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ABSTRACT

In an era bombarded by information society has become more and more
dependent on mass media communication and computerised communication
technology. As “religion finds technology” (Biersdorjer 2002), religious symbols
can be found in media texts. As media consumption and interpretation
processes can be subjective, Hoover suggests that modernity has changed the
meanings of “traditionally defined religion” (2006). The textually based study on
religion is inadequate to study the socio-cultural context of the lay people as

well as the changing practices of religions in the media age.

This thesis selects three dramas from Da-Ai Drama (the most popular TV
programme on the Da-Ai TV network) to examine how the Tzu-Chi organisation,
the largest Buddhist civil organisation in Taiwan, uses its own TV network, Da-
Ai TV network, to spread Buddhism. The narrative structure of the selected
dramas shows the intricate relationship between the secular discourse on
gender and the religious teachings. To further understand how Da-Ai Drama is
perceived by the audience or Tzu-Chi's followers, fifteen one-to-one interviews
were conducted in Taiwan and discussions from online users were collected to
further understand the audience’s response to Da-Ai Drama. Results from the
interviews suggest that there is a reassessment of religion in an East Asian
context in the twenty-first century. This thesis provides an innovative research
method to explore the relationship between media discourse, gender discourse,
and religious discourse. In the media age, religious teachings can be
transmitted via various media platforms. Written texts are no longer the only
way to transmit religious teachings. Also the media provides a greater choice of
ways in which lay people may practise religions. A media approach to studying

Buddhism provides a different perspective on the discussion of women in
Buddhism.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Introduction of the Tzu-Chi Organisation and Da-Ai TV

This thesis is concerned with gender and religious representations in Da-Ai Drama,
broadcast by the Da-Ai channel, which belongs to the Tzu-Chi (also Ciji) Foundation
(Tzu-Chi Gondehui or The Buddhist Compassion Relief Foundation, hereafter Tzu-Chi).
The Da-Ai TV channel, owned by Tzu-Chi and run as a non-profit making TV network,
is unique for its religious focus with various genres of TV programmes. A Buddhist
channel, Da-Ai TV has the same vision as public broadcasting--to serve for the public
good. Programmes on Da-Ai TV can be divided into several categories: Da-Ai Drama;
Buddhist teaching by Master Zheng-Yan; information and education; children’s
programmes; culture; medical information and news (Mandarin Chinese and English).
Da-Ai dramas, adapted from the real-life stories of senior Tzu-Chi members, are a
prime-time series on Da-Ai TV. As most of Tzu-Chi's members are women, Da-Ai
Drama can be seen as docudramas that record Taiwanese women'’s life stories across
the twentieth century. Despite the fact that prime-time TV is a competitive market in
Taiwan, the Da-Ai TV network manages to beat commercial TV networks in terms of
ratings and TV awards. The Da-Ai TV network is broadcast globally to more than
twenty-five countries, from Asia to America, Africa and Europe, via terrestrial broadcast
signals, and satellite, as well as webcasting. In Indonesia Da-Ai TV is localised as the

Da-Ai Indonesian TV network, established in 2007 with a potential audience of twenty
million.
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Founder of the Tru Chi Foundation

Fig. 2 Image of Master Zheng-Yan

Claiming more than five million members worldwide and nearly twenty percent of
Taiwan’s population, Tzu-Chi runs several state-of-the-art hospitals, schools and
colleges, radio stations, TV channels, magazines, and had over sixty-five branches in
2007. Tzu-Chi was founded in 1966 by Master Zheng-Yan. Beginning with a group of
thirty lay women and several nuns who were Master Zheng-Yan's disciples in Hualian,
a rural area of Taiwan's eastern coast, Tzu-Chi is one of the largest civic organisations
in Taiwan today. Rather than being registered as a religious organisation, the Tzu-Chi
Foundation is registered as a civic organisation' which reflects an important change of
modern Buddhism that is characteristic of its lay nature. Regardless of its registration
as a civic organisation, Tzu-Chi is a Buddhist foundation in nature because of its
founder Master Zheng-Yan, who has led the foundation for more than forty years as an
ordained nun. The goal of the foundation is to build a Pure Land on Earth by following
Master Yinshun's teaching, “for Buddhism, for all sentient beings”.

Tzu-Chi has laid hands on media industry, with magazines (Tzu-Chi Monthly etc.); on-
line radio stations; TV channels (Da-Ai TV network); and Jing-si Bookstores and café’.
Commencing with a humble group of women, the Tzu-Chi Foundation has now
become a distinct symbol of Taiwanese Buddhism and its great influence is, without

! Before martial law was lifted in 1987 there was a legal restriction on registering civic
organisations.

X Jingtsi Bookstores are non-profit making bookstores that sell books, magazines, and media
materials published and produced by Tzu-Chi.
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doubt, across class, gender, age and religion in Taiwan. Laliberte (2003) points out that
the Tzu-Chi organisation consists of 80% of women, mostly housewives. A matriarchal
Buddhist organisation led by a large number of lay Buddhists, the Tzu-Chi organisation
is a good example to study lay Buddhist women in contemporary Taiwan.

Research Background

This research was initiated by my experiences of watching Da-Ai Drama with my father.
| thought it was a religious TV programme which carried heavy religious teachings;
however, the drama caught my eye because of its quality and the plots. My Dad shared
his nostalgic experience with me while | asked stupid questions like how they lived in
the agricultural society. We discussed the scenes, the plots and the issues presented
in the drama. Not only did | discuss the drama with my dad, but | also discussed it with
my friend’s mum when | visited her family. It seems like there are many trivial matters
about life presented in the drama that we had seldom talked about. Then, | noticed the
realness and subtlety as essential parts of the watching experience. As Da-Ai Drama
represents the leading characters’ life carefully and faithfully, the docudrama form
records the social changes and social discourses on gender. This is where | started my
research. | wanted to study women from a medium different from written texts. | hoped

to find out how religion interacts with the social context and how women are situated in
this complex network.

My experience of being a woman in Taiwanese society is not an unhappy or oppressed
one. Born in the 1980s, | was born into an environment where girls received equal
rights with boys in the education system. | was spoiled by my parents and
grandparents because of my excellent performance in school. | entered a single-sex
high school where all the girls were trained to attain higher education. We received
courses on cooking as well as military training. Studying foreign literature for my first
degree is how | first learnt about feminism. It was both fascinating and liberating.
Choosing modules on gender theories and women's history increased my
understanding of feminism. Back then, | truly believed that the society | was in was a
powerful patriarchy that oppressed every woman. But, was | really oppressed? Had |
not enjoyed enough freedom compared with women in other parts of the world? It was
not until later that | found out that the feminism | knew was situated in a literary critical
tradition. When | first read literature on British suffragettes | was stunned because | am
from a society where voting is not an issue of gender but of authoritarian state. When
martial law was lifted in 1987, everyone enjoyed the right to vote.



When | heard about people debating on the changing of surnames after getting married,
I was stunned (AGAIN!) because that was never a practice in my society. Women from
my grandparents’ generation added husbands’ surnames onto their own surnames
while the children carried only the husbands’ surnames. Women from my parents’
generation did not have to change anything all the while the children carried their
husbands’ surnames. Things changed for my generation; women now retain their
surnames whilst they have every right to decide whether the children’s surnames are to
be on the fathers’ side or the mothers’ side. (Some would argue that their husbands
wish to carry on the patrilineal name, but at least there are options.) My clan has a
more interesting tradition. A male heir has to change his surname to a different one
after death. (So, the surname is changed at funerals and on tombstones.) We are living
with the matrilineal surname; therefore, a change back to the patrilineal one is required
as a mark of respect for our patrilineal ancestors. All these practices are in order to
continue the patrilineage but are they patriarchal?

Not until | started to do research for my PhD thesis did | realise that | have never
questioned the practicality and applicability of feminism, originating in the Eurocentric
context, in Taiwanese society. The later chapters will show how gender issues were
discussed among elite intellectuals during the process of modernisation in China and
Taiwan. However, the process of modernisation includes a severe attack against
Confucian and traditional values and a thorough implantation of Western philosophy
and institutions. Confucianism is indeed a powerful patriarchy; however, an overhaul of
this system needs a more complete understanding of historical and social contexts. It is
easier for elite intellectuals to criticise Confucianism as a patriarchy than to understand
the power relations and gender construction within this powerful and influential system.
To study contemporary Taiwanese women requires a thorough understanding of the
social changes and an examination of the legacy of Confucianism. To re-examine the
applicability of the feminist framework in the local context might help the spread of

women'’s movements and women'’s awareness. The gap between elite feminists and
grassroots women® can be seen in the following example.

* The terms “elite feminists” and “grassroots women” are used to reflect a Confucian convention
which classifies society based on education and the examination system. As an ideal,
Confucian society is a class society consisting of elites and peasants. The terms “elite feminists”
and “grassroots women" simplifies women into two categories: a) intellectuals and academia
that practise and specialise in gender issues; b) lay women who do not have much knowledge
on academic feminism. Different from the class structure in British society, the class structure in
Taiwanese society bases itself more on the educational level. This is not to say that the class
structure is not based on wealth at all; however, the example of the former President Chen,

Shui-bian, best shows that an individual from an impoverished household became President of
the country through education.



During my fieldwork, | have been asked by a retired civil servant about the point of
gender mainstreaming and feminist thought. As a part of Taiwanese governmental
policy, civil servants are encouraged to take training courses on gender issues. The
woman who asked me the question is around fifty years old and she could not agree
with the feminist thoughts taught in the courses, because she is happy with her family
life and her position as a keeper of the familial tradition, which is seen as conservative
by her children. Her response to feminist thoughts and gender mainstreaming reflects a
gap between the modernised state and the prevailing ideology in the people’s psyche.
The state and the legal system might be modernised and present a wonderfully
gender-equal image; however, the prevailing ideology presents quite an opposite
picture. The struggle between modern and traditional is simplified as being a struggle
between the East and the West by most people.

Objective

This research aims to produce a multi-disciplinary analysis, based on gender theories,
media studies and religious studies, in order to develop an understanding of gender
and religious issues from an audience’s perspective as well as media content. The
intertexuality between media and everyday life is also a main concern of this study.
The docudrama form of Da-Ai Drama presents a visual biography of ordinary women’s
lives in the twentieth century. The media representation not only reflects the social

context and social changes but it also reflects the contemporary interpretation towards
women and gender representation.

Buddhism in contemporary Taiwan is an orthodox Chinese Buddhism and since the
1980s,Humanistic Buddhism has become a dominant discourse in Taiwanese
Buddhism. The lay characteristic of Mahayana Buddhism contributes to the
syncretization of Buddhism in the Chinese soil (Schopen 2000). Humanistic Buddhism
carries the strong lay characteristic from Chinese Buddhism and develops into several
large lay Buddhist organisations in Taiwan (Chiang 2003; Lalibert¢ 2003). Apart from
being lay characteristic, Taiwanese Buddhism is unique in the sense that “Taiwanese
Buddhist nuns greatly outnumber monks: approximately 70%-75% of Buddhist
monastics in Taiwan are nuns” (Cheng 2006 p. 39). TheTzu-Chi organisation, well
known for its matriarchal nature, is one of the representative lay Buddhist organisations
of Humanistic Buddhism. Cheng (2006) believes that Master Zheng-Yan is “a symbol
or inspiration of empowerment for Buddhist nuns” (p. 43). The strong lay characteristic
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and the status of female monastics in Taiwanese Buddhism exemplify the inadequacy

of conventional religious studies which are based on sacred texts.

The exceptionally high status of female monastics as well as the high percentage of lay
women in Taiwanese Buddhism demonstrate the gap between sacred texts and daily
practices. Social contexts and historical background are important in studying Buddhist
women because Buddhism, as a religious philosophy, intertwines with secular ideology
in most Asian countries (Kawanami 1996; Lefferts 2000; Mellor 1991). In order to put
Buddhist women back into the cultural contexts they belong, the scholars should look
into the secular ideology that greatly influences daily practices. As for this research, the
Tzu-Chi organisation is a Buddhist organisation situated in a Confucian society. It is

essential to look into gender in Confucianism as contextual information to study
Buddhist women in Taiwan.

In Confucian traditions, women are tied up with the family which is a patriarchal
heterosexual matrix. In Butler's terms (1993), the compulsory heterosexual matrix is
where male sex is appointed to masculine gender attributes and a desire for female
sex and vice versa. That is, the process of gendered subijectification is centred on
heterosexuality. The heterosexual matrix is where a subject acquires gender
identification which strongly binds them to their biological sex. The heterosexual matrix
provides the basis for sex and gender binary opposition. The process of naturalised
gender and sex is a product of discourse under the heterosexual matrix. Butler's
analysis loosens the naturalised pairs of female and feminine, male and masculine.
However, the dual oppositions of female/ male, feminine/ masculine and heterosexual/
homosexual do not disappear from Butler's analysis. Confucianism is indeed a
powerful heterosexual matrix but the naturalisation of gender discourses works in a
slightly different way. The dual oppositions of sex and gender should be seen as a
complementary pair which is a different point of view from Eurocentric feminists (Yin
2006). Delphy (1993) argues that gender is a hierarchy where one gendered group
(men) overpowers the other one (women). Through naturalising biological sex, the
superiority of male sex and masculinity are established. Adapting this point of view
makes Confucianism a patriarchal tradition that oppresses and victimises women
(Kwok 2002). Bringing the ethics of fen (duties and obligations) into the discussion of
gender construction, | would like to argue that Confucian gender discourse lies in an
individual's abilities to fulfil his/ her duties in different social networks (Yin 2006).
Women and men alike need to situate themselves in the human relationship expanded

from marriages. Only by fulfilling their roles as sons and daughters, husbands and
wives, and fathers and mothers are they qualified as gendered beings.



Although heterosexuality is the only normative way to manifest a subject’s desire in
Confucian society, it is not homosexuality that is feared. Homosexuality is feared not
because of their sexual orientation or sexual behaviour but because they are unable to
fulfil their duties and roles assigned by the heterosexual mechanism of Confucianism.
Huang-lin (2004) argues that, in pre-modern China, homosexual behaviour was a
sexual act that did not determine an individual's subjectivity. As long as a man fulfilled
his duties and obligations as a son, a husband and a father, his homosexual act was
not condemned. In pre-modern China, the definition of gender was situated and
defined in human relationships rather than biological sex or sexuality (p. 162-163). Not
only is homosexuality a threat to Confucian heterosexual matrix, but also singlehood*
because single people or homosexuals have no place in the familial networks. In
imperial China, women who were not satisfied with their marriage chose to leave the
family for a monastic life in Buddhist temples. Or, some chose to buy concubines for
their husbands to fulfil the wifely duties (i.e. to produce male heirs) and serve their
husbands’ sexual needs. Leaving the family for celibacy is against Confucian values of
filial piety; therefore, lay Buddhist groups such as Vegetarian Halls or sutra chanting
groups enable women to “develop Buddhist religiosity without leaving the family”

(Weller 1999 p. 94). The tendency for women to choose a religious life establishes a
strong lay feature in Chinese Buddhism.

The intertwining relationship between social contexts and religious philosophy is more
complicated in the age of electronic media. The textually based study of religions fails
to acknowledge the complex network between social context and religious doctrines.
Furthermore, a textually based study risks ignoring various types of media used to
transmit and circulate religious symbols in the contemporary world (Arthur 2004;
Lundby and Hoover 1997). In studies of religions, a method that looks into different
media other than the written text helps us to understand how religions adapt electronic
media to reach a broader public, as well as lay people’s perceptions and practices of
religions based on electronic media (Meyer and Moors 2006). Studies of religions
should bring the electronic media use of religions into discussion while cultural studies
should consider religion as an important topic like gender, race, or class (ibid.).

This study of Da-Ai Drama examines the religious use of prime-time dramas and its
influences on the audience. Da-Ai Drama sets out to record life stories of Tzu-Chi

members in a docudrama form. The docudrama form of Da-Ai Drama offers the

4 . . . .
In |at§ imperial China, widowhood was encouraged by the state under the supervision of Neo-
Confucians. Therefore, the singlehood here refers to people who have never entered marriages.
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audience a chance to see how the leading characters, usually ordinary people, live
their lives and go through ups and downs. As 80% of Tzu-Chi's members are women,
Da-Ai Drama often records Taiwanese women’s life stories which happened in the
twentieth century. Examining the media contents of Da-Ai Drama helps to understand
how women are represented in the dramas as well as how they are constructed in a
Confucian society. The heavily lay feature of Humanistic Buddhism makes it necessary

to see how Buddhist organisations use secular media to approach and attract the
public by embedding the religious agenda in the media.

The aims of this study are:

(a) To examine gender and religious representation in Taiwanese Da-Ai Drama and

the interactions between gender representation and religious representation.

(b) To examine a religious TV form other than Christian evangelism in order to

analyse the interactions among media discourse, gender discourse and religious
discourse.

(c) To understand the extent to which media representation of gender and religion

reflects dominant ideologies of gender and religion, and to explore the impact of this
media text on its audiences.

(d) To shed light on broader issues of gender and religion in Taiwanese society, and

to contribute to academic debates about media audiences, religious broadcasting and
gender.

Methodology

Noting the weakness of text-based studies on women in Confucianism and Buddhism, |
undertook research on a media platform other than written texts. Rather than
interviewing or observing participants from contemporary lay Buddhist organisations, |
attempted to see how the televisual media is used to represent contemporary
practitioners and how the audience reads the media representations. Thus, the
methodology used in this thesis is experimental in a sense that it combines qualitative
research methods from different areas, mostly cultural studies. The research methods
also reflect my standpoint as a bridge between ‘elite feminists’ and ‘grassroot women.’
Undertaking research on televisual contents is a challenge against ‘conventional’ way
of studying religions and religious women. As a researcher, | cannot avoid the ‘elite’

tradition | am critiquing in this thesis. Therefore, in addition to my reading and
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interpretation from an ‘intellectual’ point of view, | chose to represent the audience’s
readings and interpretations on the televisual contents. It is not my purpose to speak
for, or, represent any group of women; however, it is one of my purposes to point out
the way in which the academia constructs a discourse of victimised religious women

and how the ‘grassroot women'’ respond to the ‘patriarchal oppression.’

Firstly, to | undertook some textual analysis of Da-Ai Drama examine a religious
broadcast which is not televangelism. This is done for the purpose of studying religious
women from a non- written textual tradition. Deriving my concept from the huge amount
of feminist studies on soap operas, | would like to add a religious approach to the
communication studies because religions play an important role in mass media culture.
Also, it is my attempt to bring media studies into the field of religious studies as media

studies and religious studies are often treated as two separated fieids

Secondly, in addition to my analysis of the chosen dramas | also analysed audience
response. At the beginning of my fieldwork | intended to conduct focus group
interviews in a family setting so that | could observe different readings of Da-Ai Drama
from different generational positions. However, as the dramas cover sensitive familial
issues, it was difficult to get the younger members to talk when the senior family
members were around. | soon discarded the focus group interviews and started one-to-
one in-depth interviews, as it turned out that this method encouraged people to talk
more easily. | started to recruit interviewees by asking my parents and my friends if
they had friends who regularly watched Da-Ai Drama. It then turned out that most of
my interviewees were of my parents’ generation because snowballing is a very efficient
method as my parents are active members in several voluntary services. The one-to-
one in-depth interviews gave me an insight to how the audience viewed Da-Ai Drama
in a broad sense: | asked them questions such as why they watched Da-Ai Drama

during the prime-time slot and what they thought about the media representation of
women and the family in Da-Ai Drama.

