
- 27 -

Beyond Globalization and Secularization:  Changing Religion and Philanthropy in Lukang, Taiwan

Robert P. Weller

Introduction

I began the research for this paper in order to understand and explain what I thought was a new phenomenon in Taiwan's religious world:  a clear increase in public charitable activity organized through religious institutions of all kinds over the last two decades.  This change correlated with a world-wide increase in such activity, and appeared to be the result of the globalization of a pattern that began in the West.  As I looked more closely, however, much of this initial formulation turned out to be misleading.

A 2006 interview I had with an official of the Presbyterian Church in Lukang was an early example of the general puzzle I faced.  The Presbyterians had been the most influential mission in Taiwan, and had pioneered an idea of broad-based charity for all in need from their beginnings in the mid-nineteenth century.  The key figure in many ways was George MacKay (1844-1901), who founded many of Taiwan's Presbyterian churches and whose medical work made him famous.  The Lukang church began a bit after MacKay's time, in 1897, and according to my informant had always emphasized the spread of health and education.  The church had indeed founded one of the first large kindergartens in Lukang back in the 1960s, a credit union in the 1980s, and much more recently a small fleet of pedicabs catering to tourists and seen mostly as a way of providing jobs for local unemployed men.  In the last few years they had also allowed the neighborhood community to run a Taijiquan class there and to operate a small medical clinic.

While at first glance all of this seems to fit neatly with the idea that religious contributions to the broader social welfare stem from the nineteenth century globalization of forms of Christianity that emphasize such activities, the timing was off.  None of the charitable activities predated the 1960s, and much of it began only from the late 1990s.  During the same time, I learned, even the older institutions—the kindergarten and the credit union—had opened much more to people beyond the small congregation of about two hundred families.  The kindergarten had begun mostly for the Christians, but they now made up only about 10 percent of the children.  The credit union's manager also reported that its membership had changed from about 90 percent Christian at the beginning to more like 50 percent by 2006.

Two issues about the timing challenge the simple globalization story.  First, if this were simply something that began in the nineteenth century and grew from there, why are none of these institutions more than forty years old and most considerably younger?  Second, if the globalizing idea is one of universalizing charity for the whole society, why were these groups apparently aimed only at the congregation in the beginning, and why did they suddenly seem to open up just before the turn of the new century?  Addressing these issues will take this essay through a wide range of religious traditions and political changes, and through three significantly different globalizing movements.

The timing of the changes in Lukang's Presbyterian church meshes with other kinds of evidence.  My first research on religion in Taiwan, for example, began in 1977, with an extended period of fieldwork in the northern Taiwanese township of Sanhsia.  At that time there was a small Presbyterian congregation, along with some small groups of Buddhists.
  None of them had any broad charitable activities, to my knowledge.  There were larger groups of various sectarian followers, like the Yiguan Dao.  Most of these groups were still illegal at that time, forcing them to keep a low profile so that they also had no visible outside activities of any kind.  The broader religious field, however, was absolutely dominated by local temple religion.  I visited every temple in the township that was large enough to have a staff—a total of 22—and most of the many smaller shrines as well.  No one at any of these temples ever described charitable activities to me, although more general contributions to the construction of social capital were obvious.  That is, temples helped symbolize communities as solidary units, and temple management positions were important ways of creating and exerting political influence.  The temple to Co Su Kong (祖師公), by far the most important in the area, had been the center for one of the two political factions that long dominated Sanhsia's history.  The formal activities of all these temples, however, were limited strictly to the religious sphere—paying temple staff, conducting rituals, raising money for temple reconstruction, and similar activities.  There is no reason to think that Sanhsia was significantly different from the rest of the island at that time.

Thirty years later, however, the situation seemed drastically changed.  Recent ethnographies describe temples that give free rice to the poor on festival days and donate fire trucks and street lights to local governments.
  By far the most striking change was the rise of enormous new Buddhist organizations, starting with Tzu Chi (Ciji 慈濟) and then soon adding other major groups like Buddha Light Mountain (Foguang Shan 佛光山) and Dharma Drum Mountain (Fagu Shan 法鼓山).  Each of these groups now claims millions of members all over the world, and each takes its charitable mission very seriously.  This is especially true of Tzu Chi, whose primary purpose is charitable—they run medical clinics in slums, have built several modern hospitals in Taiwan, founded a university, provide emergency aid all around the world, and much more.

What changed over those decades?  The timing implies that we do not after all have a simple globalization of Christian ideals that began in the nineteenth century.  I have found it most useful to separate three quite distinct strands of globalization that occurred at different times and in different ways.  The first is indeed the nineteenth century introduction of new modes of charity grafted alongside already existing Chinese mechanisms.  These ideas arrived first with Protestant missionaries and later with international organizations like the YMCA and Red Cross, which had themselves been shaped by Christian ideals.

