationalism onto the Buddha’s pragmatism and scepticism of caste, that a community obsessed with caste would not be able to engage in foreign trade. Since India was trading constantly with other regions 1,500 years after the Buddha’s death, and absorbing foreign elements from the north, it is implied that Nehru believed (or hoped) that medieval India could not have taken caste very seriously, or perhaps even actively dispensed with it.9

Nehru seems to be saying that the Buddha’s defiance of the caste culture allowed the Indian regions to engage in trade and foreign relations with non-Indic cultures: after all, a ‘caste-ridden community could not indulge in foreign trade or other foreign adventures’. As Douglas Ober suggests in his recent study, Nehru’s personal quest for Buddhism was, in fact, reflective of a wider yearning in the newly postcolonial Indian society (at least among its cultured intellectuals). Their goal was to rediscover, and if necessary, reconstruct a Buddhism from long-lost remnants of pre-independence India’s lost past and harness its power to serve the state. Ober notes that no less than four senior members of Nehru’s cabinet – B. R. Ambedkar, Syama Prasad Mookerjee, Rajendra Prasad and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan – were closely intertwined with the revival of Buddhism, but they all had differing visions of ‘Buddhisms’ that they wanted to see prevail.10

Nehru was not unique in his recognition that Buddhism had profoundly shaped Indian history, culture and society. However, he took his personal investment in Buddhism to levels hitherto unseen. This was due to the power of dharma, which he says (oddly reminiscent of today’s contemporary Buddhists in the Global North), ‘means something more than religion. It is from a root word which means to hold together; it is the inmost constitution of a thing, the law of its inner being’.11 ‘Dharma’ encompasses personal and public ethics, a moral code and righteousness: in other words, duties and responsibilities that are not merely religion’s purview. Once more, Nehru unconsciously or deliberately portrays the Buddha’s ‘dharma’ something that would include ‘all the faiths – be it Vedic and non-Vedic – that originated in India’. While he is technically right in his reasoning that the term was deployed by Buddhists and Jains as well as Brahmins, he seems to get things the wrong way round: the Buddha and other teachers used the same word, but would have disagreed with each other on what that word meant. They chose the same word not because they thought that other schools of thought were also right, but precisely because they thought their own school to be the correct one. By this point, it is clear that the Buddha means for Nehru not a figure to emulate as a spiritual practitioner but as a unifying force transcending all boundaries, real or imagined.

Throughout the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s, Nehru was in regular correspondence with Buddhist scholars and masters. He had a long-standing relationship with the Maha Bodhi Society, which could take up an entire book chapter in its own right. He was instrumental in the hosting of a re-enshrinement of relics at the newly constructed Chaityagiri Temple, Sanchi, in 1952. This deep and intimate involvement in the restoration of Buddhism to modern Indian consciousness (and quite literally, the reinstatement of relics) capped off many decades of holding Buddhism in high regard. Ober observes that by the time he was politically ascendant, Nehru ‘began to see Buddhism as a cosmopolitan and modernizing force with pan-Asian appeal, something that could be blended with other world views that shaped his thinking: Tagore’s swadeshi internationalism, Marxist and Fabian-inspired democratic socialism, and theosophical spiritualism’. Therefore, when Nehru became head of the world’s largest democracy, he was quick to draw on these human and intellectual resources to forge diplomatic connections abroad and a new nation at home.12 One of the strengths of Nehru’s bond with Buddhism was the fact that it was sincere and personal. It had clarity, simplicity and coherency.13 Like many other Indian intellectuals, he saw the Buddhist emperor Ashoka the Great as an ancient reflection of newly independent India. There were many other initiatives he undertook, one of his goals being the consolidation of India’s border regions, such as Ladakh and Assam, with ‘official state invitations to celebrate their religious events at major urban centres that held no clear association with Buddhism as well as at the ancient groves where the historical Buddha is said to have dwelt’.14 Buddhism was therefore a ‘pacifying, Indo-centric force’ that would connect India with the rest of Asia.15

In perhaps an ironic twist, Nehruvian and the more famous expression of Ambedkarite Buddhism were not completely different. They were both concerned with a new world that took oppression seriously. But Nehru’s vision seemed directed outward, for the sake of an independent India breaking the shackles of the British Raj. Meanwhile, Ambedkar’s understanding focused more on the home front, on a historically oppressed group of peoples, the Scheduled Castes, or Dalits. Evidently, Nehru admired the universal applicability of the dharma, which he found in the Dhammapada.16 He saw Buddhism as transcending caste and therefore a potential bridge that could promote peace between his Asian neighbours. And for a time, it seemed not only possible but a natural connection.

There is an echo of the Five Precepts in the Panchsheel, or the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as outlined in the 1954 Sino-Indian Agreement. This is one of the main reasons why Nehru is called the father of the non-aligned movement. Nehru had bigger plans: the idea that Chinese and Indians were comrades, and that together, they could lead an Asian bloc as an alternative to the US–Soviet bloc during the Cold War. This would result in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) in 1955, a ‘third way’ that would move between the capitalist and Communist blocs led by the US and the USSR. Nehru saw a pan-Asian identity as urgent for global stability, but he underestimated how his Buddhist statecraft, after just one year in 1956, would deteriorate ‘before his very eyes’.17 Part of the reason was the inherent clash between universalism and nationalism, the latter of which had served as critical intellectual ammunition against the Western colonizers for both Indians and Chinese. The other was how Ambedkar’s Buddhist vision, unflinchingly focused on the historical injustice and present reality of caste, fundamentally contradicted Nehru’s hope to ‘transcend’ caste.

One of Nehru’s great failures was being unable to renew the Panchsheel after its expiry on 6 June 1962 and India’s defeat in the Sino-Indian War from October to November of the same year against the People’s Republic of China. The war, ironically, had been spurred by a Buddhist issue: India’s granting of asylum to the self-exiled Dalai Lama who escaped Chinese-communist occupied Tibet. The vicious ‘bloody nose’ that China gave India led to much soul-searching among the Indian establishment. Nehru was variously accused of naivete in dealing with the Chinese, simultaneously underestimating their anger at India’s welcoming of the Dalai Lama as well as Mao’s readiness to use military force at the borders.

Another issue was his failure to maintain good relations with the father of the Indian constitution, B. R. Ambedkar. In his extended resignation letter from the Cabinet in 1951, Ambedkar accused Nehru of not fulfilling his promise to pass the Hindu Code, which the lawyer placed great importance on. The rationale given was pretty straightforward. Nehru failed, with the exception of the Muslims, to protect the many castes that were chafing under what he saw as Brahminical supremacy. From Nehru’s perspective, Ambedkar’s singular obsession threatened to further balkanize India, which was already reeling from the trauma of Partition like its neighbour Pakistan. Ambedkar’s departure from the Indian government was a blow to Nehru. Nehru’s secularized Buddhism was fundamentally undermined by Ambedkar’s later conversion to Buddhism, which cut to the deepest roots of caste oppression, re-emphasizing the historical antagonism between Brahminism and Buddhism, as well as between Hindus and Buddhists.18

Overall, Nehru had hoped to push an Ashokan vision of enlightenment, tolerance and nonviolent imperial expansion.19 But this universal vision was undermined by nationalistic projects like the Dalai Lama’s exile to India in 1959 and anti-caste Dalit conversions to Buddhism. Nehru failed to see the limitations of his soft power diplomacy, and in some ways his Buddhist vision died with India’s humiliating defeat to a rival claimant to universal Buddhism in 1962. Yet, Nehru’s vision needed realpolitik reworking, and was not completely unhelpful. ‘Idealistic’ was the main flaw that Nehru’s critics, contemporary and in the future, would ascribe to him, even if the idealism did not totally compromise his realism.20 More accurately, he was unable to back up his ideals, both in keeping China placated after granting asylum to the Dalai Lama, or controlling the nascent Ambedkarite movement. After Nehru underestimated Ambedkar’s frustration, it became clear that while Nehru had big ideals, he often miscalculated people. Both of his major mistakes echoed Buddhist concerns.

Even though he has not spoken about his strategy publicly, it seems that India’s current prime minister, Narendra Modi, has since recognized two inherent tensions of Nehruvian Buddhism: that a religious tradition that could apparently unite Indians could simultaneously divide them. It is an irony to Indian nationalists that Ambedkar did intentionally divide the Indians by turning the choice of converting to Buddhism into a political, anti-casteist statement through Navayana Buddhism.21 Furthermore, it is likely that Modi, since or before 2014, identified a fundamental contradiction in India and China both being the prime custodians of the Buddhist heritage. There can only be one, and for a nationalist like Modi, it cannot be China.

The solution has been, since 2015, to subsume, or at least attempt to, Ambedkarite Buddhism or as many of its proponents as possible under the institutional eyes of soft power organs like the International Buddhist Confederation (IBC) and the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) itself. And, as was mentioned above and in other chapters in this volume, India has worked hard to position itself as the true cradle of Buddhism, implying that China is a pretender. While both countries necessarily involve a degree of nationalist deceit, since Buddhism appeared in a world with no nation-states, New Delhi’s claim that the heart of the Buddhist world lies in Bodh Gaya does sound convincing. It is an advantage that India has hammered home again and again in every Buddhist meeting the IBC has held.

In the current configuration of Indian Buddhist diplomacy lies a paradox: on the one hand, it is natural for Buddhism to act as a steward of the state, as it has done for the countless courts of Asian kings since Ashoka the Great. But even when compared to its relative geopolitical rivals of Pakistan and China, Buddhism is in a greater position to question, subvert and even undermine the state in India. In Pakistan, Islam is without question the dominant religion and its leaders often relax or restrict Buddhism as they please. China, meanwhile, has for centuries successfully brought Buddhism on side with its government, no matter the configuration. So as long as Buddhists and Buddhist communities are registered with the Buddhist Association of China, they are more trusted than any other religious group to be the spiritual ambassadors of Xi Jinping’s China.

But with the Ambedkarites opting out of the BJP’s dominant ideology – Hindutva nationalism – through Buddhist conversion, there remains the supreme irony of a governing class of Hindus that have never converted to Buddhism offering a vision of Buddhism that must be appealing to Buddhists while accepting the BJP’s Hindutva vision. The BJP embraces this: there is no equality problem because there is no differentiation. Buddhism is Hindutva. In a crafty move that is almost reminiscent of the spirit of the Counter-Reformation, supporters of Indian Buddhist diplomacy have now added a critical domestic component: enter into dialogue with Ambedkarite politics, and defang its anti-casteist, subversive elements. Modi has not made this a secret, from personally inaugurating monuments to the father of the Indian constitution to devising outreach programmes to the Dalit castes that have at points involved Buddhist monks.

In my survey of the geopolitical landscape today, an updated strategic wish list of Nehruvian Buddhist diplomacy would probably have a four-pronged approach: (1) To neutralize Ambedkarite interpretations of casteism and Buddhism, while maintaining fidelity to B. R. Ambedkar and Indian constitutionalism; (2) To exert control over the most senior Tibetan Buddhist spiritual authorities in Dehra Dun, Dharamshala and other seats of the four Vajrayāna schools; (3) To maintain a narrative of control over Ladakh, Leh, Sikkim and other non-Hindu dominant states that arouse the RSS’s suspicion; and (4) To lean on Bhutan as a buffer state and indirect proponent of Indian interests in the Himalayas. These four nodes of Buddhist diplomacy seem pragmatic, and in my own opinion, possess a slightly cynical edge. Modi has never openly commented on his strategy, and I am not aware of a government document outlining the BJP strategy to using Buddhist diplomacy in any formal, systematic manner. But it seems to build on Nehru’s foundations, while repudiating parts of what Modi considered failures or unhelpful.

Despite Modi’s significant changes, Nehru’s legacy remains formidable because there is a direct line from his failure with China and Modi’s fateful decision in 2015 to turn to Japan as his partner in Buddhist diplomacy. The idea of Indo-Japanese Buddhism as representing the best of a ‘democratic, Buddhist Asia’ seemed to appeal to Shinzo Abe. It is possible that he recognized in Modi similar nationalist instincts, perhaps accepting the premise that Japan and India would work better together than a partnership between Japan and China.22

Nehru’s ideals never quite matched his capabilities, not because he was incapable, but simply because his ideals were too lofty. His goals of yesteryear seem a long way off from today’s Buddhist diplomacy. But whichever course they shift, at least parts of his motivations go back to one statesman’s appreciation of the eternal over the ephemeral, of what Ashoka represented for India as Buddhism’s patron monarch. Ashoka’s empire did not last long after his death, and it is debatable whether his conversion to Buddhism had anything to do with it. Nevertheless, the sheer significance of an emperor converting to Buddhism has generated some scepticism about Ashoka’s idealism. In his own way, Nehru was also an idealist who saw beyond the practical limits of what his statecraft was capable of. But were they necessarily naïve? Ashoka converted to Buddhism after he became disillusioned with the usual way of doing things. His empire still collapsed relatively soon after. Nehru’s failures do not necessarily make him naïve, just as his success with Buddhism elsewhere does not automatically make him Ashoka’s heir. Yet, the allure of this imperial imagery, conquest by dharma, remains not only attractive to Indian Buddhists today but was also part of why Nehru was so fond of Buddhism. In his overview of Indian history, Nehru describes the continuity between the Buddha’s first sermon at Sarnath and the power of Ashoka’s pillars.23 That ‘distant echo’ through 2,500 years, that reached Nehru, continues to ring.
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17Jigme Singye Wangchuck: Buddhist approach to democracy, development and diplomacy

William J. Long

Although Bhutan’s consolidated political power stretches back to the early seventeenth century, Bhutan’s monarchy dates only from the early twentieth century, when Ugyen Wangchuck (1862–1926), a regional governor from central Bhutan, was selected as the nation’s first hereditary monarch in 1907. Bhutan was not a hermit kingdom at this time, but it did strictly limit its engagement with the outside world and emphasized national self-reliance. The significant exception to this policy of non-engagement was the signing of a treaty of friendship and cooperation with Great Britain in 1910 and then with India in 1949, following its independence. The third king, Jigme Dorgi Wangchuck (1928–1972), who enjoyed the foundation of a strong central monarchy by virtue of his two predecessors, initiated a process of national change on three fronts: political democratization and decentralization, economic modernization, and expansion of international relations. After the third king’s death in 1972, his son, Jigme Singye Wangchuck (born 1955), ascended Bhutan’s Golden Throne as the Fourth Dragon King at age seventeen, then the world’s youngest monarch. The young King Jigme Singye Wangchuck set Bhutan on a generation-long path that would fully realize the goals of democracy, development and expanded diplomacy initiated by his father and successfully melded them with Bhutan’s culture and Buddhist values.

After ascending the throne in 1972, Jigme Singye Wangchuck dedicated himself to converting a hereditary and absolute system of government into a fully democratic and constitutional monarchy. He announced that ‘the time has come to promote greater people’s participation in the decision-making process. Our country must be ensured to always have a system of government which enjoys the mandate of the people’.1 He added, ‘I have made constant efforts to empower the people by delegating authority, resources, and responsibility to them … I have always maintained the destiny of the country lies in the hands of our people’.2 Contrary to the desires of the public, he repeatedly argued that no government so heavily dependent on the character of one person is good for the citizenry. In the king’s words: ‘I do not believe that the system of absolute monarchy, wholly dependent on one individual, is a good system for the people in the long run. Eventually, no matter how carefully royal children are prepared for their role, the country is bound to face the misfortune of inheriting a King of dubious character’.3 According to him, good government in the modern era could not be assured by an absolutist regime but requires full participation by its citizens.

Jigme Singye Wangchuck rapidly put these thoughts into action. In 1998, he devolved power to the Cabinet and the prime minister by royal edict and at his own insistence, thereby transferring power as head of government to the prime minister and separating himself from the Cabinet and the executive branch. The king, thereafter, began to serve as head of state, while the Cabinet managed the government. The king also instituted a no-confidence measure enabling the National Assembly to replace the monarch. The devolution of power from the king to the Cabinet was critical in putting Bhutan on the path to democratic constitutional monarchy within a decade.

Building on this plan, in 2001, the fourth king created a committee, chaired by the Chief Justice of Bhutan, to draft a constitution that would transfer sovereignty to the people and create a democratic constitutional monarchy. A draft constitution emerged in 2005 and a final draft was delivered by 2006. Before its adoption, the king and members of the royal family travelled to all twenty districts of the country during a two-year period, explaining to the population why devolution of power to a democratically elected parliament was in the long-term interest of the country and that absolute authority should not be left to the vagaries of a hereditary monarch in the modern era. The Constitution was accepted by popular vote in 2008 and signed into force on 18 July 2008, and with it the creation of a parliamentary democracy with the king as a constitutional monarch. Shortly after the vote, Jigme Singye Wangchuck abdicated his throne to his son, Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck, a decision he had announced two years previously.

The exceptionality and significance of the king’s actions are remarkable as it was the first time in world history that a monarch who was initially vested with absolute power voluntarily reduced the scope of these powers and eventually abdicated to promote democratic reform. Bhutan’s democratic transition was sui generis and reflected in some measure the Buddhist ideal of a righteous and enlightened ruler looking out for the well-being of his subjects by governing according to the universal moral laws known as the dharma4 as discussed in teachings known as the sutras.5

A brief look at the theory of democratic transition puts the policies of Jigme Singye Wangchuck in perspective. Democratic transition theory is vast and rich, identifying both the structural and agency variables that best account for the transition from authoritarianism to democracy.6 What all democratic transition theories have in common, however, is this basic assumption: democratic transition requires some form of struggle or contestation over power because those with power concentrated in their hands have a natural tendency to give away as little power to others as possible. Elites will naturally resist granting power and civic freedoms to the masses, thereby reducing their own authority. Yet, contrary to all existing models of democratic transition and the assumption that no one willingly reduces their power and authority, Jigme Singye Wangchuck actively drove the democratization process and voluntarily gave up most of his power because he believed doing so was in the best interests of the country. Bhutanese society acceded to democratization at the fourth king’s insistence, in keeping with their trust in the monarchy and the desire for social consensus. Since 2008, the legal and institutional basis for democracy has taken root in Bhutan and the consolidation of the king’s reforms are a lasting testimony to his efforts.