Following the in-depth interviews, various comments were collected from the Internet.
Considering the popularity of social networking websites and various internet tools to
transmit information, | decided to use online materials as an additional research
resource. As an insider of online fan activities, | have become aware that there is a lack
of scholarly discussion on the potential of online fandom to consume media products
and found a discourse around mass media culture. The usage of online materials
creates a slight anxiety among scholars because the virtual community cannot tell the
scholars about the informants’ social and economic backgrounds. However, the online
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users create a discourse towards certain topics. The televisual media have increasingly
transformed these comments and norms into televisual form. The success of the 2011
Egyptian Revolution has shown the world how powerful the virtual community can be. It
is the ‘real’ human beings who are active in the ‘virtual’ world, this is a potentially useful

research tool. Therefore, | chose to collect online materials from different social
networking sites.

Examining Media Contents

In order to explore the themes on gender and religion in Da-Ai Drama, a study of media
content is necessary. Evans (1990) notes that the recent assumption of media studies
is that media content is open to interpretation and that the audience is active in
interpreting the media messages. However, Corner (1991) argues that too much
emphasis on the polysemic media content over-estimates the interpretative power of
the audience. Although the audience is active, it does not mean that the effects of
media texts and messages can be reduced. Therefore, Morley (1992) argues that “the
analysis of the text or message remains, of course, a fundamental necessity, for the
polysemy of the message is not without its own structure. Audiences do not see only
what they want to see, since a message (or programme) is not simply a window on the
world, but a construction. [...] The message is capable of different interpretations
depending on the context of association” (p.21). As a researcher, my interpretation is
influenced by the social discourses | have access to: this is also true of other
audiences. Apart from analysing media texts of Da-Ai Drama, this research includes

interviews from the audience as well as blogging and online forum discussions to
present various readings on Da-Ai Drama.

Visual narrative can best tell us how the production teams of Da-Ai Drama tackle
gender issues in the drama series as well as the embedded religious themes in the
dramas. Different from sociologists who use visual methods to study society (Artieri
1996; Grady 1996, Harper 2005; Jenks 1995), this research studies society through the
visual materials carefully edited and professionally produced by Da-Ai TV. Da-Ai
Drama is a visual material that provides large amounts of docudramas on women in
the twentieth century. Okely (1992) argues that the autobiographies, either oral or
written, are shaped by the tellers as well as the listeners (p.16). The biographies of
Tzu-Chi members need to be transformed and mediated through televisual discourse
so that the stories reach the audience. As Hall (2003) argues, “a ‘raw’ historical event
cannot, in that form, be transmitted by, say, a television newscast” (p.52). In order to
make an historical event into a communicative event, the event must become a story
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which involves the working of social discourses and televisual discourse. Thus, Da-Ai
Drama is a product of Tzu-Chi members, the production teams and the audience. The

represented social reality in Da-Ai Drama is produced not only by the production teams
but also by the leading characters and the audience.

Narrative analysis is useful to reveal the social context because “culture ‘speaks itself’
through an individual's story” (Riessman 1993 p. 5). It is Chaffe's (1990) belief that
narrative analysis opens up a window towards understanding cultures of different
groups of people. Through narrative analysis of Da-Ai Drama, the mediated and
constructed social reality of Buddhist women in Taiwanese society can be unfolded.
Developing from the tradition of literary studies, narrative analysis is used by
sociologists to analyse qualitative data in order to study the way the narrators speak
and the subjectivity of the narrators (Rosenwald & Ochberg 1992). Narrative analysis
studies the story narrated by the narrator (the content) and the way the narrator
narrates it (the narrative discourse). As we can only see a story through a narrative
discourse, “the story is always mediated” (Abbott 2008 p. 20). Traditionally, the
narrative analysis is used on written texts that are transcribed from the interviews. That
is, the narrative analysis is mostly used on examining verbal narrative discourse. |
would like to broaden the scope of narrative analysis by examining the visual and audio
materials, because this research sets out to critique the textual-based tradition in the
studies of religion (i.e. Buddhism) and philosophy (i.e. Confucianism). This study would
then look into the media content of Da-Ai Dramas as well as the narrative discourse (i.e.

the way the stories are represented in the dramas and the ideology behind the telling of
the stories).

Three dramas are chosen for analysis, Ming-yue zhao hong-chen [H] J R 4| BE]
(hereafter, Ming-yue), Huang jin-xian [% 4:4%] (hereafter, Huang), and Xi-gu A-ma [FY %4
FT4%] (hereafter, Xi-gu). Ming-yue is chosen for analysis because every one of my
interviewees mentions this drama and the rating was high when it was broadcast in
2005. Ming-yue, consisting of sixty-six episodes, tells the story of a female Tzu-Chi
member’s life story from the 1910s up to the present day. Huang jin-xian (2008) is an
award-winning drama that consists of seventeen episodes. Ming-yue is chosen for
analysis because of its popularity among the audience while Huang is chosen because
of its award-winning quality. The director of Huang turned to commercial TV networks
and made a huge success in 2009. Xi-gu is chosen because the director directed one

of the most discussed Da-Ai Dramas, Cao-shan chun-hui [%11)%#]. Both the
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production team and the cast are award-winning teams with successful ratings in the
industry.

These dramas are visual biographies which are based on the leading characters’ oral
narratives of their life stories. The visual and dramatic adaptation of these stories
implicitly reflects Tzu-Chi's agenda which is the main focus of this study. For the
purpose of the study, | purchased the DVD sets of these three dramas right after the
fieldwork had been finished. In preparation for the analysis of the dramas, | collected
articles and reports related to these dramas from newspapers as well as the Internet.
Before | started to watch the dramas, | had read reports from journalists as well as
discussions and comments from online forums. The analysis started with watching one
drama after the other. In order to extract the contextual information from the production
team, | also watched the talk-show sessions after each episode of the drama. The talk-
show sessions showed interviews with the production teams as well as the actors and
the actresses. What is more, the ‘real’ people from the adapted stories also showed up
in the talk-show sessions to talk about the stories. | took notes on those interviewing
sessions in order to construct a framework for the production end. The first step was to
familiarise myself with the plots. Therefore, during the first watching, | scribbled down
the plots in each episode. After finishing one drama, | drew a plot summary with the
relationships among its leading characters. From May to June 2009, | spent
approximately four to five hours a day watching the dramas for the first time. Having
the basic plots in the notes, | then proceeded to closely watch them episode by
episode. For the second time of watching, | spent approximately three to four hours a
day from July 2009 to September 2009. During the second watching, | took notes on
the scenes containing themes around gender construction and gender roles. After this,

| then went through the notes from the first watching and the second watching and
started the coding process.

During the process of viewing the notes and making major groupings, | found a
narrative pattern which corresponded to Reed'’s study (2003) on the narrative of the
written texts of Guan-yin® stories in Taiwan. The Guan-yin narrative begins with the
narrator being in a tragic situation, be it an accident or an iliness. Struggling to get over
the difficult time, the narrator comes into contact with friends or family members who
introduce Guan-yin's healing power to him. The climax of the narrative structure lies in
the narrator's personal encounter with Guan-yin. Guan-yin's power of immediate

healing or protection from disasters turns the narrator into a devout Buddhist. The

H sl e .
BS::r:-s);;n IS a Bodhisattva who transformed from a male deity to a female one in Chinese folk
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similar narrative pattern in Da-Ai Drama and Reed’s Guan-yin narrative encouraged
me to look into the narrative structure of Da-Ai Drama. During the third watching, |
elicited scenes that were related to major groupings and looked into the visual
arrangements of those scenes. This is a process of examining themes and building
codebooks. The analysis of the visual arrangements of those scenes raises an issue of
“cultural repertoire” that | have. The non-linguistic signs are open to interpretation
because the signifieds are floating (Barthes 1964 p. 39). My knowledge to access
these floating signifieds is culturally and historically specific. Researchers from other
cultures or different generations from my culture would not read the signs in the same
way as | did. Being aware of my situated knowledge, | went on to compare my readings

of the dramas with other audiences’ views (i.e. data collected from interviews and
online materials).

Examining the Reception End

What is the audience of TV industries? Ang (1991) points out that the audience “is not
an ontological given, but a socially-constituted and institutionally-produced category”
(p.3). The actual audience has been transformed into numeric based figures called
“ratings” which contain heavy commercial information. The socio-cultural and
institutional contexts should be considered when studying the audience because they
are simplified into numbers, to serve the commercial benefits of TV industries.
Therefore, the audience is a construction which is “a figment of the sober, expensive
and often influential imagination of impersonal institutions” (Miller 2002 p. 60). Is there
a real existing audience? Both McQuail (1997) and Miller (2002) believe that the
audience belongs to a larger context and they are products of the social contexts.
Morley (1992) urges for a study of the audience which investigates “the extent to which
these individual readings are patterned into cultural structures and clusters” (p.54).
That is not only to study the audience’s interpretations of the media texts but also to
examine the discourses where the audience belongs. This research not only looks into
Da-Ai Drama to understand a larger narrative discourse where it belongs, but it also
looks into the larger discourse where the audience belongs. How gender is constructed
in Taiwanese society can be understood by unfolding the complicated network
between media discourse and audience interpretation. Scholars like Bobo (1988) study
black female viewers on mainstream film in order to understand the way “a specific
audience creates meaning from a mainstream text and uses the reconstructed
meaning to empower themselves and their social group” (p.92-93). This research also

looks into audience response to see how a female audience is empowered through
their gendered viewing behaviour.
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Brown (1994) suggests that the gendered viewing of soaps is political and a kind of
empowerment for women because soap watching does not stop when the show
finishes. Women enjoy gossiping and talking about it afterwards. Through talking and
gossiping about soaps, the female audience establishes solidarity, enabling women to
share their pleasure, secret knowledge and “probably” power to break rules (p.132).
Similarly, Geraghty (1991) states that “escapism” is what enables a utopian possibility
for its audience to enjoy changes or solutions to their daily emotional dilemmas (p.130).
A united sisterhood seems to emerge as an impact of soap watching. However, the

theorisation of gendered audience is because it often refers to white, middle-class,
First World women. In her opinion:

“...gendered viewing, however, needs to be conceptualised in terms of
certain specific cultural, social, and historical notions of what appropriately
is viewed, enjoyed, and valued as masculine or feminine viewing practices
and other practices of daily life and sense-making” (Brown 1994 p.14).

As for the images of women in soap operas, Ang (1996) argues that “soap operas do
not simply reflect aiready existing stereotypical images of women, but actively produce
a symbolic form of feminine identity, by inscribing a specific subject position--that of the
‘ideal mother'--in its textual fabric” (p.112). With feminists, works on media and
audience evolve; women'’s roles as media consumers switch from passive victims to an
empowering position in which female audiences are able to resist the dominant
meanings and discourses in the media (p.114). In order to find out how the audience
think about the gender representation in Da-Ai Drama, and whether those images are

oppressive or empowering, | have conducted in-depth interviews and collected articles
from online forums.

Whilst carrying out my fieldwork, | was often asked about my research topic. As soon
as my friends or my parents’ friends knew about my research on Da-Ai Drama, they all
had a word or two to say about Da-Ai Drama. Some of my friends appreciate the
quality of Da-Ai Drama and would start recommending dramas to me. Some of my
friends watch Da-Ai Drama with their parents and dislike the “traditional values”
embedded in the dramas, while some like how the dramas help them to sort out
confusions in life. | was impressed by a woman in her eighties who started to share
with me her experiences as a Tzu-Chi volunteer over the past two decades. The casual
chats with people gave me the impression that Da-Ai Drama reaches a broader public

than other religious channels. These people are not exclusively limited to Tzu-Chi
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members or Buddhists; neither are these audiences limited to a certain age group. Da-
Ai Drama becomes the name of a particular genre of dramas which connotes with
quality drama, Buddhism, Tzu-Chi, traditional values, educational programmes etc. In
order to know more about audiences’ thoughts on gender representation and religious

themes in Da-Ai Drama, | chose in-depth interviews to know more about audiences’
opinions in general.

| conducted fourteen® one-to-one, semi-structured interviews with people from the
Taiwanese audience, each lasting half an hour to an hour. The interviews were
conducted during December 2008 and January 2009. The interviewees, aged from
thirty to sixty years, were recruited via snowballing from my parents and my friends
who live in the central part of Taiwan (Taichung).” Seven of them were more than fifty
years old; three of them were forty to fifty years old; and four of them were thirty to forty
years old. Only two interviewees were male and only one of all the interviewees had
never been married. The interviewees were from audiences who have the habit of
watching Da-Ai Drama at prime-time. Apart from one male interviewee, aged thirty to
forty, who watched Da-Ai Drama via webcasting, all of the interviewees watch Da-Ai
Drama during prime-time at home. Each interview took place in the interviewees'
house or their place of work, within travelling distance that was convenient for all
concerned. Before each interviewing session, | asked the participants to fill in a
consent form in which they were asked to provide basic personal information on age,
marital status, gender, religion and if they wished to request anonymity. | chose not to
ask their educational background because, as Chapter 2 will show, educational
background does not fairly represent an individual when discussing Taiwanese society
across different generations®. Although only one of them chose to be anonymous, |
struggled in the writing process about the degree to which | should reveal the marital
status of some of my participants as well as details they gave about personal familial
conflicts®. Only two of the interviewees chose not to disclose their religious
identification whereas the rest of them identified themselves as Buddhists. The

® In fact, | conducted eighteen interviews but only fourteen of them with better recording
gualities are transcribed and used for the analysis purpose.

Please see Appendix B. for more details.

For 9xample, a few of the female interviewees with primary school education had their children
studying in one of the best universities on the island. Others who received high school
education had children studying in universities as well. Interviewees with poorer or richer
backgrounds all had their children studying in higher education institutions. The issues on
education will be further discussed in Chapter 2.

.For example, | got to know the ‘actual’ marital status of some interviewees which were
different from what they ‘claimed’ on paper during the interviews. As divorce or separation

remains a sensitive issuq among certain communities, | struggled at how much information |
could disclose when the informants agreed to use their real names.
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questions were open-ended and half-structured,’® and they were designed not only to
understand how the audience perceived gender and religious themes in Da-Ai Drama,
but also to understand the social discourse of gender and religions.

Among the female interviewees, only two of them held a job, and they both belonged to
the cohort of thirty to forty-year-olds. The rest of the female interviewees were either
retired or had been housewives after getting married. One of the male interviewees
held a job in an art gallery while the other one was a retired civil servant. As
generational difference is one of my focuses in this thesis, my interviewees can be
separated into two generations. People aged more than forty years old share a more or
less similar social milieu to that of my parents who were in their early fifties at the time
of my fieldwork. People under forty years old more or less belonged to my generation'".
Saying so does not mean we shared exact similar experiences in terms of rapid social
changes.'” What was most noticeable was that only two of the interviewees (one male
and one female) did not have any voluntary experiences prior to the interviews. Most of
the women aged over forty regularly attended voluntary services, be it in the public
sector or private sector, mostly religious based social services, while the female
interviewees aged under forty attended voluntary services occasionally. The fact that
most of the interviewees have experiences in voluntary services demonstrates that
women could generate ‘informal capital’ via undertaking voluntary services™.

For most of the time | chatted with the interviewees as a warming-up session before |
started recording. The advantage of recruiting the interviewees through snowballing
was to get them to talk more frankly in the interviews. As most of them knew about me
from my parents or my friends, they did not act shyly or nervously during the interviews.
As most of my interviewees were female, around my parents’ age (in their fifties), they
answered questions or told their own stories as if they were sharing their life
experiences with me. | did recognise the role gender played in these interviews. When
talking about family or their opinions on the familial values, the female interviewees
talked more than male interviewees and the female interviewees were more willing to
share the difficult times they had had with me. My position as a younger woman
enabled me to listen to their life stories in more detail. It seems like | will tread a similar
path one day in the future so they felt that they had to tell me something in advance.
Some of them acted like seniors who were responsible for educating a junior and so

:‘1’ Please see Appendix C. for more details.
0 One of my fgmale mterwewe_es was my eldest cousin from my father’s side
Chapter 2 will show that society has changed rapidly in the last few decades.

13 ; i i
Chapter 2, will show that encouraging the public to undertak voluntary services is one of the
government’s agendas.
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they gave me lectures on certain topics, particularly those related to marriage.
Although they did not appear to be extremely anxious about the presence of the
recorders, some of the interviewees talked more freely when | was not recording so |
took notes as soon as | had finished the interviews.

After each interview, | spent half an hour to an hour reflecting on the content of the
interview, as well as making notes on the unrecorded part of the conversation and the
certain gestures and facial expressions used. After | had finished all the interviews, |
started to transcribe them into written texts for future analysis. As all the interviews
were conducted in either Chinese or Taiwanese, all the transcriptions were in Chinese.
| did not start to translate them into English until the writing-up period, as | did not wish
to lose the original sense of the interviews. When the transcriptions were done, |
started the coding process in a thematic way. On the first time of reading the materials,
| made notes on individual transcriptions and listed keywords under each question.
Furthermore, | linked the fieldwork notes to each transcription for an understanding of

the social context of the interviewees. In later readings of the transcriptions, | cross-
linked the codes between interviewees.

Added on to the in-depth interviews are the comments collected from the Internet
forums and blogs. From the start of my PhD research, | have been reading several
online forums about Da-Ai dramas and Taiwanese TV dramas, including the official
website of the Da-Ai TV channel. Reading people's comments and discussions on
dramas or films in the online forums is a habit of mine, because | am one of those girl
fans who join online forums to discuss their favourite singers and actors. At the
beginning, using online materials did not occur to me. | read Da-Ai's forum as a way to
observe fan culture online, which has nothing to do with this research. However, as |
was watching Da-Ai's forum one day, there was a huge debate on the drama being
broadcast at the time because it was about a man with two “wives™." It caused an
overwhelming number of arguments on moral values and so on. One of the supporters
of the drama suggested users to Google “Da-Ai dramas” to see what other viewers had
written in their blogs.'® With that in mind, | googled it and found quite a lot of
discussions about Da-Ai Drama in various online forums and individual blogs. Because
my interviews lacked a focus on opinions of individual dramas, | then decided to use

online materials'® as a complement to the audience end of Da-Ai Drama. Although |

14 . . . , .
_:—Ie lived with two women, one was his wife in the legal sense and the other one was his real
wile.

15 : . .
In Taiwan, blogging is popular not only among the younger generation, but also among

Pseople in my parents’ age group who are now learning how to blog.
Please see Appendix D.
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had been reading the online forums from the official site of Da-Ai Drama, | did not use
any materials from the official site. Instead, | went to one of the biggest and most
popular Bulletin Board Systems (BBS), PTT, in Taiwan. Within this huge site, there are
various discussion boards covering topics from everyday life to academic discussions.
As it is a huge virtual community where a lot of online users discuss different issues, |
read two discussion boards, “TaiwanDrama” and “Da-AiTV.” The BBS system allows
the discussion boards to have shorter comments after each article. Instead of having a

long thread of responding articles, some articles might be followed by short comments
from different users.

During my search for online bloggers and forums that discuss Da-Ai Drama, | found an
online forum, Forums for Xi-gu A-ma, set up by Tzu-Chi members in North America.
The discussion board was actively engaged by members who were closely connected
to one of the leading characters of my analysed dramas. Some of the comments were
posted by people whose stories were shown in the drama. It is an exciting example of
how online discussion forums can be used to share life experiences as well as
watching experiences. Apart from the websites | mentioned above, | used some online
materials from forums that mostly discuss popular culture, from TV dramas to films.

Also, a few bloggers’ articles were used in response to their watching experiences.

The online materials were used to a) analyse the discourse on Da-Ai Drama vs.
commercial prime-time dramas; b) collect comments and thoughts on the dramas |
chose to analyse. The online materials were treated like interview transcriptions. All the
materials were coded in a thematic way. Although it is difficult to get the social context
of online users, the online materials provided discourses of Da-Ai Drama and other
commercial dramas. The online communities were observed and the online comments
were used in the thesis for the purpose of analysing the community network among the
audience. As soap operas can be empowering to a female audience when they discuss

them with a fellow female audience, the boost of online communities could add a new
aspect to the fan community and its empowerment.