As I will argue, however, the broader social effects of these new ideals remained minor, partly because of a second wave of globalization that stemmed from the early twentieth century.  The new force was the idea of the modern state as something essentially secular, that is, in which religion was relegated entirely to the spiritual sphere and kept separate from both the state and other kinds of social functions.  This explains the relative social disengagement of religions during much of the Japanese and KMT periods—roughly from the 1920s to the 1990s.  Chinese religions of every kind in the late imperial period had a long tradition of social engagement that extended well beyond temples and their rituals.  In some ways, the current increase in such activity is not new, but just reclaims a tradition that had been curtailed through the secularizing strategies of a state dedicated to a vision of modernity that spread through East Asia a century ago.

The third globalization involves the reworking of Chinese and Western ideas, originally through Buddhism, and then its global spread out from Taiwan.  Although the recent rise in religious work for the general good is in some ways more a revival than an innovation, there have been crucial changes since the late Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) in how that "good" is understood.  Most importantly, goals for many groups have moved from a localized and face-to-face sense of compassionate charity (cishan 慈善) to a universalized sense of public good (gongyi 公益).  This stems in part from a change in the understanding of the role of the state, from a Confucian conception of the state as ultimately responsible for the welfare of its people to the neoliberal image of the state as a guarantor of a smoothly functioning market with limited social responsibilities.  Thus, for example, emergency relief over long distances took place in the late Qing either through sojourning elites who would send help home through their particularistic ties, or more generally through the state.

It is only with the recent developments that we see religious organizations take on this role on a large scale for groups beyond their own immediate supporters and home communities.  The Buddhists who pioneered this new model quickly influenced the other religious traditions in Taiwan, as well as spreading internationally.  This explains the timing of the changed strategies of Lukang's Presbyterians, as well as others that I will discuss below.

The research for this project took place in Lukang, a town of about 20,000 people.  The total township population, including the surrounding villages, is about 50,000.  Lukang was one of the major trading ports of Taiwan's early history, whose economic power slipped away as the harbor silted up in the late nineteenth century and was further doomed when the railroad passed it by.
  Part of the legacy of this past glory is a highly developed world of popular religion, with elaborate and powerful temples from the neighborhood on up.  Like some other places that were partially left behind by the rapid physical changes of the twentieth century, Lukang has been able to preserve an architectural heritage that allowed it to develop into a major tourist destination in recent years.  This, along with the enormous drawing power of its most famous temples, has become the key to an economic revival.

Fieldwork took place primarily in 2006, and was based in large part on intensive interviewing of religious leaders from an inclusive array of the religious variants in the area.  These included the nearby Tzu Chi branch, two redemptive societies (Cihui Shan and Yiguan Dao), the Presbyterians, and a wide range of local temples, including the two very powerful temples that dominate either end of the town (Tianhou Gong 天后宮 and 龍山寺 Longshan Si) and several of the local neighborhood temples.  I also interviewed the Mayor and other relevant government officials at the Township and County level, and representatives of numerous secular non-governmental organizations that also provide aid.

1. Intertwined Religion and Society and the Arrival of a Protestant Vision

Religion and society were inseparable from the seventeenth-century beginnings of Chinese settlement in Lukang through the arrival of Protestant missionaries and into the early Japanese colonial period that began in 1895.  During this period the deity-based activity we now often call "popular religion" was not conceptually separated as a "teaching" (jiao 教, like Buddhism, Daoism, or Christianity), but was instead integrated into general community forms.

We can see evidence of this going back to stories about some of Lukang's earliest history.  The exact origins of the town as a Chinese place are unclear, but one of its major early events was its use as a point of initial attack and later base of operations for the invading Qing Dynasty forces that captured the island from the Ming loyalist Zheng Chenggong 鄭成功 (1624-1662).  According to local legend, Admiral Shi Lang 施琅 (1621-1696), the leader of the Qing invasion forces, had stopped to pick up a statue of the goddess Mazu 媽祖 at her main temple in Meizhou, Fujian.  On reaching Taiwan, he established a base at Lukang because of the port facilities.  In thanks for the support of local leaders, he left the Meizhou Mazu statue in the care of a local temple that allegedly dated back to the late Ming.  Partly on the fame of that statue, the temple has now evolved into Lukang's most famous and powerful institution—the Tianhou Gong (a reference to Mazu's imperial title).

The story shows the intertwining of religion, society, and politics that was typical of late imperial Chinese history.  We see this first in the need a military expedition felt for religious protection, and then in Shi Lang's attempt to superscribe an older and more local Taiwanese Mazu temple with his own image—a Mazu in the service of the Qing Dynasty, and clearly more efficacious than the local images, as the military victory showed.
  We see it again in the way the temple used the story of this image to achieve a great deal of secular power over the centuries that followed.  We can see the close ties between religion and government again later in the Qing, with the construction of paired official military and civil temples, led by a local holder of the jinshi 進士 degree in 1811.  A school opened in the civil temple in 1824.