However noteworthy Jigme Singye Wangchuck’s political reforms were, his unique Buddhist development philosophy and programmes were even more significant. To help his country secure a national identity that would fuse Bhutanese culture and Buddhist values with the modernization process, he introduced the strategy of pursuing Gross National Happiness (GNH) as the touchstone of all government efforts, remarking in the early 1980s, ‘The pursuit of Gross National Happiness is more important than the pursuit of Gross National Product’.7 The king, by removing the word ‘product’ and replacing it with the word ‘happiness’, was offering an alternative model of development that would make the end of government policy happiness, not material output, in consonance with Bhutan’s Buddhist beliefs.

GNH is Bhutan’s multidimensional approach to development that seeks to maintain a harmonious balance between material well-being and the spiritual, emotional and cultural needs of its society. ‘Happiness’ in a Bhutanese/Buddhist context does not equate with either the Western notion of hedonic pleasure or the notion of contentment or overall life satisfaction used by Western social scientists. In a Buddhist country like Bhutan, those versions of happiness are transitory and secondary in importance. Bhutan’s first democratically elected prime minister, Jigme Thinley, explained, ‘We know that true abiding happiness cannot exist while others suffer, and comes only from serving others, living in harmony with nature, and realizing the innate wisdom and the true and brilliant nature of our minds’.8 As a Buddhist society, happiness, ultimately, is the inner realization of compassion and wisdom (seeing the impermanence and interconnectedness of all things) that leads to enlightenment. The attainment of this form of happiness is, in turn, founded on the development of ethical conduct and positive minds, all of which is more attainable when basic material needs are satisfied.

The distinctiveness and ambition of making the pursuit of GNH the state’s guiding principle, therefore, should not be underestimated, as it often is in the West. GNH is not just a catchphrase; it is a genuinely Buddhist approach to development and happiness that considers non-material goals to be more important than material ones, in contrast to the traditional orthodoxy that defines development in terms of an expansion of Gross National Product (GNP). In the words of Bhutan’s Planning Commission in 1999: ‘Our approach to development has been shaped by beliefs and values of the faith we have held for more than 1,000 years. Firmly rooted in our rich tradition of Mahāyāna Buddhism, the approach stresses not material rewards, but individual development, sanctity of life, compassion for others, respect for nature, and the importance of compromise’.9

The king’s GNH approach to national development challenged the fundamental assumption of Western models that posit that increasing material output and consumption automatically translates to increasing levels of human happiness. Buddha, in his teachings, directly rejected this idea and taught that a singular focus on material acquisition and consumption leads to dissatisfaction and unhappiness, not enduring and meaningful happiness. The wisdom of this teaching was clear to Jigme Singye Wangchuck: by pursuing GNP growth at all costs, many countries had lost their cultural identity, spirituality, environmental integrity and a deeper sense of happiness. He explained in a 1990 address, ‘Our country has an ancient and unique cultural heritage which we wish to preserve as we feel this is vitally important for a small nation like ours. We do not wish to be swept away by the tide of materialism and consumerism. We are determined to preserve our rich spiritual and cultural values and traditions. At the same time, we must achieve a high level of economic growth with equality in order to improve the quality of life of our people’.10
 
Pursuing its distinctive course of development was not just a policy preference. As will be discussed in the consideration of Bhutanese diplomacy and security strategy that follows, it was believed to be essential to the country’s very existence. Bhutan is a small, landlocked country sandwiched between two nuclear-armed and antagonistic Asian giants – India and China, or as the locals say using their own gastronomic metaphor, ‘Bhutan is caught like a yam between two boulders’. A country of less than one million people, Bhutan’s existence depends on its unique culture and Buddhist religion. Therefore, GNH is best seen as Bhutan’s desiderata, the purpose of the state. The fourth king reminded his citizens of the responsibility they had to seek development according to their own values: 


Nor must we ever lose sight of the fact that our nation is the last standing Mahāyāna Buddhist kingdom in the world. We are the sole surviving custodians of a social and cultural system that extended beyond the Eastern Himalayas to embrace a large part of Eastern and South East Asia. The world has been impoverished by the loss of the social and cultural system which is today unique to Bhutan and where it both survives and flourishes.11 


In sum, the essence of the fourth king’s alternative development model is the integration of multiple dimensions of human development – material, spiritual, cultural and environmental – to secure happiness, an approach that is rooted in its Buddhist values.

Beginning about the year 2000, the fourth king’s vision of GNH moved from a general set of principles into concrete and operationalizable terms for implementation in policy. Initially conceived as a broad strategic framework for development supported by four pillars, namely, sustainable and equitable socioeconomic development, environmental conservation, preservation and promotion of culture, and good governance, GNH evolved into nine domains of life that were thought to be important to happiness. These domains are as follows: psychological well-being (including spirituality); health; time use; education; cultural diversity and resilience; community vitality; good governance; ecological diversity; and living standards (material growth).

Beyond Bhutan’s borders, Jigme Singye Wangchuck’s GNH development philosophy has had a global impact. Since its international unveiling at the Millennium Meeting for Asia and the Pacific in Seoul in 1998, the king’s model has been the inspiration for many new concepts of development that capture the importance of the pursuit of happiness and well-being in their development policies. Reflecting the influence of the king’s vision, on 12 July 2012, the General Assembly of the United Nations (UN) proclaimed 20 March the ‘International Day of Happiness’. The resolution urged member states to pursue new measures ‘conscious that the pursuit of happiness is a fundamental human goal’.12 Notably, the latest comprehensive statement of global thinking on development, the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (the successor to the UN’s Millennium Development Goals), mirrors many of Bhutan’s GNH policy goals and aspirations.

Jigme Singye Wangchuck’s foreign policy was for the most part restrained, and in keeping with Bhutan’s geostrategic situation as a small power and its Buddhist values of humility, conciliation and pragmatism. In addition to offering GNH as an expression of Bhutan’s national ideology, he guided Bhutan to an age of diplomatic maturity characterized by enhanced sovereignty, preservation of Bhutan’s cultural heritage, maintenance of its special relationship with India and a broadening of its foreign relations bilaterally and multilaterally.13

In general, foreign policy is a tool in the hands of a nation-state that allows it to advantageously shape the behaviour of other states and the international system. For a very small state like Bhutan, however, foreign policy is less grandiose and more defensive in nature, allowing it to ward off pressures and other adverse aspects of the international system and pursue its essential goals of physical security, economic development and preservation of its culture and identity. Culture is not a secondary foreign policy issue for Bhutan, but is its raison d’etre, essential to its sovereignty and very existence. One of the foremost articles in Bhutan’s Constitution, Article 4, provides: ‘The State shall endeavor to preserve, protect, and promote the cultural heritage of the country, including . . . language, literature, visual arts, and religion to enrich society’ This emphasis on culture traces its roots to the consolidation of the Bhutanese state by Ngawang Namgyal in the seventeenth century. To create a distinct Bhutanese identity, Jigme Singye Wangchuck established the ‘national values and traditions’ (driglam namzha) that provided guidelines for architecture, festivals and public dress and behaviour. He was clear on the existential importance of culture for the country: ‘I have always stressed the great importance of developing our tradition because it has everything to do with strengthening our security and sovereignty in determining the future survival of Bhutanese people and our religion’.14

The king’s reference to ‘our religion’ is telling because although Bhutan has a rich culture in the form of extended family relations, volunteerism, indigenous arts and medicine, Buddhism and culture are virtually isomorphic in Bhutan.15 In other words, the uniqueness of Bhutan’s Buddhist diplomacy lies in its incorporation of Buddhism as guiding principles. This distinctive approach not only shapes the country’s foreign policy but also serves as a profound influence on its interactions with the global community. Bhutan’s commitment to Buddhist values not only contributes to its diplomatic identity, but also preserves, protects and promotes Buddhist cultural heritage. Here, I consider Bhutan’s ‘Buddhist diplomacy’ not so much as international exchanges based on religion per se, but as an approach to foreign policy that is consistent with underlying Buddhist philosophy, particularly Buddhist ethics that stress equality, non-harm and other-regard and Buddhist ontology of dependent arising, interdependence and impermanence. I posit that Bhutan is uniquely motivated by these principles, rather than Western/liberal ideals, however short it may fall of them in practice. Therefore, it comes as little surprise that historian Karma Phuntsho calls Buddhism in Bhutan a ‘civil religion’ that informs the country’s worldview, lifestyle, social behaviour, economic practices and political thinking.16

Bhutan’s foreign policy is, in many ways, a product of its small size and precarious geographic location. These are ‘givens’ for Bhutan. Nonetheless, Bhutanese foreign policy under Jigme Singye Wangchuck also exhibits elements of a distinctive ‘Buddhist statecraft’. The Buddhist dimensions of Bhutanese statecraft are reflected in its efforts at internal consolidation, external security and modernization through its GNH-led development policies and Bhutan’s problematic cultural unity initiatives. Bhutan’s efforts to gradually expand its international relations in a peaceful, multilateral and conflict-avoidant approach to diplomacy is consistent with the Buddhist values of nonviolence and non-harm. Bhutan’s decision to eschew great power politics and ideological debates in establishing its foreign aid partners and its foreign embassies are two key examples of its diplomacy that embody Buddhist values of caution, conciliation and pragmatism.17 Likewise, its good neighbour policies and its efforts to build regional links that are mutually beneficial and respectful are consistent with idealized notions of Buddhist statecraft, which it claims is traceable to the Mauryan empire’s King Ashoka (c. 304–232 bce).

Beginning in the mid-1980s, the fourth king began a controversial initiative that emphasized the need for cultural continuity as a source of Bhutan’s national security, noting that prosperity, modernization and development will not bring satisfaction if it comes at the cost of a loss of tradition, culture or religion.18 Bhutan, a latecomer to development, had seen numerous other nations shed their traditional culture and values, or in the case of the Buddhist kingdom of Sikkim, lose its sovereign independence entirely on the road to modernization. The government’s concern for cultural preservation led to the passage of revised and more restrictive citizenship laws as well as laws promoting the dominant Drukpa language and culture,19 thus creating frictions with Bhutan’s large ethnic minority Nepali population, many of whom are Hindu, speak Nepali and had immigrated to Bhutan for work during the 1950s and 1960s. The tension between the rights of economic migrants, on the one hand, and the government’s effort to preserve Bhutan’s delicate ethno-demographic balance through its citizenship laws and cultural promotion policies, on the other, erupted into violence, beginning with an uprising against the government by ethic Nepali Bhutanese in the south of the country in 1990, governmental suppression of the uprising and the eventual departure of roughly 100,000 ethnic Nepali from Bhutan to Nepal and India and then on to host countries in the West when Bhutan and Nepal failed to negotiate a settlement agreement. This ethnic strife and the subsequent dispute over refugee settlement with Nepal were the most significant exceptions to Bhutan’s otherwise tolerant domestic policies and its friendly relations with neighbouring states during the fourth king’s reign.20 Despite the refugee dispute, economic relations between Bhutan and Nepal have grown in recent years, primarily in the form of expanded economic ties, and a measure of goodwill was restored when Bhutan provided emergency aid to Nepal following a devastating earthquake in 2015.21

The fourth king also sought to strengthen Bhutan’s independence by continuing to diversify its sources of foreign support and developing indigenous economic capabilities, most particularly in hydropower. The fourth king established the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to capitalize on Bhutan’s accession to UN membership in 1972 as a second major channel to the outside world (India being the first). Bhutan also would come to play an active role in the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), and in UN organizations such as the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). The king strengthened international recognition of Bhutan’s sovereignty, most importantly with China, which recognized Bhutan’s independence for the first time in a 1998 agreement on maintaining peace in the border areas between the two countries,22 and with India, who renegotiated its treaty of friendship with Bhutan in 2007 without any suggestion of influence over Bhutan’s foreign policy as contained in its 1949 predecessor. Today, Bhutan is a member of more than 150 international organizations and has established diplomatic relations with more than 50 countries.

Most would conclude that the fourth king was successful in incorporating Buddhist principles into Bhutan’s foreign policy during the modern era. He navigated a course from isolation to engagement and defined an independent identity for his country among much larger states in its region. Can this small, exceptional state continue to modernize without losing its unique culture and Buddhist values in the face of the pressures of globalization and the vicissitudes of great power relations? The answer remains to be seen. However, Jigme Singye Wangchuck has successfully laid the foundation for a modern prototype of a Buddhist approach to international relations. As the only democracy and mixed-market economy in the world today founded on Mahāyāna Buddhist principles rather than Western liberal ones, Bhutan brings a unique approach to its developmental, environmental and foreign policies that emphasizes traditional Buddhist ethics and its understanding of the interdependent and impermanent nature of all things.

Because of the foresight and efforts of Jigme Singye Wangchuck, the small remote country of Bhutan emerged as a democratic state in the twentieth century with a unique holistic development model, a strong national identity and its 1300-year-old belief and value system intact. Bhutan is the only democratic, mixed-market country in the world that is rooted constitutionally and culturally in Buddhist principles. As such, Jigme Singye Wangchuck’s modern Bhutan offers a unique approach to democracy, development and diplomacy, and may hold lessons for other modern democracies struggling with issues of political polarization and distrust of government, economic inequality, environmental unsustainability and problematic international relations.
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18George Yeo: Tending the Bodhi tree, reviving the Nalanda

Darryl Kangfu Lim

Soldier, Statesman, Scholar – these are just some of the labels that have been used to refer to George Yong-Boon Yeo (楊榮文, born 1954) over the course of his illustrious career across various professions. While his achievements and contributions in his many roles – which include stints as Singapore’s minister for information and the arts (1990–99) and minister for foreign affairs (2004–11) – have been well documented, there has been little discussion about the significance of Yeo’s role in shaping Singapore’s engagements in the field of religious diplomacy. In this chapter, we delve deeper into how George Yeo’s involvement in the Nalanda University project highlights Singapore’s participation in a multilateral effort on Buddhist diplomacy, and how this allows for a closer examination of the meanings and workings behind Singapore’s religious and cultural exchanges on the diplomatic front.

‘On The Nalanda Trail: Buddhism in India, China and Southeast Asia’, a special exhibition at the Asian Civilisations Museum, Singapore, was declared open on 1 November 2007 by then Minister for Foreign Affairs of Singapore George Yeo. Featuring artefacts on loan from museums in India, Indonesia and Hong Kong, including relics of the Buddha from the Piprahwa Stupa in Uttar Pradesh, India, the exhibition told the story of how the relationships between India, China and Southeast Asia were mediated by Buddhist exchanges that occurred at sites along both land and maritime trade routes, such as the Nalanda Mahavihara.1 The exhibition was also organized in conjunction with the Third East Asia Summit (EAS) in Singapore in November 2007, where endorsement was sought from the leaders of the EAS for plans to revive Nalanda, which had existed from the fifth to the thirteenth centuries, into a modern, secular varsity. As Yeo remarked, Nalanda University would become a ‘centre for learning and an icon of the Asian Renaissance’.2 While the ‘On The Nalanda Trail’ exhibition would qualify as a bilateral cultural exchange between Singapore and India, it supported a multilateral endeavour that is the Nalanda University project, for which Yeo’s involvement would, until his departure from Nalanda University in late 2016, come to represent Singapore’s participation in the initiative.3

While George Yeo’s many personal interests and professional selves have garnered him labels ranging from the likes of a soldier, statesman and scholar as mentioned previously,4 he has indicated that at the core of his very being is a self that is Chinese, based on Confucian values and Taoist philosophy, as well as a practising Catholic, which provisioned for his service as a member of the Vatican’s Council for the Economy between 2014 and 2018.5 These selves are encapsulated in Yeo’s conceptualization of a ‘Big Singapore’. Yeo also notes that ‘Singaporeans should not have to suppress their cultural and religious identities in order to become Singaporean’.6 It is this belief in embracing diversity in a multiracial and multireligious Singapore that has allowed Yeo to front Singapore’s participation in wider Buddhist diplomatic exchanges, such as in the project to revive Nalanda.7 Therefore, this chapter charts out George Yeo’s involvement in the Nalanda University initiative, and how he has guided Singapore’s contributions to Buddhist diplomatic exchanges. Taking after Yeo’s penchant for turning to dendrological refences, his involvement in the Nalanda University initiative is akin to that of an arborist tending to a Bodhi tree – where a secular figure nurtures a tree regarded as sacred to the Buddhist community.8 A characterization as such also offers the opportunity to contemplate the varied meanings, forms and functions of Buddhist diplomacy, especially in instances where secular entities tap into Buddhist narratives, materials and communities for cultural diplomacy. In the case of the Nalanda University initiative, a question can be asked about the degree to which the project can be considered as an example of Buddhist diplomacy, given that the intent of the diplomatic exchanges was to forge a peaceful and stable Asia, and that the new Nalanda University was openly referred to as a secular institution.9 Yeo’s tending of the Bodhi tree might therefore be understood as an instance of Buddhist cultural diplomacy, and not Buddhist faith-based diplomacy.

Born on 13 September 1954, George Yeo was educated at St Joseph’s Institution, and was subsequently awarded the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) Scholarship and the President’s Scholarship to read Engineering at Christ’s College, Cambridge. On returning to Singapore, Yeo had postings in both the Singapore Army and the Republic of Singapore Air Force, before leaving to complete a Master of Business Administration at Harvard Business School. Yeo subsequently returned to the SAF, where he served as the chief-of-staff of the air staff and the director of the Joint Operations and Planning Department in the Ministry of Defence, Singapore. Resigning from the SAF in August 1988, Yeo stood as a candidate for the People’s Action Party in the newly formed Aljunied Group Representation Constituency in the General Elections, where he was elected as a member of Parliament. During his time in politics, Yeo notably served as minister for information and the arts (1990–99), minister for trade and industry (1999–2004) and minister for foreign affairs (2004–11). In the aftermath of his loss in the 2011 General Elections, Yeo left politics and took on an appointment as visiting scholar with the Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy of the National University of Singapore, while subsequently joining Kerry Group in Hong Kong.

