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Taixu and the Question of Labour

1 Introduction

Much scholarly attention has been devoted to the way the traditional Chinese Confucian intellectual
world tried to formulate an answer to the challenges posed by Europeanmodernity at the turn of the 20th

century. Less attention has, however, been devoted to theway also the Chinese Buddhist community was
influenced by European modernity, and even less attention has gone to the way ideas of socialism,
communism, and anarchism have impacted Buddhist thinkers. It is to the latter that this article is
devoted. I will, more precisely, discuss the background and importance of such sayings of the famous
Buddhist monk and reformer Taixu’ s (1889 – 1947) as that Buddhist disciples should “ ‘ under a
voluntarily communism’ pursue the cause that agricultural work, mining, labour, medicine, education,
and arts are for the cause of becoming a Buddha” , published in the 1921 issue of Haichao Yin (Sound of
the Sea Tide), as well as discuss Taixu’ s later critique on socialism, as voiced in his Yi Fofa piping shehui
zhuyi (CriticizingSocialismwith Buddhism), published in 1925.

2 Historical background

Born in the village of Chang’ an in Haining county of northern Zhejiang Province, Lü Peilin (1889–
1947) would become known as Taixu, one of the most important reformers of Chinese Buddhism in the
Republican period. The young Lü Peilin became familiar with the fundaments of Chan, Tiantai, Huayan
and Faxiang Buddhist thinking and practice through his maternal grandmother who took care of him
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after the young boy’ s father had died and his mother had remarried.1 It is at the age of fourteen that Lü
Peilin decided to renounce lay life and that he took on themonastic nameof Taixu. Important for his later
thinking is that in the 34th year of theGuangxu Emperor (1908–1909)–Taixuwas then twenty years old –
he came into contact with the reformist monk Wenzhou Huashan, also known as Yunquan who came to
the Western Temple (Xifang si) where Taixu was residing.2According to Yinshun (1906 – 2005), one of
Taixu’ s disciples, “Huashanwas the first person to startmodernizing theBuddhist saṃgha” .3 In a context
of a Buddhism that was focusedon the veneration of buddhas andbodhisattvas andon theperformance
of funerary rites for lay people, the latter being a principal source of income for some clerics and their
monasteries,4 and amidst ideas of modernity and secularization that entered China and in which also
Christianity was gaining field among many intellectuals, Huashan told Taixu about the necessity for the
Buddhist monastic order to modernize and to promote reforms in education, much in line with those
intellectuals whowereengaged in political and social changeswithin the secular Chineseworld.5 Judging
from Taixu’ s autobiography, however, Taixu was at first uncertain about the feasibility of such a reform.
Hewrote:

“When I first heard his (i.e. Venerable Huashan’ s) words, I did not approve of them […] I also
was of the opinion that what he said could never be in line with the [level of the] scientific thinking
of China.” 6

Judging from his creation of ‘ Buddhist Academies’ (Foxue yuan) that would have to offer a
curriculum that emphasized on the study of the highly logical texts of Yogācāra and Madhyamaka
Buddhism, texts that were especially appreciated by European academics at that time but that had been
neglected in China for some centuries, however, it appears that Taixu must have gradually become
convinced of the necessity to create a rational and superstition-free Buddhism.7 He in this respect
formulated thechallengewithwhich hesawBuddhismconfronted, in the followingwords:

“At present, the Buddhist doctrine is able to establish itself in the world; the only question is
whether theBuddhist community is able tomaintain itself in theworld” .8

1 See Taixu (2005j), where he states that "I started to be conscious of things when I was five years old. […] My earliest
memory and imagearea lamp in colouredglass in front of a niche for Guanyin (Avalokiteśvara)" .

2 SeeTaixu (2005k).

3 Yinshun (1973, p.33).

4 SeeBirnbaum (2003, p.129); Pittman (2001, p.175).

5 SeePittman (2001, p.67).

6 Taixu (2005k).

7 This refocusing on the logical tradition of Buddhism – away from the prevailing ritual form of Buddhism – may also be
partly explained by the fact that Taixu studied works on Western logic while in solitary retreat from 1914 to 1917. See
Ritzinger (2001, p.5). On the 'modern' and 'scientific' aspect of Yogācāra: see Li (2003, pp.22-24 and p.48). According to Pacey
(2014, p. 149), Taixu was of the opinion that it was especially Yogācāra Buddhism that had the potential to enhance the
modernist endeavor of his contemporaries.