Thesis layout

As Taiwanese society is strongly connected with Confucian tradition, a brief review of
Confucianism and Buddhism, before the modern period, is a way of getting to know the
cultural and historical context of Taiwanese society. | will start the thesis with a

discussion of women in Confucianism. Chapter 2 presents contextual information of
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women in Taiwanese society for readers who are not familiar with the history and
society of Taiwan. Using major political moments as a breakdown of different historical
periods, the chapter presents an overall social change from the beginning of the
twentieth century to the end of the twentieth century. Beginning the chapter with
Japanese colonisation (1895-1945), the first section of the chapter reveals the way in
which Chinese cultural practices were kept under Japanese colonisation. After a
discussion on the social environment during Japanese colonisation, the second part of
the chapter proceeds to economic changes and women’s movements during the KMT
period (1945-1987). The contextual information shows the way in which family patterns
were changed throughout the economic development, and how these changes
challenged academic discourse on women in Confucianism and Sinic societies. The

final part of the chapter shows the current situation of women in the legal system, the
education system, and so on.

Chapter 3 begins with contextual and factual information on religious activities in
Taiwanese society. The discussion leads to a re-definition of religion in this thesis. The
institutionally-oriented and textually-based definition of religion does not fit into the
context of Taiwanese religious traditions. Chapter 3 presents the contextual
background of the origin of Humanistic Buddhism as a response to the process of
modernisation in China. Seeing the decline and corruption of Chinese Buddhism at the
end of the nineteenth century, Master Taixu came up with Humanistic Buddhism to
reform and modernise monastic systems in China. Following his advocation of
Humanistic Buddhism, Master Yin-Shun encourages Buddhists to participate in “this-
worldly” affairs because Buddha attained Nirvana in this world. Master Yin-Shun
becomes the indexical figure in contemporary Taiwanese Buddhism because the
leaders of the largest Buddhist organisations are disciples of Master Yin-Shun. The
discussion of Humanistic Buddhism is the context where the Tzu-Chi organisation
locates Master Zheng-Yan as one of Master Yin-Shun's disciples. Aiming to build a
heaven in this world, Master Zheng-Yan encourages her followers to practise Buddhist
doctrines by action. As Tzu-Chi becomes one of the largest NGOs in Taiwan, scholars
have become more and more interested in the different aspects of the Tzu-Chi
organisation, other than the religious perspective. Chapter 3 provides essential
background for readers to familiarise themselves with the religious context of this
study, which aims to explore how Tzu-Chi's agenda is embedded in its media products.

As the main focus of this study is Da-Ai Drama, which uses the docudrama form,
Chapter 4 provides a basic understanding of the Taiwanese media industry. After a
brief introduction to the media context, Chapter 4 brings in the discussion of religious
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broadcasting. The history of religious broadcasting first raised scholarly interests in the
1950s. Televangelism was the first type of religious broadcasting that raised scholarly
interests. Studies of televangelism did not make religion an aspect of study in media
and cultural studies. Not until the last two decades did scholars notice the complicated
relationships between various types of media and religion. The discussion on religion
and media helps us to understand the significance of Da-Ai Drama in terms of religious
broadcasting and how Da-Ai Drama changes the followers’ Buddhist daily practices.
Because of the docudrama form used by Da-Ai Drama, debates on the values of
docudrama need to be drawn into the discussion. Scholarly interest in ‘fact’ and ‘truth’
in docudrama helps us to understand why Da-Ai Drama takes a semi-reality TV format.
The re-constructed and staged reality helps the audience to watch serious issues
within an entertainment format. The docudrama form is one of the reasons why Da-Ai

Drama is so successful nationwide. Chapter 6 will show a detailed analysis from the
audience end.

In Chapter 5, there are three dramas chosen for analysis. All the dramas show a
similar narrative structure, in which the leading characters go through a typical life
passage of women in Confucian society; from daughters, to wives, to mothers to
mothers-in-law. In order to present the blurry line between the dramas and the reality
as well as the narrative structure, Chapter 5 is presented as a playscript: LIFE AS A
PLAY. The narrative structure of these dramas can be divided into three stages. These
three stages are presented as three acts in the play. Within each act, various themes
are discussed to unfold the gender representation and religious themes in the dramas.
The leading characters who enjoy happy childhoods start to face various kinds of
challenges and difficulties after being married. Being tough and strong, the leading
characters overcome the difficulties and start to devote themselves to the Tzu-Chi
organisation. Analysing gender representation in these dramas helps us to understand
how women are constructed in a Confucian society. Analysing the religious themes
embedded in these dramas enables the audience to know how Tzu-Chi embeds its
agenda in the docudrama form of Da-Ai Drama. Although there are Da-Ai dramas that
tell the stories of Tzu-Chi's male members, my analysis here focuses on female
members in the Tzu-Chi organisation. Chapter 5 shows readers what Da-Ai Drama is
and the themes covered in the dramas. Understanding what Da-Ai Drama is allows us
to further discuss what the audience thinks about Da-Ai Drama.

Presenting the response of the audience to Da-Ai Drama, Chapter 6 starts with a
debate about prime-time TV dramas in Taiwan. The debate explains why some

members of the audience choose the Da-Ai TV network over commercial TV networks.
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This chapter presents a possibility for practising Buddhism via watching Da-Ai Drama.
The educational meanings of docudramas enable the audience to reflect on their
personal experiences via the dramas. Therefore, the reality presented in the dramas
blurs with the reality lived by the audience. Seeing the leading characters’ abilities to
cope with difficult times, the audience learns from the dramas and tries to behave and
think in a positive way. The narrative structure of Da-Ai Drama creates the leading
characters as human Bodhisattvas--saint-like figures--who help themselves, as well as
others, out of difficult times. The practice of Bodhisattva’s path invites the leading
characters as well as the audience to create a “this-worldly” heaven, which is the core
value of Humanistic Buddhism.
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Chapter 2

Taiwan in the 20th Century--Women in a Fast-Changing

Society

Introduction

Da-Ai Drama is a docudrama series that records the life stories of Tzu-Chi members
(mostly women) in the twentieth century. In order to foreground the analysis of Da-Ai
Drama (Chapter 6) and the responses of the audience (Chapter 7), | would like to
provide some brief contextual information about Taiwanese society in the twentieth
century. Taiwan has undergone rapid social, political, and economic changes in the
twentieth century. These changes demonstrate changing concepts about gender
relations and women. Da-Ai Drama represents the changing role of women in the
process of modernisation and such social changes become an essential part of
watching behaviour. This chapter aims to examine the process of modernisation,
democratisation, industrialisation, and urbanisation of twentieth-century Taiwan. In the
first half of the century, Taiwan remained an agricultural society, which means that
industrialisation has happened rapidly, in less than fifty years, in Taiwanese history.
The rapid changes from industrialisation, urbanisation, and democratisation are part
and parcel of the contents of Da-Ai Drama and watching experiences. These changes
create generational differences and a sense of nostalgia for those watching Da-Ai
Drama which themselves reflect the social changes of the twentieth century.

An overall picture of social change in Taiwanese society will help to contextualise
Buddhist women and the female audience of Da-Ai Drama. Also, this chapter aims to
demonstrate the generational differences created by rapid social changes. An
understanding of women across the generations also helps us to understand the
changes in women’s situation in society, and to avoid the biased tendency to lay blame
on religious organisations for teaching women to put up with their difficult lives or
patriarchal oppression. Prior to Japanese colonisation (1895-1945), Taiwan went
through a short period of Dutch and Spanish colonisation (1624-1662) and a long
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period of Chinese rule (1662-1895)." In terms of immigration history, the largest ethnic
group in Taiwan is Han-Chinese. ‘Indigenous Taiwanese’ include ‘Han-Chinese’ and
‘indigenous aborigines,” who constituted 2% of the population in 1900. There are two
major ethnic groups among Han-Chinese: Ho-los who speak Taiwanese, which is
spoken among most Chinese diaspora in South-East Asia, and Hakkas who speak
Hakka, a dialect similar to Cantonese. Since the 1990s, there have been more foreign
brides from South-East Asia which has created a more diverse picture of ethnicity in
contemporary Taiwan. Politically speaking, Japanese colonisation and the KMT regime
(1945-1987) have played an important role in shaping modern Taiwan. These
authoritarian states are recent history and still remain as a vivid picture in a present
day democratic society. This chapter chronologically presents the social changes,
accompanied by discussions on the political changes, economic growth, social class
mobility, educational system, and women's status in society.'® This contextual
information about social changes helps to foreground the discussion of women in a
Confucian society in the contemporary world. The religious aspect will be elicited as a
separate section in the next chapter. This chapter demonstrates the rapid changes that
have taken place within Taiwanese Confucian society and suggests that a textually
based study on gender/ women is not sufficient to unravel the complex of ‘patriarchy’ in
this context and a wider global society more broadly.

Japanese Colonisation (1895-1945)

At the beginning of Japanese colonisation, Taiwanese culture, which is predominantly
inherent Chinese due to immigrant history, was preserved. Not until the 1930s and the
1940s, when the Japanese government started the Kominka movement (‘Japanisation’
movement), did the government start to repress Taiwanese indigenous culture,
languages, religions, and so on. Culturally speaking, most Taiwanese people were
allowed to preserve their cultural backgrounds and religious beliefs. Tomiyama (1995)
states that Japanese colonisation is more a ‘cooperativism’ than an ‘oppression’ of
cultures. The next chapter will discuss religious activities in the Japanese colonial

period. Early studies on rural development show that 65% of the Taiwanese population

7 B 9
" Teng (2004) examines the Ch'ing (1644-1911) travel accounts to analyse the gender

discoyrse on indigenous women in early Taiwan. The study offers an understanding of Ch'ing
colonial discourse which sexualised the ‘savage women' in Taiwan.
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Farris (2004) has a detailed account of the role of Taiwanese women and their liberation in
the procgss qf modernisation. Focusing on the socioeconomic changes and the political
democratisation, Farris examines women’s status in the twentieth century in great detail.
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were employed in agriculture in 1900 while 50% of the Taiwanese population were in
agriculture in the 1950s (Wu, 1979). The class division in an agricultural society lies in
the possession of lands. Marsh (2003) states that “the main class division was between
landlords and landless in rural Taiwan” (p.39). Adding ethnicity into the discussion,
Marsh’s statement should be refined to reflect the fact that the main class division
‘among Han Chinese’ was between landlords and landless in rural Taiwan. In the
Japanese colonial period, the Japanese were ‘the elite’ while the indigenous
Taiwanese, mainly Han Chinese, were engaged in agricultural activities. As the
indigenous aborigines basically lived in the mountainous areas, their economic

activities were based on hunting rather than farming.

Although Taiwan remained an agricultural society under Japanese colonisation, the
Japanese government initiated projects to modernise Taiwan’s infrastructure. A
modernised educational system was implanted and indigenous Taiwanese with better
social or economic backgrounds had the opportunity to enter the Higher Education
system or to study in Japan. The segregation of education between Japanese and
Taiwanese was lifted in the 1920s which further narrowed the gap between the
coloniser and the colonised people. These intellectuals who received higher education
either in Taiwan or in Japan initiated the democratic movement and the women’s
movements. Under Japanese colonisation, Taiwan had made huge progress in
agricultural development and was prepared for an industrial and service economy
(Howe 2001, pp. 47). The improvement of the quality of human resources through
formal education and job training laid a foundation for the later period (ibid., pp. 48).

In terms of political movements, local counciliors were partly made up of Taiwanese,
elected by Taiwanese men who held certain social status. Partial freedom in politics
was given to the Taiwanese population. There were attempts to set up a women’s
group during Japanese colonisation; however, it was dismissed (Chen 2000). Within
the small amount of literature on women’s movements in the Japanese colonial period,
Yang (1993) points out that the women’s movement in this period resembled the
women’s liberation movements in China, which was greatly influenced by the May
Fourth Movement. The issue of women’s liberation became a predominant concern of
patriotic intellectuals because of the fear of Eurocentric colonialism and the changes of
the political system (from imperial regimes to democratic states). It was believed that
liberating women from ‘corrupted traditions’ helped to build up a progressive nation
against colonialism from the West. Different from most women'’s movements in Europe

or America, women’s liberation was advocated by male intellectuals in the early
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twentieth century. Information about women’s social status in the early twentieth
century is hard to retrieve. However, through examining the representation of female
characters in early twentieth-century Taiwanese fiction, Chen (2003) divides women
under Japanese colonisation into three categories: ‘new-edge women’; ‘traditional
women’; and ‘women in-between’. Chen’s examination of early twentieth-century fiction
reveals the fact that that there was a diversity of women in the early twentieth century.
There were women who had received higher education in Japan and, therefore, held
more ‘modernised’ attitudes towards marriage. There were women who were brought
up in farming families and, therefore, were confined and oppressed by traditional
‘patriarchy’. There were women who received modernised education but acted more
‘conservatively’. Women of this period lived under Confucian traditions and Japanese
patriarchy, their social status was way below that of men (e.g. they did not have the
right to vote). These were women of my grandparents’ generation who were brought up
with Japanese education in the public sphere and Confucian tradition in the private
sphere. The family size remained an extended family form due to the need to provide
labour for farming. The agricultural society helped to preserve the practice of Confucian
doctrines such as the extended family, patrilocation and patrilineage etc. Although

women were portrayed as victims of ‘patriarchy’ in this period, there were also women
who succeeded in education.

Lu (2004) studies Taiwanese students who studied in Japan in the 1920s and shows a
similar pattern to the May Fourth intellectuals’ agenda of gender issues via seeking the
“new women” in the process of modernisation. By examining earlier writers' articles on
gender issues, Lu points out that most of the writers, educated in Japan, approached
women'’s liberation by proposing a new way of marriage which was based on romantic
love. The early intellectuals critiqued the practice of arranged marriage, concubinage
and the dowry system (p. 85). Wolf's (1972) empirical study demonstrates different
forms of marriage arrangements practised in early Taiwan. Although these forms of
arranged marriage were critiqued severely by early liberal intellectuals, Wolf offers a
different view on women’s central roles in the family and kinship network. Her empirical
examples constitute a grassroots voice which is different from the academic or

intellectual discourse on oppressed and victimised women under Confucian patriarchy.

Ko (1994) argues that “the invention of an ahistorical ‘Chinese tradition’ that is feudal,
patriarchal, and oppressive was the result of a rare influence of three divergent
ideological and political traditions: the May Fourth or New Culture Movement; the
communist revolution and Western feminist scholarship” (p.3). It is not a denial of the
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patriarchal tradition in Confucianism but rather a reminder of examining Confucianism
within a particular historical and cultural context. The doctrines might remain the same
but the practices change with time. That is, in Nyitray’s (2010) terms, Confucianism

should be understood as “a continuum of tradition from Confucius on to the present
day” (p.148).

To study women and gender dynamics in Confucian societies means to examine
women’s various obligations and roles in the familial networks. A textually based study
of Confucianism could not reflect the daily practices of women, which fails to trace the
origin of women’s oppression. In order to understand women in Confucianism, it is
unavoidable to position women in the familial kinship because nuxing, a Mandarin
equivalent of woman, is a modern term that appeared in the late nineteenth, early
twentieth century. Before the arrival of nuxing, women refer to funu which signifies
kinship and division of labour in Confucian hierarchy. Li (1994) argues that before 1919,
the term ‘women’ equals the family. That is, women are bound to the family. During
1919 to 1949 women’s issues were related to nationalism for the interests of the
nation’s survival (p. 3-4). Li distinguishes that the differences between the Eurocentric
women’s movements and the women's liberation movements are the different
approaches and focuses. Eurocentric women’s movements fight for women’s interests
while Chinese women’s liberation movements were led by male intellectuals to support

nationalism (p.5). These are the intellectually-led social movements in early twentieth-
century China and Taiwan.

In the early modern period, the Western concept of woman started to influence the
Confucian concept of woman. The issues and welfare of women became a state issue.
Entering into the modern world, women were produced not only from the family but
also from the state. Women'’s issues became the central concern for intellectuals,
mostly males, for the sake of the state. Yin (2006) argues that the May Fourth
Movement constructed a discourse which remains influential in the twentieth century,
“that depicted Confucianism as the cause for all problems by which China was troubled”
(p.13). He further argues that “in this type of discourse, Confucian ethics were
constructed in opposition to liberal individualism, which was symbolised as the only
viable means to rescue China from Western colonisation and other social ills” (p.13).
Underlying this discourse is the assumption that women following Confucian ethics are
powerless victims under the patriarchal tradition of Confucianism. From the May Fourth
Movement in 1919, woman has been treated as a state category (Barlow 1994 p. 254),
and “woman” has become a catachresis that was bound into nationalism to serve the
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Maoist state (Barlow 2004). In the May Fourth Movement, a large amount of Western
literature was translated into Chinese. Certain literature was chosen to be translated in
order to serve men's calls for modernisation and patriotism. In this process of
modernisation, women’s liberation was not for women’s welfare but for men'’s
patriotism (Liu 2000). “New women” [xin nuxing], emerging as a new identity for women,
“was everywhere disciplined by the intellectual (male-centred) self” (Chan 1993 p. 13).
The legacy of the May Fourth intellectuals remains influential among contemporary
academia. Instead of re-examining the Confucian tradition, the elite intellectuals tend to
encompass the Western framework in the study of women. The later sections will show

a school of literature type of women’'s movement in Taiwanese history.

The subjectivity of Chinese women was constructed in the modern era to serve
nationalism. Therefore, nuxing is a political and intellectual construction; it falls into a
monopolised category in which the experiences of real women are ignored and
homogenised (and sometimes victimised). It would be insufficient to treat women as a
product of modern state ideology; neither is it sufficient to analyse how Confucianism
constructs women in a textual and ahistorical approach. Contemporary women are
constructed through Confucianism as an ethical system and a state ideology,
influenced by the Western philosophy of human rights. To understand women in
Taiwanese society, cultural texts as well as social practices are important (Evans 2008
p.70). However, scholarly debates tend to situate women and women only in the family,
while men are naturally seen as individuals that can be discussed outside the
framework of family. This gender biased study neglects the fact that the family
produces men as well as women. Men have to perform their duties and fulfil their

obligations in the family as well. A neglect of men's roles in the family results in an
imbalanced gender relationship that victimises women.

KMT Regime (1945-1987)

When the KMT government lost mainland China in 1947, it retreated to Taiwan. It
remained an authoritarian regime until the lift of martial law in 1987. The next chapter
will show the influences of institutionalised Buddhism brought about by the retreat of
the KMT government. As the KMT government tried to eliminate the Japanese
influences in Taiwanese society, Mandarinisation was launched which included using
Mandarin Chinese as the official language and Confucian texts as the “authentic”
cultural legacy. Under the authoritarian state control, civil activities were strictly
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monitored. Women'’s organisations established in the 1950s served the benefits of the
KMT government rather than women’s welfare. Women’s movements were limited to
several governmental organisations that encouraged the traditional virtues of women
such as xian qi liang mu [EZER 8] (virtuous wife and good mother) and xiang fu jiao
zhi [f8X#F] (help the husband and educate the children) (Wang 1999 p.20). Again,

similar to the intellectuals’ call for ‘modernised’ women, women'’s role as mothers who
bring up virtuous children was emphasised.

Economically speaking, the dramatic transformation of the economic structure started
in the 1950s. The KMT government launched a project of “Land Reform” in 1949. A big
group of landless farmers became land owners which broke the earlier class division of
“landlords/ landlesses” (Wang, 2002). The rise of agrarian culture accompanied this
“Land Reform” as well as more advanced seed and farming technology. The
development of agricultural activities stimulated industrial development which, as a
result, led to the fall of agrarian culture (Huang, 2005). The fall of agrarian culture
influenced the function of the ‘community’ which, in agrarian society, was based on
blood relationships.’.“Ten Major Projects” were initiated in the 1970s and 1980s to
modernise the infrastructure of Taiwan. During this process of modernising Taiwan's
infrastructure, the economic structure relied more and more on small and medium
enterprises. By the 1990s, only 9% of the population were involved in agricultural
activities (Rubinstein 2007). The class division (landlords/ landiesses) of the early
twentieth century was broken down by the changes in economic and industrial
structures. The economic transformation in the 70s and 80s, often called “Taiwan’s
Miracle”, created a larger “middle-class” who might have belonged to the “landless”
category in the earlier period. The newly rising middle-class became the driving force
of social movements in the 1980s (Schafferer, 2001; Yang, 2007).