While George Yeo’s involvement with the revival of Nalanda only came about during his stint as the minister for foreign affairs in 2006, he was noted to have engaged in several instances of religious diplomacy at other points in time. In 2004, as minister for trade and industry, Yeo led a delegation of about 140 Buddhists, including 24 monks, from Singapore to Bodh Gaya, Bihar, India, to attend the dedication ceremony of the Maha Bodhi Temple as a UNESCO World Heritage site.10 Yeo also had the distinction of being the first foreign official to call on the Eleventh Panchen Lama in Beijing, the People’s Republic of China (PRC), in 2010, where his delegation included the abbot of Kong Meng San Phor Kark See Monastery (KMSPKS), Venerable Kwang Sheng, and the former president of the Singapore Buddhist Lodge (SBL), the late Lee Bock Guan (Li Muyuan 李木源, 1945–2015).11 Yeo had also conducted similar exchanges with religious figures elsewhere, such as the Grand Mufti of Syria Sheikh Dr Ahmad Bader Eddin Hassoun in 2009, Pope Benedict XVI in the Vatican in April 2010 and the Grand Ayatollah Mahmood Hashemi Shahroudi of Iran in November 2010.12 Yeo’s visit to Bodh Gaya and his calling on the Eleventh Panchen Lama are clear instances of Singapore’s conduct of religious, and specifically, Buddhist diplomacy with both India and China, where Buddhism was used as a medium for both secular–political and religious figures to facilitate diplomatic exchanges – in a manner reminiscent of how the late Venerable Hong Choon of the KMSPKS had religious exchanges with PRC officials during his visits between 1982 and 1990, as discussed by Jack Meng-Tat Chia in Chapter 7.13 In contrast, as Singapore’s involvement in the Nalanda University initiative was often framed through a secular lens that tapped on Buddhism as a cultural – and not a religious – resource, to what degree can Yeo’s, and by extension Singapore’s, diplomatic engagements in the Nalanda University initiative be considered as Buddhist diplomacy?

Ever since plans were conceived to re-establish Nalanda, scholars have debated the nature of diplomacy as effected through the revival of this institution. While seen primarily as a pan-Asian initiative housed under the auspices of the EAS, and with financial backing from various countries, most scholars have situated the revival of Nalanda University within the conduct of Buddhist diplomacy by India and China.14 As Nalanda University, unlike the Nalanda Mahavihara of old, is envisaged as a secular institute built upon Buddhist values and philosophy (and not entirely on Buddhism), questions have also been raised about the nature of the institution’s ‘revival’.15 In noting Yeo’s comment that the ‘Nalanda project should therefore not be about Buddhism only although Buddhism is a big part of it’,16 it is clear that from Singapore’s perspective, the revival is part of a wider Buddhist diplomacy initiative that is more cultural than it is faith-based, given that the Nalanda University project draws on Buddhist cultural elements to support the reconstruction of a secular version of what was formerly a Buddhist monastic university.17 As secular figures, Yeo’s and Singapore’s involvement – from staging an exhibition on Buddhist artefacts to highlight the importance of Nalanda to the EAS delegation, to convincing members of the Buddhist community in Singapore to pledge funds to support the building of Nalanda University – would eventually lead to the ‘revival’ of the secular Nalanda University in 2014 with enrolments into the School of Ecology and Environment Studies and the School of Historical Studies.

Like himself, George Yeo’s contributions to the Nalanda University initiative, and the wider Buddhist diplomatic exchanges, was noted to be multifaceted in nature. Ranging from advocacy to canvassing for support and donations, Yeo’s participation in the project had elements that sought to advance Singaporean interests on the global stage, even after he had left politics in 2011. Beginning with his involvement in suggesting the revival of Nalanda as a modern-day institution,18 Yeo was guided by the belief that Nalanda University, as an icon of the ‘Asian Renaissance’, would allow for the rediscovery of an Asian past mediated by a shared Buddhist heritage that would, eventually, engender a peaceful and cooperative future.19 This was done with the knowledge that Singapore would eventually benefit, especially economically, from a peaceful relationship between India and China.20 As such, Yeo also set about canvassing for support from EAS counterparts,21 mostly based on the premise of a shared Buddhist heritage evidenced by the artefacts on show at the ‘On The Nalanda Trail’ exhibition.22 Yeo also advocated for the establishment of the Nalanda-Sriwijaya Centre (NSC), a research centre based in the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies–Yusof Ishak Institute that seeks to generate further research on this cross-cultural connectedness that was mediated by Buddhism.23 Yeo’s, and consequently Singapore’s, involvement in Buddhist diplomacy is therefore understood as being more cultural than faith-based in nature, where Buddhist narratives and materials were activated to achieve the secular diplomatic goals of fostering greater peace and stability in Asia through the re-establishment of a secular Nalanda University.

Yeo’s participation in Buddhist diplomacy was also observed to possess an element of faith-based diplomacy, given that he had actively engaged with the Buddhist community in Singapore to seek their support for the Nalanda University initiative. Yeo had secured financial support from the Singapore Buddhist Federation and the SBL to fund the NSC and the Nalanda University Library,24 and it was also noted that these projects eventually ceased after Yeo’s participation in the Nalanda University initiative had ended with his resignation as chancellor in November 2016.25 In this case, the donations pledged by the SBL to fund the NSC and Nalanda University’s library are directed to support Singapore’s broader strategic interests in the Asian diplomatic arena, rather than to support exchanges of Buddhist faith. Therefore, Yeo’s brand of Buddhist diplomacy here is reflective of an attempt at Buddhist cultural exchanges involving narratives, materials and communities.

In returning to the analogy of tending of the Bodhi tree, it can be argued that George Yeo’s nurturing of the Bodhi tree that is the new Nalanda University is an act of Buddhist diplomacy that is cultural rather than faith-based. Engagements with the wider EAS community based on a common Buddhist past, as well as with a common Buddhist present in the Buddhist community of Singapore, are done to advance Singapore’s strategic interests in the Asian diplomatic arena. This characterization also provides alternative viewpoints to contemplate the nature and meaning of Buddhist diplomacy, especially when the parties involved are secular, and when religious materials are exchanged in the name of secular pursuits. While religious in name and significance, the Bodhi tree cultivated by Yeo has grown to house both religious and secular entities. As Yeo has noted, ‘Nalanda is an idea whose time has come. It is bigger than and will outlast anyone of us’.26 Over time, the Bodhi tree will keep growing, and not only in its stature but also in its purpose.
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19Maha Chakri Sirindhorn: A complex, layered Buddhist diplomacy

Ruizhong Choo

In 2007, Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn (born 1955) of Thailand requested that restoration work begin on the doors of the Scripture Hall located on the grounds of the Temple of the Emerald Buddha.1 After being exposed to the elements for decades, time had taken its toll on the doors, so it was necessary to address the noticeable wear and tear. Yet, the restoration effort was no simple task. The doors were historical artefacts that dated as far back as the eighteenth century, with intricate, mother-of-pearl detailing splayed out across their length.2 It took six years, as well as the effort of multiple highly skilled artisans, for the restoration of the doors to be completed in 2013.3 More than 1,300 kilograms of Turban shells (Turbo Astraea) were sourced from abroad requiring three years of processing, to have the raw materials necessary for the embellishments on the doors.4 The immense effort invested into the restoration project – impossible without significant funding – gives a glimpse into why Princess Sirindhorn is seen as a patron of Buddhism in Thailand, and how this role plays into her diplomatic engagements with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) since Thailand re-established relations with the former in 1975.

To understand why the seemingly benign act of restoring the doors of the Scripture Hall enables us to appreciate Princess Sirindhorn’s role as a patron of Buddhism, the notion of merit-making in Thai Theravāda Buddhism needs to be unpacked. Donations or charity-in-kind are seen as improving one’s karma within Theravāda Buddhism by creating merit, enabling one to potentially attain a more prosperous condition upon rebirth.5 Being in service to a Buddhist temple, such as partaking in its construction or engaging in mural painting on the temple walls, are actions seen as particularly meritorious.6 Supporting the restoration of doors, which are both historical and religious artefacts at a sacred site like the Scripture Hall located at the most sacred site of Thai Theravāda Buddhism, then represents one of the most meritorious actions an individual can engage in.7 Thus, Princess Sirindhorn emerges as a key advocate of Buddhism through the act of supporting the restoration of the doors, highlighting her public image to the Buddhist-majority population of Thailand. That she frequently engages in other sacred Buddhist ceremonies as part of her royal duties, such as the yearly offering of new robes for Thai Buddhist monks, makes her claim to being a patron of Thai Theravāda Buddhism beyond doubt in the kingdom.

Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn was born on 2 April 1955, at the Amphorn Sathan Residential Hall in Dusit Palace, Bangkok, as the third child of the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej and Queen Sirikit. Princess Sirindhorn is widely respected in Thailand for various social welfare efforts, which she has championed alongside her father. Through her support for Buddhist institutions in the kingdom, the princess has also strengthened the historical connection between the monarchy and the Buddhist order, enhancing her image within Thai society as a key patron of the religion. Yet, this support for Buddhism by Princess Sirindhorn does not stop at the borders of Thailand, and the manifestation of such efforts in other countries provides a lens for how Buddhist diplomacy is conducted.

In 1985, while on an official trip to Singapore, the princess commemorated the opening of a pagoda at Wat Ananda Metyarama, the oldest Thai Buddhist temple on the island.8 This act was significant as it echoed the backing of Buddhist institutions in Thailand by the monarchy – this time, beyond the borders of the kingdom. The presence of the princess at the temple to celebrate the opening of such a structure while on an official diplomatic visit to Singapore thus cannot be dismissed as a contrived act. It underscored the recognition of this Thai Buddhist temple as another node of Thai Theravāda Buddhism, and simultaneously added to the cultural and religious landscape of Singapore.9

While not the main driver of Thai–Singapore relations, the visit by Princess Sirindhorn in 1985 nonetheless contributed towards the strengthening of goodwill between the two nation-states through the very architecture at Wat Ananda Metyarama. In this case, Buddhism was interwoven with official, state-to-state diplomacy, while also facilitating closer relations between the Buddhist community that worshipped at Wat Ananda Metyarama with the larger community in Thailand. The case study of Wat Ananda Metyarama in Singapore then presents another facet of how overt Buddhist diplomacy is conducted through the person of the princess in the form of the merit-making act of supporting a Thai Buddhist temple.

Drawing together the above threads regarding Princess Sirindhorn then further highlights the subtle nature of her Buddhist diplomacy with China. In 1981, the princess made her first trip to China, marking the first time a member of the Thai monarchy has visited the Middle Kingdom. Many of her subsequent visits up to the 2000s would be focused on cultural exchanges and study trips.10 Over the two decades, the use of Buddhism as a tool for diplomacy began to emerge more prominently as relations between Thailand and the PRC warmed and restrictions on religion in China were relaxed. In 2014, for example, Princess Sirindhorn made a trip to several Buddhist temples in Shanxi.11 These included the renowned Hanging Temple, as well as the Huayan Temple, which are important sites of Buddhism within the Datong area. More religiously symbolic actions like the exchange of monks, scriptures or sacred relics, however, have been notably absent as a part of the visits by the princess to China over the years. This absence is marked considering her widely recognized position as a patron of Buddhism. Some questions may be raised, then, as to why Buddhist diplomacy with China by Thailand is made to appear more innocuous when high-level foreign dignitaries like Princess Sirindhorn are involved.

There are several reasons why, despite being overtly involved in Buddhist diplomacy with other countries like Singapore, Princess Sirindhorn’s efforts in China have been more muted and couched in cultural diplomacy. For one, the Communist Party of China (CPC) remains adamantly resistant to the official endorsement of religion. Crackdowns on various religions are not alien to the CPC, with the most notorious of them taking the form of the Cultural Revolution in 1966. This effort saw many temples destroyed and monks, nuns and worshippers persecuted by the thousands in various forms up to 1976.12 To this day, Communist Party members are not allowed to profess a faith or be part of a religious organization, although Buddhism itself is seen as a part of Chinese culture, and thus, has slowly gained support from the CPC.13

Despite this apparent reconciliation with religion by the CPC in contemporary China, there remains great potential for awkward interactions, especially with states like Thailand where religion and monarchy are central tenets to the nation, as they directly contradict Communist ideology. Such differences are further compounded by how most Buddhists in China are of the Mahāyāna tradition, which stands in contrast to Thai Theravāda Buddhism. It is therefore very difficult for Princess Sirindhorn to carry out overt Buddhist diplomacy in China of the type and nature seen in more accommodating states like Singapore that not only support the presence of religious institutions but also actively integrate them into the social fabric and functioning of their society.14 The compromise at hand is the framing of her visits primarily as cultural exchanges that allow for both Thailand and China to not contradict either state’s core principles while also furthering both of their diplomatic interests.

Given Princess Sirindhorn’s personal and academic interest in China, her visits have in turn enabled the two sides to broaden cooperation and build goodwill with the other, even if the practice of Buddhist diplomacy is not as explicit. From writing books in Chinese to having a centre at Peking University named after her and coordinating research projects on cartography with Fudan University, Princess Sirindhorn has played a pivotal role in Thailand’s cultural diplomacy with China.15 Peking University also granted her an honorary degree in 2010 – a title she herself notes as ‘quite rare’, given that Chinese institutions are not typically authorized to confer such degrees without state approval.16 The PRC has in turn been very appreciative of Princess Sirindhorn for her efforts in boosting Sino-Thai relations. In 2019, Princess Sirindhorn became the first Southeast Asian to receive the ‘Best Friend of the Chinese People’ Award from President Xi Jinping, further embellishing her importance in fostering diplomatic relations between Thailand and China.17 These efforts at enhancing goodwill have become even more important as China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has come into force under President Xi Jinping and Buddhism has been wielded as a political tool by the PRC.

Numerous engagements between Buddhist institutions in China and Thailand have occurred since 2002, with projects containing explicit links to the BRI beginning in 2015.18 The hosting of Buddhist conferences and exchange visits by monks, scholars and students are among the multitude of efforts that China has engaged in.19 The question remains, though, as to whether the role of the princess with regard to the BRI in Thailand will expand, given that the intersection of monarchy and religion has not been tapped on in such fashion. She has yet to overtly endorse any BRI-linked Buddhist initiative, and her visits remained tied primarily to her interest in Chinese culture and society.20

The potential for public backlash that undermines the image of Princess Sirindhorn may pose a risk that the Thai government and palace are reluctant to take, especially considering some of the persisting issues with the BRI.21 The intractably delicate situation for Thailand to balance the image of the monarchy, with the developing nature of the BRI that relates to its ties with China, may be a combination that proves too volatile, and may well jeopardize the hard-earned image of the popular Princess. Where the explicit use of a religion like Buddhism to promote diplomatic ties might prove a stumbling block for a Communist country and sensitive for a Buddhist state like Thailand, the framing of visits as cultural diplomacy by Princess Sirindhorn allows for a middle ground that still creates goodwill in both states.

On balance, Princess Sirindhorn can then be seen as engaging in a measured form of Buddhist diplomacy that balances the needs of both Thailand and China without contradicting either’s position towards the religion. The building of trust between states that her visits have contributed towards can be seen as an indirect facilitation of the PRC’s current ability to engage with Thai Buddhist institutions. Her efforts have nonetheless provided a basis of familiarity upon which other forms of cooperation, like the BRI, have been built.

While being a member of the Thai monarchy grants her significant influence over how the kingdom views and interacts with China, that same revered position also limits how overtly she can advocate for any regional integration initiative attempted by the PRC. Any misstep in endorsement has the potential to create a public relations disaster that undermines the image of the Thai state, the Thai monarchy and Thai Buddhism, due to her connection to all three institutions. Compounded by how fraught with risks the various projects related to the BRI remain, it is not difficult to see why her cautious, nuanced use of Buddhist diplomacy in China remains the current approach. When her efforts are situated within the existing differences of perspective towards monarchy and religion that Thailand and the PRC share, that careful approach is not just a needless contrivance, but a necessary feature for developing diplomatic relations between the two states.

Returning to the beginning, it is worth noting how the restoration of the Scripture Hall’s doors might appear as a benign, necessary process – the act of addressing inevitable wear and tear might not suggest anything out of the ordinary. Yet, upon analysis of the historical significance of those doors, far more complicated meanings emerge. The incredible amount of effort necessary to ensure they are restored appropriately; the links to merit-making in Thai Theravāda Buddhism; and how Princess Sirindhorn burnishes her position as a key patron of Buddhism in the kingdom through her request to restore the doors of the Scripture Hall, are among some that surface.

Similarly, the ostensibly benign visits by Princess Sirindhorn to Buddhist temples in China may appear as another effort at mere diplomatic pleasantries, or at best another example of cultural diplomacy. Yet, if we are to consider how differently Thailand and China view religion – how the PRC under President Xi Jinping has utilized Buddhism as a part of a buy-in effort for the BRI – then the trips by the Princess to various temples in China still constitute Buddhist diplomacy, albeit in a far more subtle form. Her visits, framed within cultural diplomacy, are then a complex, layered balancing act that has thus far facilitated diplomatic relations between the two states, while being sufficiently adroit in the use of Buddhism to avoid tricky contradictions of either side’s core principles.
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20Narendra Modi: Reviving India as a centre of world Buddhism

David Geary


We belong to a country that has given the world ‘not Yuddh [war] but “Buddh” ’.

 – Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the United Nations General Assembly, 2019.1 


Shortly after becoming the prime minister of India in 2014, Narendra Modi (born 1950) participated in the inaugural function of the first International Hindu Buddhist Initiative on ‘Conflict Avoidance and Environmental Consciousness’, which was hosted by the Vivekananda International Foundation and Tokyo Foundation, with support from the Delhi-based International Buddhist Confederation. In his speech, Modi spoke about the influence of Gautama Buddha’s teachings throughout Asia and the importance of reviving and strengthening these civilizational ties in the twenty-first century.


They say that this century is going to be an Asian Century. I am very clear that without embracing the path and ideals shown by Gautam Buddha, this century cannot be an Asian century! … I see Lord Buddha in the 21st Century across national borders, across faith systems, across political ideologies, playing the role of a bridge to promote understanding to counsel patience and to enlighten us with tolerance and empathy. You are visiting a nation that is extremely proud of its Buddhist heritage (‘Samvad’ – Global Hindu–Buddhist Initiative on Conflict Avoidance and Environment Consciousness, New Delhi, 3 September 2015).2 


As evidenced by the recent collection of speeches by the prime minister titled Lessons From Lord Buddha and several other scholarly publications, Buddhism and Buddhist heritage have become a noteworthy aspect of India’s foreign policy strategy.3 This strategy not only emphasizes and celebrates cultural and historical ties but also leverages on Buddhism’s humanistic values as a means of fostering international cooperation and enhancing India’s global image, especially among Buddhist-majority countries in Asia.