8 See Taixu (2005c). Also Zhang Taiyan (1868–1936) and Su Mansu (1884–1918) had pointed out that it were the Buddhists
themselves who were the cause of corruption in the Buddhist world. This, so they claimed, was because the monks had
become lax in following the prescripts and were enjoying a cozy and banal life instead of practicing meditation. Monastics,
so they further claimed, were not interested in the cause of the Dharma when performing ceremonies for the dead, but in
money. This interest also had led to internal strife about property. It would, therefore, only be appropriate for thegovernment
to confiscate their property and use this revenue for educational purposes. See Deng (1994, p.146). Also see Bingenheimer
(2004, pp.77-78 andpp.120-125).
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For Taixu, the study curriculum of the ‘ Buddhist Academies’ further had to be complemented with
charitable action–very similar to thework Christianmissionariesweredoing in China.9 ‘ Newmonks’ (xin
seng) whowere impregnatedwith thesenewvalues had to turn thehere-and-now into a ‘ pure land’ .

Oneof the first such ‘ newmonks’ was Zhang Zongdai, a native of Sichuan Provincewho had studied
law, literature, philosophy, and Buddhism in the Pingmin University of Beijing, and had, in 1921, gone to
Russia to investigate socialism. Back in China, Zhang Zongdai was installed in the ‘ Wuchang Buddhist
Academy’ (Wuchang Foxueyuan), the first ‘ Buddhist Academy’ , established in 1922. Zhang Zongdai
actively participated in the patriotic student movement and, in Wuchang, founded the journal Xin Fohua
xunkan (New Buddhistic Weekly). Soon after its establishment, the journal changed names to Fohua xin
qingnian (Buddhistic New Youth), a name that is reminiscent of the famous Xin Qingnian (New Youth)
that had been founded by Chen Duxiu in September 1915 in Shanghai. In the journal Xin seng (New
Monks), the ‘ Wuchang Buddhist Academy’ criticized the conservatives within theBuddhist community.10

In this sense, the position of the journal Xin seng parallels the endeavor of the revolutionaries to create a
‘ xinmin’ (newpeople).11

Taixu’ s acquaintance with Venerable Qiyun, a monk who had joined the ‘ Revolutionary League’
(Tongmeng hui) in Japan and with whom hemet in Anhui Province, further made him familiar with the
ideas of Sun Zhongshan (1866–1925). Taixu was particularly intrigued by the political programmeof Sun
Zhongshan that is known as the ‘ Three Principles of the People’ (San min zhuyi).12 This contact with the
ideas of Sun Zhongshan can be regarded as Taixu’ s introduction to political partisans (dangren).13 To this
has to be added that the revolutionary atmosphere that preceded the declaration of the Republic of
China in 1912 not only brought Taixu in contact with the ideas of Sun Zhongshan, but alsowith the ideas
of important socialists, anarchists, and revolutionaries. With them, he engaged in reading and studying
theworks of Karl Marx (1818–1883) as well as with theworks of revolutionary authors such as Leo Tolstoi
(1828–1910), Peter Kropotkin (1842–1921), Mihail Bakunin (1814–1876), Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–
1865), andKōtoku Shūsui (1871–1911).14

3 Taixu on socialism, anarchism, and buddhism

It might be rewarding to interpret the development in Taixu’ s thinking from his first encounter with
the monk Wenzhou Huashan in the 34th year of the Guangxu Emperor to the establishment of the
‘ Wuchang Buddhist Academy’ in 1922 against the background of two historical events that showed the
negative side of capitalist modernity. The first of these was the replacement of Sun Zhongshan by Yuan
Shikai (1859–1916) as President of the Republic of China in 1912 that stood in stark contrast with the
successful experience of the 1917 Russian revolution. With respect to the latter, communist ideas spread
among the Chinese youth in general, and communism was increasingly advocated as an alternative for
the erstwhile Confucian society.15 The second historical event that shaped Taixu’ s vision on politics was
the decision of the ‘ Versailles Treaty’ that the German possessions in China were not to be returned to

9 SeeBirnbaum (2003, p.130).

10 See Jiang (1992, p.17).

11 Pittman (2001, p.62).

12 See Pitman (2001, p.69). The 'Three People's Principles' are (1) Minzu nationalism: removing the Qing; (2) Minquan power
of the people: introducing a Western style democracy in three phases: military dictatorship; guided democracy; full
democracywith a 'trias politica'; (3)Minshengwellbeingof thepeople: Sun Zhongshan's social-economic programme.

13 SeeYinshun (1973, p.35).

14 Taixu (2005k).

15 See Jiang (1992, p.6).
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China, but to be transferred to Japan.16 This decision abruptly shattered the hopes that had been raised
through President Thomas Woodrow Wilson’ s (1856 – 1924) speech to the American Congress of 8
January 1918 in which he mentioned his famous ‘ fourteen points’ , a series of propositions that had to
make an end to World War I and that had to be brought to the table of the peace talks in Versailles.
Among these fourteen points were the call for the establishment of a ‘ League of Nations’ in which both
small and big states would be politically independent and territorially uncontested (point 14), and the
call for decolonization, taking into account the sovereignty of the concerned people (point 5).17 In China,
the journal Xin Qingnian had welcomed these fourteen points as a sign of the advance of Western
democracy and science, and as a sign that theAllied victory inWorldWar I would indeedmake an end to
the imperialist encroachments onChinese territory.