Early scholars, like Gates (1987), divide the late 1970s’ Taiwanese society into five
classes. His division of classes was used and discussed among recent scholars who
studied class and ethnicity in Taiwanese society; however, rarely have scholars
doubted the concept of “class” and its applicability in Taiwanese society. Formal school
training opens up an individual's career options. Rubinstein (2007) points out that
“there was a clear relationship between the highest level of education attained and the
career path that one followed” (p.382). As education is the key to obtaining a better

19 .. "
Chapter 3 shows how religious activities are the main function of community centres in
contemporary Taiwan.
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career path, this also increased social mobility. The rigid boundary among classes can
be shaken by educational background as well as capital accumulation. Sociologists
shouid bear in mind that Gates’ division of classes reflects a late 1970s’ Taiwanese
society that had undergone huge changes by the turn of the century. This is not to
dismiss the class issue in Taiwan but education has assisted the class mobility.”

Under strict state control, student movements started from 1971. Not until the 1970s
and 1980s did women’s movements flourish as a result of the flourishing social
movement. Annette Lu, former Vice President of Taiwan (2000-2008), is the first
feminist who bravely challenged the patriarchal society in Taiwan. In 1971, Annette Lu
published New Feminism, a critique on Japanese and Confucian patriarchal traditions
which subjugate women to men.

Lu’'s advocation for women's equal rights was strongly influenced by her educational
background as a student in the States. As the first woman to fight for women's rights,
Lu established a helpline for abused women and found a publisher to advocate
women’s rights and gender equality to the public. In a rather conservative and
authoritarian society, Lu’'s attempt was outrageous. She was arrested and put in jail in
1979. Her attempt is seen as a school of literature type of women’s movement (Wang
1999 p. 23). The school of literature type of women's movement is a unique feature of
the women’s movement in Taiwan because most of the participants, especially those in
the early stages, were students from schools of foreign languages and literature.
Deriving their standpoint from a literary tradition, the participants are good at producing
a narrative of gender issues and selling it to the mass media (Wang 1999 p.39-40).
Scholars have pointed out that feminism and gender studies in Taiwan are influenced
by European and American women’s movements and feminist theories (Chang 1993;
Gu 1995; Chiang 1995). | myself hold a first degree in foreign languages and literature
and it is indeed where | started my interest in gender issues. This feature could be
problematic, as the leaders and the participants of women's movements are from a
more elite background and they might faisely represent the voice of grassroots.

2 \tis my mteption to dismiss the accessible levels of resources in rural areas and urban areas.
in 1968, the six-year compulsory education (primary school) was extended to a nine-year basis
(primary school plus junior high school) for every citizen. Education indeed played a crucial role
in terms of class mobility. Yang (2007), in his analyses of political stances and ethnic cleavages

among different clagses, argues that ‘classes’ are mostly used in the process of democratisation
as a tool to create differences in Taiwanese society.
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Reading studies that present Chinese women as victims (eg. Chow 1991), Yin (2006)
argues that “rather than advancing a vision of real equality, these discourses subjugate
Chinese women to the hegemony of Western feminism” (p.9). It is not my intention, nor
Yin's intention, to critique Eurocentric or Anglophone feminism as a problematic
framework. All we ask for is a more cultural specific orientation of feminist agenda for

non-Western contexts, because Eurocentric feminism is not the only right way for non-
Western world women.

Confucianism is often critiqued as an antifeminist philosophy which subjugated women
(Lai 2000; Li 2000). However, the feminist issue never occurred to earlier Confucians in
imperial China. What is more, individual interests or individual human rights are in
conflict with the ideal of Confucianism--harmony and unity. Of the three characteristics
of Eurocentric feminism proposed by Yin, | agree with the individualistic starting point
which is often critiqued by East Asian countries. Yin believes that Eurocentric feminism,
following Locke’s philosophy on individual rights, “attempts to restore to female
individuals the rights that have been robbed from women by unjust sociocultural
relations” (p.11). As | have argued, the problematic category of nuxing reflects the

philosophy on individual rights which is contradictory to the prevailing ideology (i.e.
Confucianism) that emphasises harmony.

Lai (2000) argues that “East Asian philosophy upholds a holistic, nondualist conception
of personhood and a non-dichotomous view of femininity and masculinity” (p.130).
What is valuable about Confucianism is its cosmic view that stresses the unity of the
household, the society and the world. Therefore, binaries such as high/low,
senior/junior, or male/female should be understood as complementary pairs which
work hand in hand to create a harmonious relationship and society. Sexist traditions in
Confucianism are found in the androcentric social organisations rather than gender
symbolism or gender identity (Li 2000; Rosemont 1997). Therefore, Li (2000) believes
that Confucianism and feminism could support each other and become an alliance (P.
193). To put Confucianism on the contemporary path helps to modify values and
virtues that are compatible with the feminist ideals of gender ‘equality’. Achieving such
an ideal is not impossible as long as the correlative model can be understood.

Ames and Hall (2000) note that understanding genders in a correlative way helps to
understand gender as a non-exclusive pair. Rather than understanding Confucian
sexism as an inequality, the correlative model of genders suggests that Confucian
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sexism is a matter of differences. In the correlative model of gender, ‘difference’ is
understood as functional difference which is emphasised to maintain the order of a
harmonious society, whereas in dualistic models, often used by Eurocentric feminists,
gender differences are a matter of the difference in kind. That is, gender issues are
more of a problematic discourse of symbolic differences. This is a result of Confucian
emphasis on “harmony rather than conflict between humanity and nature™ (Li 2000 p.
198). Li argues against the idea that women are ‘empowered’ at home for she believes
that women'’s status at home cannot be equal to men’s control in society (public sphere)
(p.188). The dual opposition of “private/ public’ should be understood as a
complementary pair rather than a dualistic binary. | cannot say that since women are
empowered at home, they have never been oppressed. However, in a society where
harmony and unity are stressed, to have women and men in charge of private and
public, spheres, respectively, is to put every individual into ‘suitable’ positions. What
should be questioned is why these roles and positions are not interchangeable
between different genders. The social changes brought by modernisation have brought
about the possibility of interchangeable roles and positions.

With the transformation of the economic structure, more and more women were
encouraged to enter the labour force. Women's roles changed from being housewives
to bread winners who shared their husbands’ burdens. Rubinstein is very positive
about the changes in women's status because of the access to the educational system
and the demands of the labour market (2007, 386). The changes in family patterns
(from extended families to nuclear families), and the changes of gender roles in the
family (i.e. women’s participation in the labour force) are an adjustment to the
industrialisation and urbanisation, which means lifestyle changes during modernisation
shape people’'s perception of ‘traditional values’. Lee (2004) argues that the
modernised and industrialised economy could bring ‘liberating’ effects as well as
conflicts and contradictory forces for women. This is a struggle between a ‘modernised
lifestyle’ and ‘traditional values’. Her case study shows that a woman growing up in a
transitional period has to compromise her personal interests to the collective good of
the family because of Confucian doctrines of ‘filial piety’. Her conflict with her family
further demonstrates the generational differences created by rapid modernisation and

industrialisation. The traditional values of filial piety' etc. are thus embodied and
practised in a ‘modernised’ way.

Pascall and Sung (2007) argue that one of the biggest problems is that Confucian
traditions, which strongly emphasise the familial values, remain influential in most East
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Asian countries. The persisting Confucian ideology creates a state which relies very

much on the family (and its responsibilities). Is it possible to transcend the traditions
and change to a modern way of living?

Feminist studies on Chinese women tend to discuss women under the framework of
nei/wai (private/public) which is based on sex segregation in Confucianism. This
section examines how women are constructed in the patrilineal family and seeks a
different approach to discuss women in the private sphere. In an ideal Confucian
society, women and men should keep physically apart and do things differently. Sex
segregation “tends to merge with the differentiation in duties and proprieties of
husbands and wives within families” (Ebrey 1993 p. 24). The genderisation starts from
the moment an individual is born by appointing various duties to his/her gendered roles.
Following Confucian doctrines, women are confined in the inner chamber while men
are allowed to participate in the public sphere. This sort of nei/ wai segregation is
critiqued by feminist scholars because the feminist narrative prioritises the ‘public
sphere’ over the ‘private sphere.’ Being aware of the class structure, Ebrey argues that
sex segregation of women in nei and men in wai is more an elite practice than a
peasant culture (ibid. p. 25). By examining paintings from the Sung period, Ebrey
argues that ordinary people practised sex segregation as well. However, there is not
enough evidence to prove that the peasants followed the rule of sex segregation as
strictly as the elite did. What | find problematic about discussing women's status in
imperial China is the framework of nei/wai which resembles the public/private duality in
the Eurocentric feminism. The ahistorical application of the nei/ wai framework in the
discussion of women'’s status reflects a modern ideology which prioritises the public
sphere over the private, where women are thought to be powerlessly confined.
Through the lens of Confucian doctrines, it is fairer to argue that power dynamics in the
private sphere could empower women who are confined in the inner chamber. Wolf's
anthropological work (1972) on Taiwanese women also shows women's ability to form
horizontal ties with their own communities. Not only are married women able to form
women’s communities outside the family, they are keen to establish a ‘uterine family’
within the extended family. Wolf's fieldwork observation of Taiwanese women in the
1950s and the 1960s demonstrates women's role in a more traditional agricultural
society where women were not always victims of Confucian ‘patriarchy’. The way to
form women’s horizontal ties has, however, changed with rapid modernisation. The
next chapter will show how religious activities have similar functions and impacts

among married women. ‘Community’ plays an important role between ‘the family’ and
‘the state’.
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To establish a harmonious society is the ideal in Confucianism; therefore, Confucians
emphasise harmony and social order among different social groups. The family is the
starting point of the complicated social network in society. For individuals living in
Confucian society, marriage is a must and divorce is not allowed. Confucianism is a
compulsory heterosexual matrix within which men and women work hand in hand to
complete this matrix. Having children, especially a male heir, is necessary in a
marriage in order to continue the patrilineal family (Tamney and Chiang 2002 p. 49). It
seems that Confucianism is a powerful patriarchy that grinds women’s individuality into
nothing. However, Ebrey (2003) argues that (by analysing the marriage system in the
Sung period) to see marriages or Neo-Confucian writings from a Western way of
thinking might lead to a misogynist reading (p. 32). For Neo-Confucian writers,
marriages were “about how families perpetuate themselves through the incorporation
of new members” (ibid.). The women’s side of the story shows all the difficulties
married women have encountered during the integration process of joining a new
family. What Neo-Confucians tried to do was to “place people firmly in well-defined
roles” in the family (ibid. p. 38). That is, men learned to blend in from birth while women,
when they married, had to learn to incorporate into their new family. Ebrey argues that
the subjectivity of an individual, male and female alike, is constructed in the familial
network. Men and women alike are oppressed by this huge matrix of Confucianism. To
study the power dynamics that work to construct gender helps to understand how men
and women are oppressed differently, as well as to find a way to liberate women from
the shackles of gendered virtues. Wolf's (1972) observation of the ‘uterine family’
shows how women can be the guards of the ‘patriarchal’ tradition.

From Zhang's (1999) point of view, Confucius himself did not discriminate against
women. A text-based study of The Analects neglects the fact that Confucianism is a
school of philosophy that involves many literary works apart from The Analects.
Although The Analects serves as the basis of Confucianism, there are more works that
explain the power dynamics in the Confucian tradition. Among the great amount of
Confucian literature written by male intellectuals there were works by female literati
aiming to teach women virtuous moral conducts. Ban Zhao®"'s Nujie [ ], one of the
most influential Confucian texts, subordinates women to men. It states that women are
born to be inferior to men and that men are the head of women. Although it is seen as

21 .
Bgn Zhao (aprox..A.D. 45-117) is one of the first female literatis who achieved high position in
official systems. Nujie is her representative work that sets the rules of Confucian sexist tradition.
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a prominent text that authorises women's inferiority in both family and society,
Rosenlee (2006) reads both Ban Zhao's text and Ban Zhao herself progressively. Ban
Zhao's literary achievement contradicted her views on gender propriety in Nujie.
However, her success in the public sphere set the best example for women; that
womanly virtues are compatible with literary talents (p.106). Although nei/wai binary is
difficult to transgress in imperial China, women'’s potential can be fully developed in the
inner chamber. What oppresses women is not simply due to the nei/wai binary.
Empirical evidence of women in late imperial China as well as contemporary Taiwan
shows that the ‘sexist tradition’ or the ‘patriarchal oppression’ does not simply lie in the
nei/ wai boundary. Through studying women’s participation in religious activities, |
would like to argue that the feminist critiques on Confucian familism neglect the
important role of ‘informal capitals’ generated by women's ‘horizontal ties’. Historical
evidence shows that women could form horizontal ties from different activities.

Ban Zhao was not the only woman who achieved literary success in imperial China. By
looking into female writers in the seventeenth century, Ko (1994) reverses a common
misconception of women as being confined in the inner chamber and deprived of the
chance of an education. In the seventeenth-century Jiangnan area, commercial
publishing flourished as a result of economic boom and a commercialised society (p.
32). As publishing became commercialised, the reading public evolved despite the fact
that large numbers of the population were illiterate. When more and more books
became available, the needs of education increased. Therefore, men as well as
women started to receive education. Although women were supposed to stay in the
inner chamber under Confucian doctrines, the reality in Ko's depiction, different from
the typical construction of women in imperial China, was a liberal sphere where women
had access to education and the public sphere where “women played active and
constructive roles” (ibid. p. 30). Her work shows that it is more important to ook into the
realities than to study a frozen and idealised doctrine of Confucianism. Scholars
approach women under Confucianism from historical records and Confucian texts:

however, both of these sources cannot reflect the real lives of a broader public. As Ko
notes:

“Commentators at the time were all too aware of the incongruity between realities
in this floating world and the idealised Confucian order frozen in terms of such
binaries as high/ low, senior/ junior, or male/ female” (ibid.p.33).
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Similar to Ko’s interests in literary women, Berg (2007) examines the very first poetry
club founded by a woman and for women in seventeenth-century Hangzhou (a major
city in southern China). This particular club (Banana Garden Club) “seems to free its
poets from the confines of the inner chambers, leading them out into the public arena
and lending them visibility before a wider audience” (2007 p. 88). It was the first but not
the only literary club for women. More women'’s networks and poetry clubs came after it.
These women were praised by male contemporaries and they were allowed to enter
the public sphere (still being excluded from the examination system) (ibid. p. 89). Not
only did their works demonstrate the gap between idealised Confucian doctrines and
daily-lived realities, but their studies on women in southern China revealed a biased
focus in Chinese studies. In most studies on China or Chinese women, Jiangnan or
southern China is marginalised. However, as a more commercialised area in China,
women in Jiangnan or southern China are more likely to escape from the patriarchal
familial system because of their ability to be economically independent. These studies
also show a lack of scholarly interest in women’s ability to generate ‘informal capital’
via forming communities outside the family. The next chapter will demonstrate Tzu-

Chi’'s ability to maximise women’s ‘informal capitals’ via religious activities.

Taiwan from 1987 to the Present Day

Taiwan witnessed a huge wave of social movements in the 1980s which shook the
authoritarian state. After a long period of fighting against the authoritarian regime of the
KMT government, the opposition party, DPP (Democratic Progress Party), was
founded in 1986. The next year, the martial law was lifted under social pressure. The
island did not become a fully democratic society until 1996 when the first President of
Taiwan was elected by voters, male and female adult citizens alike. It was a landmark
leading towards a democratic state (in Taiwan as well as other states with Chinese
culture). Before 1996, Taiwanese voters enjoyed limited democracy under Japanese
colonisation and the KMT regime. Generally speaking, the suffrage right was limited to
local councillors rather than senators or any level higher. Women were not given
suffrage under the Japanese colonial period but they started to enjoy the suffrage
rights in the last half of the twentieth century. Four years later, the first President from
the DPP was elected which marked a historical moment in the history of democracy in
Taiwan. The process of democratisation demonstrates that Confucianism is compatible
with democracy (Gold 1996; King 1996; Weller 1999). As an ethnographer in Taiwan,
Weller (1999) describes Taiwanese society as “a place [that can] remain culturally
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Chinese while it develops a democratic political structure” (p. 11). Since Chinese
culture is a synonym of Confucianism, what Weller means is that Taiwanese society
remains a Confucian one even though it has transformed into a modernised and
industrialised state. De Bary and Tu (1998) argue that Confucian ethics are compatible
with the modern state. Confucianism is no longer the supporting ideology to run
political, legal and educational institutions; however, Confucian ethics of mutual duties
and obligations play a role in the formation of a modern society and shape people’s
human relationships in daily life. Rather than understanding human relationships as
dual oppositions, Confucian ethics form a society in which human relationships are
based on mutual understanding and mutual obligations. That is, an individual fits into
various roles depending on the situations of different networks. Life is a process of
fulfilling diverse obligations given by different roles and individual plays.

Departing from institutional Confucianism in the process of modernisation (or
democratisation) (King 1996 p. 241), Taiwanese society is still under the influence of
Confucianism, considering moral conducts and human relationships. Therefore, it
would be better if we put the discussion of women and gender issues under the
framework of Confucianism as an ethical tradition that has survived two millennia.
Entering into the modern world, institutional Confucianism is collapsing. As
Confucianism gives way in the political sphere to a modernised democratic state, the
influences of Confucianism survive in films, drama, and popular culture (Goldman 1998
p. 261-269). With the circulation of media products in Asian countries, a pan-Asian
identity based on Confucian culture develops (Otake and Hosokawa 1998). What | am
agreeing with here is that globalisation and modernisation should not be seen as arch-
enemies to the traditions of Confucianism. Traditions transform and find a new place to
survive in arts and media products. Tamney and Chiang (2002) discover that
modernisation can threaten traditional arts but it can also help popular culture such as
films and popular music to flourish. Under the current globalisation, traditions have
become a source of creating new genres of artistic work (p.125). Tradition should not
be seen as a fixed subject for academia; instead, it changes with time. Tradition is not
an ahistorical existence which stops at a certain historical moment. It might adapt
modern forms but it never really disappears. Confucianism, seen as a traditional
philosophy in East Asian countries, is not an unchanged school of thinking. The fact
that Confucianism remains an influential ideology in the modernised East Asian
countries reminds us that a mere examination on Confucian doctrines in texts is not

enough. A media-biased study of Confucianism (i.e. textual tradition) fails to
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demonstrate Confucianism as a living ethical system that transforms its practices with
time.

The political system has departed from institutional Confucianism in the process of
democratisation: however, Confucian ideology remains strong in society, with respect
to moral conduct and interpersonal relationships. It also plays a role in the formation of
a modern society and shapes people’s knowledge. Although scholars and the general
public agree that Confucianism remains influential, they do not know how Confucian
doctrines as a moral guidance transform in the contemporary world. This thesis tries to
study gender construction from the basis of daily practice rather than textually based
analysis. The analysis of Da-Ai Drama in Chapter 5 and of the audience response in
Chapter 6 shows that generational differences play an important role. Through media
representation of Taiwanese women's life stories in the twentieth century, a

modernised transformation of gender construction in a Confucian society can be
examined.

The economic miracle can be seen in the huge changes to the urban and rural
landscape (Edmond, 2001). As the population involved in agricultural activities dropped
massively in the last half century (from 50% in 1950 to 6% in 2004), the farming fields
gave way to urbanised buildings or infrastructure. Governmental statistics show that 69%
of the population reside in urban areas (2008 No. 46). Contemporary Taiwan is an
industrialised, urbanised and modernised society. The educational status of the
population has largely increased. (See the table below.)