In this chapter, to expand on these forms of Buddhist diplomacy used by Narendra Modi, I will begin by providing a short background on Modi’s personal life and discuss how his hometown of Vadnagar in Gujarat has played a key role in shaping his appreciation of Buddhist heritage in India. Following this overview, I will then highlight some of the major themes and strategies deployed by the Modi administration when it comes to the promotion of Buddhism, India’s power projection and more specific foreign policy initiatives. Finally, in conclusion, I will discuss the ramifications of Modi’s vision of Buddhism within a Hindu majoritarian state, highlighting some of the challenges and contradictions that underlie these forms of religious diplomacy in the early twenty-first century.


From humble origins to populist hero

Narendra Damodardas Modi was born on 17 September 1950, in Vadnagar, a small town in the Mehsana district of Gujarat. Hailing from the Ghanchi sub-caste (oil pressers), he was the third of six children in a family of modest means. His father, Damodardas Mulchand Modi, was a tea seller, and young Narendra helped by selling tea at the local railway station nearby. This myth of humble origins and rising populist hero has provided a useful framework among his voting constituencies, especially in response to what some view as the long-standing elitism of the Nehru–Gandhi Congress dynasty.4 In short, Modi and his supporters like to portray him as a leader who understands the struggles of the common man as someone who rose from the ranks of the quotidian to become a powerful businessman and political leader.

Modi’s political journey began early, significantly influenced by his association with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a Hindu nationalist organization. He joined the RSS as a campaigner (pracharak) in his youth. The RSS, founded in 1925, advocates for a Hindu cultural renaissance and emphasizes a vision of India as a Hindu nation (rashtra). As several scholars have noted, the organization has been influential in shaping Modi’s ideological framework and approach to governance, promoting values of discipline, nationalism and cultural pride.5 In particular, the work and views of modern Hindu reformist Vivekananda are notable, but other influences have also been advanced. While this might seem at odds with his use of Buddhism, the RSS and some of its aligned networks have long downplayed some religious differences in favour of commonalities and shared historical ties, interpreting Buddhism through a more encompassing (Hindu) civilizational lens than a reformist or rival sect.

Modi’s formal entry into politics came through the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which is often seen as the political wing of the RSS. In the party, following the aftermath of economic liberalization in the early 1990s, Modi rose through the ranks, demonstrating a keen understanding of political strategy and grassroots mobilization. His significant political breakthrough occurred in 2001 when he was appointed as the chief minister of Gujarat. During his tenor as chief minister of Gujarat, Modi promoted policies aimed at economic development, industrialization and infrastructure improvement, which garnered him praise for transforming the state into an attractive investment destination. However, his tenure in Gujarat was also marred by controversy, most notably the 2002 Gujarat riots, which gave rise to a period of intense communal violence between Hindus and Muslims. Modi’s government was criticized for its handling of the riots, and he faced allegations of complicity and inaction. Although he was cleared of legal culpability by the Supreme Court of India, the riots left a lasting impact on his political image.

Since becoming chief minister of Gujarat and prime minister, his birthplace of Vadnagar has figured strongly in his approach to Buddhist diplomacy. Not only was Vadnagar an important centre of culture, trade and learning over several centuries, but it also has important connections to Buddhist heritage, especially through the seventh century Chinese Buddhist-pilgrim scholar Xuanzang, who resided there during his travels. According to translations by Xuanzang, Vadnagar (Anandpur at the time) was a great centre of Buddhist learning in the seventh century and housed thousands of Buddhist monks.

While it is difficult to know the extent to which Vadnagar’s Buddhist history and religious significance may have impacted his early political life, when Modi was chief minister of Gujarat, he requested the Gujarat State Archaeological Department to excavate the Vadnagar Monastic complex and other surrounding areas. Not only did these excavations yield important discoveries about the history of Buddhism in Western India between the second and seventh centuries, but they also inspired the then-chief minister to develop these sites and create a proper Buddhist circuit to draw tourists and pilgrims to the state.

For example, these discoveries were followed by Modi’s inauguration of the International Seminar of Buddhist Heritage held at Maharaja Sayajirao University in Vadodara with delegates from more than twenty countries, including the participation of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. When asked about his plans for Gujarat, he said: ‘It is my dream to build a majestic Buddhist temple in Gujarat. It will not be just a place of worship but also a center for research on Buddhism, to study its philosophy and psychology with focus on science of mind. I would indeed be happy to see Buddhist tourists from around the globe, especially from South-East Asian nations flocking to it’.6

Since becoming prime minister of India in 2014, Modi has frequently highlighted the importance of these archaeological excavations in Vadnagar and the role of his birthplace in shaping his admiration for the Buddha and India’s Buddhist heritage more broadly. This emphasis on the life and travels of the Chinese monk Xuanzang have been particularly helpful in Modi’s dealings with Chinese President Xi Jinping, which Chien-peng Chung discusses in Chapter 21, in ways that distance himself from the politics of the Dalai Lama and disputes around territorial sovereignty in the Himalayan regions. Thus, not only does Modi continue to advocate for the development of Vadnagar as a major Landmark Heritage Destination, but as an important multireligious historic town it also complements his vision of civilizational politics and cultural internationalism.7 It is for these reasons that Vadnagar has also been nominated as a UNESCO World Heritage site and has been on the Tentative List since 2022

In short, Narendra Modi has emerged as one of the most influential politicians in India as well as globally. His leadership has been marked by a strong push for economic reforms, digitalization and infrastructural development. Modi’s ability to connect with the masses through his oratory skills, social media presence and populist policies as a so-called man of the people has solidified his position as a dominant figure in Indian politics and among diaspora communities. His tenure has also been characterized by a shift towards a more assertive foreign policy that seeks to advance an image of India as Vishwaguru, or world’s teacher, for the contemporary world. In doing so, he frames India as more than just a country – rather, in the words of Rani Singh and Tim Winter, as a ‘civilizational state that aspires to provide intellectual and moral leadership’ on the world stage.8 It is here that the use of Buddhism as a soft power vehicle and tool of cultural diplomacy becomes more acute.


Nurturing reverence for the Buddhist homeland

Soft power, as articulated by Joseph Nye, refers to the ability of a country to influence others through attraction rather than coercion.9 Alongside India’s economic rise as one of the fastest-growing economies in the world, several scholars have noted the parallel investment in soft power to foment cultural influence on the global stage.10 Some of the more prominent soft power references that have been mobilized as part of India’s foreign policy in recent decades include India’s status as the world’s largest democracy, the 18 million-strong Indian diaspora, Yoga, cuisine and Bollywood, to name a few. Although the strategic utilization of Buddhism as a soft power tool in India’s foreign policy has a much older national history, it does take on particular relevance concerning Modi’s political rise in conjunction with contemporary geopolitical themes.11

As the birthplace of the Indic civilization and home to four of the world’s major religions, it is well known that India contains wide-ranging syncretic influences from religion and philosophy, arts and architecture to language and literature. Thus, what we know as Buddhism today cannot be separated from the historical dissemination and exchange of cultural–religious forms that have spread beyond India and throughout Asia. According to Thusssu, by emphasizing these millennium-old cultural and communication links with other Asian nations, the Modi government has propounded the idea of ‘culture and civilization’ (sanskriti evam sabhyata) as a core principle for promoting India’s image globally.12 While much analysis has been done towards the diasporic dimension of India’s international profile in recent decades, there are also some 527 million Buddhists outside India who have a significant connection to Buddhist heritage and a desire to visit the Buddhist homeland and ‘land of origins’.13

Since taking office in 2014, Modi has undertaken several initiatives that reflect a vision of modernizing India while leveraging Buddhist heritage as a spiritual and civilizational idiom for advancing these domestic and international interests. For Modi, the Buddha and his teachings are India’s gift to the world. Rising above geographical boundaries, in his words, ‘We have never believed in restricting the knowledge, great messages or the thoughts of great souls. Whatever was ours, we have shared with the entire humanity’.14

Expanding on these civilizational themes and undercurrents, it is helpful to highlight some of the common Buddhist references that Modi adopts in his speeches and show how his political rhetoric not only aims to nurture reverence for India’s Buddhist heritage but also utilizes certain Buddhist principles to strengthen the moral fabric of the nation. Furthermore, by aligning these values with contemporary global issues such as climate change, terrorism and social justice, Modi positions Buddhism as a source of wisdom and moral guidance in addressing contemporary global challenges.

For example, at the local and international level, Modi likes to expound certain discourses of the Buddha such as the oft-quoted phrase from the Mahaparinibbana Sutta ‘be a light onto yourself’ (aap deepo bhava). In his words, ‘When a person is self-illuminated, he lightens the world as well. This is the motivation for India to become self-reliant. This is the inspiration that gives us the strength to participate in the progress of every country in the world’.15 Described as a wonderful ‘management lesson’, Modi invokes this popular statement in various settings and contexts, showing the connection between self-illumination and the righteous progress of an enlightened nation. Another common Buddhist thread in Modi’s discourse is the emphasis on service through the dictum ‘absence of laxity is nectar, and laxity is death’.16 Here, Modi likes to emphasize how the Buddha was exemplary in terms of his unwavering commitment and dedication to certain compassionate ideals that also resonate with an ethos of public service and responsible citizenship more broadly.

At the domestic and international levels, another common refrain in Modi’s public discourse is the notion that the Buddha is the embodiment of peace, and his inspiration offers a set of building blocks for a new world order based on harmony and coexistence. This vision of sustainable world peace has particular resonance for India’s claim as a benevolent leader that articulates well with certain key democratic values such as equality, justice, freedom and human rights. Thus, by promoting the Buddha’s moral teachings as a guide for a new world order, we see how India’s historical and cultural ties to Buddhism provide an important framework for addressing contemporary economic and geopolitical challenges, especially as a counterweight to China’s launching of the Belt and Road Initiative.17

Although much more could be said about this messaging, it is also important that we look more closely at the varying ways Modi’s administration has mobilized this political rhetoric and power projection in relation to certain development projects and broader foreign policy interests. This can be separated into four overlapping areas of influence, as follows: (1) Infrastructure and improved connectivity; (2) International Buddhist Conferences and Events; (3) Bilateral Engagements and Cultural Exchanges; and (4) Diplomatic Visits and Symbolic Gestures.

In terms of infrastructure and improved connectivity, not only does Modi like to promote India’s rich Buddhist heritage in Gujarat, but he has also made considerable investments at the major pilgrimage sites associated with the life story and narrative of Gautama Buddha. These sites, like Bodh Gaya, Sarnath and Kushinagar, are described by Modi as the ‘sacred nucleus of the Buddhist universe’ and symbolize ‘our shared heritage and shared values’.18 As significant cultural and spiritual landmarks, the government has taken a keen interest in developing world-class facilities at these places, prioritizing tourism infrastructure and improved connectivity. For example, over the last decade, investments under Modi’s administration have translated into new city master plans for town development and beautification, light and sound shows depicting the life and teachings of the Buddha, as well as the enhancement of certain Buddhist circuits and corridors to improve pilgrimage activities and accessibility. The recent inauguration of the Kushinagar International Airport in 2021 and the government sanctioning of upwards of Rs. 360 crores (Rs. 3,600 million) for the Buddhist Circuit through the Swadesh Darshan scheme are two examples. It is believed that these initiatives will not only promote religious tourism but also stimulate local economies and foster cultural exchange.

It is also worth noting that these efforts to promote pilgrimage and tourism infrastructure at Buddhist sites have not only taken place in India but also in other neighbouring states, such as Myanmar and Nepal. For example, in Myanmar, the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) has been involved with the restoration and chemical preservation of Myanmar’s Bagan and Ananda temples following earthquake damage. The ASI has also been involved in conserving the temples of other countries, like Afghanistan’s Bamiyan, Cambodia’s Angkor Vat and Ta Prohm, Laos’s Vat Phou and Vietnam’s My Son Temple.19 The Government has also engaged in conserving the Gandan monastery’s manuscripts and their digitization in Mongolia. In May 2022, in Nepal, where the birthplace of the Buddha is located, Modi visited Lumbini and laid the foundation stone for the Indian International Centre for Buddhist Culture and Heritage. These combined examples illustrate the varying ways India uses Buddhism to signal its commitment to preserving and promoting Buddhist heritage among its close allies and neighbours.

As mentioned earlier, these cross-border commitments and engagements involving Buddhist heritage have interesting parallels with China’s emphasis on the Silk Road as a geocultural project that seeks to amplify certain historical connections with other countries and regions.20 Through the State’s promotion of Buddhist heritage and pilgrimage sites forged around values and narratives of cross-border connectivity, it extends an image of a precolonial Buddhist cosmopolis that aligns ‘with the prevailing priorities of contemporary internationalism and, simultaneously, foster[s]‌ more productive neighbourly relations’.21 With many of these sites carrying the stamp of UNESCO World Heritage Site, these forms of international accreditation and branding further help accrue symbolic and diplomatic weight over India’s claims to the past that strategically position Modi and the Indian state as legitimate custodians of ancient wisdom. At the same time, as Singh and Winter note: ‘While the protection and conservation of unique cultural assets are the proclaimed goals of cooperation, cultural heritage, and the forms of cultural internationalism it affords, enable states to project particular value discourses internationally’.22

Another notable dimension of Modi’s Buddhist diplomacy is his participation and involvement at various international Buddhist conferences and events. Throughout his political career as prime minister, Modi has inaugurated and spoken at several international Buddhist forums such as the Shared Buddhist Heritage and Global Buddhist Summit (2023), India–Japan SAMVAD Conference (2020), the Global Hindu–Buddhist Initiative on Conflict Avoidance and Environmental Consciousness (2015) and the International Seminar of Buddhist Heritage in Gujarat (2010), to name a few. These events bring together political leaders, diplomats, scholars and practitioners from around the world, fostering dialogue and cooperation on issues of common interest. Like the promotion of Buddhist heritage sites noted above, they also provide an opportunity to strengthen diplomatic ties with various countries in South, East and Central Asia by highlighting and reinforcing the historical linkages brought about by the spread of Buddhism and the role of the Indian government in reviving them today.

Not surprisingly, the majority of these high-profile international events have taken place in New Delhi, India’s capital city. Most of these events have also been closely organized in conjunction with the International Buddhist Confederation (IBC) – a Buddhist umbrella organization that aims to serve as a common platform for Buddhists worldwide. The IBC was originally conceptualized by the late Ladakhi Buddhist monk Lama Lobzang, during his visit to Sri Lanka in 2010. In 2011, following the organization of a Global Buddhist Congregation, a resolution was adopted to form an international Buddhist body, thus giving birth to IBC. Its motto is ‘Collective Wisdom, United Voice’, and aims to support the conservation of Buddhist practices, traditions and heritage worldwide, but with special reference to India. Since becoming prime minister, Narendra Modi has been closely aligned with the activities and events spearheaded by the IBC, such as those noted above. In other words, the forms of soft power diplomacy generated from these events can also serve to bolster India’s influence and dialogue in the region by appealing to shared cultural and religious roots.

Another overlapping theme connected to Modi’s strategic utilization of Buddhism is the enhancement of bilateral engagements through various cultural and educational exchanges. As we have seen in the promotion of Buddhist heritage sites and the organization of and participation in various international events, Modi underscores the importance of reviving ancient links and connections in ways that assuage contemporary geopolitical interests such as the fostering of education and research-related opportunities associated with Buddhism. To this effect, Modi’s government has promoted several cultural exchange programmes designed to facilitate scholarly exchanges, joint research projects and the exchange of Buddhist cultural artefacts and relics. For instance, in recent years, Modi initiated scholarships for Vietnamese students to pursue advanced studies in Buddhism at various Indian institutions.23 One Indian institution that has been central to forging these bilateral engagements and cultural exchange programmes is Nalanda University.

Although the revival of Nalanda University, an ancient centre of Buddhist learning, precedes Modi’s tenure as prime minister, he has sought to put his stamp of influence on the administration and its direction.24 The university, located in Bihar, aims to attract students and scholars from across the globe, promoting Buddhist studies and research and serving as a critical symbol of cultural diplomacy in the region. Like the various events noted above, this initiative is part of a broader effort to position India as a global hub and cultural leader for Buddhist education and scholarship.

In support of these cultural exchange programmes, diplomatic visits and symbolic gestures play an important role in Modi’s projection of cultural power and influence in the region. Throughout his tenure, Modi has shown an effort to visit countries with rich Buddhist traditions and highlight Buddhism’s role in fostering peace and harmony in the region. As Tandon remarks, Modi visited just under twenty countries in his first year in office.25 Not only has Modi sought to incorporate Buddhism into regional cooperation frameworks such as the ‘Neighbourhood First’ and ‘Look East/Act East’ policies, but his state visits often involve special symbolic presentations and exchanges, such as the offering of Bo tree saplings and the use of various relics. It is not without symbolic significance that the first foreign visit Modi made after being elected prime minister in 2014 was to Bhutan. Another early state visit was to Sri Lanka in 2015, which involved visiting Anuradhapura and the Mihintale sites, and participating in various events commemorating the Buddha’s teachings. Since then, Modi has taken official visits to several Asian nations such as Nepal, Japan, China, Mongolia and South Korea, where he repeatedly invoked Buddhism in ways that fomented cultural ties and civilization connections. These symbolic gestures and engagements were clearly on display earlier this year with the presentation and tour of Indian holy relics of Arahata Sariputra and Arahata Maudgalayana noted in the introduction to this volume.