The indigestible outcome of the ‘ Versailles Treaty’ helps to explain why Taixu advocated to combine
Buddhism with socialism. In the journal Haichao Yin (Sound of the Sea Tide), a monthly publication
establishedbyTaixuafter theMayFourthMovement (wu si yundong) of 1919andaimedat theexploration
of models for the organization and education of ‘ newmonks’ (xin seng), Taixu published the text “Seng
zizhi shuo” (Explanation of Self-governance of Monks) in 1921, a year prior to the establishment of the
‘ WuchangBuddhistAcademy’ . In this text, it is statedthatBuddhistdiscipleshaveto:

“ ‘ under a voluntarily communism’ pursue the cause that agricultural work, mining, labor,
medicine, education, and arts are for the cause of becoming a Buddha, and that ‘ under a peaceful
nationalism’ policemen, lawyers, officials, servants andmerchants areadded” .18

This statement, according to Yinshun, was indebted to the earlier mentioned monk Wenzhou
Huashan.19 Yinshun links this viewpoint up to the first year of the Republic, when Taixu was close to the
‘ New Socialist Party’ (Xin shehui dang) and functioned as editor-in-chief of the journal Liangxin Yuekan
(ConscienceMonthly), a journal advocating ‘ anarchistic communism’ .20 In 1912, Taixu is, moreprecisely,
reported tohave stated that:

“ The political perspectives of anarchism and Buddhism are very close; it can be progressively
advanced fromdemocratic socialism” .21

It is in this respectmost notable that when Taixu organized a first ‘ East Asian Buddhist Conference’ in
Tokyo in 1925, Venerable Shanhui (1881–1945), a monk who was born in Taiwan but who had been
ordained on themainland and who had established a temple near Keelong upon his return to Taiwan,22

delivered a talk in which he claimed that the Buddhist monastic system corresponded to theMarxist idea
of a classless society, but did not have to resort to violence. Buddhism, so he claimed, could therefore help
bringaboutworldpeaceandegalitarianism.23

To understandwhy, for Taixu, democratic socialismwas a step towards anarchism–the latter arguably

16 Furth (2002, pp.92-93).

17 Wilson (1918). https://kr. usembassy. gov/education-culture/infopedia-usa/living-documents-american-history-
democracy/woodrow-wilson-fourteen-points-speech-1918/

18 Jiang (1992, pp.6-7).

19 Yinshun (1973, pp;122-123).

20 Yinshun (1973, p.63).

21 SeeYinshun (1973, p.64).

22 SeeWelch (1968, pp.160-173).

23 SeeSengcan (1981, p.2).
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being a political goal with at least some resemblances with the Buddhist world view–it is useful to have a
look at his Yi Fofa piping shehui zhuyi (Criticizing Socialism with Buddhism), a text he wrote in 1925.
Outlining thedifferencebetweengovernanceandanarchy, he states:

“When there is governance, then one keeps relying on the fact that it is to the nation-state to set
up a government in order to either go into collective production (jichan), or communism
(gongchan). Russia, for example, uses the government to execute communism. When there is no
governance, no government is established, and each person does to his capability and receives
according to what he needs. Because a government is the talisman of the capitalists, it is therefore
so that advocating to topple the government also extends to the nation-state, the family, and
religion, that arealso fully to be toppled.” .24

In the following passage of Yi Fofa piping shehui zhuyi, Taixu explains the difference between
‘ jichan ’ , collectiveproduction, and ‘ gongchan ’ , communism, inmoredetail, as follows:

“Collectivism is when the remuneration for benefits that is based on the amount of work done
and on the ability, can be attributed to private use, and remains limited to the use of the individual.
When an individual has died, it is then returned to the collective. In communism, it is not only so
that all institutions of production are common property, but regardless of the amount of work, the
use is ‘ each according towhat oneneeds’ . Noprivateaccumulation is allowed” .25

Three important elements can be deduced from the above two quotations. The first regards Taixu’ s
statement that “ advocating to topple the government,” as the socialist revolutionaries in Russia had
done, “ also extends to the nation-state, the family, and religion” . For Taixu, the socialist revolution had
thus exchanged the capitalist type of state organization for a socialist/communist one. As a logical
deduction, an anarchist society will – by absence of state organization – keep social institutions such as
the family and religious organizations such as the Buddhist monastic organization intact. This explains
why, as second important element, anarchism therefore is the better system. The third element is that
Taixu’ s description of ‘ collectivism’ indeed appears to resemble the actual organization ofmonastic life.
That is to say, it thus appears that Taixu prefers ‘ jichan ’ over ‘ gongchan ’ or communism.