Percentage of the population with first degrees
Age Group Female Male
65+ 4.2% 15.1%
50-64 16.4% 27.1%
35-49 37.9% 40.7%
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15-34 56.9% 52.1%

Table 1: Population in Higher Education

The previous section has shown how the educational system has changed in twentieth-
century Taiwan as well as the importance of education in Taiwan. Educationally, the
gender ratio is quite balanced in the education institutions. Statistics indicate that
women and men enjoy equal access to education systems. From primary school to
higher education institutions (excluding MA and PhD studies), the gender ratio in
education institutions resembles that of the population within different age groups.
However, when it comes to MA and PhD studies, there are far less female students
than male students. At MA level, the male:female ratio is 140:100 and at PhD level, the
male:female ratio is 259.1:100. Although the gender ratio from primary school to
university has not changed much in the last decade, female students at MA and PhD
levels have significantly increased in that period. In 1998, the male:female ratio for

students at MA level was 209.9:100 and it was 394.5:100 for students at PhD level.

A few decades ago, a woman'’s preferred choice after leaving school or university was
marriage rather than a career. At the present time, 49.5% of women are in the labour
force (10% more than two decades ago), while 66.4% of men are in the labour force.
Among women in the labour force, there are 10% fewer married women than single
women. An increasing percentage of married women have chosen to stay in the labour
force in the past two decades. However, the statistics indicate that children and the
family remain the major reasons why women enter or leave the labour force. The
statistics show that 89.3% of married women who have children under the age of five
years give up their careers to take care of the family. A decade ago, only 48.1% of
married women, with children under the age of six years, stayed in the labour force.

Nowadays, there are 61.9% of married women, with children under the age of six years,
working.

Not only are women active in the private sector, but they are also active in the public
sector and the legislative body. In the legislative body, 31% of the legisiators are
women and 30% of the local councillors are women. Women's participation in the
political sphere has increased. Among the civil servants, 52.1% are women. However,
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as only 17.8% of women are in the managerial positions, this means that most of the
women working in the public sector are in the lower positions. Women’s participation in
the public sphere is also active in the voluntary services advocated by the government.
62.8% of the volunteers are women while 43.3% of them are housewives. It seems as
though the voluntary services offer housewives a community function like that in an
agricultural society. The horizontal ties formed by female volunteers cannot be
underestimated, as the ‘informal capital’ generated by them can be of great impact.
Apart from entering the labour force, the voluntary services for government or civil
organisations offer women and housewives another way to participate in the public
sphere. The Tzu-Chi organisation, the main focus of this research, best exemplifies

women’s participation in the public sphere via voluntary services.

The economic boom in Asian countries led many governments to encourage women to
enter the labour force. Therefore, there are adjustments to women’s traditionally
subordinated role in society. Women's paid work outside the family is normal
nowadays, but their burdens and responsibilities at home are not lightened a bit. That
is, working to support the family is an integral part of women's duties and their
contribution to the family. Motherhood is, however, a natural part of womanhood.
Therefore, women'’s participation in the public sphere cannot rid them of their burden of
being mothers. In Taiwan, statistics show that 51.7% of women who are not in the
labour force stay home because of the household chores (2006). It shows that women
are still in charge of the household chores in contemporary Taiwanese society. Quah
explains that the reason why the definitions of gender roles do not change much is
that “the state’s aim is not to make radical changes in the social definitions of male and
female roles but, rather, to create the basic necessary conditions to bring women into
the labour force without altering their traditional roles of wife and mother” (2008 pp.
121). Gender equality is more an economic issue than a human rights issue. Quah
suggests that in order to cope with conflict between the traditional values about gender

roles and the current change of women'’s entrance into the public sphere, women
should “ think liberal but act conservative” (ibid., p. 127).

Women's organisations thrived in the 1980s and 1990s because of a more liberal
political environment and the loosened state controls. A group of women who
published the feminist magazine Awakening in 1982, before martial law was lifted, then
went on to establish an organisation named The Awakening Foundation in 1987. At
this stage, women’s movements focused on promoting gender equality and women's
rights. In 1985, the first academic research centre of gender and women'’s studies was
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established in the National Taiwan University. Two decades have passed but there are
only ten similar departments or research centres in higher education institutions.
Among the student population, women’s societies and LGBT societies started to
appear in colleges and universities. Women's organisations prospered in the 1990s
and they have realised the advocation of gender equality via the amendment of the
laws. Women’s organisations, especially The Awakening Foundation, have played an
important role in advising the amendment of the laws.

The increasing number of women participating in the public sphere is a result of the
increasing respect and protection shown by the laws. The development of the Civil
Code shows that the legal status of women has been raised to a more equal level with
men in the last two decades. There are several important changes in the Civil Code
concerning women’s equal status in the legal system. In 1985, the Civil Code was
amended so that property could be equally distributed to divorcees (Article 1030).
Before the amendment, a divorcee would get nothing but the property she had brought
with her at the commencement of the marriage. The amendment of the Matrimonial
Property Regimes (2002) allows married couples to have control over their own
property, respectively. Before the amendment, husbands had the right to be in charge
of all the property owned and earned by husbands and wives.

In 1996, the articles on parental rights and guardianships were amended, allowing the
divorcee to take children into custody (Article 1051, 1055). The statistics show that
35.9% of women had custody over their children in 2002 and the percentage of
maternal custody rose to 39.1% in 2009. As well as the maternal custodianship, the
percentage of co-custodianship rose from 10.6% to 13.1% from 2002 to 2008. In 1998,
the article on the prefixation of surnames was amended so that women are not obliged
to prefix their husbands’ surnames to their maiden names (Article 1000).

. In 2007, Article 1059 was amended to allow the parents to agree on the surname of
the children. The amendment of this article has great potential for breaking the
patrilineal tradition, since the children do not necessarily belong to the patrilineal family.
However, the statistics show that, until 2009, only 1.5% of newborn babies took their

mothers’ surnames. This is a good example of the huge gap between the gender
equality laws and reality.

The diverse aspects of women's movements appeared in the 1990s:

communitarianism; sexual liberation; gay and lesbian issues; localisation and so on
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(Chang 1994). Unlike women’s movements in the 1980s, women'’s organisations in the
1990s collaborated with the government for structural changes. The concept of women
and gender issues has broadened to the LGBT communities. The annual Gay Pride
parade has become one of the biggest Pride parades in Asia since 2006. The
intellectual movements in the 1980s paved the way for the prospering women’s
societies and the LGBT communities in colleges and universities in the 1990s. Not
only have students’ societies prospered, the civil organisations have thrived as well.
There are about sixty feminist or women’s organisations at the present time. The
school of literature type of women’s movements remained the dominant feature of
women's movements in the 1980s and 1990s. Fan’'s (2003) study of women’s
movements in the 1980s and 1990s shows that the active participants of women's
movements all hold degrees (first degree or above) and they all belong to the upper
middle class. Women’s movements are led and engaged by a group of more elite and
advantaged women. Her study points out that women’s movements in the 1980s were
not able to generate grassroots participants because of the conservative and
authoritarian political environment; therefore, the feminists turned their focus onto the

legislative body, hoping to amend and pass laws with gender awareness.

The statistics also show a gap between the practised reality and the perfect legal
system. For example, the Civil Code grants female heirs the same rights as the male
heirs to inheritance. In reality, 64.9% of the female heirs choose to discard their rights
to inheritance. An intellectual movement risks losing the subjectivity and voice of
grassroots women, and leaves the lived reality behind. Liu (2006) points out that
feminism is wrongly understood and represented only as an extreme school of thought
(i.e. Taiwanese feminism lacks diversity), while women’s organisations are wrongly
perceived as representative of all women. The public holds a negative view towards
feminism and women’s movements under the misleading representation of mass
media (Wang 1999 p. 283). Two problems lie in the intellectual movements of women’s
organisations: a) Are grassroots aware of their unequal status in the society? b) If all
women are aware of the inequality, why don’t they stand up and fight against it? The
answers seem to lie in the persisting influences from Confucian traditions. Studies
demonstrate that a gender-equal legal system is not enough to promote women'’s
status in society, especially in East Asian societies where Confucian traditions remain
a powerful ethical system (Pascall and Sung 2007). Another issue arises here: how are
Confucian doctrines transformed and embodied in the contemporary world? Also,
through examining the religious discourse on women and gender construction,
scholars could start to think why women choose religions as an ‘escape’ from



43

patriarchy. All these discussions aim to bring about a conversation between the elite
and the grassroots.

Fan (2003) points out that the major problem of feminist movements across different
generations is that feminists from those different generations are unable to
communicate due to the essential differences (i.e. social changes bring about a
different political and social environment). Fan’s opinion is incomplete because her
study is based on women’'s movements that are intellectually based. The essential
problem of widening the scope of women’s movements within society is the inability to
communicate with grassroots women, even when those grassroots women recognise
the ‘inequality’ from which they suffer. Why do a huge portion of women choose
religions as an alternative? Rather than seeing religious activities as teaching lay

women to put up with their problems, feminists might need to see what religions offer
these lay women.

Instead of accusing women for residing and securing themselves in the ‘false
consciousness,’ the intellectuals should re-examine the theoretical framework they
apply to the analysis of women in society. Taiwanese women's movements evolved
into state-feminism in the mid-1990s. Aiming at establishing a state-femocrat, following
the examples from North European countries, women'’s organisations work closely with
the governmental bureaucrats. Lin (2009) points out that “gender mainstreaming’
tends to replace ‘women’s rights’ and ‘gender equality’ in the turn of the century” (p.4-
5). Unlike the gender-equal strategy that aims to critique on the division of the public
and the private, the strategy of gender mainstreaming aims to create bureaucrats and
policies with gender awareness (Lin 2009). Gender mainstreaming is cooperation
between the government (the policy makers) and women's organisations (consultants).
Under the trend of gender mainstreaming, women's organisations and feminist
organisations work hand in hand with the government, risking the loss of women's
organisations’ subjectivity and their supervising functions (Liu 2006). Not only do
women's organisations lose their subjectivity but also women themselves. The
cooperation might result in women'’s organisations being unable to stand against the
inappropriate policies. To help protect women's welfare a governmental committee, the
Commission on Women’s Rights Promotion was first established in Taipei City
Government in 1996. The committee consists of directors from various bureaus:
scholars; and representatives from women'’s organisations. Now, national and

municipal governments across the island have set up similar committees as a way to
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practise gender equality. In 2004, the Outline of Women'’s Policies was launched as a

guideline to the governmental policies concerning gender issues.

One of the problems of gender mainstreaming in Taiwan is its inability to reach the
grassroots (i.e. how thoroughly the policy and the law are practised). Peng's (2008)
study on civil servants in the public sectors reveals difficulties in practising the policies
of gender mainstreaming in the public sectors. First of all, the training of gender
awareness is insufficient for civil servants. The lack of understanding on gender issues
results in fights among practitioners and consultants, from women’s organisations, and
the policy makers. Secondly, the “patriarchal” framework in the bureaucrats limits the
influences of gender mainstreaming. It is difficult to eliminate the patriarchal tradition
that has for so long existed in the bureaucrats. And, again, what does that “patriarchal”
tradition mean? Thirdly, the political correctness on the table creates a gender-equal
illusion. Numbers and statistics cannot fully represent the real world wherein the elite
and the grassroots women live. This is what | find most problematic, because the
grassroots women are not connected to the trend of women’s movements, let alone
gender mainstreaming. During my fieldwork, | was asked by a retired civil servant what
gender mainstreaming means, because she could not see how the training courses
helped her in daily life as a woman. We had a long talk on gender issues. Most of the
women are aware of the patriarchal traditions they live by (such as the patrilineal
tradition and the preferences given to male heirs), but they cannot see the point of why
women's organisations or feminists want to change the situation (the patrilineal
tradition does not affect a woman'’s status in the husband’s family). Interestingly, the
civil servant is described by her daughter as being spoiled by her father and of being
the keeper of patriarchal tradition. The gap between elite feminists and grassroots
women is too huge to cross over. | am particularly interested to see how academic
discourses on women's oppression neglect a huge group of women's ‘real’ life. |
believe that it is more important to let grassroots women speak first and thereby start
the conversation between themselves and the elite feminists. Some girls of my
generation would share the same feeling that our mothers are actually the keeper and
the guard of the ‘patriarchal’ tradition we critique. The women’s movements advocated

by female intellectuals are, more than often, critiqued and objected by women
themselves.

Conclusion
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Looking back into the history of women’s movements in Taiwan, the voice of women is
spoken by representative groups of elite women whose life experiences might be far
removed from those of most grassroots women. The intellectual movement of feminism
becomes a hegemony that oppresses the voice of other women. | hope, with this study
of docudrama on Taiwanese women, to offer a new perspective on Taiwanese women
and the patriarchal system in which they are living. As gender studies and women’s
studies are young in Taiwan, the literature on feminist theories tends to introduce the
Western feminist school of thought. This could easily mislead the public and the
grassroots women into believing that feminism is an academic product from the West
which knows nothing about the daily reality of Taiwanese women. It is my intention to
analyse the power dynamics of the patriarchy in Taiwanese society and to examine
how women cope with or put up with the patriarchal oppression. Through examining
and analysing Da-Ai Drama, women's roles in society and the family can be seen. The
rapid social changes create generational differences ,which offer the audience from
different generations different meanings, be it religious or secular.

The above paragraphs have shown that Taiwanese women have broken the traditional
boundaries between the private and the public sectors. More and more women are
entering the public sphere and are more equally treated than in either the education
systems or the labour force. Men are now aware of the ‘outrageous’ call for gender
equality from women. Is it a gender-equal society? The statistics indicate that most of
the managerial positions, decision makers, and policy makers remain in the hands of
men. The increasing participation of women in the public sphere creates an illusion of a
gender-equal society where patriarchal control is vanishing. Wang (1999) argues that
to amend the laws is just a beginning of the revolution. Only when the public is properly
educated in the concept of gender equality can a gender-equal society be realised
(p.6). What remains questionable is the term ‘gender equality.” How is the term ‘equal’
perceived in different cultural and social contexts? Finally, this question leads to a
question of ‘feminism’ in different cultural and social contexts. Also, in a fast changing

society, women’s experiences change through the course of time in a fast-changing
society.
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Chapter 3

Religions and Buddhism in 20th Century Taiwan

Introduction

As Chapter 2 has provided the socio-historical background of twentieth-century Taiwan,
this chapter will present the historical changes to religious activities in the same period.
Both ordained nuns and lay women have played an important role in various kinds of
religious activities in Taiwanese society. The large number of female participants in
religious activities has created the success of the Tzu-Chi organisation. This chapter
begins with a discussion of Buddhist Feminism, which often constructs a discourse of
Buddhist women as victimised by their religion. After a brief review of scholarly
discussions about Buddhist women, | will provide local examples of women’s
participation in various Buddhist activities in twentieth-century Taiwan?2.

The second part of the chapter provides an example of a form of matriarchal institution,
Zhai-tang® (Vegetarian Hall), which is a commonly found in the lay Buddhist tradition in
early Taiwan (from the pre-modern era to the Japanese colonial period). To review this
form of lay Buddhist institution it not only helps to understand the reason why women
outnumber men in religious activities in Taiwan, but it also helps to see how a

matriarchal insitution is established independently within a ‘patriarchal’ society.

The folk feature of Buddhist activites was taken over by the systematic Buddhist
institution after the KMT government took over the island. Alongside the KMT
government came a modernised form of Chinese Buddhism, best known as

2 An official statistic released in 2011 shows that 35% of the population identified as Buddhists
while 33% are Daoists. However, religious traditions are never exclusive to each other in Sinic

societies. 8070 of the population engaged in one or more forms of folk religious activities which
refers to a mixture of Buddhist, Daoist, Confucian traditions.

# Zhai-tang is the gathering place of Zhai-jiao, a practice of folk Buddhism. Zhai [%¥) means
‘vegetarian diets’ while jiao [#(] means ‘a sect of religions’.
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‘Humanistic Buddhism’. Instead of using the term ‘socially engaged Buddhism'?, 1
chose to use ‘Humanistic Buddhism’ to emphasise the local dimensions of
contemporary Buddhist practices. The third part of this chapter introduces the scholarly
discussions on Humanistic Buddhism, a contemporary trend of Buddhism in Taiwan. Its
emphasis on ‘this-worldly’ salvation shapes the Buddhist environment in contemporary
Taiwanese society. Several influential lay Buddhist organisations, including Tzu-Chi,
place more emphasis on social services and charity works than meditation practices.
The discussion of Humanistic Buddhism leads to the last part of this chapter, which
starts with contextual information on religious activities in contemporary Taiwan,
followed by a focus on the Tzu-Chi organisation. It reviews scholarly studies on the
Tzu-Chi organisation from the perspective of Master Zheng-Yan's leadership, her
interpretations of Humanistic Buddhism, the worship of Guan-Yin, horizontal ties
among Tzu-Chi members, and the media approaches Tzu-Chi uses to spread its
agenda. By providing a local example of Buddhist activity, this chapter reflects the

variety of contemporary Buddhist practices and the role of female participants in these
activities.

Buddhist Feminism

Knowing my thesis is on Buddhist women in Taiwan, one of my dad's friends asked me
the reason why there are more Bhikkhunis than Bhikkhus in Taiwan. Scholars have
noticed the important role women, lay women and nuns play in public religious
activities in Taiwan (Weller, 1999; Devido, 2003). Although the question has little to do
with my research, | got the impression that | was placing myself in a Buddhist context
where female monastics are of great importance. These examples can best
demonstrate the Buddhist context where this thesis is placed. It is a social context that
| have never found in any of the Anglophone Buddhist scholarship. In fact, | had never
experienced Buddhism as a patriarchy until | took a module in gender and religion for
my MA degree. The module consisted of two parts: a) Christianity; and b) other
religions, including Buddhism. Surprisingly, | found no difficulties in the first part which
focused on gender issues in Christianity. When the debates led to gender issues in
Buddhism, | was stunned by the gender inequality in the Buddhist world. Allow me to
use Gross’ words to express the cultural shock | experienced in that module: “...if | had

24 The term ‘engaged Buddhism' was coined by Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist

teacher. He was inspired by Humanistic Buddhism advocated b i i
. - Yy Master Tai-Xu and Master Yin-
gzggh:gnt‘he West, the term ‘engaged Buddhism’ is used more often than its origin, ‘Humanistic
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to be a Buddhist woman under the conditions that exist in most parts of the Buddhist
world, Buddhism would not be my religion of choice” (1993 p. 135). Gross’ knowledge
of Buddhism grants her an advantage to argue for Buddhist feminism in a textual
tradition. However, her neglect of social and cultural contexts in most of the Buddhist
world makes her argument for Buddhist feminism too idealised to be practical. Situating
Gross' work in the Protestant history in North America, Koppedrayer (2007) criticises
Gross' work as “part of a longer history of forays into Asian religions that reflect the
interior and individualistic preoccupations of North American seekers” (p.125).

During my writing process, | have discussed Master Yin-Shun and Master Zheng-Yan's
interpretations on Humanistic Buddhism with my father. He is a man of great
knowledge on Buddhist canons and admires Master Yin-Shun a lot. In one of our
discussions, my dad surprised me by saying that Master Yin-Shun was a woman. (This
kind of mistake can only be made in the linguistic context where female and male
pronouns do not exist.) Even when | told him that Master Yin-Shun was a man, my dad
would not believe it. Yes, he thought | was joking! Later on, he told me the reason why
he mistook Master Yin-Shun for a woman: “Because he [Master Yin-Shun)] ordained
Master Zheng-Yan.” In a Buddhist society where Bhikkhunis outnumber Bhikkhus, |
could imagine how my dad naturally assumed Master Yin-Shun to be a woman. The
achievement of Bhikkhunis in the Taiwanese context sets an example to Buddhist
women in other parts of the world. Compared with Buddhist women in other parts of
the world, Taiwanese Bhikkhunis have enjoyed many more benefits, such as the
ordination system and the educational system.