Like the case of Thailand, Sri Lanka and other countries, such as Japan, Vietnam, and China, Modi has made a concerted effort to engage with Buddhist leaders and visit important Buddhist temples and shrines as part of these official trips. These demonstrations of personal devotion and veneration of Buddhist heritage abroad have played an important symbolic role in this soft power strategy. Similarly, at home, Modi has also taken a keen interest in showcasing important cultural festivals that commemorate important events in the life of the Buddha, such as the Ashadha Purnima-Dhamma Chakra Day, Abhidhamma Day and, most importantly, the celebration of Vesak or Buddha Purnima, which commemorates the birth, enlightenment and passing away of the Buddha. Since becoming prime minister, Modi’s government has declared Buddha Purnima an official holiday, further embedding Buddhism into the national narrative and enhancing its global appeal. This personal engagement has been instrumental in building rapport with leaders from Buddhist-majority countries, thereby facilitating smoother diplomatic interactions. Combined, these official visits to Buddhist sites and his participation in Buddhist cultural events not only amplify the importance of India’s cultural heritage but also reinforce his image as a leader committed to promoting peace and harmony in the region.


Conclusion

Narendra Modi, the fourteenth prime minister of India, has been a significant figure in Indian politics since he first assumed office in May 2014. His foreign policy has included efforts to enhance India’s soft power by emphasizing the attractiveness of Indian culture and its relevance for navigating the challenges of the contemporary world. Through various initiatives and engagements such as promoting Buddhist pilgrimage circuits, attending international Buddhist events and sponsoring relic tours, Modi has highlighted India’s historical and spiritual ties to Buddhism, reinforcing India’s image as the land where Buddhism originated and flourished. By leveraging India’s rich Buddhist legacy, not only does Modi seek to enhance bilateral ties but also position India as a non-threatening global leader and ‘benevolent regional hegemon’.26

In conclusion, while the use of Buddhism as a form of diplomacy by Narendra Modi has been portrayed as a means of enhancing India’s soft power and cultural influence in the region, it remains to be seen how effective this strategy will be over the long term. While Modi’s emphasis on Buddhist diplomacy may yield short-term diplomatic gains, it also risks undermining India’s secular principles, exacerbating communal tensions and entangling India in broader regional conflicts driven by religious and ethnic nationalism. As David Scott notes, border frictions and the death of the Dalai Lama are in all likelihood going to sharpen India’s competitive use of Buddhism with China in the near future.27 It is also worth noting that there are also considerable differences in Modi’s utilization of Buddhism when it comes to domestic issues and audiences, most notably the rise of Dalit and Ambedkar Buddhism, which does not figure prominently in Modi’s interpretation of Buddhism and could very well become a sizeable and influential threat to his political power base. Although it may be difficult to know the reach of his admiration for the Buddha and his teachings, there is no denying that Buddhism is a key component of India’s emerging civilizational state and Modi’s aspirations as a moral leader on the world stage.
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21Xi Jinping: A Buddha’s diplomat from communist China

Chien-peng Chung

Considering that Xi Jinping (習近平, born 1953) is General Secretary and thus occupant of the top position of the ruling Communist Party of China (CPC) of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) since the fall of 2012, why would one not expect Xi to be a typical atheistic communist? There is a perpetual charge that Marxists are ‘Godless’, for according to Karl Marx himself, religion is the opiate of the masses. Yet, there is nothing unspiritual or irreligious about not believing in an everlasting or omnipotent God, or not having a personal relationship with a deity, or not worshipping in a religious establishment, especially since Buddhism can be approached as a philosophy or a code of personal conduct. As any Buddhist would know, the essence of Buddhism is not praying to the statue of the Buddha or Bodhisattvas.1 It is understanding the dharma, or Buddha’s teaching, and imbibing the spirituality exuded by the place of worship. Xi considers Buddhism an integral part of Chinese culture or characteristics for some two millennia, and nothing looks more like traditional Chinese architecture than a Buddhist monastery or temple in China.2 Indeed, he would agree that both socialism and Buddhism emphasize selfless service to others as social aims, with similar beliefs in the ability to alter one’s fate or destiny.

This chapter examines China’s Buddhist diplomacy as initiated by China’s paramount leader Xi or executed under his administration as the PRC’s president, when it became part of his One Belt, One Road, or Belt and Road Initiative of global infrastructure construction and investment conceived to secure a conducive environment for China to facilitate its continued rise in world influence. Xi can be considered the person with the most influence on the spread of Buddhism in and from China after the Mao Zedong era. His policies have shaped the religion’s landscape by facilitating both the revitalization of Buddhist practices and their adaptation to modern contexts. In his own ways, by promoting Buddhism domestically as part of Chinese culture and using it as a tool for power projection globally, he is seeking to make China a guardian of Buddhism as a major world religion and to make people around the world more aware of the potentials of a Buddhist way of life.


‘Remaining true to one’s original aspirations’

While Xi has never publicly admitted to being a Buddhist, his family members are known to have subscribed to the faith, and the narrative of his acts of compassion and loving-kindness has been part of his public life from very early in his career. His wife, Peng Liyuan (彭麗媛, born 1962), is a practising Buddhist, and his mother was buried with full Tibetan Buddhist rites according to her wishes.3 After Xi became the top bureaucrat in Hebei province’s Zhengding city in 1982, he forged a fast and life-long friendship with the resident monk and later abbot of Linji Temple, Youming, becoming a regular visitor to Linji and helping to dismantle bureaucratic hurdles while Youming raised money for the temple’s reconstruction.4 An anecdote recounts an instance of animal liberation during Xi’s tenure as a leading cadre in Fujian province. While on an inspection tour aboard a bamboo raft, a small carp leaped onto the raft and landed at his feet. Xi picked up the carp, remarking, ‘There will be fish soup today’. However, upon docking the raft, Xi unexpectedly released the fish back into the river.5 Xi is also known for making references to Buddhism in his political speeches. For instance, in his speech to the Jiangsu provincial delegation at the 12th National People’s Congress in 2013, Xi said, ‘leading cadres … just like monks who chant Amitabha every day, must daily remind ourselves that we are the servants of the people … facing the wall to attain Buddhahood, that is, to raise our horizons’.6

Xi pointed out in a speech to the UNESCO in Paris in March 2014 that ‘as a traditional faith, Buddhism, although of Indian origin, underwent Sinicization and contributed to Chinese culture by becoming “Buddhism with Chinese characteristics”’.7 Xi was recalling the fact that, in tandem with trade and diplomatic relations, Buddhism spread peacefully from the Indian Subcontinent through Central Asia to China via the ancient Silk Road networks before and during China’s golden age of the Sui (581–618) and Tang (618–907) dynasties. His statement is itself remarkable, in that no top CPC leader has ever before given a public speech extolling China’s religious heritage, and the honour of that mention was given to Buddhism.

Xi further emphasized in his UNESCO speech that ‘Chinese Buddhism in the new era should … create conditions for Chinese Buddhist civilization to go global, and … demonstrate the immortal wisdom of Chinese Buddhist culture in the construction of the One Belt, One Road initiative. The Mahāyāna spirit of “unconditional compassion” and “common compassion” particularly advocated by Chinese Buddhism is … a prerequisite for the realization of the happiness and freedom of all mankind’.8 Xi’s invocation of Buddhism in China’s initiatives like the ‘One Belt, One Road’ underscores his strategy to imbue Chinese cultural and spiritual values with international significance. Moreover, by emphasizing compassion as foundational to global prosperity, Xi aligns traditional Buddhist principles with China’s contemporary geopolitical aspirations, aiming to foster a harmonious and cooperative international order.


China’s Buddhist diplomacy under Xi

Years before Xi Jinping was known to his countrymen or the world, visits, meetings, conferences and exchange of religious relics were already taking place between Buddhist scholars, monks, temples and monasteries in China and their foreign counterparts, particularly of the Mahāyāna school, a faith subscribed to by many Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Taiwanese, Vietnamese, Malaysian and Singaporean Buddhists. However, it was Xi who conceived of and acts out a personal role as a Buddha’s diplomat and promoter of Chinese Buddhism in the context of a foreign relations diplomatic programme, which has been described as the ‘spiritual pillar’ of the Belt and Road Initiative to complement the construction of an ‘economic pillar’.9 The importance attached and support given to Buddhism by Xi and his associates reflect its role in projecting a more polished image of the regime abroad, especially towards its immediate Asian neighbours with large Buddhist populations.

Buddhism, as a form of public diplomacy or a religious and cultural resource, is a vehicle for the Chinese government – through its Buddhist associations, monasteries and clerics – to propagate a sense of shared values with Buddhist countries and populations, build influence and project interest in humanistic or benevolent terms that will not be seen as threatening or aggressive. China’s Buddhist diplomacy is under the control of the CPC’s United Front Work Department, which plays a central role in managing the party’s relations with both domestic and foreign non-party groups and religious communities, and supervising the ostensibly non-governmental Buddhist Association of China (BAC).

China’s Buddhist diplomacy can be considered a process of narrative construction in places where such a discourse has local cultural or religious resonances. However, financial support and technical expertise, to a lesser extent, play significant roles in this form of diplomacy.10 Through the support of influential Buddhist clergy, organizations and monastic communities abroad, China endeavours to cultivate relationships and exert influence within the global Buddhist community, which comprises approximately half a billion individuals. These efforts facilitate the sustenance of religious institutions and the dissemination of Buddhist doctrines and traditions. China’s promotion of Buddhism as both a Chinese and globally relevant religion is aimed at influencing the trajectory of Buddhism and fostering cultural exchanges, leveraging its economic prowess in the process. Consequently, it forms a crucial component of China’s Buddhist diplomacy strategy to integrate into international Buddhist organizations and communities.

In advancing various aspects of Buddhist diplomacy, Xi has been approaching Buddhism with near-missionary zeal. Already when Xi was overseeing Zhejiang province as its party secretary, he inaugurated the ‘World Buddhism Forum’ in Hangzhou city in 2006, which became the first international religious event ever organized in the PRC for the purpose of promoting a harmonious world. To date, the World Buddhist Forum has been held on four more occasions in various Chinese cities. The fifth and latest meeting of the World Buddhist Forum, held in Fujian province in 2018, specifically proposed the concept of a Buddhist Belt and Road Initiative, to stimulate both economic and cultural connectivity between China and other countries with Buddhism as a common bond. The forum hosted over 1,000 Buddhist clerics, scholars and representatives from fifty-five countries and regions.11 In September 2023, the Chinese leadership arranged for Syrian President Bashar al-Assad and his wife, who were in Hangzhou city for the Asian Games, to visit the city’s well-known Lingyun Temple, as an attempt to showcase Buddhism as Chinese culture to the erstwhile Muslim Head of State and his First Lady.

Xi has tried to use Buddhism as a platform to foster dialogue across the Taiwan Strait. He received prominent monks from Taiwan such as Venerable Hsing Yun, the founder of Fo Guang Shan, to whom he said he had read all the books on Buddhism that the Master sent him, and allowed the Taiwanese Buddhist charity foundation Tzu Chi to operate in China.12 He has called upon Buddhists on both sides of the straits to unite for the purpose of promoting China’s most popular religion.13 As he told the visiting Honorary Chairman of Taiwan’s Kuomintang (KMT), Wu Po-hsiung (吳伯雄, born 1939), in 2013, ‘I am the prime mover of Buddhist culture’.14

With Xi’s endorsement, China’s Nanhai Buddhist Academy opened in Hainan province’s Sanya city in 2017 as an international centre of Buddhist teaching which invites clerics from other Asian countries for study, while temple-building activities and Buddhist cultural events are promoted in countries such as Australia and Canada with strong multiculturalism policies and sizable immigrant communities from China.15 One of the temples most active in these endeavours is the famous Shaolin Monastery, where Xi has observed the martial arts and qigong practices of its monks. Its abbot visited India in 2015 to attend a conference on Chan Buddhism and spoke to Buddhist scholars. Another Chinese Buddhist temple, Beijing’s Longquan Monastery, with the permission if not encouragement of the Chinese authorities, opened its first overseas monastery, the Longquan Great Compassion Monastery, in Utrecht, the Netherlands in 2015, and in the following year, opened the Longquan Bohua Monastery in Gaborone, Botswana.16

To promote domestic Buddhist sites as religious pilgrimage destinations, China has replicated in Wuxi city, Jiangsu province, the Brahma Palace of Rajgir, a historic town in the district of Nalanda in the Indian state of Bihar where the Buddha had resided and preached.17 When completed, this would serve as the permanent headquarters of China’s World Buddhist Forum.18

The Dalai Lama, who is the patriarch of Tibetan Buddhism and concurrent head monk of the Gelug School, one of the four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism, is against the School’s Shugden faction for undermining the unity of Tibetan Buddhists and Tibetans in exile with doctrinal differences. The Dalai Lama has been living in India since fleeing Tibet in 1959 following a failed insurrection against the Chinese, but Beijing still considers him a representative of Tibetan separatist aspirations. He has been shut out of the World Buddhist Forum but is still a regular presence at conferences organized by the International Buddhist Confederation under the aegis of India’s Union Ministry of Culture.19 To counter the influence of the Dalai Lama, Xi’s government has been backing the Shugden, presently based in Switzerland, by instituting an annual Dipankar Atisha Peace Award, which provides financial support to propagate Shugden teachings.20


Making friends with Buddhist neighbours

The extent to which neighbouring countries or communities are benefiting from, or having to guard against, China’s Buddhist diplomacy under Xi demonstrates the efficacy of this outreach programme. China has aimed to complement the religious influence of Bodh Gaya, the place of the Buddha’s enlightenment in India, by developing Lumbini, the birthplace of Gautama Buddha, in Nepal. Consequently, a Chinese company constructed Lumbini’s Buddha International Airport.21 A Chinese Buddhist temple has been built in Lumbini headed by a monk from China. A proposed rail link between Lhasa in Chinese Tibet and Nepal’s capital Kathmandu extending to Lumbini will facilitate the movement of Chinese, Nepalese, Tibetan and international tourists and Buddhist pilgrims when completed.

In response, to revive India’s centrality in the Buddhist world and bring Nepal to India’s side through cultural and religious diplomacy, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited Lumbini, the birthplace of Prince Siddhartha, the future Gautama Buddha, on 16 May 2022, on the anniversary of his birth. Nepal reportedly extended the invitation at India’s request, to provide impetus to Modi’s development of his Buddha Circuit, which would link Lumbini to India’s Kushinagar, Sarnath and Bodh Gaya, locations of critical events in the Buddha’s life.22

Themes or locations relating to Buddhism are potential economic boosters as tourist attractions. To help Pakistan develop this brand of tourism, China has funded archaeological and restoration work on Buddhist sites, stupas and monasteries in Pakistan, particularly along the Gandhara trail in the Peshawar Valley, established the privately owned Gandhara University and promoted the birthplace in the Swat Valley of Padmasambhava, the central figure in the transmission of Buddhism to Tibet in the eighth century ce.23 Gandhara was a thriving hub of Buddhist culture under the ancient Kushan kings from the first to the third centuries ce.

There are three Buddhist-majority constituent republics in the Russian Federation: Kalmykia in the North Caucasus, plus Tuva and Buryatia in Siberia, where most devotees practise the Tibetan form of the religion and see the Dalai Lama as their spiritual leader. In 2020, the then head of Tuva, Sholban Kara-ool, held an online meeting with the Dalai Lama.24 Given Beijing’s sensitivities about the exiled Dalai Lama, such an engagement could potentially cause tension with China for Russia, which has been increasingly dependent on the Chinese relationship since 2014, when it was economically sanctioned by Western countries for seizing Crimea from Ukraine. Moscow has barred the Dalai Lama from visiting Russia’s Buddhist areas, despite pleas from their officials to rescind this prohibition. From 15 to 20 August 2023, Hu Xuefeng, vice president of the BAC, led a six-member Chinese Buddhist delegation to Ulan-Ude, in Russia’s Republic of Buryatia, to attend an international Buddhist forum on the theme of ‘Traditional Buddhism’. It was an occasion for the Russian participants to bless Russia’s ‘patriotic’ war effort in Ukraine, and the Chinese delegation to explain that religious liberty is flourishing in China.25


Engaging Theravāda

Theravāda Buddhism, also known as ‘Southern Buddhism’ in China, is practised by ethnic minorities as well as Han Chinese in China’s southwestern Yunnan province. Xi’s government seeks to support Theravāda Buddhism as a means to foster a sense of commonality and connectivity with other Asian countries such as Thailand, Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia and Sri Lanka, where this form of Buddhism is widely practised. As the World Buddhist Forum is heavy with representation from Mahāyāna Buddhists, the Institute of World Religions of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and the Yunnan Buddhist Association jointly organized the inaugural Theravāda Buddhism Summit Forum in Yunnan’s Xishuangbanna Prefecture from 17 to 19 February 2016. This seminar marked the first international high-level academic seminar on Theravāda Buddhism hosted by China, attended by members of the Theravāda Buddhist community from China, Thailand, Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Nepal, the United States and other countries. Participants discussed topics such as world peace and environmental protection.

At the opening ceremony of the forum, Cao Zhongjian, the party secretary of the Institute of World Religions, pointed out that Theravāda Buddhist culture in China, South Asia and Southeast Asia share common origins and fundamental cultural values. He underscored President Xi Jinping’s vision that the Belt and Road Initiative serves not only as a conduit for trade and development but also as a platform for cultural and people-to-people exchanges, aiming to strengthen Asia’s connectivity.26 The forum thus convened to propagate the pacifist ethos of Buddhism, foster mutual friendship and comprehension between China and South and Southeast Asian nations, and advance cultural exchanges and cooperation with neighbouring countries.

In 2013, the relics of Chan Master Benhuan, founder of Hongfa Temple in Shenzhen and former honorary president of the BAC, were delivered to Thailand for permanent exhibition, and in 2017, his relics were taken on tour to Sri Lanka.27 In 2014, Xi welcomed the first World Fellowship of Buddhists meeting in China in Baoji, Shaanxi, his home province, where a relic of the Buddha’s finger is enshrined in the city’s Famen (Dharma’s Gate) Temple. Although all Buddhist denominations are represented in the organization, its regional centres in more than thirty countries are dominated by Theravāda Buddhists.