Taixu’ s ‘ regret’ that religion would be overthrown is visible in his critique on Russian communism he
voiced in a lecturehedelivered in Xiamen, Fujian Province, in 1930:

“Contemporary peoplehave come to regard religion as a relic of thepast and as unsuited for the
civilized world of today […] As far as I observe the countries in theWest [however], the foundation
of their social cohesion is nothing but the power of religion […] The Communist Party [of Russia]
only believes in its communism. It discards religion in name, but adopts the reality of religion. When
it appeals to communism to unify the thinking of the people, this is in order to accomplish the
feature of their Communist Party rule. The intention of the Socialist Party is the same. Therefore,
when the Socialist Party and the Communist Party instigate to overthrow religion, this merely is [an
expression of] their wish to destroy the old-style religion and to establish a new religion; onemight
consider extreme anarchism as the contemporary movements that can really do without religion
[…] In reality, mankind is social […]. Therefore, individualist anarchism is a dead end; it leads
nowhere. Mankind cannot live together without the formative power of mutual social cohesion

24 Taixu (2005f).

25 Taixu (2005f).
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even for one single day. In other words, mankind cannot bewithout the uniting force of religion for
even onesingleday” .26

Thegist of this 1930 lecture–upholding theChinese cultural tradition–was, actually, already expressed
in a lecture he had held in Taiwan in October 1917 and in which he had proposed Buddhism as an
alternative for Christianity (thatwas associatedwith theWest):

“ Buddhism is representative of East Asian civilization. At this point, Christianity that is
representative of contemporary Western civilization has already lost its religious power in Europe
and in America. Europeans and Americans have thus lost their basis for a secure life and for the
fulfillment of their destiny. This is the reason why the great World War is now taking place. We
should proclaim our East Asian good word of peace and universally spread Buddhism throughout
theworld in order to change their murderous perversions and in order to save all beings from great
disaster” .27

Interestingly, in his Yi Fofa piping shehui zhuyi, he also touches upon the religious ‘ origin’ of
socialism:

“ The name ‘ socialism’ was used by the eighteenth-century Englishman Robert Owen in his
treatise on social transformation, and later also by Saint Simon and others.28 […] Although the origin
of socialism is a reaction to machine production, it was also derived from the idea of religious
fraternity and equality, and therefore, theChristian Saint-Simon [shouldbe considered as] the first one
to speak about socialism, with his idea that all people should have equal access to all property, that
there is no need of the classes of rich, poor, high and low. Later, there was Marx who made use of
science. According to him, all who had been speaking about socialism previously, did not go beyond
idle talk. He impregnated society with scientific methods. [In society that was] first constituted by the
assembly of themasses, what was needed for the life of themasseswas property. Therefore, regardless
whether it concerns politics, religion, literature, customs, thought, etc., all was changed through
changes in theproperty system. In olden times, when natural objects were used as the value standard,
what was honoured in religion were also natural things, and when later gold, silver, and banknotes
were introduced, these were also enshrined as the most respected spirits for worship or impersonal
spirits. Therefore, it is known that the phenomena of society are all changed through the system of
property. Therefore, changing society should be from a change in the property system. When the
property system is changed for thegood, then societywill begood” .29

That Taixu adheres to the ‘ Chinese tradition’ is also evident from the following passage of Yi Fofa
piping shehui zhuyi which appears to indicate that the classical Chinese ideal of ‘ datong’ 大 同

resembles communism.

“When speaking about socialists, it may [indeed] be so that, on the one hand, thoughts of envy

26 Taixu (2005g).

27 SeeYinshun (1973, p.92).

28 Robert Owen (1771–1858) was a Welsh social reformer. He is considered to be the founder of the cooperation movement
and British socialism. Claude Henri de Rouvroy, count of Saint-Simon (1760–1825) was a French reform thinker during the
French Revolution. According to Karl Marx, both Robert Owen and Henri de Saint-Simon were prominent champions of
'utopian socialism'. SeeKoenen (2018, p.203).

29 Taixu (2005f).
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may arise when seeing the arrogance of the capitalists, which is not a good thing, and that, on the
other hand, thoughts of wanting to relieve the poverty and bitterness of the workers come up,
which then is a very good thing, and that, therefore, the aspirations of [socialists] are good, but, in
the Liyun chapter of the old books, it is said: ‘ In the world of great unity (datong), goods are left
abandoned on the ground; there is no need to hide them’ . This [quotation] also applies to
communism. When a Buddhist monk does not have property because he has discarded property,
[…] then also this is public possession. All receive the shared use [of property], each according to
one’ s ability, andeach according towhat oneneeds” .30

The reference to theChinese ideal of ‘ datong ’ in this 1925 text gains evenmore importance in light of
the fact that, judging from Taixu’ s autobiography, it is his reading of the philosophical works of
influential thinkers of the time such as Kang Youwei ’ s (1858–1927) Datong shu (The Book of the Great
Community), that convinced him of Wenzhou Huashan’ s ideas.31 This also explains why, on another
occasion, hehadexpressed the ‘ universal ’ possibilities of Buddhism, as follows:

“We have to spread the Buddhist doctrine to mankind now. Regardless of whether it concerns
England, Russia, France, Japan, or America, wehave to propagate theBuddhist doctrine, to create a
Buddhist doctrine that is social and universal, and to enablemankind to experience its benefits. The
Buddhist doctrine therefore is not devoid of themasses of the people or an independent science. All
politicians, lawyers, educators, scientists, philosophers, authors, farmers, workers andmerchants all
need to study it. It is not necessary to leave lay life to studyBuddha” .32

When democratic socialism is a preparatory step towards anarchy, when anarchy is, in some sense, to
be compared with the Buddhist type of social organization in which all is collective production (jichan),
andwhen Buddhismhas to be spread to thewhole of mankindwithout – as themonk Shanhui claimed –
having to resort to violence, then indeed the following passage of Yi Fofa piping shehui zhuyi becomes
logical. Taixu states:

“ Explained more logically, it is so that in this receptacle world (bhājanaloka), all things one
depends on and in which one invests are in their origin transformations through common
karman” .33

With mentioning the Buddhist ‘ receptacle world’ , we indeed may come more closely to Taixu’ s
interpretation of anarchy. From a Yogācāra point of view, the receptacleworld–bhājanaloka in Sanskrit–
is a transformation of common/collective karman. The bhājanaloka is the surrounding world that is
experienced by all human beings similarly by virtue of their cognitive communality. The receptacle world
differs from the so-called sattvaloka or the ‘ world of sentient beings’ . The latter is the world as

30 Taixu (2005f).

31 Taixu (2005k); Pittman (2001, pp.67-68). Other works that influenced his thinkingwere LiangQichao's(1873–1929) Xinmin
shuo (On New People), Zhang Taiyan's(1868–1936) Gao Fo dizi shu (Letter to Followers of the Buddha), Yan Fu's(1894–1921)
Tianyan lun(On Evolution), and Tan Sitong's(1865–1898)(An Exposition on Benevolence). Koenen (2018, p.195-, interestingly
remarks that Henri de Saint-Simon aspiredworld domination in thedomain of ideas, in the sameway as Napoleon haddone
in thedomain of thematerial.

32 Taixu (2005i). This is an undated document. However, as in the Taixu dashi quanshu(TheCompleteWorks of the Venerable
Master Taixu), it is inserted in between a document dated in theWinter of 1928 and a document dated in the fifth month of
1929, wemay assumethat this textwaswritten in late 1928 or early 1929.

33 Taixu (2005f).
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experienced by sentient beings individually. This experience differs according to the karmic fruition that
underlies each individual existence. That the bhājanaloka may, in first instance, be a description of
monastic life, but has to, eventually, encompass the whole world, can be surmised from Taixu’ s claim
that thewholeworld shouldbe transformed into a Buddhist paradise.

This religious stance of Taixu’ s, and the relation between the receptacle world and the world of
sentient beings translates into his propagation for a ‘ Buddhism for the human society’ (renjian Fojiao)
as a complement to andperfection of SunZhongshan’ s formof nationalism.34 Taixu stated:

“We depend on Mr. [Sun] Zhongshan’ s ‘ power of the people’ (minquan zhuyi) to establish
China, and we simultaneously have to make sure that there is a belief that suits the universe and
that is the essence that unites the power of the people. When I observe all religions, it is Buddhism
that is best suited [for this aim]. When themasses of the people will have this new universal belief,
the power of their faith in [Sun Zhongshan’ s] ‘ power of the people’ will increase because the spirit
of thesepolitics and this religion are fully the same” .35

On occasion, Taixu even referred to his own efforts in terminology that paralleled Sun’ s Sanmin zhuyi,
advocating a “Three-principled Buddhism” (San fo zhuyi) that comprised an ideal Saṃgha of Dharma
teachers (foseng zhuyi), an ideal lay Buddhist order of active bodhisattvas (fohua zhuyi), and a national
culture infused with the spirit of Mahayana Buddhism and reaching out to the entire world (foguo
zhuyi)” .36 Theparallel between Sun Zhongshan’ s ‘ San min zhuyi ’ and the ‘ Three-principled Buddhism’
was even expressed in terms of “Buddhism being the ultimate goal of Sanminism and Sanminism being
Buddhismput intopractice” .37

That it is life on earth that has to be made into a paradise may also explain Taixu ’ s standpoint,
proclaimed in 1947, that therewas noneed for Buddhists to form their ownpolitical party. Heclaimed:

“Once again, Buddhist adherents can be found within the Nationalist Party (Guomindang), the
China Youth Party (Qingnian dang), the China Democratic Socialist Party (Minzhu shehui dang),
and the Democratic League (Minzhu tongmeng). Even in the Communist Party (Gongchandang),
there are [Buddhist adherents]. There are even more [Buddhist adherents] among [people] without
party affiliation. When a Buddhist Party would be formed, they would all have their original
standpoints [that align with] some political party or [standpoints which] do not belong to a
political party, and it would be impossible to ask them to convert [themselves] into a Buddhist
Party. When, alternatively, a Buddhist Party would be established separately, it would deviate from
each of them individually. Also among my friends who study Buddhism and [Buddhist] adherents,
there are people who [belong to] different political parties and some who do not [belong to a
party]. To this have to be added their connections with philosophical culture and charitable tasks
such as setting up cultural education. Every single religious person or anarchist has many friendly
relations. When I would be leading a Buddhist Party, then previously existing relations in all possible
domains would be reversed and reduced. That is why Buddhism should not establish a political

34Wecan alsomention that Taixu's political stancepracticallymaterialized in his close ties with Jiang Jieshi(1887–1975) and
hismembershipof theNationalist Party. SeeGuo (1997, pp.3-4).

35 Taixu (2005g). Also seePacey (2014, pp.161-162).

36 Also seeTaixu (2005g).

37 Pittman (2001, p.184). Taixu's orientation towards theNationalist party had actually already set in in themid-1920s when
he began to distance himself from the Communist Party. This may have been the result of his struggle with the role of social
conflict in Communism.
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party” .38

4 Conclusion

As this was the case for somany of his contemporaries, the constant changes on the national and the
international political scene deeply impacted Taixu. Convinced of the necessity to modernize Buddhist
practice so as to safeguard the survival of the Buddhist faith in the contemporary world, the way he
envisioned themethods to make this modernization possible were inspired by socialist, communist, and
anarchist ideas, as well as by traditional Confucian concepts and Sun Zhongshan’ s ‘ Three Principles of
the People’ . In the end, it was on the latter doctrine that he construed his ‘ Buddhism for the human
society’ (renjian Fojiao), in this way linking the relation between theBuddhist concepts of the ‘ receptacle
world’ and the ‘ world of living beings’ upwith a philosophical/political connection. Labour was not for
the socialist cause but for the Buddhist cause of making life on earth a paradise. This concept was first
expressed in the term ‘ rensheng Fojiao ’ : the Buddhism of the ‘ vehicle of ordinary people’ .39 In 1928,
focusing on the aspects of (1) transformation of the self and theworld, (2) transcending local culture, and
(3) harmony with science, he introduced the term ‘ rensheng Fojiao ’ , ‘ Buddhism for the living’ .40 As
remarked by Hong Jinlian, the concept ‘ Buddhism for the living’ thus comprises elements of Western
humanism and scientific optimism, as well as original Buddhist values.41 A modern, humanistic, and
scientific ‘ Buddhism for the living’ had to divert its attention away from focusing on the death and the
afterlife to focusing on thepresent world of the living; ‘ Buddhism for the living’ had to use the teachings
of the Buddha to take care of practical issues and had to help human beings to make progress and to
improve the world in which they are living.42 The thisworldly orientation of Taixu’ s reform movement
explains the introduction of the concept ‘ renjian Fojiao ’ , ‘ Buddhism for the human society’ or
‘ humanistic Buddhism’ , a termhe first used in 1933. Taixu stated:

“ [The term] ‘ renjian Fojiao’ expresses that one in no way has to instruct people to leave
mankind and become a spirit, or that it would be a Buddhism in which everyone should go forth
andbecomea monk in a temple, on a mountain, or in a forest. [The term] expresses that one should
improve society with the Buddhist principles and make sure that mankind makes progress. It is a
Buddhism that improves the world. […] In order to establish ‘ renjian Fojiao’ , it is therefore
necessary to start from the thinking of the common people. […] When ordinary people believe that
buddhas andbodhisattvas are like spirits, this is a very bigmistake!” .43

Let me conclude by referring back to Taixu’ s idea of ‘ jichan ’ , and more precisely in a comparison
with Claude Henri de Rouvroy, count of Saint-Simon. For Saint-Simon, ‘ socialism’ was a historical
process that had to lead to ever higher forms of socialization and ultimately to a systematic organization
of total social production, in which private property would in any case be subordinate to the common
good and the right of inheritance would be abolished. He was also, however, a fierce opponent of

38 Taixu (2005e).

39 SeeTaixu (2005d).

40 See Taixu (2005d). Pittman (2001, p.169) states that 'rensheng Fojiao': "was a theme that Taixu first began to explore in a
1928 lecture in Shanghai, and […] was one that he continued to detail until his final lecture on the subject in Zhenjiang in
August 1946". For Taixu's 1928 lecture: seeTaixu 2005a. Also SeeTaixu (2005b).