An understanding of the historical legacy and the current situation of women leads to
two questions. How do women experience feminism (differently) in various cultural and
religious contexts? This section will show how feminism influences the studies of
religions and how the scholars reflect upon feminism. Before we get into the issues of
what a feminist Buddhist means, | shall bring up the second question. Is there any
difference between Western Buddhism and Eastern Buddhism? If so, which Buddhism
are we talking about? It is not my intention to elicit an East/ West binary in the thesis.
The convenient terms of East and West are used to identify the cultural and contextual
differences. In Li's (2002) review of studies on the Bhikkhunis, she argues that the way
Taiwanese Bhikkhunis practise Buddhism is different from the Western way. Li points
out that the stereotypical image of the Western Bhikkhunis is that the monastic should
live in a poorer material life in order to pursue spiritual transformation. Some of the
Bhikkhunis from the West prefer meditation in an isolated cave on the Himalayas
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because it is thought to be the right way to practise Buddhism. Meanwhile, the
Taiwanese way of practising Humanistic Buddhism via social services and charity work
is criticised for being materialistic. Li's observation points out the different ways of
seeing Buddhism and practising Buddhism in the East and the West.

Analysing the images of Bhikkhunis in the eyes of Western scholars, Chen (1998)
argues that Paul (1985) and Tsomo (1988) assume a superior Western point of view to
victimise Buddhist women in Asia, ignoring the subjectivity and agency of Asian
Buddhist women. Instead of seeing Third World women as active subjects, these
writers describe them as passive objects (p.320). That is, Third World Buddhist
women'’s choice of monastic life is a way to passively escape from patriarchy such as
Confucianism. As differences of women exist in different cultures, patriarchy works
differently across various cultural contexts. Rather than seeing women’'s choice to
religious life as a passive escapism, scholars could look into Taiwanese Bhikkhunis. To
bring the socio-cultural context into consideration, Chen (2002) conducted an empirical

study to examine how contemporary Taiwanese Bhikkhunis establish non-traditional
paradigms on themselves.

Kwok (2002) argues that Western scholars often construct victimised Chinese women
who are oppressed and subjugated under Confucian patriarchy. Assuming a higher
position, these white, middle-class women victimised Third World women and
suppressed their voice. Kwok’s radical accusation lies in the fact that Asia is a religious
pluralist world where people “believe the truth is more than a few propositional
statements” (King 1994 p. 69). King’s explanation of the differences between Western
symbolic logic and the Yin-Yang philosophy best describes the gender relationship in
the West and the East. in the Western symbolic logic, A and non-A are exclusive to
each other. That is, male and non-male (female) are two exclusive categories.
However, in the Yin-Yang philosophy, A and non-A are interdependent and
complementary. Based on the Western logic, the domestic sphere wherein women are
confined is much inferior to the public sphere where men hold power. This dichotomy is

challenged in the Yin-Yang philosophy because the domestic sphere is as important as
the public sphere, for they complete each other.

Cosmology is understood differently in different societies. In Paper’s study (1990) of
female deities in China, he points out that ideology and cosmology in Confucian society

are understood as complementary opposites. That is, masculine and feminine are
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complementary rather than divided opposites. Seeing the worship of female deities
under this cosmology, Paper argues that female deities are worshipped because the
state ideology, Confucianism, represents the masculine spirit. That is, female deities
complete the secular dominance of men. Paper’s fieldwork experiences in Taiwanese
religious activities reflect a more egalitarian perspective of religions in Taiwan. As |
have been arguing, the social context is essential to the understanding of gender
equality in Buddhism. Paper’s work shows the importance of social context within

which “European monastic misogyny need not be continued in the study of Chinese
religion” (p.40).

Most of the major religions in the contemporary world are believed to be androcentric
and the religious institutions are products of patriarchy. Feminist scholars such as
O'Connor (1989) propose three ways to reread, re-conceive and reconstruct the
religious traditions which are patriarchal. Feminist efforts to deconstruct androcentric
religious traditions can be seen in their efforts to change the gendered symbol of God,
urge for a balanced gender ratio in religious institutions, reread and reinterpret the
canons, and rewrite the history of female practitioners in religious activities. Feminist
concerns about religion start with Christianity and extend to other religious traditions.
Major religious traditions are re-examined under the feminist framework and women's
status in different religious contexts across the world are discussed.

Following the Western theologian tradition, scholars in Buddhism argue gender
equality by seeking the representation of women in Buddhist texts (Paul 1981; Gross
1993). However, this approach is based largely on religious texts. Paul's (1981)
analysis of sex transformation of celestial Bodhisattvas shows that the divine can be
feminine. Using this example in Buddhism to illustrate the possibility of creating a

divine symbol as feminine, Paul does not draw in the social context that grants these
symbols meaning.

What needs to be done is to link the textual representation of women to secular
women’s experiences. The worship of female deities only makes sense when the
practitioners are involved. A symbol of female divinity helps female followers to reflect
on their gender experiences. However, it is not necessarily promoting the female status
in a religious tradition. The following discussion on the Tzu-Chi organisation will show

how a female Bodhisattva figure can be extended from motherhood, and how it can
grant lay women agency via religious activities.



51

Paul and Gross’ arguments ignore the diversity of women in various Buddhist traditions.
Scholars have pointed out the problem of Buddhist studies in Anglophone academia.
Anglophone Buddhist studies tend to be Protestant oriented which leads to a text-

based and institutionally-oriented studies of Buddhism (Cooey 1990; Mellor 1991,
Collet 2006).

Shneiderman (1999) criticises Western feminist Buddhists such as Klein, Shaw and
O'Halloran for ignoring Asian Buddhist women’s divergent experiences (p.222),
because Western Buddhists expect “textual based, institutionally oriented forms of
Buddhism” (ibid p. 224). Scholars from the Christian tradition unavoidably place less
attention on the laity who practise Buddhism from a non-textual and non-institutional
perspective (Cooey 1990). In an article accessing the debates on Buddhism and
gender, Collet (2006) points out several issues about Western scholarship. First of all,
the textually based study of Buddhism encounters linguistic problems. Not only is there
taxonomy in the Pali and Sanskrit texts in Western scholarship, but there are also
problems about the English translation. In her opinion, the limited amount of translation
in English is not enough to examine Buddhist women in religious texts. What Collet
notes is the limited sources on the religious representation of women. | would further
argue that the textual representation of women and the textual guidance for women

and female monastics might be massively different from Buddhist women's daily
experiences in non-Christian contexts.

Kawanami (1996) points out that “Buddhist textual representations and social practices
are often at odds” (p.69). She argues that social context and historical background are
essential when discussing women in Buddhism. That is, the textual representation of
women in canonical texts has to be discussed in the original Indian social context. The
monastic tradition for female practitioners is an often-contested site for Buddhist
scholars. Although Bhikkhuni tradition dies out in some Buddhist countries, it does not
mean the tradition has died out in other parts of the world. Chen (2002) points out that
the gender ratio of Bhikkhunis to Bhikkhus is 3:1 in Taiwan. Although the number of
Bhikkhunis and the tradition of ordination remain alive in Taiwan, there are far less
publications and studies on Bhikkhunis in Taiwan (Devido 2003 p. 2).

Apart from stating that women are victimised by androcentric religious traditions, is
there another perspective for addressing gender issues? The reason for asking this is
that in the past two millennia most of the women have been living in patriarchal
societies, where androcentric religions have only played a small part (Li 2003 p. 4).
The next section on Buddhist feminism will further discuss the interwoven relationships
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between religious traditions and socio-cultural contexts when discussing Buddhist

women in Asian countries.

The textually-based tradition is heavily Protestant-influenced. Schopen points out that
Western scholars tend to look for ‘real’ Buddhism within texts. Collet (2006) further
points out that there is “a Protestant-influenced evaluation of Buddhist texts [which]
accounts for some of the misrepresentation of the textual record on women from
ancient Indian Buddhism” (p.65). The canonical texts are not without questions. The
validity of canonical texts needs to be checked (Derris 2008). Some of the canons that
are popular in Chinese Buddhism were specifically written for a Confucian context. In
this case, the popular canons are influential, but they are not essentially Buddhist
canons based on the premise of textual tradition. To recontextualise the earlier texts
and reposition them within their ancient setting, as Collet (2006) suggests, is therefore
necessary. The ‘sexist’ canonical writings should be examined in the social context of
ancient India. Furthermore, the practices might have changed with time. Neither shouid
feminists nor the monastic cling to the ‘sexist’ texts in an ahistorical way.

To limit the analysis of gender in Buddhism to canonical texts is insufficient because
“Buddhism cannot be abstracted from its cultural context as if it existed alone” (Lefferts
2000 p. 36). Tracing back its history, in most countries where Buddhism is popular,
political power rarely interfered or combined with religious power. Most of these
countries are strongly influenced by Confucianism, a dominant secular ideology. Born
in South Asia, Buddhism has travelled to East Asia and Southeast Asia, and it has also
transformed into plenty of Buddhist schools and practices in different countries. In Sinic
societies, Buddhism is transformed under the influence of Confucianism, which is
known as the domestication of Buddhism in China (Goodman 2008 p. 31). Buddhism,
in both Mahayana and Theravada traditions, is complex and diverse: therefore, a
textually based study of Buddhism fails to understand how Buddhism is experienced
differently in various cultures around the world. Neither can a textually based tradition
reflect the development of various schools of Buddhism in the past two millennia.
Rather than being a fixed subject to be studied, women in Buddhism are adapting their
religious beliefs with social changes, like modernisation or globalisation (Lefferts 2000).

Scholars have to be clear of which school of Buddhism and in which context they
situate their discussion of women.



53

Mellor (1991), examining the English Sangha who base their practices on Thai forest
traditions, argues that Buddhism is a contestable and problematic category in the U.K.,
because Buddhist practices in a Protestant context are different from those in other
Buddhist countries. He points out that the Buddhist ‘Tradition’ means Buddhist
principles in an English context while Buddhist ‘tradition’ refers to observances,
customs and so on in Buddhist countries. What | am arguing is that religion cannot be
separated from culture; therefore, a Protestant-influenced Buddhism is a natural
development as soon as Buddhism enters the Protestant context. | would say the
Protestant-influenced Buddhism is a form of Buddhism, but scholars should bear in
mind that Buddhism is a dynamic and muiti-faceted religion. Its plurality and diversity
cannot be ignored. When the issues of gender and feminism are drawn into the
discussion of Buddhism, they should be clear about the form of Buddhism they are
talking about and the flow of feminist thought they are using in the debate. Studies of
the representation of women in the textual tradition create symbolic female figures that
might not resonate among Buddhist women from other traditions. The neglect of
contextual information ignores the fact that Asian Buddhist women live in a multi-
cultural and multi-religious world. In most Asian countries, different religions coexist
and the interfaith dialogue is intense. In China, the harmonious relationship among
Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism is the best example. This thesis aims to present
an example of how lay Buddhist women cope with the social context and their religious

experiences. The rest of this chapter will provide contextual information in which
Taiwanese Buddhist activities fit.

Pre-modern Days to Japanese Colonisation (1895-1945)

Taiwanese society underwent massive political changes in the first half of the 20th
century ® . Japanese colonisation from 1895 to 1945 founded the basis of
modernisation for Taiwanese society. In the 1930s and 1940s, Japan promoted the
Kominka Movement which aimed to “Japanize” all colonised subjects by promoting
Japanese culture and repressing Taiwanese indigenous culture, tanguages, religions,
and so on. Temples that contained Chinese roots and Taiwanese features were
destroyed while Japanese temples were erected. The foliowing paragraphs introduce
lay Buddhist activities, Zhai-jiao, which were actively participated in by lay women from

25.Bingehe|mer (2003) provides a detailed historical account on Buddhism in Taiwan from the
Qing dynasty to modern days. His paper (in English) outlines important moments and crucial
factors about Talwanese Buddhism. This would be an introductory paper to understand different
aspects of Taiwanese Buddhism, including the academic interests in Taiwanese Buddhism.
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the pre-modern days to the Japanese colonial period. And it can be a good example of
the way in which women form horizontal ties via religious activities.

Zhai-jiao

Devido (2003) points out several factors that have resulted in the huge number of
Buddhist nuns and lay women in Taiwan. One of the factors is the Zhai-jiao tradition,
which cultivated lay women before the arrival of Japanese government (most of these
women were ordained during the Japanese colonisation and also, after the KMT
arrived). These women who practised Buddhism in Zhai-tang were highly educated
and became fully ordained either in the Japanese way or the Chinese way (p.3).
Generally speaking, Buddhism was believed to have been brought into Taiwan
between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, the folk type of Buddhism
was brought in by Chinese immigrants in the early period. An elite tradition of
Buddhism (proper Mahayanist tradition) was brought by the military troop led by Cheng
(Dong 2008 p. 263). It was not until 1945 when the KMT government took over that the
Mahayanist tradition of Buddhism gained great influence in Taiwan (Weller 2007 p.
345). That is, a mere study on the Mahayanist tradition of Buddhism in China and

Taiwan does not reflect how ordinary people perceive and practise Buddhism on a folk
level.

Although scholars like Jones (1999) criticise those lay Buddhists for their lack of
knowledge on doctrines and scripture, | would like to argue that it is this kind of folk
Buddhism that influences daily life greater than studies on the sophisticated language
of Buddhist canons and scriptures. In the academia of religious studies, there are too
many works on literary based debates on religious doctrines. Rather than limiting these
studies to a mono-medium basis, religious studies should open up its scope to a multi-
media environment and focus on how lay people practise religion. This section
presents Zhai-jiao, a large and influential lay Buddhist movement in the Qing dynasty
(1644-1919 A.D.), which is worth studying as it represents a lay Buddhist movement
within which women play important roles. Master Zheng-Yan had spent her early days
in Zhai-tang (Vegetarian Halls, believed to be the legacy of Zhai-jiao). So far, the
studies on Zhai-jiao are limited and it is a confusing topic for Buddhist scholars
because of its strong folk religion elements (Chiang 2001 p. 18; Weller 2007).

Zhai-jiao is a type of folk Buddhism, with a blend of Taoism, practised by lay Buddhists
in Qing China and Taiwan. In mainland China, Zhai-jiao was seen as a pagan practice
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by the Qing government and was, therefore, forbidden by officials (Chiang 2001 p. 19).
Instead of leaving the family and shaving their heads, people who practised Zhai-jiao
stayed at home and kept vegetarian diets. It can be seen as an alternative way to a
monastic life. Seeing the corruption and dying tradition of Buddhism in late imperial
China, the followers of Zhai-jiao criticised the impotency of the monastics. The
followers emphasised its Zen tradition and regarded themselves (lay Buddhists) as
superior to the monastics. Zhai-jiao organised institutions that owned Zhai-tang, its own
hierarchy, rituals and so on. The practice of Zhai-jiao and the lay institutions of Zhai-
tang can be a good example for Gross (1999), who expects to establish a non-
androcentric institution for lay Buddhists to meditate in the Western world.

The example of Zhai-jiao shows that a lay Buddhist practice and a matriarchal lay
Buddhist organisation are possible. The Zhai-tang has become a sacred place where
women wish to have a celibate life as an alternative to (re)marriage. The tradition of
Zhai-tang offers Buddhist women an alternative option to a monastic life for “Buddhist
women'’s relations with their family in Chinese culture may be flexible enough to avoid
irreconcilable conflict” (Huang 2008 p. 36). By confining women in the religious field,
the Confucian patriarchy provides an alternative way to establish these women’s
gender role outside traditional familial relationships. As Confucianism emphasises the
concept of “chastity”, either before marriage or in marriage, a woman who refuses
marriage can be legitimised only in a monastic life that vows to be chaste. Somerville
(2000) analyses religious women in medieval Europe and her argument is similar to the
case of female monastics in the Chinese context. In her argument, there is a Christian
discourse on sexuality which sees sex as dangerous to men in the medieval age (e.g.
Mary Magdalene). On the opposite side, there is a discourse on women who are pure
and deprived of sexuality (e.g. the Virgin Mary). The prevailing discourses on sexuality
subordinated women to men and there was only one way out of the heterosexual
family. Celibacy was an alternative to marriage and family. It is similar in Chinese
Buddhism as well, especially for elite women, to live in celibacy in religious fields as an
alternative option to traditional family life. Although it might seem to be an oppressive
institution for women’s sexuality, it is undeniable that most of these women have

reached remarkable success in the religious field (eg. Opportunities and access
towards higher education).

Weller (2007) points out that “many of their [Zhai-tang] followers were women” and
these women have played an important role in Taiwanese Buddhism (Devido 2003,
Chiang 1997 p. 51). Chiang’s (1997) study shows that some of the female followers
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were ordained under historical changes (Japanese colonisation and KMT control).
Moreover, they have received higher education since the Japanese colonisation up to
modern times. In Taiwan, Chiang points out that the percentage of Buddhist women
both in monastic institutions and lay organisations is extremely large, let alone their
contributions and achievements in Taiwanese Buddhism. Women have played an
important role in Taiwanese Buddhism from the early era until the present time. The
large percentage of female Zhai-jiao followers and women in leading roles in rituals of

ancestor worship show that religion is a sphere, public and private, largely engaged by
women.

KMT Regime (1945-1987)

“Japanization” was incomplete by the time that Taiwan was taken over by the
Nationalist government (KMT government) from mainland China in 1949 (Jones 2003;
Laliberte 2003 p. 161; 2004 p. 23-24; Xu 1998 p. 293-295; Weller 2007 p. 349-350).
When the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) took over mainland China, the KMT
government was forced to retreat to Taiwan in 1949. Because of religious repression
by the CCP government at the beginning of its rule in mainland China, many prominent
sanghas®took refuge in Taiwan (Chandler 2006 p. 171; Xu 1998). They brought the
traditions of Chinese Buddhism, including monastic systems, to Taiwan. Before their
arrival, Buddhism in Taiwan had a strong folk feature and a hint of Japanese Buddhism.
In Weller's (2007) study of religious traditions and practices in Taiwan, he focuses on
the formation of identity in Taiwanese religions. As many folk religious traditions are
greatly influenced by Chinese folk religions, it would be difficult to distinguish an
indigenous Taiwanese religious tradition from Chinese religious traditions.

As the refugee sanghas brought the monastic system to Taiwan and several of them
became influential in contemporary Taiwan, Laliberte (2004) deemed it necessary to
examine Taiwanese Buddhism under the tradition of Chinese Buddhism. The feature of
folk Buddhism had been brought by earlier immigrants to Taiwan while the mainland
refugees in 1949 brought more systematic and institutional Buddhism to Taiwan.
Among the refugees from the mainland, Master Yin-Shun (1906-2005) is the most
influential one; his influence writes a new page in the history of Taiwanese Buddhism.
Master Yin-Shun revised Master Tai-Xu's (1890-1947) terminology rensheng Fojiao

% The sangha refers to the community of Buddhist monks.
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(rensheng: this life; Fojiao: Buddhism) to renjian Fojiao (renjian: among people; this
world). Both are translated into English as “Humanistic Buddhism” or “this-worldly”
Buddhism” (Chandler 2006; Laliberte 2004). Although contemporary Taiwanese
Buddhism is seen as a legacy from Chinese Buddhism, both of them claim that a
unique Taiwanese identity is established during the process of expanding Buddhist
activities in Taiwan. Master Yin-Shun’s call for Buddhist revival, Humanistic Buddhism,

is followed by two prominent disciples, Master Xing-Yun and Master Zheng-Yan, in
contemporary Taiwan.

