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The Picture of “religion” and Chinese
Buddhism in the Eyes of Chinese Oversea

Students in the UK
5 0

Abstract: This paper offers a unique perspective in exploring the picture of
“religion” and Chinese Buddhism through the lens of Chinese younger
generations. [t marks a significance in opening up a new discussion about the place
of Buddhism in contemporary China, where its current and future trajectories for
Chinese students and younger generations in China can be detected. The current
trend for young Chinese students to study abroad provides an intriguing basis for
exploring Chinese Buddhism and its notions among those students who find
themselves at a pivotal phase of development in their lives and caught between the
cultural disjuncture of the East and the West. The study suggests that Chinese
students engage with Buddhism in a unique and interesting manner, which 1s full

of curiosity, confusion, and a yearning for spirituality.

Keywords: Chinese Buddhism; Overseas Students; Religion; Spirituality;
Western Context; Morality

1  Introduction

1.1 Points of interests sparking the study

0

This paper focuses on the perspectives and insights on “ religion” and

Chinese Buddhism of a group of students who grew up in mainland China and now

+ Jian — Cheng Shi ;| Lancaster University, UK.
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study at UK universities. This study sets out to consider the extent to which Chinese
Buddhism is relevant to them, and offers insights into how the Chinese younger
generations may be engaged with Chinese Buddhism in the future. This is currently
an under-researched area; therefore, this paper attempts to foster a deeper and
more complex understanding of, and dialogues on, the place of Chinese
Buddhism in Chinese society in the future.

An initial interest in the exploration of this topic was sparked by this
author’s personal experiences. My first observation was that many Chinese
students whom I have met in the UK seem to regard themselves as having no
religious faith. It has naturally led me to raise the questions of the reasons that
contribute to their designation of “ non-religious” and their views on the notion of
“religion” .

Secondly, the attitudes of Chinese oversea students toward Chinese Buddhism
are particularly interesting. It is because these students are the ones at the juncture
to confront the cultural disjuncture between the East and the West. Having been
brought up in Chinese society, where Chinese Buddhism has been closely
intertwined with both Chinese history and culture over thousands years, they now
are situated in a context where Christian churches and events are vibrantly active
on campus as well as in their daily life. It is fascinating to discover how they
respond to the western faith in this new cultural context and any potential impact on

the change in constructing their image of “religion”.
1.2 Significance of the study

The youth are the hope and power of the future society (Stanat, 2006) .The
course of university life is one of the most decisive stages in building up their
understanding of the meaning of life and the direction of their future path. My
personal experience echoes this quite well, while being a university student, I
began strongly interested in ways of discovering spiritual paths and that has later
led to my life-changing decision of becoming a Buddhist nun. Therefore, I am
intrigued to learn about what Chinese younger generations think of “religion” and
in particular Chinese Buddhism. This research offers a unique chance for a deep

reflection upon the image of Chinese Buddhism, which has been shaped by many
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factors in modern China. Furthermore, it offers a meaningful contemplation on the

future development of Chinese Buddhism in China.

1.3 A brief overview of conducting the anthropologist study

In order to have an initial glimpse on Chinese younger generations’
perceptions of Chinese Buddhism, the study was primarily focused on Chinese
oversea students in the UK as a starting point. [ have conducted anthropological
research and interviewed 25 Chinese students aged between 18 —28 currently
studying at two universities in Lancaster, a city in the northwest of England. All
interviews were mainly conducted in Mandarin instead of English in order to ensure
all informants to express their opinions more genuinely and relaxingly. Each
interview took place on campus to suit the convenience of the informants, and the
length of each interview ranged from thirty minutes to four hours depending on the
flexibility of informants’ time. The initial question to open the conversation was
“do you have a religious faith?” and then the focus would move onto their
justification for their answer. Following that, my attention focused on any possible
connection  between  their perception of “ religion ” and personal
experiences. Gradually, the interview probed into their opinions about
Buddhism. The informants usually expressed their thoughts about Buddhism without
categorizing Buddhism by its regions or traditions, such as Western Buddhism,
Mahayana Buddhism, etc. Also, their contributions appear to be a combination of
what they have absorbed throughout their life experience in relation to Buddhism in
Chinese society. Hence, in this paper, I would like to address their perception of
“Buddhism” to “Chinese Buddhism”.

During the interviews, the presentation of my identity as a Buddhist nun has
influenced the research in some ways, but this fact sometimes has helped open up
a deeper conversation with the informants. I have found a way through this dilemma
by constantly showing my respect on their opinions and encouraging an open and
authentic expression of their thoughts. Meanwhile, they were clearly informed all
of their information would be presented anonymously and for the purpose of this

research only.
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2 Investigation on the notion and attitude towards “religion”

. 2.1 Overview

Before probing into the Chinese oversea students’ perception of Chinese
Buddhism, I will start with a discussion on the notion and attitude towards
“religion” among these Chinese oversea students, which are characteristic of

eclecticism, cautiousness, and ambivalence.
2.2 Eclectic approaches to “religion”

The majority of the informants do not regard themselves as either having a
particular faith or being a faithful follower in any religion. Their eclectic ways of
approaching religion operate from three levels.