Lukang's kinship networks also linked intimately to deities.  Chinese almost everywhere burn incense for their ancestors, and in some areas (including parts of Taiwan) they construct shared ancestral halls to house memorial tablets for an entire lineage, which may live together in a village.  Such halls often also owned land to provide income for annual rituals.  Just four surnames completely dominated settlement in Lukang town, and a total of ten made up the great majority in the township as a whole.  Rarely, however, did these groups organize as traditional lineages.
  Instead, the most common form of organization was as a "god association" (shenming hui 神明會).

God associations are an extremely common form of social organization in which groups organize around the worship of one or more deities, but also carry out any other kind of activity.  God associations in late imperial times were the most common vehicle for rotating credit associations, charitable groups, professional associations, and many other functions.
  In Lukang, shared surname groups organized by worshipping gods together, often either gods their ancestors had worshipped or community deities in the neighborhoods they had emigrated from.  Typically this happened in someone's home, rather than a temple or an ancestral hall.
  In Lukang's case this may well represent an adaption to urbanized migrant life, but it shows in any case just how closely religious themes organized all aspects of social life.

Merchant associations (locally called hangjiao 行郊) usually also adopted a similar structure.  These groups were organized around major commodities (oil, sugar, cloth, etc.) in some cases, and around major trading destinations in others (Quanzhou, Xiamen, etc.).  In addition to dealing with issues of trade and competition, they were important charitable actors:  they built bridges and roads, contributed to temple reconstruction, and donated food to the poor.
  These groups peaked in the nineteenth century, before Lukang's harbor silted up and trade died out.  All of them were founded around altars to deities and they always included Mazu among others (which varied from one group to the next).  Their leaders had the titles of Incense Pot Master (luzhu 爐主) and Head (toujia 頭家), the same as the leaders of temple rituals.
  The centrality of the gods became clear to me when I visited the one remaining active association, the Quanzhou Association (Quanjiao 泉郊).  While no longer a merchant guild, this group has maintained corporate wealth and a continuous membership, and they still have an active hall.  Immediately on entering, one sees the altar with its ancient images, and photographs of these gods grace the opening page of the brochure the group puts out.
  As a group, the eight most powerful associations rotated worship of the Emperor of Heaven.  Like lineages in Lukang, merchant associations cannot be extricated from their links to religion.

Whatever their primary purpose, all of these groups (and many more) shared a religious institutional structure, and all provided some forms of charity.  The Japanese colonial rulers gave us the first systematic surveys of local institutions.  Even in a small town like Lukang, they registered 66 god associations in 1923, including kinship groups, neighborhood groups, and business groups (coffin makers, Western-style tailors, and so on).  Religion and society were thus still closely intertwined into the first decades of the twentieth century.

What difference did the new Protestant presence make in the late nineteenth century?  While making converts was of course their primary goal, MacKay and other missionaries also founded schools and provided medical care.  While the schools emphasized a specifically Christian education (teaching geography, for instance, through Biblical place names), MacKay offered medical care to everyone.  He claimed to have pulled over 21,000 teeth over his years in Taiwan, and that the MacKay Hospital treated 3,156 new patients and 7,580 old patients in 1894.
  Other foreign groups with similar ameliorist ideas entered by the early Japanese colonial period, like the YMCA and Red Cross.  There is little evidence, however, that any of this had a broad impact on the structure of charity in Taiwanese society more generally.  Instead, we continue to see earlier patterns of charity run through intertwined religious/social organizations.  Late arrival was part of the reason for the limited impact.  This was especially true in Lukang, which was already fading in importance by the late nineteenth century, and where the first church dates only from 1897.  The scale was also very small across Taiwan.  MacKay pulled a lot of teeth, but less than 5 percent of the population ever converted.  Perhaps most important, though, was that the Japanese soon began to extricate religion from society and thus to limit its charitable work.  As the following section discusses, this second wave of globalization—of the idea of secularization—followed quickly on the first, Protestant wave and its effects penetrated far more deeply into Taiwanese life.

2. Disentangling Religion and Society

The term "secularization" is used in many ways in the social sciences.  I do not refer here to despiritualization or the loss of religiosity.  Instead I use the term to emphasize the relegation of religion to a separate sphere of its own, largely private and voluntary, and independent from both the state and the broader society.  This idea had developed in Europe and America, but with very different institutional results from place to place.  France crafted the most extreme separation of church and state and the most thoroughly privatized image of what religion should be.  The United States took a similar but slightly less drastic path.  Several northern European countries, however, either maintained an official state religion (e.g., Britain) or ultimately provided state financial support and supervision of a number of religions (e.g., Germany or Holland).

