Dissertation Report


The current working title for my BA dissertation is ‘Contemporary Buddhism in Post-Cultural Revolution China’. Buddhism has a long and rich history in China, one marked by distinct periods both of great reverence and of persecution. The last century saw one of the most turbulent and unstable periods of Chinese politics, marking the end of millennia of dynastic rule, and more relevantly, demonstrated a social trend towards modernisation in a way that meant the stigmatisation and eventual persecution of cultural hallmarks of the former imperial China. As one of the three major schools of thought in China, Buddhism suffered under persecution during this uncertain and often violent time, and perhaps never so greatly as during the Cultural Revolution, from 1966 to 1976 when the death of Chairman Mao led to the start of the process to dismantle related policies. The topic of my dissertation is partly an examination of the persecution of Buddhism in this period, but more so an inquiry into the sociopolitical consequences on Buddhism and practicing Buddhists in China today more than forty years later. This will of course be reflecting on a general analysis of the state of Chinese Buddhism but will frequently return in particular to referencing Mount Wutai, a sacred Buddhist site, world heritage site, and home to many Buddhist temples.

The main concern of my research and analysis is the question; what are the consequences of such severe persecution as this? Considering Buddhism as both an institution and a community on national and local levels, I think it would be difficult to accept that a decade of explicit persecution of varying intensity would not cause some form of long-term consequences, be they personal, social, financial or political. The reason this question is relevant and important is twofold; firstly, I believe it is valid to seek the reflections and thoughts of modern day Buddhists on the violence enacted against them and their beliefs during this conflict centred decade, as even forty years later I do not think it unlikely that many Chinese Buddhists and their families will still have strong feelings on the matter, and secondly, because as a near-contemporary example of a distinct period of state-supported and widespread persecution of religious beliefs and tradition, it stands as an informative insight into the long-term consequences of oppression in the modern era. The end of the Cultural Revolution and the death of Chairman Mao could be considered to be the beginning of a series of changes in China that would lead to further modernisation and adaptation to a more modern global culture, and alongside these changes traditional schools of thought like Buddhism and Confucianism, even having to recover from social exclusion and a loss of cultural heritage, have seen a renewed growth of interest. This raises some further questions I would like to consider; did the Cultural Revolution, simply as one of the more distinct and intense periods of persecution for Chinese religious adherents, mark an exodus towards atheism as could be interpreted to be the intention of the Communist state, or did the hardship only ortify familial and community links between practitioners and in accordance with other anecdotal evidence lead to a greater reliance on religious beliefs for emotional support during such trying times? This is an important question when we consider the way in which minority groups are to this day suffering under government or social oppression, and as such reflects on the issues China has faced historically and may yet face still. Another reason this research and analysis is important is to consider what the future of Chinese Buddhism may look like. As China continues to grow and develop into one of the world’s leading nations in business, culture, and politics, the global community’s eye will increasingly be focused on China’s social issues, the livelihood of its citizens, and its approach to personal freedoms religious and otherwise in what remains a communist state, traditionally opposed to religious practice. The history and future of China’s Buddhist community are becoming a part of world culture the more China engages on the world stage, and thus my research is important to understand this key part of its history, and to offer some insight into what developments the future may hold. 


The main source of data in my dissertation will be the historical, journalistic, and speculative articles and texts listed in my attached bibliography. This will provide the foundation for an understanding and analysis of the persecution Buddhism faced during the Cultural Revolution, the ways in which it impacted Chinese Buddhists, and the impact still being felt today as a consequence of the violence. Another facet to my research will be a brief examination of the unique struggles and persecution faced by Tibet, and Tibetan Buddhism as an individual branch of the nation’s Buddhist community. Secondarily, I would like to include as many first hand Buddhist perspectives on the Cultural Revolution as is apt, and will research as much biographical – and ideally autobiographical – material as I can. This will provide a key and perhaps underrepresented perspective on the persecution of the era, allowing an insight into the personal ramifications of living through oppression, from individuals who grew up at a time when their faith was outlawed or from the families of those who experienced first hand the difficulties of being a practicing Buddhist when they faced such a significant stigma and threat. The internet has in recent years become a powerful tool for research and communication; not only will this allow me to research further and more concisely than would have been possible otherwise, it may also permit greater insight as a platform for contemporary Chinese Buddhists, expatriate and otherwise, to voice their thoughts on the topic, though what with some degree of internet censorship still in effect in China, it may be harder to find Buddhist perspectives outside of more traditional methods. 

I anticipate within my results a reflection and inevitable focus on the tenets of Buddhist faith and philosophy. In particular reference to the Cultural Revolution my initial expectation is to see a trend towards commemorating the suffering of those who continued to practice their faith at such a difficult time without great enmity or residual hostility, even from those who may have family members and friends who were explicitly affected by the persecution. An understanding of the suffering faced by Chinese Buddhists during the 60s and 70s is not necessarily a companion to continued hostility towards the Chinese government, as from my impression of the Buddhist faith I do not see a tendency towards bearing ill will, although a degree of anger at the potential contemporary and continued legal oppression of their religious freedom could present itself in modern writings. As is the case with a lot of contemporary Chinese Confucian representatives, I expect to see encouragement towards greater and more widespread education on the Buddhist faith from largely Buddhist communities and significant religious figures, and an effort to put pressure on local and national governmental authorities to both allow and support this humanities-focused aspect of the next generation’s education. Alongside this I believe a resurgence of respect and enthusiasm for many of the traditional aspects of Chinese culture stigmatized and actively destroyed during the Cultural Revolution isn’t entirely implausible, such as the large volume of Buddhist poetry produced by some of China’s most classically celebrated poets, and the intricate rites and traditions belonging to the rich history of Chinese faiths. 
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