Humanistic Buddhism

The vivid discussion of Chinese Buddhism came to an end in late imperial China. The
May Fourth movement in the early twentieth century devalued the traditional values of
Confucianism and Buddhism alike. Intellectuals criticised Buddhism for being passive
and indifferent to “this-worldly” matters. What had been criticised most about Buddhism
was its “other-worldly” concern and escapism. Despite various doctrines from different
Buddhist schools, they all teach a sudden realisation of enlightenment to enter an
“other-worldly” Pure Land (Fang 2001; Wang et al. 2005). After more than a thousand
years of transformation, Chinese Buddhism had developed into various schools;
among them, Chan and Pure Land are pre- eminent schools. At the beginning of the
twentieth century, various Buddhist schools were in conflict with each other over the
benefits of each school (Hurley 2004; Yang 1990). Fully aware of the corrupted and
disorderly monastic systems, Master Tai-Xu called for a revolution of Chinese
Buddhism. He proposed a reorganisation of the sangha system, hoping to train
scholarly monks in a modern educational system (Yang 1990).

Master Tai-Xu. Master Tai-Xu was born in late imperial China invaded by
Western colonialism. It was a time when intellectuals criticised Confucian and Buddhist
traditions for being backward and urged for modernisation based on Western traditions.
After several trips across Asia, to inspect Buddhist traditions in Asian countries, Master
Tai-Xu called for a reformation of Chinese Buddhism. He constructed the theoretical
framework of Humanistic Buddhism which was later revised and advocated by Master
Yin-Shun. For Master Tai-Xu, Chinese Buddhism focused too much on the Buddha
and Bodhisattvas. Rather than talking about the Buddha, Bodhisattvas or “other-worldly”
concerns, Master Tai-Xu's agenda of Humanistic Buddhism shifted the focus back to
the world we are living in. That is, Master Tai-Xu urges for a shift from “other-worldly”
deities to “this-worldly” human beings. The central idea of Humanistic Buddhism is to
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build up a “this-world” Pure Land and the specific way of reaching this ideal is to
practise the Bodhisattva path. In adhering to the Bodhisattva's characteristics, human
beings who practise the Bodhisattva path must be compassionate and merciful to all
sentient beings that are living in suffering. This is what distinguishes Humanistic
Buddhism from earlier Chan or Pure Land schools: earlier Chinese Buddhist schools

focused on a sudden realisation of enlightenment or reciting of sutras to attain
Buddhahood.

Monastic systems as well as lay Buddhist organisations had to be reorganised in order
to survive the huge impact of modernisation. Centring on lay communities rather than
the monastic sanghas, Master Tai-Xu encouraged lay people to purify their minds and
their lives by following and practising Buddhist teachings. Through this process of
purification, lay people practise the Bodhisattva path which leads them to the
realisation of enlightenment (Chandler 2006; Yang 1990). Although Pittman (2001)
sees Humanistic Buddhism as a modernised form of Chinese Buddhism, Humanistic
Buddhism should be seen as a modern revival of original Buddhist spirits. Chandler
(2006) approaches contemporary Buddhist activities from the debate of modernism
and traditionalism. Using Fo Guang Shan and Tzu-Chi as representative organisations
of Taiwanese Buddhism, Chandler argues that the modernist revival of Chinese
Buddhism, advocated by Master Tai-Xu and Master Yin-Shun, “has been balancing
modern techniques with traditional wisdom” (p.182). Although these Buddhist
organisations are taking a modernised form, they are considered to be reviving the
original spirit of Buddhism while modernising the institutions.

Chandler (2006) and Pittman (2001) believe that Humanistic Buddhism is a modern
revival of Chinese Buddhism; however, Chiang (2003) believes that Humanistic
Buddhism should not be seen in this way. For Chiang, Humanistic Buddhism is a return
to the original Buddhist spirit (p.256). When explaining the Buddhist tradition in the
teachings of Humanistic Buddhism, Shih (2001) defines tradition as a representation
instead of a fixed existence. What can be termed as a Buddhist tradition is a doctrine
that fits into all historical time and can be passed down from one time to another. Yang
(1991) argues that both Master Tai-Xu and Master Yin-Shun advocated Humanistic
Buddhism in the hope of reviving the declining Buddhist traditions and doctrines in late
imperial China. The difference is that Master Tai-Xu's advocation of Humanistic
Buddhism is more like a response to the social environment where traditional
philosophies, Confucianism and Buddhism, were severely critiqued for stopping the

nation moving towards modernisation. Therefore, Master Tai-Xu's reformation of
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modernised Buddhist institutions relies on the use of Westernised methods (i.e. the
educational system). On the other hand, Master Yin-Shun advocates the subjectivity of
Chinese Buddhism during the process of modernisation. The core value of Master Yin-
Shun’s teachings is to go back to the original teachings of Indian Buddhism. He tried to
revive the Buddhist traditions by bringing back the original spirit of Buddhism which had
been lost in the historical domestication of Chinese Buddhism (Chen, 2002). Master
Yin-Shun expects his teachings of Humanistic Buddhism to fit into the modern era.
Humanistic Buddhism should lead the trend but it cannot change the spirit to please
the world, nor can it cause the decline and corruption of Buddhism.

Master Yin-Shun. Master Tai-Xu's reformation of Chinese Buddhism is a primitive
form of Master Yin-Shun's Humanistic Buddhism. Master Yin-Shun was Master Tai-
Xu's most famous disciple and the most influential figure in contemporary Taiwanese
Buddhism (Pittman 2001). The two of them shifted the focus from the Buddha and
Bodhisattvas to human beings. They encouraged the laity to focus on “this-worldly”
welfare rather than “other-worldly” salvation. From Master Yin-Shun’s point of view,
earlier Buddhist schools became a self-serving Buddhism which is definitely different
from what the authentic reading of Mahayana Buddhist doctrines teaches (Pittman
2001; Ng 2007; Yang 1990; 1991; 2000). The central idea of Master Yin-Shun's
Humanistic Buddhism is to promote a Buddhism that is centred on the welfare of
human beings rather than a faith or belief in deities. Master Yin-Shun (1989) believes
that all Buddhas reach Nirvana in this world not in Heaven. Instead of seeing Buddhism
as a faith, Master Yin-Shun believes Buddhism should be based on the welfare of
human beings. Recitation and meditation do not play such a central role as they did
before; what Humanistic Buddhism advocates is a real taste of daily life through work,
for example in charity work (Chandler 2006).

Furthermore, Master Yin-Shun emphasises an “active participation in human society”
(Chandler 2006 p. 186) and “charitable activity on the part of devotees” (Laliberte 2003
p. 177). Because Buddha nature is inside every sentient being, Master Yin-Shun
believes that Buddhist practice should emphasise human Bodhisattvas rather than
enlightened Bodhisattvas. To be a perfect human being is more important than
worshipping deities. Moreover, he reminded his followers that the Buddha realised
enlightenment in human society, in this world, instead of becoming enlightened in an
“other-worldly” heaven (Shih 1999; Yang 1991). This is encouragement for lay
Buddhists to practise Buddhism with concerns in this world that are closely related to

them. In contrast to earlier beliefs that people with good karma will be relieved from the
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cycle of reincarnation and enter Pure Land after death, Humanistic Buddhism believes

in building a Pure Land in human society with collaboration among human beings, the
Buddha,and Bodhisattvas (Yang 1991).

In the review of the history of Chinese Buddhism, scholars tend to emphasise the
syncretisation of Buddhism and Confucianism as the major success of Buddhism in
China. The lay characteristic of Mahayana Buddhism is seen as another factor in the
success of Buddhism in China. Mahayana Buddhism places more emphasis on lay
people and the Buddha nature in all sentient beings. There are scholarly debates on
the theoretical framework of Humanistic Buddhism. Buddhist scholars trace back to
Buddhist canons to interpret and explain the theoretical basis of Humanistic Buddhism.
Yang (1991) analyses the differences between Master Tai-Xu's Humanistic Buddhism
and Master Yin-Shun’s Humanistic Buddhism. Yang (2000) argues that Humanistic
Buddhism is based on humanism and compassion. Therefore, Humanistic Buddhism is
a return to the original Indian Buddhism and early Mahayana Buddhism. In both articles
(1991; 2000), Yang argues that Humanistic Buddhism is deeply influenced by Neo-
Confucianism. That is, Buddhist doctrine is embodied in Confucian ethics. As
Confucianism was the prevailing state ideology in pre-modern China, Mahayana
Buddhist teachings did not contradict the familial ethics in Confucianism (Kang and
Jian 1995). The interwoven relationship between Buddhism and Confucianism is an
important element in discussing contemporary Buddhism in Taiwan.

Instead of seeing Master Yin-Shun’s Humanistic Buddhism as the legacy of Master
Tai-Xu's Humanistic Buddhism, Chiang (1989) sees Master Yin-Shun's theoretical
framework as a critique against Tai-Xu's Humanistic Buddhism. The differences
between Master Tai-Xu and Master Yin-Shun lay with their different standpoints.
Master Tai-Xu aimed to modernise the monastic system which provided more “this-
worldly” concerns for the laity, while Master Yin-Shun urged the laity to practise the
Bodhisattva’'s path rather than worshipping the Bodhisattvas. Both Yang and Chiang
are distinct scholars in contemporary Taiwanese Buddhism. Their great knowledge in
Buddhist doctrines is the best basis for them to construct a theoretical framework for
Humanistic Buddhism. The academic knowledge is essential to construct a theoretical
framework; however, Humanistic Buddhism is a collaborate work of charismatic leaders
and lay people. Most of the large Buddhist organisations mainly consist of lay people,
especially the Tzu-Chi organisation. Not only are the followers lay people, but the
CEOs of Tzu-Chi's different institutions are lay people, too. Scholarly debates on

Buddhist doctrines are not enough to understand the current trend of Buddhism in
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Taiwan. The gap between elite Buddhism and lay Buddhism can be widened if

scholars pay less attention to lay people’s understanding of Buddhist teachings.

Religious Activities from 1987 to the Present Day

The lifting of martial law in 1987 played an important role in the growth of religious
activities in Taiwan. Many scholars have noted the importance of this because religious
activities, while not as repressed as in China, had been monitored by the KMT
government before the lifting of martial law (Chandler 2006 p. 176; Feuchtwang 2001 p.
239-240; Laliberte 2003 p. 163-164; 2004 p. 39-41). Along with rapid economic growth
in the 1980s and 1990s, Buddhist organisations have prospered. As Weller (2007)
pointed out, the fact that Taiwanese religious activities have grown fast along with
growing economy is a unique phenomenon, as theorists of modernity expected a
decrease in religious activities with the dominance of the capitalist economy. Among
thriving religious activities, Fo Guang Shan, led by Master Xing-Yun, and the Tzu-Chi
Foundation, led by Master Zheng-Yan, are the most prominent and largest lay Buddhist
organisations®’. Both Master Xing-Yun and Master Zheng-Yan follow Master Yin-
Shun'’s teachings on Humanistic Buddhism. As Master Zheng-Yan claims to follow the
teachings of Humanistic Buddhism, it is necessary to examine the core values of

Humanistic Buddhism when discussing the religious aspects of Tzu-Chi.

The fact that religious activities prosper with the economic growth and increasing
democratic state raises scholarly interests in the relationships among religious
organisations, the national economy and the modernised state. Scholars on religious
activities in contemporary Taiwanese society treat the vibrant religious cultures as one
of the results of economic growth and democratisation (Jordan 1994; Jordan &
Overmyer 1986; Jones 1999; Laliberte 2004). Katz (2003) argues that the economic
growth and political liberation strengthen the influences of local religions at a national

level. Local cults of temples become the place where the state and the local religions
interact.

2" Fo Guang Shan is one of the leading Buddhist organisations in Taiwan. The organisation was
close to influential political figures during the KMT period. Master Xin-Yun, one of the mainland

refugees, was the first sangha who used TV broadcasting to spread Buddhist doctrines. On the
other hand, the Tzu-Chi organisation is closer to lay Buddhists and Master Zheng-Yan is an

indigenous woman who uses Taiwanese to appeal to the followers. Both of them are believed to
follow the doctrine of Humanistic Buddhism.
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By summarising the religious activities in Sinic societies in the contemporary worid,
Overmyer (2003) argues that the economic growth and modernity do not repress the
appearance of religious activities in the public sphere. This is a unique feature of
religion in Sinic societies. Overmyer observes that the economic growth does not
repress the religious activities in Taiwan. Unlike the Western account where religious
activities decrease in the public sphere in modern society, Taiwanese society is full of
bright and vibrant religious activities, “including those of local temples, Buddhist
monasteries, and charitable organisations, and a variety of new religious groups”
(p.210). Analysing religious activities within the framework of modernity and economics,
Overmyer portrays a vibrant religious culture in Taiwanese society. Adding to his
observation, this thesis aims to discuss an aspect of media representation for this

vibrant religious culture. Religious usage of media technology adds a dynamic
dimenstion to the vibrant religious cultures.

Chiu (2006) conducts a large-scale quantitative study on religious cultures in
contemporary Taiwanese society. His study shows that the most popular religious
activities have heavy lay characteristics. The processes of industrialisation and
urbanisation increase social mobility. With geographical mobility, the sense of
insecurity increases. In the agricultural society, the religious activities were centered on
local temples. Social mobility enables lay people to participate in new religious
activities in the modern world. The variety and convenience of media help new
religious organisations to spread.

Laliberte’s (2004) study also shows that several large Buddhist organisations have
heavy lay characteristics and that the charismatic leaders® are crucial in these
organisations. As a later section will discuss, the agenda of Humanistic Buddhism is to
emphasise “this-worldly” matters; contemporary Buddhist organisations break the
boundary between the laity and the monastics. Furthermore, the leadership of
charismatic leaders attracts more lay followers to practise Buddhism by entering the
organisations and participating in social welfare work. In Chiang®'s earlier book (1993),

2 Julia Huang.(20_08) has studied Master Zheng-Yan's gendered charisma as a CEO of the
Tzu-Chi organisation. Julia Huang has several publications (in English) on the Tzu-Chi
organisation and Master Zheng-Yan's leadership.

2 Chiang is one of the most influential and knowledgeable Buddhist scholars in contemporary
Taiwan. Instead of focusing on the theories, his knowledge in Buddhist doctrines enables
Chiang t_o analyse various aspects of Buddhist activities in the doctrines of Buddhism. Chiang
(2003) discusses the history of Taiwanese Buddhism within the historical flow of pre-modern
and modern Asia. He uses historical materials from Japan, China and Taiwan to approach the
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he suggests that the prosperity of Taiwanese Buddhism is because of Humanistic
Buddhism. Before 1971, Master Xing-Yun, the leader of Fo Guang Shan, promoted
Buddhism through media (e.g. TV broadcasting) and changed people's minds about
traditional Buddhism (“other-worldly” escapism, superstitions, corruptions etc.).
Afterwards, the popularity of Tzu-Chi attracted more followers because of its charity
work and medical concerns. Tzu-Chi's large appeal to the public is its easily
understood interpretation of Humanistic Buddhism. Chiang (2003) and Lan (1993)
share similar views with Laliberte, for Chiang sees several large Buddhist organisations
as religious forms of “shopping centres”. What they offer to lay people is an
entrepreneurial institution that provides various religious services to satisfy the different

needs of lay people (p.245). A later section will show a detailed analysis of the
charismatic leader of the Tzu-Chi organisation.

The above mentioned studies show a tendency for scholars to focus on the political
and economic aspects of religious activities. That is, the prospering religious activities
are discussed on a national level rather than a personal level. Adding Chiang's (1993)
comment on the prosperity of lay Buddhist movements in Taiwan, | will expand the
discussion on the doctrines of Humanistic Buddhism in a later section. Aiso, the
different interpretations, offered by those charismatic leaders of Buddhist organisations,
are crucial to understand how Humanistic Buddhism works in different ways.

The Tzu-Chi Organisation

In order to contextualise the drama analysis and the audience responses in Chapter 5
and Chapter 6, this section presents a scholarly discussion on the Tzu-Chi organisation
and Master Zheng-Yan’s leadership within the framework of Humanistic Buddhism.
There are two major approaches to study the Tzu-Chi organisation. The first group of
scholars approaches this from the angle of the marketing and managing strategies of
the Tzu-Chi organisation as an international NGO; the second group of scholars
focuses on the religious aspects of the organisation, the teachings of Master Zheng-
Yan and how her followers follow her teachings. This thesis focuses more on the
religious aspect of the Tzu-Chi organisation than the management strategies. The
following section presents scholarly discussions on Master Zheng-Yan's leadership,
her appeal to female followers, her interpretations of Humanistic Buddhism, and the
media approach used by the organisation to spread its agenda.

topic from the points of view of the coloniser and the colonised. Therefore, this book fully

explores the historical context and cultural legacy of Taiwanese Buddhism and added to thi
his efforts to explain women's contribution and importance in Taiwanese Buddhism.e o fhisare
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Master Zheng-Yan's Charismatic Leadership. Huang (2003) believes that Tzu-
Chi is an embodiment of engaged Buddhism and it can be seen as a response to
globalisation by a local Buddhist organisation. As an international organisation, the
Tzu-Chi organisation manages to bring “Buddhist symbols to the global arena” (p.137).
Christopher Queen (2000) proposes a scheme for “engaged Buddhism”, and Huang
tries to fit the Tzu-Chi organisation into this scheme. First of all, Master Zheng-Yan, the

CEO of this international organisation, is seen by her followers as a living Bodhisattva®.

Master Zheng-Yan interprets Humanistic Buddhism by telling daily life stories and
concerns on contemporary issues. Therefore, it fits the first feature of “engaged
Buddhism” for the leader is a reformer with strong Buddhist identity. Secondly, Master

Zheng-Yan'’s publication and her new interpretations of the traditional Six Perfections®

offer a modernised interpretation of traditional Buddhist doctrines. Last but not least,
the Tzu-Chi organisation is active in social services at the local level as well as the
international level. The social service activities, as well as education, medical, media
and so on are recognised as essential Tzu-Chi activities. Seeing the Tzu-Chi
organisation within the framework of “engaged Buddhism,” Huang points out that Tzu-
Chi's international success depends on its central doctrine of universal compassion
and its mission to relieve suffering which are core values of Bodhisattva's path.
Huang'’s analysis focuses on Master Zheng-Yan's leadership and tries to fit Tzu-Chi
into the trend of “engaged Buddhism” on an international scale. As the root of
“Engaged Buddhism” came from Master Tai-Xu and Master Yin Shun, Huang's efforts
to fit Tzu-Chi into the scheme of Western socially engaged Buddhism might not be
appropriate enough to understand the nature of the Tzu-Chi organisation. King (2009)
argues that socially engaged Buddhism is purely spiritual, nothing to do with politics
and sociology. His view on engaged Buddhism reflects a Westernised way of figuring
out spiritual experiences in a religious tradition other than Christianity. The large
number of lay followers makes it important to involve social contexts in the discussion
of Humanistic Buddhism. Instead of fitting Tzu-Chi into the global trend of “Engaged
Buddhism,” | would like to put my research and anlaysis within the framework of

Humanistic Buddhism to see how the Tzu-Chi organisation uses different media to
approach a broader public.

% The next few paragraphs will discuss how she is presented as a living Bodhisattva.