These ideas spread rapidly to many non-European countries by the early twentieth century, especially as they adopted constitutions that identified them as part of the world system of nation-states.  In China after the Republican revolution of 1911 (as in Turkey or Mexico), the radical French model dominated.  Religion was defined out of politics and its broader social functions were to be replaced by the state or non-religious social mechanisms.  Village temple worship was not recognized as "religion" at all; it was always discouraged and sometimes repressed as backward superstition.

The situation was more complex in Taiwan under the Japanese, although the end result was not so different.  For the first few decades, the colonial government largely left village temple worship alone.  As time went on, however, the Japanese increasingly brought Buddhism under the direct control of Japanese Buddhist sects and began to repress temple worship in the 1930s.  I have already mentioned the census of Lukang's god associations in 1923.  Immediately after that, the colonial government announced that the god association would no longer be recognized as a legal form of social organization.
  The disembedding of religion from social life had begun.

It is not a coincidence that the formal separation of religion from society that began under the Japanese was roughly simultaneous with the introduction of the modern Chinese word for "religion" (zongjiao 宗教), which itself came from Japan as part of a systematic translation of Western social science ideas.  Church and state can only be separated if the category of "religion" exists, if it can be imagined as something independent from the rest of society and politics.  Secularization, one might say, requires religionization.

This project of secularization continued throughout the Japanese period and actually grew more severe with the kōminka (皇民化 "creation of imperial subjects") policy of the late 1930s, when there was a general attempt to discourage popular religion in favor of state Shinto.  While religious pressure eased up a little after the KMT took over in 1945, the Nationalists were also dedicated modernists with little interest in religion and no sympathy for popular worship.  General policy toward religion thus changed only in minor ways during the first few decades of KMT rule after 1945.  The KMT immediately ended the Shinto experiment, of course.  They tried to re-sinify the Buddhist tradition based around monks who came over from the mainland, but remained unfriendly to temple worship, with a constant string of campaigns to stop wasting time and money on superstitious rituals.  Most religions were brought under corporatist control.  Local temples had to register with the government, but had no corporatist organization because they did not qualify as religion.  Only the Christians escaped this system, largely for political and diplomatic reasons.

These policies pushed religion away from the broader social and political sphere.  This was why I saw so little philanthropic activity from religious groups when I first arrived in Taiwan in the late 1970s—the very end of the dominant period for this second wave of globalization with its exile of religion from society and its antipathy to village temple ritual.  The most important exception to the pattern under the Japanese had been sectarian religious groups, vaguely Buddhist or syncretic in orientation, which offered important services like help for opium addiction.  By the Republican period, however, even this had faded to some extent as the new government made the most important of these groups illegal and pushed them increasingly underground.

Describing the period of his fieldwork in 1968, DeGlopper writes that:

In Lukang one does not find that plethora of overlapping formal associations that characterizes overseas Chinese urban communities.  There are no same-place associations, no guilds, no school associations, no benevolent associations, and no chamber of commerce.  Many things that in the past or among overseas Chinese were handled by formal associations are in Taiwan today the responsibility of the government.

There was apparently no religious philanthropic activity.  In great contrast to the period before the 1920s, religion had apparently been successfully extricated from broader social roles and the government has taken many of them over.  Unlike the Christian-led wave of globalization that began in the nineteenth century and caused little long-term transformation, the globalizing idea of a secular state dominated Lukang through most of the Japanese period and for the first several decades of KMT rule.

3. Re-embedding and Reworking Religious Philanthropy

In Lukang, we could see the tentative beginnings of a reemergence from roughly sixty or seventy years of enforced secularization with the Presbyterian Church's founding of their kindergarten and then the credit union.  In fact, however, a very few organizations managed to keep up a trickle of the older form of charity almost continuously.  The most important of these was the Quanzhou Merchants' Association.  This had been the most powerful of the merchant associations during the nineteenth century, and included the sorts of charity I have discussed above.  The gradual silting up of Lukang's harbor and consequent stagnation of the local economy badly undermined both the purpose and the economic base of these associations in the early twentieth century.  The Quanzhou Association, however, owned enough land that their rental income allowed the group to survive.  Their business function ended completely in 1937, when Japan's war with China ended trade with Quanzhou.  The next year they registered with the Japanese government as an association for the benefit of the neighborhood (shanlin hui 善鄰會) as a way of continuing some charitable activity.