In 2017, as a demonstration of deference to the Xi administration, the highest religious Sangha Supreme Council of Thailand sent a delegation to attend the opening ceremony of the Nanhai Buddhist College. China has gained considerable sway over the non-governmental International Council for the Day of Vesak (ICDV) based in Thailand. China was heavily involved in the multinational and multi-denominational ‘Common Text Project: Guidance and Insight from the Buddha’ undertaken by the ICDV under the stewardship of Chulalongkorn University in Thailand. Its influence over the project was such that Tibetan scholars have reportedly been marginalized and Chinese texts given prominence over traditional Tibetan sources.28

In Myanmar, after the Thatbyinnyu Pagoda at the UNESCO world heritage site of Bagan was damaged by an earthquake in 2016, cultural heritage preservation experts were sent by the Chinese government to restore and renovate the pagoda, in the spirit of ‘Paukphaw’ or brotherhood in the Burmese language.29

Chinese foreign direct investment and state-backed policy loans in the port projects of Hambantota and Colombo in Sri Lanka are signature items of the maritime sphere of the Belt and Road Initiative. To pave the way for its smooth implementation and to assuage potential criticisms of the size of debts incurred and whether the country is able to bear them, a term such as ‘millennium Buddhist fate’ is commonly employed in China’s Buddhist diplomacy towards Sri Lanka to refer to their shared Buddhist heritage, faith in a ‘harmonious and peaceful Buddhist world’ and the longevity of their relationship.30 The Buddhist clergy is influential in Sri Lankan politics and China’s engagement with the clerics will influence monks to speak up for China’s interests and positions.

Significant improvement in Buddhist ties between the two countries could be attributed to President Xi’s state visit to Sri Lanka in September 2014. Xi mentioned the Chinese monk Faxian, who spent a couple of years around 410 CE on the island of Lanka gathering and studying Buddhist texts.31 The result was the Faxian Charity Project, through which Sri Lankan monks and temples were recruited by Chinese Embassy personnel to distribute food boxes and other donations from China to the needy local populace.32 The Sri Lanka–China Buddhist Friendship Association, a key arm of China’s Buddhist diplomacy in Sri Lanka established in August 2015, is engaged in various charity services and activities such as providing dry rations, IT equipment and purified drinking water to poor families and communities, and promoting Dhamma education in the country by furnishing schools with materials and equipment such as public address systems, chairs and desktop computers with printers.33 It also arranges for Chinese Buddhist temples, societies and organizations to extend donations to materially disadvantaged Sri Lankans, with financial assistance from the local Chinese embassy.34

In December 2022, a group of Sri Lankan monks met the Dalai Lama in India and invited him to visit Sri Lanka. When the news broke, the Chinese chargé d’affaires in Sri Lanka, Hu Wei, paid a series of visits to senior Sri Lankan Buddhist prelates,35 stating that China strongly opposed any foreign country receiving the Dalai Lama in any name because he is not a simple monk as he claimed, but the head of a feudal serfdom, with the Chinese embassy calling him a political exile disguised as a religious figure who has long been engaging in separatist activities to split Tibet from China.36 The Sri Lankan government has repeatedly clarified that it would not contradict China’s position on the Dalai Lama, and refused his repeated requests to visit the Sacred Temple of Tooth-Relic in Kandy.37 In November 2023, the honour of being the first venue outside China to host the annual South China Sea Buddhism Roundtable forum for monks, scholars and government officials, inaugurated by the Nanhai Buddhist College in 2016, was given to Colombo, Sri Lanka’s capital. China was represented by Venerable Yinshun, vice chairman of the BAC, who is discussed in David L. Wank’s chapter, Chapter 14.

China’s Buddhist diplomacy, as a form of public diplomacy, is a government-sponsored effort aimed at communicating directly with foreign publics to build general goodwill and support for Beijing’s foreign policy objectives with Buddhism as the key element. Its specific purposes are as follows: (1) to draw the Taiwanese and ethnic Chinese in Southeast Asia closer to China sentimentally by presenting Buddhism as a shared religious faith with similar Chinese cultural characteristics, (2) to appeal to the Theravāda nations of South and Southeast Asia as fellow co-religionists working to advance welfare and harmony in those regions, (3) to serve as an additional cross-border connection for China to reach out to the Buddhist communities of Nepal and Russia, and (4) to diminish the attraction of a similar diplomacy fashioned by India, and to undercut the politico-religious influence of the Dalai Lama. To these ends, China’s Buddhist diplomacy seems to have been remarkably successful.


Conclusion

There is no denying that a significant aim of China’s Buddhist diplomacy is to leverage Buddhism to augment the country’s political and economic influence in Buddhist nations and the global Buddhist community. However, through the promotion of Buddhism and China’s involvement therein, Xi Jinping and his proponents are not only influencing the future trajectory of the faith but also encouraging nations to cultivate relationships and facilitate religious exchange between Asian countries. This engagement fosters mutual understanding and has the potential to advance greater regional stability and cooperation, thereby contributing to world peace. By emerging as a prominent advocate for Buddhist foreign relations, Xi’s strategic integration of cultural and religious diplomacy underscores China’s multifaceted approach to global influence.
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22Ranil Wickremesinghe: The accidental Buddhist diplomat

Tabita Rosendal

On 11 May 2022, Ranil Wickremesinghe (born 1949) was appointed prime minister (PM) of Sri Lanka for the sixth time by the then president, Gotabaya Rajapaksa (born 1949). Wickremesinghe followed former President Mahinda Rajapaksa, Gotabaya’s older brother, who had stepped down as PM after months of protests by the Aragalaya (lit. struggle) movement that had begun in March 2022. Shortly thereafter, Gotabaya Rajapaksa fled Sri Lanka for the Maldives and Singapore, while Wickremesinghe was first appointed interim president and then sworn in as president on 21 July 2022.1 While most members of parliament supported Wickremesinghe’s presidency since he was viewed as the only candidate with the necessary experience and skills to address the country’s situation, his appointment created intense debates and condemnation among protesters, politicians and – perhaps most crucially – by the religious clergy in Sri Lanka.

Starting with his return as PM, the Sri Lankan public and the Buddhist and Christian clergy criticized Wickremesinghe’s appointment since he was not a leader who had ‘won the love and respect of the people’, and it was speculated that the move had been instigated to serve the ‘personal aspirations of the Rajapaksa family’.2 At the time, Wickremesinghe had lost his seat in the Sri Lankan parliament, and the United National Party (UNP) – of which he was leader – had won no seats during the last election. For years, Wickremesinghe had been criticized for his role in cases such as the 2019 Easter Bombing attacks and the failed Millennium Challenge Corporation accord between Sri Lanka and the United States, but also for his pragmatic approach to the country’s religious and ethnic situation. Many argued that his unpopularity would harm the country’s internal political situation and external image. Worse still, the Buddhist clergy feared that appointing Wickremesinghe could harm the privileged position of Buddhism.

Therefore, it is not surprising that Wickremesinghe has worked tirelessly to win over the influential Maha Sangha, that is, the most powerful monks in the country, such as the Mahanayakas Theras (Chief Prelates) of the Asgiriya and Malwatte chapters, since coming to power. Simultaneously, he has attempted a difficult balancing act by soliciting other religious leaders and ethnic groups other than the Sinhalese. But why are these acts of Buddhist diplomacy within and without Sri Lanka so crucial to Wickremesinghe’s political legitimacy? To understand this, it is necessary to examine his Buddhist legacy in the context of Sri Lanka’s religious and political situation.

Ranil Wickremesinghe was born on 24 March 1949 to an affluent and influential family. His father, Esmond Wickremesinghe, was a Christian lawyer and politician heavily involved in journalism as the editorial managing director of Associated Newspapers of Ceylon Ltd., and Wickremesinghe’s paternal uncle, Lakshman Wickremesinghe, was bishop of Kurunegala under the Church of Sri Lanka. Wickremesinghe’s mother, Nalini Wickremesinghe, was an ardent Buddhist who ensured that Wickremesinghe visited major temples, including the Kelaniya Raja Maha Viharaya and the Gangaramaya at Hunupitiya, and received a disciplined Buddhist education besides his studies at the Royal College, Colombo. Wickremesinghe’s maternal uncle, J. R. Jayewardene, was Sri Lanka’s second President (1978–89). After completing his studies at the Faculty of Law and Politics at the University of Colombo, Wickremesinghe became active in politics in 1973 when J. R. Jayewardene began restructuring the UNP. Wickremesinghe was sworn into Parliament for the first time in 1977 after winning the Biyagama electorate and was appointed deputy minister of foreign affairs. Since then, he has held several ministerial positions for the UNP, including his six rounds as PM (1993–94; 2001–04; 2015–15; 2015–18; 2018–19; 12 May 2022–21 July 2022).

In his political career, Wickremesinghe has been sensitive to the importance of Buddhism. For instance, among his achievements as minister of education and youth affairs was establishing the Sri Lanka Buddhist and Pali University in Colombo in 1982. In 2005, he published his first book, Politics and the Dhamma, which presents his understanding of the Buddha’s doctrine and the links between Buddhism and politics.3 He is a Dhayakaya (lay patron) of the Gangaramaya, Walukaramaya and Weragodalla (Sedawatte) temples. He also served as the Chair of the Dhayakasabha of the Kelaniya Viharaya until 2019, when he was removed from the post by the Dhayakasabha led by Chief Incumbent Venerable Kollupitiye Mahinda Sangharakkitha Thera because he had not been ‘doing enough’ for the temple.4 While the latter may seem like a minor and inconsequential mishap in the line of successful Buddhist achievements, it illustrates a more significant trend in Wickremesinghe’s career, marked by careful balancing between Sinhalese Buddhism and considerations for other ethnicities and faiths. To understand why it has been imperative for Wickremesinghe to portray himself as a devout Buddhist, his strategic positioning should be viewed in light of Sri Lanka’s Sinhalese Buddhist ethnonationalist project.

Around 71 per cent of the Sri Lankan population are Buddhists, mostly belonging to the ethnic Sinhalese majority. The country’s remaining religious groups comprise 12 per cent Hindus, 9 per cent Christians and 8 per cent Muslim believers. However, despite the country’s multiethnic and multireligious makeup, the Sri Lankan constitution privileges Buddhism and ensures that the state protects it, and tensions surrounding the reigning Sinhalese Buddhist nationalist ideology persist.5 Therefore, the Maha Sangha and Buddhist clergy have played crucial roles in Sri Lankan politics. Historically, the sangha conferred legitimacy to the monarchy by participating in royally sponsored rites.6 Since gaining independence from British colonial rule in 1948, Sri Lanka has only been ruled by Buddhist presidents and PMs. The civil war between the militant Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and the Sri Lankan government from 1983 to 2009, which was predominantly caused by ethnocentric policies rooted in linguistic nationalism, was underpinned by Buddhist hyper-nationalism.7 The importance of Buddhism in Sri Lankan politics increased after the civil war, and hyper-nationalist sentiments were fed into ‘discriminatory and targeted violence’ against the country’s minority social groups.8 When President Maithripala Sirisena was elected in 2014, it was on the premise that Muslims presented a threat to Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism, and the radically extremist Bodu Bala Sena Theravāda Buddhist monastic group continues to advocate for the importance of purging the Sri Lankan society of Muslims.9

This privileging of the Sinhalese Buddhists vis-à-vis other ethnic and religious groups is unlikely to change anytime soon: in a 2023 Pew Research Center report, 95 per cent of Sri Lankan Buddhists argue that being Buddhist is essential to being ‘truly Sri Lankan’ – 87 per cent say Buddhism is very important to being a true Sri Lankan.10 Therefore, ‘any Sinhalese politician supporting policies considered to weaken Buddhism might as well be committing political suicide’,11 and Buddhist monks wield significant influence in politics and society. Consequently, for Wickremesinghe to adhere to Buddhist precepts and be viewed by the clergy and lay Buddhists as a ‘true Buddhist’ is crucial for his continued legitimacy. But what kind of ‘Buddhist diplomat’ is he?

Shortly after his presidential appointment, Wickremesinghe began cultivating ties with the Buddhist communities in Sri Lanka and pledged the ‘fullest state support’ to ‘safeguard Theravāda Buddhism to pass it on to future generations and spread it globally’.12 The reason for this manoeuvring is apparent: Wickremesinghe has fallen in and out of favour with the clergy throughout the decades, and now more than ever, he needs their support. During these years, in response to criticism and to ward off protests, Wickremesinghe has sworn to protect the privileged position of Buddhism in the Sri Lankan constitution. However, political rivals such as Mahinda Rajapaksa have taken a step further and sided with hardline Buddhist groups to garner support from Buddhist communities feeling threatened by the loss of Buddhist privilege. In November 2005, Wickremesinghe ran against Rajapaksa as the UNP’s presidential candidate. Due to the United People’s Freedom Alliance’s characterization of Wickremesinghe as a ‘leader who threatened the territorial integrity of the Sinhalese Buddhist nation’, Rajapaksa won the election despite overwhelming support for Wickremesinghe from Tamils and Muslims.13 In 2011, after a prolonged crisis in the UNP that saw support for the party dwindle, the Mahanayaka Theras signed a statement calling for Wickremesinghe to step down and make way for former co-deputy leader Karu Jayasuriya. Before the statement reached Wickremesinghe, Jayasuriya had visited the Mahanayaka Theras and asked for their blessings in contesting for leadership.14 Wickremesinghe, conversely, has consistently underlined that Buddhism is of paramount importance while other religions and ethnicities must be protected as well, and that all Sri Lankans must ‘build a Nation where we accept and respect the different religions and cultures’.15

While the Buddhist clergy has interfered in politics to Wickremesinghe’s benefit, this is not necessarily due to his Buddhist diplomatic efforts. In 2018, the Maha Sangha came to his aid when President Sirisena ousted him as PM and attempted to install Mahinda Rajapaksa instead. Hundreds of monks gathered to bless Wickremesinghe before demanding that Parliament be reconvened and democracy be restored.16 Wickremesinghe was reinstated in December, a few months before the deadly 2019 Easter Sunday Bombings that claimed 269 lives. Wickremesinghe has since contended that he knew nothing of the security risks to the country because he was deliberately ‘kept out of the loop’ due to his strained relationship with Sirisena.17 Still, the bombings contributed significantly to the UNP’s downfall and the party’s presidential candidate, Sajith Premadasa, losing the 2019 elections, which were dominated by Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) party. Afterward, Wickremesinghe called upon the UNP to examine ‘how it lost its Sinhala Buddhist voter base’ and how it could ‘forge ahead with Buddhist principles’. He expressed that as Buddhists, rather than pointing fingers, it was important to understand the ‘correct Buddhist principle’ so that the party could move forward – with the blessings of the Maha Sangha. Both the SLPP and UNP had campaigned on ‘staunchly Sinhala Buddhist platforms’, had vowed not to prosecute Sri Lankan troops accused of war crimes and had extensively paid deference to senior Buddhist clergy.18

When he became president, Wickremesinghe’s Buddhist diplomatic efforts became even more precarious. On 3 August 2022, in his first presidential speech addressing the Sri Lankan Parliament, Wickremesinghe again vowed to uphold Buddhism’s place and reaffirmed his support for the Buddhist nationalist structure. He also noted that despite suffering ‘political defeats’ due to his emphasis on creating a nation with equal rights for all citizens, he would ‘not deviate from that policy’.19 Then, in November 2022, he angered the Maha Sangha when he told monks to ‘stick to their job’ rather than dabble in politics. Simultaneously, he began advocating the implementation of the much-discussed Thirteenth Amendment, which would devolve powers to the provincial governments, including those of the Tamils.20

However, despite these ‘balancing’ attempts between Sinhalese and Tamils, Wickremesinghe has not convinced the minorities of his commitment to ensure their rights. Many Tamils – and other members of the public – argued that his call to implement the Thirteenth Amendment was intended to secure Tamil support for his presidency. Likewise, while he recently engaged in discussions with Buddhists and Global Tamil Forum (GTF) members to debate Sri Lanka’s adaption of the Joint Himalayan Declaration advocating for a more pluralistic country, Tamil rights groups remained unimpressed. Many criticized Wickremesinghe’s move, arguing that the GTF represents only a minor part of the Tamil diaspora and that the declaration fails to consider steps to ensure Tamil rights or accountability for violence against the Tamil people.21

In this way, Wickremesinghe’s diplomatic efforts have enjoyed limited success. This is illustrated by editorials concerning his political career, with critics such as Mahinda Rajapaksa’s supporters noting that Wickremesinghe is a ‘hypocrite to pretend he is a Buddhist for political vote baiting’, questioning whether Sri Lanka ‘need[s]‌ a Christian to organize a Buddhist Council’ and arguing that Wickremesinghe may be ‘paving the way to make Sri Lanka a pawn in the hands of America and India’. However, others contribute positive impressions to Wickremesinghe’s pragmatic approach, noting that unlike Mahinda Rajapaksa and Maithripala Sirisena, Wickremesinghe ‘does not usually make a show of unfelt religious piety for hoodwinking the masses’, that he ‘uses religion in a more street-smart way’, is ‘no religious hypocrite’, and knows that ‘Buddhist voters, true to their faith, do not worry too much about whether he is a Buddhist or a non-Buddhist’.22

Notably, while this chapter has focused on the importance for Wickremesinghe to utilize Buddhism in strengthening his claim to power – including cultivating his relationships with the Buddhist clergy in his quest for legitimacy in the Sri Lankan political context – it is essential to emphasize that he is also relying on Buddhism in his external diplomatic efforts. Since coming to power, he has continued the country’s official foreign policy, focusing on non-alignment and enhancing Buddhist ties with the outside world. This approach, centring on the importance of being ‘friends with all, enemy of none’, has been likened to following the Buddha’s ‘Middle Path’.23 To achieve this, Wickremesinghe has promoted Buddhist exchanges to bolster bilateral relations and solicit loans from China, India, Japan and other Buddhist-majority countries.24

For example, on 3 November 2023, India allocated a grant of US$15 million to Sri Lanka to ‘bolster the long-standing Buddhist connections between the two nations’, marked by a signing ceremony at President Wickremesinghe’s house in Colombo. During the event, Wickremesinghe engaged in ‘lengthy bilateral discussions’ on ‘strengthening Buddhist linkages between India and Sri Lanka’ with Indian Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman.25 Shortly thereafter, on 20 November, Chinese President Xi Jinping’s Special Envoy and State Councillor, Shen Yiqin, visited Wickremesinghe and PM Dinesh Gunawardena to discuss ways to enhance Sino-Sri Lankan economic, trade, investment and cultural ties. On this occasion, Wickremesinghe expressed his gratitude for China’s support to Sri Lanka, highlighted the government’s desire to ‘augment cooperation between the two countries’ in different fields and emphasized that both Hambantota Port and Colombo Port City were ‘prepared for investment opportunities’. In return, China proposed to build the largest Buddha statue in Sri Lanka as a ‘lasting symbol of religious ties’ between the two countries.26

