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Foreword

With its origin in India, Buddhism developed into two major branches during the
course of its spreading northward and southward to other countries. The former was Ti-
betan Buddhism which spread through Central Asia to Tibet of China, the mainland of
China, then to Korea, Japan and Vietnam. The latter was Theravada Buddhism that
spread through Sri Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia and Laos to Yunnan province of China.

Around the 7" century, Theravida Buddhism came to Xishuangbanna of Yunnan
of China, a place mainly inhabited by the Dai group. In the 13" century it reached De-
hong, and from the 15" to the 17" century, it was spread to Puer, Lingcang, and
Baoshan. Theravada Buddhists in China consist mainly of the Dai people as well as
some neighboring minorities such as the Bulang, the A’Chang, the De’Ang, the Wa,
and the Yi. Theravada Buddhism in China has the characteristics of being ethnic,
mass-based, international and borderland-based. Currently, there are over 1. 3 million
believers of Theraviada Buddhism in China.

After a long period of indigenization, Theravada Buddhism has formed its unique
Chinese characteristics and ways of transmission, which have determined its progres-
sive route. Mr. Zhao Puchu, the former head of the Buddhist Association of China said
at the first meeting of Theravada Buddhism held in Xishuangbanna in 1990 .
“Theravada Buddhism in China occupies an important place in the history of Buddhist

development as well as in the contemporary international Buddhist community. ” First-
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ly, Theravada Buddhism in China is an important part of Theravada Buddhist commu-
nity, or in other words, a part of the international Buddhist community. Secondly,
Theravada Buddhism in China is one of the three main Buddhist branches in China. It
has made a far-reaching impact on the cultural, social and political life as well as the
customs of the ethnic groups in Yunnan, and exerted a lasting influence on the
philosophy, literature, culture, art and history of China. It is an important part of the
traditional multi-ethnic culture of the Chinese nation.

After Theravada Buddhism came to Yunnan, the Dai people created their own
writing systems, such as Daili, Daina, and Daipeng, in order to record all kinds of
Theravada Buddhist materials. This gradually formed the basis of the cultural essence of
Theravada Buddhism in China, represented by the Dai group, including the Bud-
dhism-related morality, psychology, customs, traditions, literary education, astro-
nomical calendars, health, medicine, drawing, architecture, music, dance, etc. As
a result, there appeared a unique educational system, that is, each Dai village has one
Buddhist temple, and a village-based Buddhist management system called “Bozhang”
in Xishuangbanna or “Anzhang” in Lincang or “Helu” in Dehong.

The tradition of Theravada Buddhism in China requires a boy at the age of 7 or 8
to live and study in a Buddhist temple. They progress from a “Heyong” (apprentice)
to “Pa” (a middle rank in the temple) and then “Biku” (a teacher) in order to
study Buddhist classics as well as the knowledge of ethnic minority cultures. Except a
few of them remaining in the temple as spiritual leaders or instructors after having
finished their studies, most students will “return” to a secular life, while some will
become social elites. A Biku-granted person returning to a secular life is honored with
the title of “ Kanglang” .In Xishuangbannna this is called “ Bozhang”, or
“Anzhang” in Lincang, or “Helu” in Dehong.

“Bozhang” is responsible for organizing and managing religious affairs. As a key
figure in the management hierarchy of Theravada Buddhism in China, only those
“Kanglang” with high moral standards and capability can take such responsibility. The
duties of “Bozhang” include the following: chairing various ritual events and ceremo-
nies in the temples, helping to educate believers, and participating in the manage-
ment of daily life and education of young students. In terms of the management of be-

lievers and the arrangement of Buddhist affairs, they take the responsibility as a social
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organizer and manager. In consistency with the traditional temple’s hierarchy, different
“Bozhang” management systems with their own features have been established in
different places. For example, in Xishuangbanna, the traditional “Bozhang” system
has a pyramid of four levels: the one in charge of the head temple is above the one in
charge of “Mengfo” temple (a prefectural level ), who in turn is above the one in
charge of the central temple (a district level) , who in turn is above the one in charge
of the temple at the village level. The unique education system of Theravida Buddhism
in China and the “Bozhang” Buddhist social management system have helped culti-
vate the shared “anti-hatred” values that integrate our national culture with Theravada
Buddhism, thus forming harmonious minority communities based on Theravada Bud-
dhist culture as the core value.

Therefore, as an ideology based upon mercy, friendship, order, religious prin-
ciples and rituals, Theravada Buddhism in China has penetrated deeply into the social
system, social structure, social relations and social norms of the ethnic minority be-
lievers. Especially in the two aspects of ecology and ethics, Theravada Buddhism in
China has made its fine elements internalized into the commonly accepted social cus-
toms, gradually forming a common value system. It helps to maintain a harmonious and
orderly relationship between man and nature, between individuals and society, and
among human beings.

From an international perspective, Theravada Buddhism is also an international
religion, especially popular in Southeast Asia and South Asia. As a traditional cultural
form that has age-old relations between Yunnan’s ethnic minorities and their counter-
parts in the Southeast Asian countries, Theravada Buddhism is important for bridging
and constructing “a community of common destiny” between China and Southeast
Asian countries, as proposed by Chinese President Xi Jinping at the APEC Sum-
mit. Yunnan province has sixteen cross-border ethnic groups, and a boundary line of
4, 061 kilometers bordering Vietnam, Myanmar, and Laos. This complex distribution
of ethnicity has formed a unique geopolitical and cultural phenomenon in the frontier
region of southwest China. These cross-border ethnic groups have natural familial
bonds, kinship, and cultural connections with their counterparts in other countries,
and thus can help promote the cultural exchanges among different countries. They have

played an important role in forming and developing Theravada Buddhism in
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China. Thus, Theravada Buddhism has played an irreplaceable role in safeguarding the
borderland security, the national unity and social harmony in the ethnic minority areas
and borderlands of China. In short, the development and revival of Theravada Bud-
dhism in China has great value in the following aspects: it is a bridge for cultural ex-
changes between China and Southeast Asian countries; the cultural construction of
Theravada Buddhism in China is a concrete embodiment of China’s soft power;
Theravada Buddhism in China is an important force for maintaining China’s borderland
security and social harmony.

In comparison with the studies of Mahayana Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism in
China, the research findings of Theravada Buddhism in China are inadequate. The
weaknesses find expression in the following aspects: most researchers are Han people
or scholars from other ethnic groups rather than the scholars from the local Dai group,
who are unfamiliar with the Dai language and unable to understand the Theravada Bud-
dhist literature written in the Dai language. There is also a need to promote the
academic exchanges with Southeast Asian countries.

The Culture Series of Theravada Buddhism in China published by Yunnan Univer-
sity Press is a collection of several researchers’ relevant works in recent years and rich
in academic value, including the history of Theravada Buddhism in China, the monk
system, the anthologisation of the relevant literature, music, art, festival, folk cul-
ture, etc. , among which A Collection of Literature on Theravada Buddhism in China
is the foundational work.

The publication of The Culture Series of Theravada Buddhism in China is an em-
bodiment of the recent search achievements concerning Theravada Buddhism in Chi-
na. It will help promote the exchanges among Theravada Buddhism, Mahayana Bud-
dhism, Tibetan Buddhism, Southeast Asian Buddhism as well as other religions, and
will bring the research on Theravada Buddhism in China to a higher order of exist-
ence. It is an encouraging and praiseworthy event, and will inspire more researchers to
dig out more valuable Dai materials and achieve more on the studies of Theraviada Bud-

dhism in China.

Dao Shuren
October, 2014
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