Eclecticism between science and religion

The first level is an eclectic attitude towards both religion and science; in
other words, they could not trust either science or religion completely. In their
views, neither is perfect. For them, religion appears to be superstitious and
emotional; on the other hand, it could be also partlyinsightful or even
beneficial. What makes religion be interpreted as mysterious and superstitious is
because some religious ideas remain improvable in a scientific perspective. For
example, Informant C implied that she is doubtful whether God or the Buddha
really exists as she could not either perceive or examine it. In addition to the
questioning about the truth of spiritual beings, another doubt points to the religious
believers and communities. For instance, Informant W cast doubts on human
being’s capability to truly perceive what God or the Buddha wants to tell us without
misinterpretation (if they truly existed) . Likewise, Informant L criticized many
people in China going to temples and burning incense simply to wish for
wealth. From her point of view, it appears very superstitious and commercialin
nature and the true spirit of Buddhism might have been lost.

A direct connection seems to exist between their distrust of religion and their

education in China. During the interviews, quite often when the informants
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attempted to justify why they were non-religious, they frequently referred to
Marxism and atheism, which have deeply penetrated into the core of their
education. They commonly stated that the concept of non-existence of God, ghost,
or other spiritual beings has deeply rooted in their heart. Furthermore, any issues
related to religious ideas are usually discouraged or dismissed at school?. As a
result, this education has left a strong impact on many informants to view science
as the ultimate way to examine the authenticity of any theory. When any religious
belief appears to contradict scientific views, most informants would remain
uncertain and doubtful toward religion.

Conversely , although science is generally highly respected by all informants,
it does not mean that science has won over their full trust. In fact, the informants
have occasionally showed their doubts of science being viewed as the absolute
truth. When it is clear to see many scientific discoveries tend to be updated or
challenged as time goes by, the informants agreed science 1is not
omnipotent. Many subjects and myths remain unknown in science until
today. Therefore, religion deserves its place as a way of supplementing and
compensating for the wuncharted territories that are beyond scientific
discoveries. Hence, Informant F clearly concluded, “ we can not totally trust
either science or religion”.

Eclecticism between different religions

On the second level, there is a tendency of keeping an open-minded attitude
to face and learn from every religion instead of just one. Most informants are keen
on gaining inspiration from various religious perspectives. At the same time, they
are likely to keep a distance from every religion and avoid sticking to only one
religious idea. Informant 1 provided an explanation as to the tendency that, for
her, no religion is perfect as they all have some positive influence on people as
well as their own downsides. Likewise, Informant Y’s opinion echoes and clarifies
the view on the role each religion serves. He said that “all religions seek to see the
truth of the world, but each of them might only perceive parts of that, not a

complete picture.

M See Hirotaka (2008), pp.226 —227.
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Eclecticism in studying the aspects of a religion

On the third level, these Chinese oversea students’ interest to a religion
could be selective, focusing on its practicality over its authenticity. Meanwhile,
their attentions and curiosity land on the aspect of religious philosophy rather than
the aspect of ritual formality. In other words, religious rituals are less likely to be
appreciated ; conversely, religious meaning and ideas are much more attractive to
them. Informant J stressed that what has intrigued her most in learning more about
each religion is how a religion provides insights on ways of facing one’s life and a
better understanding towards the world, her life, and general values. For her,
whether the idea is “true” or not does not really matter. More importantly, these
insights and perspectives need to be sensible and thought-provoking. She
emphasized that she would not take any advice simply because it is preached by a
religious authority, God, or the Buddha. Her acceptance of any ideas in religion
must come from her freewill and own judgment. From this aspect, this selective
manner reflects a desire to rely on self-power rather than other powers of religious
authorities. During the interviews, one of the most common expressions made by
most informants is to “believe in myself” . They are willing to gain inspiration from
different perspectives of religious philosophies, and yet are afraid of being tied to

religious obligations and regulations.
2.3 Prudent attitudes toward converting to a religion

Apart from the previous discussion on the sense of distrust on the validity of
religion, two other factors have affectedthe informants’ prudent attitude towards
converting to any religion, including insufficient understanding of every religion
and a less friendly social atmosphere.

It seems the identity of being “religious™ sometimes is a label against the
identity of communists and the mainstream social expectation. Many informants
suggested that the majority population in China do not have a religious faith. It
indicates a sense of insecurity and concern on being labelled as “ religious”
which may place them in an unfavourable position. As a result, some people with a
religious faith have chosen to hide this fact in public.