On the one hand, these instances underline the increasing rivalry between India and China in utilizing Buddhist diplomacy in countries with sizable Buddhist communities. Similarly, Shen Yiqin’s visit to Wickremesinghe marks the continuation of China’s Buddhist diplomacy under the Belt and Road Initiative, including the construction of Buddhist-themed infrastructure, of which the Colombo Lotus Tower fashioned after the Lotus Sutra is a prime example. On the other hand, while countries like India and China have distinct motivations for engaging in Sri Lanka under the auspices of Buddhism, Sri Lankan politicians, including Wickremesinghe, remain active in soliciting these engagements.27

Still, following Buddha’s Middle Path is not an easy feat. Similar to the domestic realm, Wickremesinghe must strike a delicate balance in Sri Lanka’s external relations, particularly regarding the government’s goal of establishing ‘Kalyāṇa-mittata’28 ties with other countries. That is, while the ‘cover of Buddhism’ serves as a way for Wickremesinghe to secure elite and public support internally and to portray Sri Lanka through a benevolent Buddhist lens externally, this strategy is complicated by interrelated issues related to democratic ideals and values, such as human rights and freedom of speech. One example of this conundrum is the importance of the exiled Tibetan monk, Tenzin Gyatso, that is, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, to the Sri Lankan Buddhist clergy. Several diplomatic crises have unfolded throughout the years due to the sensitivity of the Sri Lankan government in potentially allowing the Dalai Lama to visit the country.29 Most recently, in December 2022, during a visit to India, a group of high-ranking Sri Lankan Buddhist monks implored the Dalai Lama to visit Sri Lanka to receive his wisdom and blessings to aid the recovery of the country’s economic crisis.30 However, the Chinese ‘knee-jerk response’ was swift and deliberate. The chargé d’affaires of the Chinese Embassy in Colombo, Hu Wei, hurried to Kandy to meet with the Mahanayake Thero of the Malwathu Chapter of the Siam Nikaya, one of the most powerful Buddhist sects in Sri Lanka, to warn him of the Dalai Lama’s separatist nature. Hu Wei also made it clear that any ‘sneaky visits’ by the Dalai Lama to Sri Lanka should be prevented, lest Sino-Sri Lankan relations be ‘damaged’.31

Consequently, one question deserves attention: what does Wickremesinghe’s being a Buddhist politician entail for human rights? Like other Sri Lankan politicians, Wickremesinghe has often strayed from what could be termed ‘Buddhist values’ in pursuit of power. For one, Wickremesinghe has been tied to the Batalanda Detention Centre, which was used as an illicit torture facility under President Ranasinghe Premadasa during the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna insurrection between 1987 and 1989, though the later Batalanda Commission instigated by President Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga in 1997 freed him from responsibility.32 Similarly, he has been criticized for his heavy-handed crackdowns on protestors during and after the Aragalaya movement.33 In January 2024, the Mahanayaka Theras called on Wickremesinghe to implement laws against groups ‘spreading false ideologies about Buddhism’. Under the perceived ‘threat to Buddhist philosophy and cultural values’ in the country, the Mahanayaka Theras asked Wickremesinghe to formulate legal provisions combatting ‘social disturbances within the Buddhist community’, such as through social media. This follows the 2023 arrest of female comedian Jayani Natasha Edirisooriya for ‘defaming Buddhism’. The arrest was promulgated under the provisions of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights Act, a government-mandated bid to quell political unrest and stifle freedom of speech under the auspices of ‘protecting religious harmony’.34

As this chapter has shown, the importance of Wickremesinghe following Buddhist principles to legitimize his rule and harness foreign support cannot be understated. His strategic engagement with Buddhism has been central to both his domestic and international positioning. As such, it seems fitting to end with an excerpt from his 2023 Vesak message:


At this juncture of the country’s unprecedented economic crisis, the timeless philosophy of the Buddha becomes a source of solace. Therefore, during these troubled times, it is imperative to rise above all differences and join together in unity and service as espoused by the Buddha, to overcome the dangers in pursuing a life of normality. […] On this hallowed day, let us seize this instance of religious sanctity, and pay tribute to the Buddha’s sagacity, by uniting in solidarity to rebuild an affluent Sri Lanka. May the full moon today remove the darkness of ignorance from our lives, and guide us on the path of Sri Lanka’s renaissance.35


Finally, as the title suggests, ‘accidental’, when used as an adjective, can mean something happening by chance, unexpectedly or unintentionally. However, when used as a noun, it can refer to an incidental, nonessential or supplementary attribute. Wickremesinghe can thus be termed an ‘accidental Buddhist’ – not because he has stumbled into Buddhism, but because Buddhism, to him, is incidental. What matters to Wickremesinghe is ensuring his political legitimacy – and Buddhist diplomacy is the means to this end. Wickremesinghe – like other self-professed Sinhalese Buddhist politicians – retains a pragmatic approach to Buddhism out of necessity. Only he knows whether he is a ‘true believer’ or not. Time will tell whether his legacy will be one of Sinhalese-cum-Buddhist legitimacy, united solidarity – or the darkness of ignorance.
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	Nguyễn, Mạnh C. ‘From the Panchshila’s Five Principles of Buddha to the Five Principles of the Panchsheel Treaty of Jawaharlal Nehru’. Scientific Journal of Tan Trao University 5, no. 12 (2020): 115–22.

	Niebuhr, Gustav. ‘A Monk in Exile Dreams of Return to Vietnam’. New York Times, 16 October 1999. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.nytimes.com/1999/10/16/us/a-monk-in-exile-dreams-of-return-to-vietnam.html.

	Nitchū Bukkyō Kōryū Kondan Kai 日中仏教交流懇談会. ‘Kessei Sengen 結成宣言’. In Bunka: Sengo Shiryō 文化：戦後資料, edited by Minami Hiroshi. Tokyo: Nihon Hyōronsha, 1973.

	‘Nitchū Fusen No Chikai No Shomei Undo 日中不戦の誓いの署名運動’. Nitchū Bukkyō 日中仏教, no. 2 (March 1961).

	‘Nitchū yūkō shūkyōsha kondankai hantai seimei 日中友好宗教者懇談会反対声明’. In Kokumin seiji nenkan 国民政治年鑑, edited by Kokumin Seiji Nenkan Henshū Iinkai 国民政治年鑑編集委員会. Tokyo: Nihon Shakaitō Kikanshi Kyoku, 1968.

	‘Nitchū yūkō shūkyōsha kondankai shuisho 日中友好宗教者懇談会趣意書’. In Shin Chūgoku nenkan 新中国年鑑, edited by Chūgoku Kenkyūjo 中国研究所. Tokyo: Kyokutō Shoten, 1968.

	‘No Issue in Giving Priority to Protecting Buddhism in Sri Lanka, says PM Ranil Wickremesinghe’. Indian Express, 10 October 2016. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://indianexpress.com/article/world/world-news/sri-lanka-prime-minister-ranil-wickremesinghe-buddhism-3075161/.

	Norbu, Jamyang. ‘Samdhong Rinpoche and the Subversion of the Tibetan Freedom Struggle’. 22 December 2022. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.jamyangnorbu.com/blog/2022/12/22/samdhong-rinpoche-and-the-subversion-of-the-tibetan-freedom-struggle/.

	Nyamdavaa, Oidov. ‘Ancient Cultural, Ethnic and Religious Ties between Mongolia and India’. World Affairs: The Journal of International Issues 19, no. 4 (Winter 2015): 150–9.

	Nyamdavaa, Oidov. ‘Mongolia and India’. The Mongolian Journal of International Affairs 3, (1996): 43–9.

	Nye, Joseph S. ‘Public Diplomacy and Soft Power’. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 616 (March 2008): 94–109.

	Nye, Joseph S. Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics. New York: Public Affairs, 2004.

	Nye, Joseph S. ‘Soft Power: The Origins and Political Progress of a Concept’. Palgrave Communications 3, 21 February 2017. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.nature.com/articles/palcomms20178.

	Ober, Douglas F. Dust on the Throne: The Search for Buddhism in Modern India. Redwood: Stanford University Press, 2023.

	Ober, Douglas F. ‘From Buddha Bones to Bo Trees: Nehruvian India, Buddhism, and the Poetics of Power, 1947–1956’. Modern Asian Studies 53, no. 4 (July 2019): 1312–50.

	Ober, Douglas F., and David Geary. ‘Introduction: Placing the Past, Envisioning the Future: Buddhist Memory, Material Traces, and the Politics of Reinvention in Modern India’. Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 43, no. 1 (2023): 3–9.

	Okakura, Kakuzo. The Ideals of the East, with Special Reference to the Art of Japan. New York: Dutton, [1903] 1920.

	Ong Banchun. ‘Luang Pho Uttama Kong Kamlang Mon Lae Kong Kamlang Karieng’. Silpawattatham [Journal of art and culture] 38, no. 5 (Miina, 2017): 44–55.

	Ong, Y. D. Buddhism in Singapore: A Short Narrative History. Singapore: Skylark Publications, 2005.

	Ōtani, Eijun 大谷瑩潤. ‘Bukkyō no Kokusaika 仏教の国際交流’ [International exchange of Buddhism]. Gendai Bukkyō 現代仏教, no. 120 (December 1934).

	Ōtani, Eijun 大谷瑩潤. ‘ Gendai Shūkyō Sesō Wo Kataru Sengo Jichinen Wo Kaiko Shite 現代宗教世相を語る 戦後十年を回顧して’ [Discussing the contemporary religious state: Reflections on the ten years since the war]. Keizai Jidai 経済時代 21, no. 11 (November 1956).

	Ōtani, Eijun 大谷瑩潤. ‘ Ōbei no shūkyō jijō 欧米の宗教事情’ [Religious situation in Europe and America]. Gendai Bukkyō 現代仏教, no. 59 (March 1929).

	Ōtani, Eijun 大谷瑩潤. Shin Chūgoku Kenbunki 新中国見聞記 [Observations on new China]. Tokyo: Kawade Shobō, 1955.

	Ōtani, Eijun 大谷瑩潤. ‘Watashi ha naze jimintō wo ridatsu shita ka 私はなぜ自民党を離脱したか’ [Why I left the Liberal Democratic Party]. Asahi Jānaru 朝日ジャーナル 2, no. 25 (June 1960).

	O’Donnell, Guillermo, and Philippe C. Schmitter, eds. Transitions from Authoritarian Rule: Tentative Conclusions about Uncertain Democracies. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986.

	Perera, Charles S. ‘Ranil Wickramasinghe Is a Born Christian, He Is a Hypocrite Who Dupes the Sinhala Buddhists to Bait Votes’. Lanka Web, 8 August 2015. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.lankaweb.com/news/items/2015/08/08/ranil-wickramasinghe-is-a-born-christian-he-is-a-hypocrite-who-dupes-the-sinhala-buddhists-to-bait-votes/.

	Phra Maha Charun Yanachari. ‘Parit Raman Boran Ratcha Praphenii Phithii Suad Phra Putthamon Mon Nai Ratcha Samnak’. In Chotmaihet Chhao Thai Chueasai Mon Lae Chhao Mon Hongsawadii Bamphen Kuson Thawai Phrabat Somdet Phra Paraminthara Maha Bhumibol Adulyadet [The archives of ethnic Mon in Thailand and Mon of Hanthawaddy in the occasion of royal funeral of King Bhumibol], 85–92. Krung Thep: Chhomrom Yaowachon Mon Krung Thep, 2018.

	Phra Maha Suchart Siripanyo. Interview by Author. Kanchanaburi. 8 April 2024.

	Phrachomklao Chaoyoohua and Phrabat Somdet Phra. Chumnum Phraboromrajathibaaj Nai Phrabat Somdet Phrachomklao Chaoyoohua Phakthii Song Muad Ratcha Praphenii Boran [Royal Commentaries of King Mongkut Episode 2 Category of Royal Tradition]. Somdet Phra Srisawarinthira Boromratchathewi Phra Phanwasaa Maatutchachao Prot Hai Phim Khuen Pii Mai Pii Pho So, 2472–5. Phra Nakhon: Rong Phim Phrachan, 1930.

	Phuntsho, Karma. The History of Bhutan. London: Haus Publishing, 2013.

	Pinkney, Andrea Marion. ‘Looking West to India: Asian Education, Intra-Asian Renaissance, and the Nalanda Revival’. Modern Asian Studies 49, no. 1 (2015): 111–49.

	Pittman, Don Alvin. Toward a Modern Chinese Buddhism: Taixu’s Reforms. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2001.

	Poudel, Santosh Sharma. ‘Modi Visits the Buddha’s Birthplace in Nepal’. Diplomat (Tokyo), 26 May 2022. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.proquest.com/docview/2669554664?parentSessionId=xO8ViojJhk6lLNBYvHGnLWmmdM2LioekX0VV79uvHoo%3D&pq-origsite=primo&accountid=12107&sourcetype=Magazines.

	Pratt, James Bissett. The Pilgrimage of Buddhism and A Buddhist Pilgrimage. New York: Macmillan, 1928.

	‘President Pledges Fullest State Support to Take Theravada Buddhism to the World’. Presidential Secretariat of Sri Lanka, 10 February 2023. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.presidentsoffice.gov.lk/index.php/2023/02/10/president-pledges-fullest-state-support-to-take-theravada-buddhism-to-the-world/.

	Press Trust of India, ‘India Allocates $15 mn Grant to Sri Lanka to Bolster Buddhist Connections’. Business Standard, 3 November 2023. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.business-standard.com/india-news/india-allocates-15-mn-grant-to-sri-lanka-to-bolster-buddhist-connections-123110300827_1.html.

	‘Proposal Passed to Remove Ranil from Kelaniya Temple “Dayaka Sabha” ’. Daily Mirror, 2 September 2019. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.dailymirror.lk/print/front_page/Proposal-passed-to-remove-Ranil-from-Kelaniya-temple-%E2%80%98Dayaka-Sabha%E2%80%99/238-173806.

	Przeworski, Adam. Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern Europe and Latin America. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991.

	Quinn-Judge, Sophie. The Third Force in the Vietnam War: The Elusive Search for Peace 1954–1975. New York: I.B. Tauris, 2017.

	Rajanuphab, Damrong, and Somdet Phrachao Boromwongthoe Krom Phraya. Prachum Niphon Kiaokab Tamnan Thang Phra Puttha Sasana [Essays on Buddhist legends]. Phim Pen Anusorn Nai Ngan Phra Ratchathan Phloeng Sob Phrathep Khunathorn (Phon Jinaputto) Na Chhapana Sathan Wat Phra Phiren Wanthii 21 Miinahkom Puttha Sakkarat, 2514. Phra Nakhon: Rong Phim Rung Reung Tham, 1971.

	Ramachandran, Sudha. ‘China’s Panicked Reaction to Sri Lanka’s Invitation to the Dalai Lama’. The Diplomat, 1 February 2023. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://thediplomat.com/2023/02/chinas-panicked-reaction-to-sri-lankas-invitation-to-the-dalai-lama/.

	Ramachandran, Sudha. ‘Rivalries and Relics: Examining China’s Buddhist Public Diplomacy’. China Brief 19, no. 5 (2019): 15–21.

	Ranade, Jayadeva. ‘Buddhism: A New Frontier in the China–India Rivalry’. Carnegie India 17 (2017): 1–5.

	‘Ranil Calls for Buddhist Blessings in Wake of Election Loss’. Tamil Guardian, 23 November 2019. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.tamilguardian.com/content/ranil-calls-buddhist-blessings-wake-election-loss.

	Raymond, Gregory V. ‘Religion as a Tool of Influence: Buddhism and China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Mainland Southeast Asia’. Contemporary Southeast Asia 42, no. 3 (2020): 346–71.

	‘Reflections: Thich Nhat Hanh at Princeton Seminary’. Wright Library: Princeton Theological Seminary, 27 January 2022. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://library.ptsem.edu/blog/reflections-thich-nhat-hanh-at-princeton-seminary.

	Reinke, Jens. Mapping Modern Mahayana: Chinese Buddhism and Migration in Age of Global Modernity. Berlin: DeGruyter, 2021.

	Reuschemeyer, Dietrich, Evelyne Huber Stephens and John D. Stephens. Capitalist Development and Democracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992.

	‘Rev. Tai Hsu’s Goodwill Mission’. The Maha-Bodhi: Journal of the Maha-Bodhi Society 47, no. 11 (November 1939): 517–18.

	Richardson, Lauren, and Gregory Adam Scott. ‘Diplomatic Salvation: Buddhist Exchanges and Sino-Japanese Rapprochement’. In In the Ruins of the Japanese Empire: Imperial Violence, State Destruction, and the Reordering of Modern East Asia, edited by Barak Kushner and Andrew Levidis, 187–203. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2019.

	Ritzinger, Justin. Anarchy in the Pure Land: Reinventing the Cult of Maitreya in Modern Chinese Buddhism. New York: Oxford University Press, 2017.

	Ritzinger, Justin. ‘Taixu: To Renew Buddhism and Save the Modern World’. MA thesis, Lawrence University, 1999.

	Rocha, Christina. Zen in Brazil: The Quest for Cosmopolitan Modernity. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2005.

	Rosendal, Tabita. ‘Belt and Road Buddhism in Sri Lanka?’ Diplomat, 2 November 2022. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://thediplomat.com/2022/11/belt-and-road-buddhism-in-sri-lanka/.

	Rosendal, Tabita. ‘China’s Buddhist Strategic Narratives in Sri Lanka: Benefits and Buddhism?’ Pacific Review 36, no. 6 (2023): 1426–55.

	Rovelli, Carlo. ‘Relational Quantum Mechanics’. International Journal of Theoretical Physics 35, no. 8 (August 1996): 1637–78.