In practice, they had become a corporate group of fourteen members benefitting from the communal income and using some of it for charity.  The current group consists of the descendants of those fourteen families.  The corporate property enabled them to function as a pure god worshipping society focused around the altar created by the original founders of the group.  They registered again with the new government in 1948, returning to their old name as the Quanzhou Merchants Association.  They first experimented with new forms of charity the next year, when they opened a small clinic with a nurse in the front of their old association hall.  As one of the current directors explained it to me, however, managing the clinic eventually became more than they could handle, and they gave it up after a couple of decades.  It had deteriorated to a drugstore in the 1960s.
  In 1976 they reincorporated under yet another new name, as the Quanzhou Merchants Association for Benevolent Love (Quanjiao ren’ai zhi jia泉郊仁愛之家); they dropped Benevolent Love in 1984 in favor of Compassionate Good Association (Cishan Hui 慈善會); as the legal framework evolved, they finally incorporated as a foundation in 1986.

In part, their activities reflected the value of real estate in Lukang—the recent tourist boom has greatly increased their rental income.  In part, it shows an experiment with a broader idea of charity in the 1950s, which they ultimately could not manage.  Their current activities do not look so very different from what they did in the nineteenth century, but with the business functions removed:  they help the poor and give emergency relief (in cooperation with the township government), and they contribute to important temple festivals.

God associations continue today mostly on a small and informal scale, either for historical reasons (like the Quanzhou Merchants Association) or for small and relatively informal groups like rotating credit associations.  Close links between social organization, religion, and charity, however, have once again bloomed.  In some cases, this involves a continuation of some of the community building functions that temples always had.  A beautiful and renowned temple indexes a successful community, for example, but temples also create ties that bridge community boundaries.  This is especially clear at the Tianhou temple, which is a major attraction for pilgrims from all over the island.  There is a constant stream of visiting deities and their followers, with each group paying its respects (often through performances by the visiting gods themselves through possessed followers) in the front courtyard before entering the temple.  On a more local scale, we can see it also in the cooperative arrangements between some temples, and in the visits deities pay to each other when they hold processions.

We also see links between religion and charity in the revival of direct philanthropic action by religious groups.  These typically include scholarships for the children of followers, emergency aid for people with a sudden financial need (often coordinated through the township government), running medical clinics, or providing public goods beyond the temple building and its religious activities.  In the case of the Tianhou Gong, for instance, they have donated fire-fighting equipment and garbage trucks to the township government.  They also built what people laughingly called the "five-star" toilet—a massive, clean, luxurious, and air-conditioned public bathroom just across from the temple.  In a place where public toilets are almost unheard of, and where tourist traffic is enormous, this was greatly appreciated.  Even much smaller temples, however, also have scholarship funds or give small cash gifts to the old or poor and the Chinese New Year.

Even though the god association has not been the primary form of formal incorporation since the 1920s, we can still see evidence of a strong link between religion and other forms of social organization, including philanthropy.  The primary form for such groups since democratization has been the non-governmental organization (NGO).  The Changhua County government (which includes Lukang) listed 68 "popular organizations" (renmin tuanti 人民團體, the legal term that covers NGOs but not larger foundations) with Lukang addresses in 2005.  These include surname associations and charitable groups as well as the usual business and hobby groups (e.g., the Glass Association, two Chinese chess clubs, four Kiwanis Clubs).  This seems like a large number for a township whose urban center has only 20,000 people, but in fact there are many additional smaller associations that have not registered at the county level.

These numbers do not include temples (which have a separate registration procedure), but do include several groups with close ties to temples.  The Zhongyi Charitable Society (Zhongyi Cishan Hui 忠義慈善會), for example, began as a social group affiliated with Lukang's Zhongyi temple, which houses the god Guan Gong.  They originally helped coordinate temple feasts for followers and occasionally gave emergency aid.  In 1987 they organized to provide more systematic aid, and registered with the county in 1989.  Most of the original members of the board of directors were also members of the temple committee, although there is no legal tie between the two groups.  They provided roughly NT$ 300,000 (about US $10,000) in emergency aid in 2004, held a blood drive, and gave the township government NT$ 50,000 to be used as gifts for the elderly during an annual festival.  This is a typical list for a group like this.

The historical ties to a temple are also not unusual.  The Zijidian Educational Foundation (Zijidian wenjiao jijinhui 紫極殿文教基金會) is another small NGO, in this case dedicated to providing scholarships for neighborhood high school and college students.  Its name refers to the Zijidian, an important temple for one Lukang neighborhood.  The group began when a donor to the temple was convinced to dedicate his donation to educational help.  The temple eventually asked the current director to help raise more funds, and they ultimately set up the new fund as an independent NGO.
  In other cases, temples themselves still run these activities directly.  The powerful Tianhou temple, for example, discussed the possibility of setting up a separate educational foundation, but decided not to, probably to avoid having to deal with the supervision that comes with official registration.