While touching upon this issue, Informant I suddenly started reminding
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herself to keep a distance to any religion due to her identify as a member of
CCP. Moreover, Informant T, who has converted to Christianity after studying in
the UK, delivered her concern about the future when she needs to go back to
China. She has not decided on whether she should disclose her faith in the column
of religious faith on her identification card. Her family in China, who do not have a
religious faith but respect her own decision, prefer not to disclose her religious
faith to prevent any potential harm to her future career prospect. In this respect, it
indicates that religion might be a relatively sensitive topic in China. And such
concern leads to a more cautious attitude towards converting to a religion.
Furthermore, most informants feel that they do not have a comprehensive
understanding about every religion, so it might be too early to make a decision of
which faith they prefer to commit. However, it is still a possibility that they might
convert to a religion in the future. A few informants made the analogy between
marrying someone and choosing a faith to highlight that converting to a religion is a
big decision in life. At the present, they would be willing to know more about each
religion, which is like the stage of “ making friends”. Overall, they hold a very
prudent attitude towards the decision to make their commitment before having fully

understood a religion.
2.4 Ambivalent complex

There are a variety of ambivalent feelings underneath the informants’
designation of “non-religion” . Interestingly, two of my informants echoed this
statement. They said, “ many of us engage with the practices of worshiping
ancestor and praying in temples, so one thing for sure-we are not atheists. ”
Additionally, in the eyes of many informants, religious obligations are seen as
unnecessary burdens constricting their freedom of doing whatever they
want. Religion, on the other hand, also appears to offer something attractive and
important. For instance, towards the end of the interview, Informant I admitted
that she sometimes envies people who have a religious faith, which gives them
extraordinary support and power.

From some informants’ points of view, having a religious faith is viewed as a

good thing and even sometimes needed. It could be discussed from both ethics and
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spirituality perspectives. First, they suggested that religion might help reinforce
morality and ethics in people and in society with the claim that “religion is about
teaching people to do good”. Therefore, even though it can be viewed as “a kind
of saying” created by human beings, it still presents its value in promoting moral
education, which is urgently needed in modern China according to some
informants. Informant T directly pointed out that many social problems in modern
Chinese society are simply caused by a lack of faith among the majority. She
provided an example of moral decline with the news about “ poisonous baby milk
power” . @She believed people would not have done such harmful things if they
had faith and knew that someone is watching over.

In terms of spirituality, some informants implied that religion acts as a source
to gain strength and comfort under difficult circumstances. Two of my informants

&

said something similar in that it will bring comfort by knowing “someone” is
watching, loving, and caring about them. Informant C stated that she sometimes
doubts the existence of the Buddha, but would still like to have a faith in it,
especially when she needs blessing and help. In addition, a yearning for spiritual
guidance and support has emerged from some interviews. Informant O suggested
that the young generations in China are striving after ways to affirm the value of

individuality, which she argues is in need yet remains absent from Chinese

mainstream education.
2.5 Summary

To sum up, the discussions above have presented my understanding of the
Chinese oversea students’ notions and attitudes toward “religion”. It is an area full
of ambiguity and uncertainty. It reflects a lack of confidence in their understanding
about each religion and a sense of insecurity of revealing one’s religious faith in
public. The discoveries of these complicated feelings have effectively paved a path
to a discussion concerning their perceptions of Chinese Buddhism in the following

sections.

@ See BBC News (2013).
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3 Investigation on the perception of Chinese Buddhism

3.1 Overview

If the wholeness of Chinese Buddhism serves as a map of spiritual landscape
illustrating the path to rediscover one’s intrinsic wisdom and virtue®, I would
argue that what is seen by the informants is no more than sporadic signposts in the
detailed map. Overall, their image of Chinese Buddhism is rather bewildered,
vague, and incomplete, where many questions wait to be answered and many
concepts need to be clarified. They tend to be familiar to the formality of some
practices and rituals, but unsure of their principles and meanings.

To poriray what Chinese Buddhism is perceived as in the informants’ eyes, I
will first discuss where their knowledge about Chinese Buddhism come from. Next,
I will explore what kinds of contextual factors and individual experience during
their growth have affected their perception of Chinese Buddhism. Moving on, I will
explore the informants’ knowledge as well as their opinions on the principles and
practices of Chinese Buddhism. This section also touches upon a number of
confusing points concerning Buddhist ideas raised by some informants in the
interviews. It presents the areas where they have issues in daily life and are willing

to gain insights from Buddhist perspectives.
3.2 The source of knowing Buddhism

Knowing Buddhism from social-cultural aspects

Most informants’ perspectives on Buddhism appear to be constructed under
social circumstances and through cultural traditions. This could be the influences of
the elder family members or closed friends; personal experiences of visiting
temples; ritual practices, such as ancestor worshipping and funerals, as well as
the influence from mass media and Chinese folktales.

It appears that the social-cultural context in China provides most informants

(M  See the second charter of The Sixth Patriarch Platform Sutra.