	Royal Government of Bhutan Planning Commission. Bhutan 2020: A Vision for Peace, Prosperity and Happiness. 1999. Accessed 1 March 2025. http://unpan1.un.org/intradoc/groups/public/documents/APCITY/UNPAN005249.pdf.

	Rule, Sheila. ‘Dalai Lama Wins the Nobel Peace Prize’. New York Times, 6 October 1989, Late Edition (East Coast) edition, sec. Special to the New York Times. 427410419. US Newsstream. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.proquest.com/newspapers/dalai-lama-wins-nobel-peace-prize/docview/427410419/se-2?accountid=28660.

	Saaler, Sven, and Christopher W. A. Szpilman, eds. Pan-Asianism: A Documentary History, 2 vols. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2011.

	Saengpetch. Ahingsa Bon Senthang Tham: Luang Phor Uttama [Ahimsa on the path of Dhamma: Luang Phor Uttama]. Krungthep: Chatkaew, 1997.

	Sakaida, Yukiko 坂井田 夕起子. Dare Mo Shiranai Saiyūki 誰も知らない西遊記 [Journey to the West: The story no one knows]. Tokyo: Ryūkei Shosha, 2013.

	Samarani, Guido. ‘Shaping the Future of Asia: Chiang Kai-shek, Nehru and China–Indian Relations during the Second World War Period’. Working Paper No. 11. Sweden: Lund University Centre for East and South-East Asian Studies, 2005.

	Samdhong Rinpoche. ‘I Have Lost Faith in Modern Science’. His Eminence Professor Samdhong Rinpoche (blog), 22 August 2014. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://samdhongrinpoche.com/en/i-have-lost-faith-in-modern-science/.

	Samdhong Rinpoche. Samdhong Rinpoche: Uncompromising Truth for a Compromised World: Tibetan Buddhism and Today’s World. Edited by Donovan Roebert. Spiritual Masters – East and West Series. Bloomington: World Wisdom, 2006.

	Santidhammo Bhikkhu. Maha Ghosananda: The Buddha of the Battlefield. Bangkok: S. R. Printing, 2009.

	Schmit, Luke. ‘Initial Findings on Wat Suthat: Presence, Power, and Merit-Making in the Vihara Murals and Inscriptions’. Religion Compass 4, no. 10 (2010): 588–605.

	Schober, Juliane. ‘Buddhist Just Rule and Burmese National Culture: State Patronage of the Chinese Tooth Relic in Myanmar’. History of Religions 36, no. 3 (February 1997): 218–43.

	Schroeder, Jeff. The Revolution of Buddhist Modernism: Jōdo Shin Thought and Politics. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2022.

	Scott, David. ‘Buddhism in Current China–India Diplomacy’. Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 45, no. 3 (2016): 139–74.

	Scott, David. ‘India’s Use of Buddhism: Soft Power, Soft Balancing’. E-International Relations, 31 August 2023.

	Seck, Kwang Phing. Interview by Author. Singapore. 7 August 2006.

	Sen, Tansen. Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade: The Realignment of Sino-Indian Relations, 600–1400. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2003.

	Sen, Tansen. ‘Taixu’s Goodwill Mission to India: Reviving the Buddhist Links between China and India’. In Buddhism in Asia: Revival and Reinvention, edited by Nayanjot Lahiri and Upinder Singh, 293–322. New Delhi: Manohar, 2016.

	Sen, Tansen. ‘The Spread of Buddhism’. In The Cambridge History of the World, Volume V: Expanding Webs of Exchange and Conquest, 500 CE–1500 CE, edited by Benjamin Z. Kedar and Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, 447–79. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

	Sevin, Efe. ‘Pathways of Connection: An Analytical Approach to the Impacts of Public Diplomacy’. Public Relations Review 41, no. 4 (November 2015): 562–8.

	Shakspo, Sonam Wangchuk. Kushok Bakula: The Architect of Modern Ladakh. New Delhi: Indraprastha Press, 2017.

	Shen, Tong 沈同. ‘Zhao Puchu huizhang yingyue fu Hanguo fangwen 趙樸初會長應邀赴韓國訪問’ [President Zhao Puchu paid a visit to South Korea on invitation]. Fayin 法音 [The voice of Dharma] no. 1 (1993): 41.

	Sheng Kai 聖凱. ‘Beizhi shuangyun yu neiwai hudong: Zhao Puchu youguan zhongguo fojiao guoji jiaoliu de zhihui neihan 悲智雙運與內外互動：趙朴初有關中國佛教國際交流的智慧內涵’ [Parallel cultivation of compassion and wisdom, inner and outer interaction: The wisdom and meaning of Zhao Puchu regarding international exchanges in Chinese Buddhism]. Shijie zongjiao wenhua 世界宗教文化 [The religious cultures in the world], no. 2 (2017): 98–103.

	Shi Chuanfa 釋傳發. Xinjiapo fojiao fazhan shi 新加坡佛教發展史 [A history of the development of Buddhism in Singapore]. Singapore: Xinjiapo fojiao jushilin, 1997.

	Shi Dongchu 釋東初. Zhongguo fojiao jindai shi 中國佛教近代史 [A modern history of Chinese Buddhism]. Taipei: Zhonghua fojiao wenhua guan, 1974.

	Shiwen 是聞. ‘Wulanfu fuzhuxi huijian Xinjiapo fojiao chaoshan guanguang tuan: Hongchuan fashi yixing chaobai sida mingshan gongde yuanman 烏蘭夫副主席會見新加坡佛教朝山觀光團：宏船法師一行朝拜四大名山功德圓滿’ [Vice-chairman Ulanhu meets Singapore Buddhist pilgrimage and tour delegation: Venerable Hong Choon and his delegation’s successful pilgrimage to the four famous mountains]. Fayin 法音 [The voice of Dharma], no. 6 (1984): 42.

	Signitzer, Benno H. and Timothy Coombs. ‘Public Relations and Public Diplomacy: Conceptual Convergences’. Public Relations Review 18, no. 2 (Summer 1992): 137–47.

	Sik, Kwang Sheng. Interview by Author. Singapore. 1 August 2006.

	Silva, K. T. ‘Buddhism, Social Justice and Caste: Reflections on Buddhist Engagement with Caste in India and Sri Lanka’. Society and Culture in South Asia 3, no. 2 (2017): 220–32.

	Simon, Mafoot. ‘Making S’pore an Interfaith Hub’. Straits Times, 9 August 2006.

	Singh, Hernaikh. ‘Nalanda University in India: Reviving Ancient Glory’. In India on Our Minds, edited by Tommy Koh and Hernaikh Singh, 91–8. Singapore: World Scientific, 2020.

	Singh, Rani, and Tim Winter. ‘From Hinduism to Hindutva: Civilizational Internationalism and UNESCO’. International Affairs 99, no. 2 (2023): 515–30.

	Skilling, Peter. ‘For Merit and Nirvana: The Production of Art in the Bangkok Period’. Arts Asiatiques 62, (2007): 76–94.

	Snow, Nancy, and Philip M. Taylor, eds. Routledge Handbook of Public Diplomacy. New York: Routledge, 2008.

	Somchet, Chokkaew. Interview by Author. Surin. 5 August 2022.

	Soucy, Alexander. ‘Individual and Collective Karma in the Works of Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’. Journal of Vietnamese Studies 19, no. 1 (2024): 77–108.

	Soucy, Alexander. Zen Conquests: Buddhist Transformations in Contemporary Vietnam. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2022.

	‘Speech by George Yeo, Minister for Foreign Affairs, at the Official Opening of “On The Nalanda Trail: Buddhism In India, China and Southeast Asia” on 1 November 2007, At The Asian Civilisations Museum’. Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Singapore. Accessed 1 September 2023. https://www.mfa.gov.sg/Newsroom/Press-Statements-Transcripts-and-Photos/2007/11/Speech-By-George-Yeo-Minister-for-Foreign-Affairs-at-the-Official-Opening-of-On-The-Nalanda-Trail-Bu.

	Spence, Jonathan D. The Search for Modern China. New York: Norton, 1991.

	‘Sri Lanka Bombings: PM Wickremesinghe Says He was “out of the loop” ’. BBC, 26 April 2019. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-48070552.

	‘Sri Lanka – Events of 2023’. Human Rights Watch, 2024. https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2024/country-chapters/sri-lanka.

	‘Sri Lanka President Wickremesinghe Parliament Address – Full Text’. EconomyNext, 3 August 2022. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://economynext.com/sri-lanka-president-wickremesinghe-parliament-address-full-text-98156/.

	‘Sri Lankan Buddhist Monks Seek Dalai Lama’s Visit, Blessings to Overcome Economic Crisis’. ANI News, 31 December 2022. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.aninews.in/news/world/asia/sri-lankan-buddhist-monks-seek-dalai-lamas-visit-blessings-to-overcome-economic-crisis20221231175803/.

	Stobdan, P. ‘As China Pushes for a “Buddhist” Globalisation, India Isn’t Making the Most of its Legacy’. The Wire, 11 May 2017.

	Stolte, Carolien, and Harald Fischer-Tiné. ‘Imagining Asia in India: Nationalism and Internationalism (c. 1905–1940)’. Comparative Studies in Society and History 44, no. 1 (January 2012): 62–92.

	Sukma, Rizal. Indonesia and China: The Politics of a Troubled Relationship. New York: Routledge, 1999.

	Swenson, Sara A. ‘Introduction to the Special Issue: The Life and Legacies of Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh’. Journal of Vietnamese Studies 19, no. 1 (2024): 1–8.

	Tagore, Rabindranath. Talks in China. New Delhi: Rupa, [1925] 2002.

	Taixu dashi quanshu 太虛大師全書 [The complete works of the Venerable Master Taixu], 20 vols. Taipei, 1956.

	Tan, Yun-Shan. Sino-Indian Culture. Calcutta: Visva-Bharati, 1998.

	Tandon, Aakriti. ‘Transforming the Unbound Elephant to the Lovable Asian Hulk: Why Is Modi Leveraging India’s Soft Power?’ Round Table 105, no. 1 (2016): 57–65.

	Taylor, Jim. Forest Monks and the Nation-state: An Anthropological and Historical Study in Northeastern Thailand. Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1993.

	‘TCEWF Foreign Contribution Received (Donors’ List) 2023–24’. Dharamsala, India: Central Tibetan Administration: Department of Education: Tibetan Children’s Educational and Welfare Fund, December 2023. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://sherig.org/en/donor-list/.

	Tejapira, Kasian. ‘A Tick on the Dragon’s Back: How Siam Bonded Itself to China’s Political and Economic Supply Chains’. Situations 13, no. 1 (2020): 5–30.

	Teo, Hoong Chen, Alex Mark Lechner, Grant W. Walton, Faith Ka Shun Chan, Ali Cheshmehzangi, May Tan-Mullins, Hing Kai Chan, Troy Sternberg and Ahimsa Campos-Arceiz. ‘Environmental Impacts of Infrastructure Development under the Belt and Road Initiative’. Environments 6, no. 6, (2019): 72.

	Thabsakun, Orawan. Luang Phor Uttama: Phunam Thang Wattanatham Kab Kanplianplaeng Thang Sangkhom Lae Wattanatham Khong Mooban Mon Phlatthin Thii Sangkhla Buri [Luang Phor Uttama: Cultural hero and the socio-cultural changes in a Mon diaspora of Sangkhla Buri]. Witthayaniphon Parinya Maha Bandit Sakha Manusyawittaya. Krung Thep: Bandit Wittayalai Maha Wittayalai Silpakorn, 2003.

	‘Thai Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Visits Datong’. China Daily, 14 April 2014. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/m/shanxi/datong/2014-04/14/content_17433143.htm.

	‘The Future of World Religions: Population Growth Projections, 2010–2050’. Pew Research Center, 2 April 2015. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2015/04/02/buddhists/.

	Thompson, Evan. Why I Am Not a Buddhist. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020.

	Thussu, Daya. ‘The Soft Power of India’. Lumina 14, no. 1 (2020): 111–24.

	Thussu, Daya. Communicating India’s Soft Power: Buddha to Bollywood. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.

	‘Thich Nhat Hanh: About the Author’. Simon & Schuster. Accessed 12 October 2023. https://www.simonandschuster.com/authors/Thich-Nhat-Hanh/1451593.

	‘Thich Nhat Hanh Center for Mindfulness in Public Health Launched at Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health’. Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health, 24 April 2023. Accessed 1 March 2025. https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/press-releases/thich-nhat-hanh-center-for-mindfulness-in-public-health-launched-at-harvard-t-h-chan-school-of-public-health/.

	Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh. Đạo Phật Hiện Đai Hóa [Modernizing Buddhism]. Sài Gòn: Lá Bối Press, 1965.

	Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh. Fragrant Palm Leaves: Journals 1962–1966. Berkeley: Parallax Press, 2020.

	Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh. Lotus in a Sea of Fire. London: S. C. M. Press, 1967.

	Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh. ‘Mindfulness as a Foundation for Health’. Talks at Google. 23 September 2011. YouTube Video, 03:24:36. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ijnt-eXukwk.

	Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh. My Master’s Robe: Memories of a Novice Monk. Berkeley: Parallax Press, 2005.
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[image: A black-and-white photograph shows a large group of people, predominantly men, standing in several rows outside a building with a dark doorway. Many wear long traditional robes and some wear suits. A few children are visible in the front row. The group appears to be posed for a formal portrait.]Plate 1:Taixu (1890–1947) with Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964), Tan Yunshan (1898–1983), and others at the Mulagandhakuti Vihara, Sarnath, in 1940

[image: A white Japanese Peace Pagoda sits amidst green trees; beside it, a wooden door displays a sign requesting silence and respectful behavior, along with a framed photo and biography of Fujii Guruji, founder of the Nipponzan Myohoji Sangha and the Peace Pagoda.]Plate 2:The Darjeeling Peace Pagoda, built under the guidance of Nichidatsu Fujii (1885–1985), is one of the Peace Pagodas erected in India to promote world peace

[image: A photo shows three people, a bald man in a gray jacket and n orange shawl stands on the left. A man in a brown robe with dark patterned circles stands in the center, smiling. An older man in a dark suit and light-colored tie stands on the right, gesturing towards the man on the left. ]Plate 3:Hong Choon (1907–1990) met Zhao Puchu (1907–2000) and the Tenth Panchen Lama, Choekyi Gyaltsen (1938–89), during his visit to China in 1983

[image: A portrait shows a man seated behind an ornate, gold-inlaid table. He wears a tall, orange conical hat and richly decorated robes. The table holds various ceremonial objects, including vases and bowls. The backdrop is adorned with intricate patterns and draped fabrics.]Plate 4:The Nineteenth Kushok Bakula Rinpoche, Ngawang Lobzang Thupstan Chognor (1918–2003), served as India’s ambassador to Mongolia between 1990 and 2000

[image: A monk, Ajahn Tala Uttama, in a red robe, sits cross-legged on a mat, holding prayer beads. In front of him is a teapot and three cups on a tray.]Plate 5:Ajahn Tala Uttama (1910–2006) was a Buddhist diplomat, both literally and figuratively, for his role in Thai–Burmese relations and as a ‘bridge builder’ connecting the two neighbouring Theravāda communities

[image: A panel of four men sits at a table in front of a blue banner that reads “Lecture Series for Members of Parliament,” “Talk by Hon'ble Thich Nhat Hanh,” and “Leading with Courage and Compassion,” with the date “17 October 2008.”  Nameplates identify Hon. Thich Nhat Hanh, Somnath Chatterjee (Hon.ble Speaker Lok Sabha), and P.D.T. Achary (Secretary-General Lok Sabha).  Floral garlands decorate the front of the table.]Plate 6:Thích Nhâ´t Hạnh (1926–2022) and the speaker of the Lok Sabha, Shri Somnath Chatterjee, at the lecture series for members of Parliament on ‘Leading with Courage and Compassion’, in New Delhi on 17 October 2008

[image: A group of people gathers in a room. An elderly monk sits in a wheelchair, guided by a another monk. A man in a dark blue blazer stands beside them, smiling with hands clasped. Other monks and individuals are visible in the background, creating a composed atmosphere.]Plate 7:The Republic of China’s President Ma Ying-jeou (born 1950) visited Hsing Yun (1927–2023) at Fo Guang Shan in Kaohsiung on 31 January 2015

[image: An elderly man in a maroon and yellow robe embraces a man in a dark suit in a warmly lit room. They smile at each other, creating a sense of mutual respect and camaraderie. A partially open door and blurred figure are visible in the background.]Plate 8:US President Barack Obama (born 1961) greets the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso (born 1935), at the entrance of the Map Room of the White House on 15 June 2016

[image: An ornate room features two men seated on red and gold chairs. One wears a colorful traditional garment and listens attentively. The other, in a black suit and blue turban, gestures while speaking. A gold intricately carved table separates them.]Plate 9:King of Bhutan, Jigme Singye Wangchuck (born 1955), with the prime minister of India, Manmohan Singh (1932–2024), in Bhutan on 17 May 2008

[image: A photo shows a man and a woman standing before a temple. The man wears an orange robe, and the woman wears a beige dress with a camera around her neck. Behind them, monks in orange robes bow in two lines, facing each other. A temple and green hills are visible in the background.]Plate 10:Princess of Thailand, Maha Chakri Sirindhorn (born 1955), visited the Nenbutsushu Sampozan Muryojuji Temple during her official visit to Japan on 11 October 2010

[image: A monk in an orange and red robe stands conversing with two men in suits in front of a pagoda and traditional building. The area is paved with stone, and trees flank the structure. The sky is overcast, creating a serene atmosphere.]Plate 11:Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi (born 1950), and the president of the People’s Republic of China, Xi Jinping (born 1953), at the Big Wild Goose Pagoda in Xi’an, Shaanxi Province, China, on 14 May 2015

[image: Prime Minister of India Narendra Modi and the Prime Minister of Sri Lanka, Ranil Wickremesinghe, standing together, watching multicoloured lights. Another man in an orange robe is beside them. ]Plate 12:Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi, and the prime minister of Sri Lanka, Ranil Wickremesinghe (born 1949), watched a multicoloured lights and fireworks display after switching on the lights at the Seema Malaka Temple in Colombo, Sri Lanka, on 11 May 2017
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