We can see another indirect role of religion by looking at the structure of leadership in Lukang.  Taiwanese sometimes characterize their business practices by saying that "it's better to be a chicken's beak than a cow's rear end."  This logic that people would prefer to be the boss of something tiny than a drone in something huge works just as well for the world of social organizations, at least in Lukang.  The Mayor at one point joked to me that whenever she forgets someone's name, she just calls them "Director" (huizhang 會長), because everyone important is the boss of some group.  I first ran into this directly during a serendipitous interview with a man who ran a handsomely reconstructed old elite house as a tourist site.  A descendant of one of the last jinshi degree holders in Lukang (whose house this was), Mr. Ding Zhenxiang turned out to have been a director of one of Lukang's Kiwanis Clubs, which had a typical range of charitable activities, like a blood drive and emergency relief for local families.  At the same time, Ding was an official in one of the neighborhood temples.  The temple tie was important, he explained, as a way of meeting his responsibilities toward his community.

This pattern recurred frequently.  A presbyter of the local church was a founding member of the earliest modern medical philanthropy group in Lukang, the Zhicheng Charitable Society (Zhicheng Cishan Hui 至诚慈善会).  None of the other founders was a Christian.  He also helped found one of the two Junior Chamber of Commerce branches in Lukang.  As another example, a former director of the Zhongyi Charitable Society had also been the director of the Zhicheng Charitable Society, chair of one of the three local Lions Clubs, an elected neighborhood head (lizhang 里長), and committee chair of both the Xinzu Gong and Nanjing Gong neighborhood temples.

This evidence (and more could easily be cited) suggests that while specific organizational forms have changed significantly since the Qing Dynasty, we see a great reintegration of religious leadership into broader forms of social and political leadership.  Local business and political leaders recognize and act on the principle that they need to appear across the range of community activities, creating enormous overlaps among temple committee membership, NGO leadership, business club membership, and sometimes local political office.  In the late Qing, we saw this primarily through god associations, merchant associations, and temple leadership by serving as "incense pot master" for a year.  All of these forms have been largely replaced during the twentieth century, with even temples taking on democratic and NGO characteristics with boards of directors elected by the community of "believers."  In spite of these modern, legally empowered forms, however, the general principle that religious and secular leaderships overlap has not changed.

In brief, religious activity has long intertwined with the broader processes of social capital formation, and the present situation is not so different from the case of Lukang in the nineteenth century.  The second broad wave of globalization—the one that promoted a secularizing separation of the religious sphere—began to fade in the last decades of the twentieth century.  The period just after democratization at the end of the 1980s brought an active reintegration of religion into the social world, including the world of charity that I have been discussing.  Once politicians had to appeal directly to voters, temples once again thrived as centers of social capital.  With the government relaxing its pressure on temples, and on the very idea of popular religion, local deities have reclaimed a central place in social networks and in providing public goods through philanthropy.

Nevertheless, this period was not simply a revival of the nineteenth-century patterns.  One crucial innovation was a new way of thinking about charity itself.  Although I will mention a few exceptions, the older model of compassionate charity (cishan 慈善) was generally particularistic and ad hoc.  That is, help tended to go only to people within the network of the god worshipping association (including merchant associations), kinship association (again often structured as god worshipping groups in Lukang), or neighborhood.  It was usually not generalized to all the needy of the world, or even of the broader community.  Furthermore, it tended to be one-time aid when needed (a scholarship or an emergency food donation) rather than an ongoing commitment to changing lives.

This style of philanthropy apparently dominated in the nineteenth century, and continues to be important for many groups today.  The Shi surname association, for example, only helps its own members with scholarships or emergency aid.  This is also true for some of the local temples.  When temples offer aid more broadly, they tend (rather like late imperial elites) to work through the government.  Many temples thus give cash gifts to the poor at the Chinese New Year or to the elderly at the Chongyang festival in the ninth lunar month, but they often funnel the money through the township government.  The reverse is also true—local neighborhood heads and the township government will approach temples with specific cases of families needing emergency relief.

A new model of philanthropy, however, has become increasingly important over the last several decades, based on general aid to everyone combined with long-term monitoring of progress.  There were precursors of this in late imperial times, most clearly justified through the Buddhist ideal of the bodhisattva who helps all living beings achieve enlightenment before entering nirvana, and perhaps more directly through popular morality books beginning in the late Ming.
  This ideal transcends particularistic ties in favor of a general view of public benefit.  In Lukang, the most famous extant example of this tradition is probably the "half-well."  This is the well of a wealthy family's house dating back to the late Qing.  The wall surrounding the house cuts directly across the well's diameter.  The family thus had access to one half of the well, while the other half was open to the street outside, allowing anyone who needed water to use it.