41Hong (1995, pp.137 ff).

42 Taixu (2005d); Long (2000, p.59).

43 Taixu (2005h).
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political upheavels and he advocated a system in which political authority was gradually replaced by
social authority. Towards the end of his life, he propagated a ‘ new Christianity’ in which he focused on
the uniting force of religion.44 There may therefore bemore Saint-Simon in Taixu than has hitherto been
acknowledged.

About the Author
Bart Dessein, Professor Ghent University, Ghent 9000, Belgium. Head of the Ghent University research group 'East Asian

Culture in Perspective: Identity, Historical Consciousness, Modernity', Member of the Royal Academy of Overseas

Sciences (Belgium), President of the European Association for Chinese Studies, former Vice-president of the European

Association for Chinese Philosophy, Senior Associate European Institute for Asian Studies, Brussels, Senior Associate of

Egmont Royal Institute for International Relations (Belgium).

References
[1]Bingenheimer, Marcus (2004). Der Mönchsgelehrte Yinshun (*1906) und seine Bedeutung für den Chinesisch-Taiwanischen

Buddhismus im 20. Jahrhundert. Würzburger SinologischeSchriften. Heidelberg: Forum.

[2] Birnbaum, Raoul (2003). "Buddhist China at the century's turn", in Religion in China today. Edited by Daniel L. Overmyer.

TheChina quarterly special issues. New series, No.3, 122-144. Cambridge: CambridgeUniversity Press.

[3] Deng Zimei邓子美 (1994).传统佛教与中国近代化 .白年文化冲撞于交流 Chuantong Fojiao yu Zhongguo jindaihua.

Bai nian wenhua chongzhuang yu jiaoliu (Traditional Buddhism and China's modernity. A century of cultural clashes and

exchanges). Shanghai: Huazhong shifan daxuechubanshe.

[4] Deng Zimei 邓子美 (2000). "太虚与马丁路德现代化视角的中西宗教改革比较 Taixu yu Mading Lude: Xiandaihua

shijiaoxiade zhongxi zongjiao gaige bijiao" (Taixu and Martin Luther: A comparison on the basis of religious reformation

viewed from theperspectiveofmodernization), in世界宗教研究 Shijie zongjiao yanjiu, no.1, 2000: 22-33.

[5] Furth, Charlotte (2002). "Intellectual change: from the reformmovement to themay fourth movement, 1895–1920", in An

intellectual history of Modern China. Edited by Merle Goldman and Leo Ou-Fan Lee, 13-96. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

[6] Guo Peng郭朋 (1997). 太虚思想研究 Taixu sixiang yanjiu (Studies on Taixu's thinking). Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexu

chubanshe.

[7] Hong, Jinlian洪金蓮 (1995). 太虛大師佛教現代化之研究 Taixu dashi Fojiao xiandaihua zhi yanjiu (Research into the

venerablemaster Taixu'smodernization of Buddhism), Taipei: Dongchu chubanshe.

[8] Jiang Canteng 江燦騰 (1992). 台湾佛教与现代社会 Taiwan Fojiao yu xiandai shehui (Taiwanese Buddhism and

contemporary society), Taipei: Dongda tushugongsi.

[9] Koenen, Gerd ([2017] 2018). DieFarbeRot. UrsprüngeundGeschichtedes Kommunismus. München: C.H. Beck.

[10] Li, Guangliang李廣良 (2003). "心識的力量 :太虛唯師識學思想研究" Xinshi de liliang: Taixu weishixue sixiang yanjiu

(The strength of consciousness: research on Taixu's Yogācāra thought). Shanghai: Huadong shifan daxuechubanshe.

[11] Long, Darui (2000). "Humanistic Buddhism from venerable Tai Xu to grand master Hsing Yun". Hsi Lai journal of

humanistic buddhism 1: 53-84.

[12] Pacey, Scott (2014). "Taixu, Yogācāra, and the Buddhist approach to modernity", in Transforming consciousness.

Yogācāra thought inModern China. Editedby JohnMakeham. Oxford: OxfordUniversity Press, pp.149-169.

[13] Pittman, DonA. (2001). Towarda modernChineseBuddhism: Taixu's reforms. Honolulu. University of Hawai'i Press.

[14] Ritzinger, Justin R. (2001). Taixu: to renew Buddhism and save the modern world. National Taiwan university digital

Buddhist library andmuseum.

[15] Sengcan (1981). "山慧和尚之生品及其議搞" Shanhui Heshang zhi shengpin ji qi yigao (The life and manuscripts of

venerableShanhui". Rensheng6/11-12: 308-310.

[16] Taixu 太虛 ([1956] 2005).太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The complete works of the venerable master Taixu). 20

Vols. http://www.nanputuo.com/nptlib/html/200707/1812143485802.html (last accessed19December 2021).