Such contributions to the anonymous masses tended to be the exception, however.  The dominant pattern was to organize aid for known people—neighbors, kinsmen, business partners, and the like.  When early Presbyterians of the nineteenth century used medical missionary techniques, they began a pattern of more generalized charity.  Yet this was also clearly interested behavior on their part.  More importantly, it left little visible long-term impact on broader patterns of charity in Taiwan.  Even the excellent MacKay hospital, founded as part of the early Presbyterian mission, is not today a charitable institution.  As the story at the beginning of this essay implies, Presbyterian charity by the middle of the twentieth century resembled Chinese particularistic patterns more than any universalizing vision.

The lasting introduction of the new model of charity came not directly from the Christians or from the remnants of the old social/charitable organizations, but from newly burgeoning Buddhist groups in Taiwan, especially Tzu Chi.  This group was founded in 1966 specifically to rework Buddhism toward this-worldly goals by bringing help to those who need it most.
  It remained small and local for many years, but burst into island-wide prominence especially in the 1980s, when the government approved the group's plans to construct a state-of-the-art hospital and they were able to raise funds (and recruit members) on a massive scale.  It now claims millions of members and is active all over the world.  The group has maintained its medical emphasis and added strength in poverty relief, education, and emergency aid.

Followers will take on activities like volunteering in hospitals or nursing homes, organizing recycling, or identifying needy families and delivering aid.  As their local organizers pointed out in interviews, they differ from the earlier model not just in their huge scale, but in their commitment to following through on aid and making sure there is a long-term benefit.
  Members of other charitable groups and the township government also pointed to this as a particular strength of Tzu Chi and as a great difference from the way aid used to be handled.

The idea is to help everyone in need—not just members or people tied to them through locality, kinship, or profession.  When they stage a free medical clinic in a poor area of Los Angeles or Kuala Lumpur, anyone is welcome to come.  When they provide disaster relief, they will go anywhere in the world.  There are, of course, many precursors for this attitude.  They include earlier Chinese associations with a strong Buddhist influence, the medical missionaries of the nineteenth century, global models like the Red Cross, and even the international business clubs with a charitable side (like Kiwanis or Rotary).  In Taiwan, however, none of these had a truly lasting impact on the conduct of charity until Tzu Chi became so important in the 1980s.

Other Buddhist groups followed Tzu Chi into the realm of generalized charity and education.  To some extent so have other kinds of religions, including sectarians like the Yiguan Dao, or local temples that deliver more general aid now by cooperating with local government.  This is the key to explaining the timing of charitable activity in the Presbyterian church as well.  In interviews with me, few religious or philanthropic organizations ascribed their commitment to a broader vision of charity to the influence of Tzu Chi.  Nevertheless, the timing clearly shows the enormous power of Tzu Chi to affect the others.

Other groups had brought in a "public good" image of charity much earlier, as I have mentioned.  Yet none really took off before the 1980s.  The Presbyterian Church had retreated into its own congregation during the twentieth century, and even the local attempt by the remnant of the Quanzhou Merchant's Association to open a clinic in Lukang faded out after a few years.  After Tzu Chi, however, we see a greatly expanded religious interest in philanthropy.  The local Catholics opened a school for severely mentally handicapped children in 1988, and the Presbyterians began to open to the wider community around the same time.  Philanthropic activity by local temples grew large in the 1990s.  The leader of a nearby Yiguan Dao branch explained to me that Tzu Chi gained so much positive publicity after delivering aid to victims of the terrible Taiwan earthquake of June 21, 1999, that Yiguan Dao had been forced to publish a book trumpeting their own relief effort.

This newer idea of a "public good" model of charity has by no means replaced the earlier models, as I have tried to show.  What we might call the Tzu Chi model (at least in the Taiwanese context) has been broadly influential, but has not taken over the entire field.  Instead it has been grafted onto the existing pattern of localized giving through communal ties.  It has, in turn, expanded out from Taiwan as Tzu Chi and other groups spread around the world.

The new investment of religious groups in philanthropy just at this moment was driven in part by the government's eagerness to have social groups take over aspects of welfare, as happened in much of the world beginning in the 1980s.  We see this in the greatly increased legal space for NGOs, as well as increased religious charity.  Taiwan's democratization was the other driving force, where politicians for the first time needed to mobilize religious social networks to generate local support.  One important result has been the greatly increased role of religious groups like churches and temples, or of NGOs with religious ties, in providing for the welfare of needy citizens.

These changes do not necessarily lead to the "public good" model of philanthropy.  Why did that particular idea become so important at about the same time?  I have already mentioned democratization as one of the causes for a renewal of the ties between religion and philanthropy, but it is also related to a broader image of the "public" as the broad social space beyond the state.  The authoritarian regimes that had preceded this period allowed the maintenance of many localist ties, but the public itself could exist only in service of the state.  Democracy brought a reconception of this relationship, however, with a social world conceived independently from the state.  This revised understanding may have encouraged charitable activity aimed at this new "public."

Changes in state policy also encouraged the new vision of charity.  Tzu Chi's hospital construction, which was critical to their initial expansion, received Chiang Ching-kuo's blessing in part because there was an increasing feeling that society should take more responsibility for its own welfare needs, leaving government to concentrate on defense and the economy.  My own first visit to their headquarters, not long after democratization, had been arranged by the Foreign Ministry:  it was by then something the government was eager to show off to foreigners.  The change also indicates some willingness to allow surveillance functions—keeping track of needy families over the long term—to move into the social sector.

Gender may also be an important factor here.  Tzu Chi's appeal has been to women above all, and they frequently talk about how they have taken the love and care that mothers offer their families and brought it to the world as a whole.
  Nurturance for them becomes a general and abstract good, independent from the specific nurturance offered to one's children or help to one's neighbors.  Men dominated all the earlier models of philanthropy that I have mentioned.  Tzu Chi offers the first time we see women taking on this enormous public role, even though it is couched in the conservative terms of nurturance and family values.

Conclusion

These events imply that we need some reconsideration of the ways that globalization can work.  There is no doubt that nineteenth-century religious philanthropy and its offshoots like the Red Cross spread around the world, including Taiwan.  The international business clubs brought similar ideas in the middle of the twentieth century.  None of this seems to have had a broad effect in Taiwan, however, probably because of the secularist and modernist ideologies of both the colonial and then authoritarian states.  Both greatly restricted the room they offered for religion and for independent social organizations.  In contrast to the limited penetration of the (initially) Protestant globalization of a particular idea of charity, the secularization trend that began early in the twentieth century had an enormous effect.  It achieved particular power in China and Taiwan, because of the broad embrace of the entire project of global modernity.

The Reagan/Thatcher years inaugurated a world-wide move away from government management of social welfare functions toward more direct social control.  This is especially clear in the movement for "faith-based" social services in the United States, but can be seen just as strongly in the rise of social-oriented NGOs in most of the world since the 1980s.  What we see in Taiwan is certainly part of this global trend, but global influences cannot be the entire explanation.  The local political transformation of that decade was obviously crucial.  Maybe even more important, however, was the way that Tzu Chi reworked and indigenized the global message into a Buddhist form that resonated powerfully with people in Taiwan.  From there, it affected all kinds of religious-philanthropic work in Taiwan.  This reworked image of the public good eventually moved back out of Taiwan, spreading around the world with Tzu Chi and other Taiwanese Buddhist groups—a third wave of globalization, but reversing the flow of the previous two.
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� By "Buddhists" I mean people who have taken formal vows, rather than the very large number of people in Taiwan who will simply refer to themselves loosely as Buddhists, for lack of a better term to refer to the large array of spirits they honor.


� See, for example, Moskowitz (2001), p. 108.


� The major source on Lukang in English is DeGlopper (1995).  Important sources in Chinese include the Lukang Gazetteer [Lugang zhenzhi 鹿港鎮志], published by the Township government in 2000, and Ye (1997).


� I gratefully acknowledge the help of the Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation, which funded this research.  I spent the summer of 2006 in Lukang, and was assisted by Chen Guangping and Erin Hsieh, who remained longer in the field.


� Xu Xueji (2000), p. 115.


� The superscription idea comes from Duara (1988).


� Shan Wenjing (2000), p. 6.


� The only active such hall in Lukang town currently is a Shi surname association with a global base.  It was founded only in 1991.


� Sangren (1984).


� Zhuang Yingzhang (2000), pp. 75-6.


� Huang Xiuzheng (2000), p. 163.


� DeGlopper (1995), p. 163.


� Quanjiao Jianjie (1995).


� MacKay (1895), p. 316.


� See Goossaert (2006); Nedostup (2009).


� Xu Xueji (2000), pp. 211-42.


� A later attempt to spread Shinto throughout the island never made much progress due to the war.


� DeGlopper (1995), p. 65.


� DeGlopper (1995), p. 165.


� This is based primarily on an interview with Mr. Xu Shengxiong, who was the Director when I saw him in 2005.


� Interview with the current director in 2005, Mr. Huang Zhinong.


� Large cities on the mainland did have some groups with broader philanthropic goals in the nineteenth century, but this does not seem to have been the pattern in small towns like Lukang.  See Katz (2006).


� Handlin Smith (1987); Shue (2006).


� On the development of Tzu Chi, see, for instance Huang (2009). I use Wade-Giles romanization for the group's name here because that is what they use in their English language media; in previous publications I have sometimes used the pinyin romanization (Ciji) instead.


� There is no Lukang branch of Tzu Chi, but the huge Changhua County branch is just outside the township's borders, and they have many activities in Lukang.  At the Changhua branch, I spent most time speaking to Mr. Wu Hui, head of the Activities Section (and from Lukang).


� Huang; Weller (1998), pp. 379-96.