44 See Koenen (2018, p.207).

88



Critical Theory

[17] Taixu太虛 ([1956] 2005a). "人生佛教的說明" Rensheng Fojiao de shuoming (An explanation of a Buddhism for human

life) in太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The completeworks of the venerablemaster Taixu). Vol.2五乘共學Wucheng

gongxue (Joint studyof the fivevehicles), Part 2義釋 Yishi (Explanation of themeaning), nr.15.

[18] Taixu太虛 ([1956] 2005b). "人生之佛教 Rensheng zhi Fojiao (Buddhism for human life) in太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi

quanshu (The completeworks of the venerablemaster Taixu). Vol.2五乘共學Wu cheng gong xue (Joint study of the five

vehicles), Part 2義釋 Yishi (Explanation of themeaning), nr.19.

[19] Taixu太虛 ([1956] 2005c). "救僧運動" Jiu seng yundong (TheMovement for saving the Saṃgha) in太虛大師全書Taixu

dashi quanshu (The complete works of the venerable master Taixu). Vol. 9 制議 Ziyi (Discussions), Part 4 救治 Jiuzhi

(Treatment andcure), nr.1.

[20] Taixu 太虛 ([1956] 2005d). " 對于中國佛教革命僧的循訓詞 " Duiyu Zhongguo Fojiao gemingseng de shunci

(Instructions to the Chinese revolutionary monks), in太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The complete works of the

venerablemaster Taixu). Vol.9制議 Ziyi (Discussions), Part 4救治 Jiuzhi (Treatment andcure), nr.3.

[21] Taixu 太虛 ([1956] 2005e). " 佛教不要組政黨" Fojiao bu yao zu zhengdang (Buddhism does not need to establish a

political party) in太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The complete works of the venerable master Taixu). Vol.10 學行

Xuexing (Scholarship and moral conduct), Part 2 僧眾學行 Sengzhong Xuexing (Scholarship and moral conduct of

monastics), nr.25.

[22] Taixu 太虛 ([1956] 2005f). "以佛法批评社会主义" Yi Fofa piping shehui zhuyi (Criticizing socialismwith Buddhism) in

太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The complete works of the venerablemaster Taixu). Vol.13真现实论宗用论 Zhen

xianshilun zongyonglun (Discussion on actuality and theuseof religion), Part 9社会 Shehui (Society), nr.11.

[23] Taixu太虛 ([1956] 2005g). "民國與佛教" Minguo yu Fojiao (The republic and Buddhism) in太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi

quanshu (The complete works of the venerable master Taixu). Vol.13真現實論宗用論 Zhen xianshi lun zong yong lun

(Discussion on actuality and theuseof religion), Part 9社會 Shehui (Society), nr.15.

[24] Taixu太虛 ([1956] 2005h). "怎樣來建設人間佛教" Zenyang lai jianshe renjian Fojiao (How to establish Buddhism for

the human world), in太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The complete works of the venerablemaster Taixu). Vol.14支

論 Zhilun (Supporting treatises), nr.6.

[25] Taixu太虛([1956] 2005i). "發揚社會化的佛法" Fayang shehuihua deFofa (Advocating a aocial Buddhism), in太虛大師

全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (Thecompleteworks of thevenerablemaster Taixu). Vol.18講演 Jiangyan (Lectures), nr.63.

[26] Taixu太虛 ([1956] 2005j). "太虛自傳" Taixu zizhuan (Autobiography), '生長在農工到商讀的鄉鎮 ' 'Shengzhang zai

nonggongdao shangdu dexiangzhen' (Growingup in a villageof farmers andworkers, merchants and literati) in太虛大

師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The complete works of the venerable master Taixu). Vol. 19 文叢 Wencong (Literary

collection), Part 3自傳 Zizhuan (Autobiography), nr.2.

[27] Taixu太虛 ([1956] 2005k). "太虛自傳" Taixu zizhuan" (Autobiography), '新學和革命思想的侵入 ' Xin xue he geming

sixiang de qinru (New learning and the invasion of revolutionary thinking) in太虛大師全書 Taixu dashi quanshu (The

complete works of the venerable master Taixu). Vol. 19 文 叢 Wencong (Literary collection), Part 3 自 傳 Zizhuan

(Autobiography), nr.5.

[28] Welch, Holmes (1968). The Buddhist revival in China. Harvard East Asian Studies, 33. Cambridge: Harvard University

Press.

[29] Wilson, Woodrow (1918). Fourteen points speech. https://kr. usembassy. gov/education-culture/infopedia-usa/living-

documents-american-history-democracy/woodrow-wilson-fourteen-points-speech-1918/ (last accessed on 18 December

2021).

[30] Yinshun印順 (1973).太虛大師年譜Taixu dashi nianpu (Chronological biography of the venerablemaster Taixu). Taipei:

Yinshunwenjiao jijinhui (Originally published inHongKong in 1950).

89