1 To become a Buddha, a Bodhisattva has to practise six perfections: a) the perfection of giving
(dana paramita); b) the perfection of morality (shila-paramita); c) the perfection of patience

(kshanti-paramita); d) the perfection of energy (virya-paramita); e) the perfection of meditation
(dhyana-paramita); f) the perfection of wisdom (prajna-paramita).
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Huang (2008) explores Master Zheng-Yan’s gendered charisma in leading the Tzu-Chi
organisation. By presenting the experiences of three female volunteers in the
organisation, Huang argues that Master Zheng-Yan’'s gendered charisma is endorsed
by her followers, because Master Zheng-Yan chose a life that is different from ordinary
women (i.e. which is a courageous decision). Master Zheng-Yan's gendered charisma
relies on her ability to choose a lifestyle that is different from ordinary women’s life
passages (p.41). As | have argued in the previous chapter, “female gender” in
Confucian society is constructed through familial relationships via heterosexual
marriage. As an ordained nun, Master Zheng-Yan does not share the similar life
passages with her believers, who are mostly heterosexual women, married for a long
time. However, she chose a more difficult life and dreamt an almost impossible dream,
of founding a huge Buddhist organisation. Her persistence in her life passage as a nun
demonstrates women'’s potential outside the family. From her followers’ point of view,
Master Zheng-Yan’'s persistence in practising Buddhism through social services
glorifies her leadership. Therefore, her life experiences offer her followers a “female

agency as understood in the ordinary world of Chinese women in Taiwan” (Huang
2008 p.41).

The marginalised position of Bhikkhunis in imperial Chinese society is reversed by
contemporary Bhikkhunis in Taiwan, because their contributions and efforts to social
welfare affirm female agency which is beyond the limitation of patriarchal society (Chen
2002). In Devido's (2003) interviews with Taiwanese Bhikkhunis, they believe that
feminine attributes play an important part as to why there is a large number of
Bhikkhunis in Taiwanese Buddhism. Feminine attributes such as kindness, calmness,
patience, and self-sacrifice match the Buddhist ideals. There are two ways of viewing
the emphasis placed on feminine attributes by the Bhikkhunis. Some criticise the
conservative attitudes towards women’s gender roles and gender attributes without
challenging it (Mei 1998). Some, like the Bhikkhunis in Devido and Chen's research
and the interviewees in this thesis, interpret these attributes as a crucial key to the
change of women'’s status in religious traditions and activities.

Putting Taiwanese Bhikkhunis under the socio-cultural context of Confucianism, the
female agency of Bhikkhunis is seen as a religious way towards self-realisation. Chen
(2002) examines their efforts and contributions to social services and charity work.

Some contemporary Taiwanese Bhikkhunis set up a paradigm which enables them to
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enter the public sphere. Compared with the traditional image of Bhikkhunis who cut off
all their connections with the lay world, the contemporary paradigm of Taiwanese
Bhikkhunis extends the self-realisation to the greater good of society (Chen 2002 p.
311). By examining Taiwanese Bhikkhunis under the framework of feminist thinking,
Chen focuses on the bodily appearances of Bhikkhunis which forms a discourse that is
different from the lay discourse on the female body as an object of male attention.

What is emphasised in this discourse is the pursuit of mental and inner beauty rather
than physical beauty (ibid. p. 323).

Master Zheng-Yan, a humble weak woman, contributes to society in a way that
traditional women could not imagine. She inspires all her female members to act and
work in social services. Huang's analysis of Master Zheng-Yan's leadership as
gendered charisma enables the female followers to reflect on their gender roles, which
are extended from the mothering role to serving the public good in society. That is,
although Master Zheng-Yan chooses a life path different from her lay followers, her
gender connects her closely to female followers. However, Huang's anlaysis does not
question the concept of “female gender”. As | have argued in Chapter 2, gender
construction should be situated in the familial framework. Although Master Zheng-Yan
is an ordained nun, her gender role is not constructed through marriage and the familial
roles coming with it. Her bodily experiences as well as social experiences must be very
different from those of her followers. A gendered charismatic leadership cannot be the
only way that appeals to female followers.

In her recent work, Huang (2009) analyses the Tzu-Chi organisation and Master
Zheng-Yan's leadership from the point of view of Master Zheng-Yan's charismatic
leadership. The book starts with Master Zheng-Yan'’s biography to build up her image
as a human Bodhisattva. Master Zheng-Yan's tales of becoming an ordained nun
correspond to the tale of Guan-yin in China. Wang's study (2004) shows that legends
of Guan-yin are strongly influenced by Confucian familial values. Guan-yin's filial piety
towards her parents shows that religious pursuit is compatible with Confucian values of
family. Master Zheng-Yan's tale of becoming an ordained nun is further glorified by
Tzu-Chi's multimedia approach of retelling her life stories. Although Tzu-Chi is a well-
organised bureaucracy 32 Master Zheng-Yan is glorified not as a result of

bureaucratisation, but as a result of her charisma. And this glorification creates Master

%2 See Huang's book (2009) and O’Neill's book (2010) to know more about the organisation.

Both studies show great detail in the bureaucratisation of the Tzu-Chi organisation as well as
the voluntary experiences of the members.
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Zheng-Yan as a vivid embodiment of a living Bodhisattva. She is, therefore,
worshipped by her followers as a deity figure. Tzu-Chi’s massive success on the local
level as well as on an international scale is a result of Master Zheng-Yan's leadership
and her vision. Huang's study shows Tzu-Chi members’ experiences in various
voluntary work and their performances in various rituals.

“Being a Tzu-Chi person seems to be less about what one believes than about
how one behaves in the ebb and flow of daily life. Tzu-Chi people act out their
identity by presenting the Tzu-Chi identity properly and in the right context, and
by changing themselves through bodily discipline, emotional control, and

morality--that is, the second body, the followers’ body, in the local context”
(Huang 2009 p.183).

The cult of Tzu-Chi is formed through Tzu-Chi members’ actions and presentation of
their identities in the proper context. Tzu-Chi members embody the Buddhist concept
of compassion through participating in Tzu-Chi’s voluntary work. Huang points out that
“Cheng Yen is the key to understanding Tzu-Chi, not only because she is charismatic
but also because all Tzu-Chi missions are very largely the result of her vision of
Buddhism” (ibid. p.213). What Tzu-Chi has achieved today is a result of Master Zheng-
Yan's charismatic leadership and her way of practising and interpreting Buddhism.
Through various Tzu-Chi activities, the collective symbolism of Tzu-Chi and its
members is reinforced. Therefore, Master Zheng-Yan’s charisma is internalised in the
followers’ minds and their commitment to participate in Tzu-Chi's voluntary work. The
collective identity is further reinforced by various media in the media age.

Huang's book offers a good understanding of the Tzu-Chi organisation and its
bureaucracy, apart from the media aspect. Adding to her detailed studies on Tzu-Chi's
bureaucracy, | would like to analyse the way Tzu-Chi uses mass media to
communicate with its followers as well as the public. Huang's work and O'Neil’'s work
does not place the Tzu-Chi organisation as well as Master Zheng-Yan's teachings
within the framework of Humanistic Buddhism in a media age. The following section

presents scholarly discussions on Tzu-Chi’s interpretation of Humanistic Buddhism.

The Interpretation and Embodiment of Humanistic Buddhism via written media. Lu

(2004a) uses narrative analysis to study Master Zheng-Yan's publication Still
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Thoughts® and its impacts on her followers. Still Thoughts are written words that
become alive through the followers’ living experiences. Reading the words would not
be effective enough for the followers. As soon as the followers practise the Buddhist
teachings through voluntary work, they begin to comprehend the essence of those
words. Lu's study shows that a religious sense of reality is constructed through the
narrative of Still Thoughts and the members’ life stories. The repeated acts of telling
stories as well as practising voluntary work empower religious identity and reality. A
Tzu-Chi identity is constructed and solidified via repeated performances of retelling life
stories and studying Still Thoughts. Gradually, it reaches the goal of transforming the
followers’ minds and their behaviour. Lu (2004a) positively predicts the power of
healing and transforming in reading and practising Still Thoughts and the sharing of life
stories via media technology. Still Thoughts takes a verbal form at the beginning and it
is circulated via the publication of these written works as well as the cassettes. A
religious reality is constructed via different media approaches. Lu’s analysis reveals
that the religious narration in the Tzu-Chi organisation holds the healing power,
reinforced through repeated acts of voluntary work. The narrative of religiosity is
realised and actualised via personal experiences as volunteers in the Tzu-Chi
organisation. This thesis extends the narrative analysis to Da-Ai Drama to see how this
religious form of narration transforms the public’s mind and thoughts on Tzu-Chi. The
dramas show a similar narrative pattern of sharing members’ life stories with several
hints of Still Thoughts. The audience’s response to Da-Ai Drama shows a similar
pattern of retelling the life stories as a part of their religious experiences. Therefore, it
can be argued that the Tzu-Chi organisation not only uses Da-Ai Drama as a way to
spread Buddhist doctrines, but it also serves as a religious field that invites the
audience to practise Buddhism as a part of the watching experience.

Further to her study on Master Zheng-Yan's publication, by studying Master Zheng-
Yan's lectures and speeches, Lu (2004b) explains Master Zheng-Yan's concept of
human Bodhisattva. Tzu-Chi's voluntary work enables members to experience
Buddhist ethics on life and death. Compassion is an essential element in the
Bodhisattva's path; therefore, Master Zheng-Yan's urge for charity work creates a new
form of Dharma gate™ for lay people to know Buddhism. Doing voluntary work in the

3 still Thoughts is a published collection of Master Zheng-Yan's teachings on daily life or

human behaviour. Thpy are read and studied by Tzu-Chi members and the selling of the books
contributes to the major financial resources of Master Zheng-Yan's daily expenses.

* Dharma gates re_fer to different Buddhist schools or methods to study and practise Buddhism
in order to reach Nirvana. It is believed that there are various methods and ways leading to
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hospital enables the members to experience the teaching of “ever-changing”. To
understand that life is short and “ever-changing” encourages the members to do good
deeds in their limited lifetime. Different aspects of voluntary work offer the followers
various contexts to experience and learn the path of Bodhisattva. The success of the
Tzu-Chi organisation exemplifies the power of the grassroots network in religious
activities. Lu’'s article analyses the central doctrine of Humanistic Buddhism--human
Bodhisattva and the path of Bodhisattva. It is embodied in Tzu-Chi's various charity
works. Mainly focusing on Master Zheng-Yan'’s interpretation to link Buddhist doctrines
with voluntary work, Lu provides little empirical evidence of the members’ interpretation
of their voluntary experiences. These voluntary experiences and the horizontal ties

among members create a powerful network that has influence beyond local
communities.

Guan-yin Worship.  Master Zheng-Yan puts great emphasis on a Mahayana
Buddhist ideal--Bodhisattva (Guan-yin).

tr;lirvtana; therefore, it is important for lay people to choose a method or school that suits them
est.
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Fig. 3 Image of Guan-yin

Instead of chanting sutras as a basis for practising Bodhisattva's path, Tzu-Chi's
members pay a lot of attention to action. Therefore, the Tzu-Chi organisation is not a
textually-based Buddhist institution. Indeed, Master Zheng-Yan encourages her
followers to do, to practise Bodhisattva's path by participating in social welfare and
charity work (Huang and Weller, 1998). Bodhisattva, or Guan-yin, has been one of the
most important and popular deities in Taiwan (Weller 2007). Guan-yin is an
embodiment of the Mahayana Buddhist ideal. As an enlightened being, Bodhisattva
chooses to stay in this world out of compassion and perseverance in order to save all
sentient beings that are suffering (Reed 2003 p. 199; Weller 2007 p. 356). A previous
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section shows how Master Zheng-Yan is seen as a living Bodhisattva (Huang 2009).

This section will briefly show the importance of Guan-yin worship as a basis of
understanding the legends and images of Guan-yin.

Huang and Weller (1998) relate Tzu-Chi's appeal to women and Master Zheng-Yan's
gendered charisma to several goddesses popularly worshipped in Taiwan (Guan-yin,
Mazu, and the Eternal Venerable Mother). Also, they point out Taiwanese women’s
deep involvement with religious activities both in daily ancestor worship and other
religious activities such as attending temple. When talking about Master Zheng-Yan's
leadership, Huang and Weller use a narrative of Guan-yin to inscribe a traditional blend
of filial piety and Buddhism. The argument goes on to emphasise women'’s roles as
mothers. Women in Confucian ideology become respectable when they take on the
role of a mother by fulfilling their husbands’ filial duties to bear male heirs. Guan-yin
herself, although unmarried and never having been a mother, is often shown holding a
baby. This is not just to show that she will help to deliver sons, but it also sums up, in a
single icon, the idealised position of women in China; a devotion to the salvation of all
through the image of motherhood (p.382). The nurturing and caring nature of
motherhood is similar to the compassion of Bodhisattvas. Chapter 5 will show the

media representation of motherhood and the way Tzu-Chi blends Buddhist doctrines in
Confucianism.

Bodhisattva grows in importance with the development of Mahayana Buddhism. In
early Indian Buddhism, it was impossible to imagine a female form of Bodhisattva.
However, in the later development of Mahayana Buddhism Bodhisattva is explained, in
the canon, as embodying both female and male forms depending on which one best
suited the situation. Among all celestial Bodhisattvas, Avalokiteshvara is the most
popular deity in East Asia (Harvey 2000 p. 130). Avalokiteshvara— Buddha-maker—
who helps others to attain Buddhahood but remains the Bodhisattva forever (Dayal
1970 p. 44), has become a cult of half of Asia, as Tay (1976) describes him, known as
Kuan-yin (Guan-yin) in China; and Kwannon or Kannon in Japanese. Although
Avalokiteshvara was a male Bodhisattva in scriptures, he transformed into a female
figure in Chinese folk tradition. In India and Tibet, the most popular Avalokiteshvara is
seen as male while in China, known as Guan-yin, she is a female deity who is an all-
compassionate “mother-goddess” (Harvey 2000 p. 365-366).
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There are many stories about his female transformation and there are many different
forms of his female figure (Yu 1990). The scriptural authority grants Avalokiteshvara
the ability to appear in various forms (Wiliams 1989 p. 232) because celestial
Bodhisattvas are seen as lacking in material elements. As they are spiritual beings,
they are capable of appearing in various forms, male or female, for the convenience of
educating or saving lay people (Paul 1985 p. 248). One of the most popular feminine
forms is known as the “Buddhist Madonna” because of her ability to grant sons to
women who desperately need male heirs to carry on the familial blood for their
husbands (Tay 1976 p. 147; Williams 1989 p. 231). Avalokiteshvara transforms into a
mother-goddess probably because Guan-yin's relationship with all sentient beings is
like a caring mother. The above discussions offer a scriptural understanding of Guan-
yin. The following section shows Guan-yin worship in folk religious traditions.

Guan-yin worship is seen as an important part of the domestication of Buddhism in
China. Its female form in folk Buddhism is seen by the religious scholars as a part of
the secularisation. The wide popularity of Guan-yin does not only come from the
canonical tradition but also from literary works (Lin 2004). Guan-yin is a perfect
embodiment of mercy and compassion because she vows to delay her Buddhahood
until all sentient beings are saved from suffering. In the cult of Guan-yin, she is said to
have the ability to save all sentient beings as soon as they call upon her. Yu (2001)

argues that the worship of Guan-yin offers the best explanation of Confucian values
which results in its popularity in Taiwanese society.

Li (2007) has a detailed review of studies on Guan-yin worship. For him, the studies of
Guan-yin worship (in mainland China) are approached from historians, religious
scholars, literary scholars, ethnographers, archaeologists and so on. It is obvious that
the studies of Guan-yin worship are situated in the context of imperial China. These
studies are largely textually based, either on Buddhist canons or on literary legends. In
Taiwan, scholars examine various canonical texts to study Guan-yin worship. There
are scholars who focus on the artistic forms of Guan-yin in history. No matter which
subject area this issue is approached from, the scholars tend to focus on the canonical
texts and historical texts to construct a thorough understanding of Guan-yin worship.
What | see from these approaches is a lack of contemporary practitioners’ voices. How
much does an ordinary lay woman know about the origins and the sexual
transformation of Guan-yin? How deeply does an ordinary lay woman know about
Guan-yin, or Avalokiteshvara, in the canonical texts? From a sociologist's gender point

of view, the worship of Guan-yin as a female form is worth discussing because of its
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female symbol and its popularity among lay women. From a sociologist’s point of view,
what concerns me is how Guan-yin worship has now transformed into a philosophy of
action in the Tzu-Chi organisation. Guan-yin has stepped down from its celestial status

to a secular field. This will be further discussed in the next two chapters.

Reed’s (2003) studies on Guan-yin narratives show that people who encounter chaotic
disasters always call upon Guan-yin in the hope of saving them from famine, drought,
fire, flood, illness, war and so on. Reed further proposes a “counter-narrative” of Guan-
yin used by Master Zheng-Yan to encourage her followers to sort out their own
problems in order to help other suffering people. Because Avalokiteshvara is a
compassionate incarnate, what concerns him is not just enlightenment but all
sufferings in everyday life (Williams 1989 p.232). There are many tales circulated
among lay people that tell about miraculous experiences of being saved by Guan-yin.

These folk images of Guan-yin make him/her an iconographic figure in Chinese
Buddhism (Yu 1990).

Looking back in the Buddhist canons, Li (2007) points out that Guan-yin unites the
secular and the celestial. Although Guan-yin is a celestial Bodhisattva, it has various
secular forms. Instead of manifesting in front of the lay believers as a god or goddess,
Guan-yin appears as an ordinary person. He/she is also an embodiment of mercy and
cruelty. Guan-yin can be seen as a loving mother as well as a harsh father. Li points
out that the philosophy of Guan-yin is constructed in three ways. Firstly, it is recorded
in Buddhist canons, including Indian originals and canons written for China, Japan, and
Korea. Secondly, it is constructed by the Guan-yin miracles passed down by believers
(Reeds 2003). Thirdly, Guan-yin legends are manifested in literary works and paintings.
The last two traditions belong to folk Buddhist religions. Despite the fact that the last
two traditions construct Guan-yin differently from traditional/ original Buddhism, their
influences are much stronger and powerful among lay people.

Yu (1995) studies the vernacular commentaries written in imperial China to show how
Guan-yin worship is consolidated by these sutras. She points out that although these
sutras were not from the original Indian Buddhism, the spirits remain Mayahana. What
makes these vernacular commentaries popular is their close connection to the local
experiences (iy.e. Confucian traditions). vernacular commentaries and miracles retold
by lay people contribute to the domestication of Buddhism in China as well as the
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popularity of Guan-yin worship. It can be concluded that the worship of Guan-yin is an

interwoven net between elite Buddhist traditions and lay Buddhist traditions.

Sun and Sun (1995) believe that it is meaningless to discuss the female form of
Bodhisattva because the canons acknowiedge it as a basic principle that it manifests in
both forms. Sun and Sun argue that studies on the female form of Bodhisattva are
influenced by secularisation and the study of the arts. Based on Buddhist canons, there
is no problem with Bodhisattva’s female form. The form of Bodhisattva is a landmark of
the secularisation and domestication of Buddhism in China. Sun and Sun argue that
the beginning of Guan-yin worship corresponded with the public needs for a
harmonious and peaceful society in war time (Sui Dynasty, 581 A.D.- 619 A.D.). In the
mid-Tang Dynasty (618 A.D.- 907 A.D.), Guan-yin becomes an icon that grants
children to its followers. This belief is enhanced by the Confucian tradition of placing
emphasis on male heirs. They look into the historical and social background of imperial
China in order to see why Guan-yin became a female form and can never change back
to the male form in folk Buddhism. Once her female form was established, she became
a goddess that had little to do with the original Bodhisattva in the Buddhist canons. The
argument is not whether Avalokiteshvara is male or female. The underlying theme of
this gender transformation demonstrates what “emptiness” teaches all Buddhists:
Avalokiteshvara, representing the Buddha-nature, is neither male nor female, but both
male and female. The nature of the Bodhisattva ideal, emptiness, is a perfect argument
for gender equality in Mahayana Buddhism. The gender transformation of Bodhisattva
Avalokiteshvara into a mother-goddess shows the importance and highly-elevated

status of motherhood in Chinese society. This highly respected status of the mothering
role will be discussed further in Chapter 5.

Women's Horizontal Ties.  Interested in the religious impact on the formation of
communal relationships, which is a crucial value in Confucianism, Schak (2009)
explores newly-risen Buddhist groups and their impact on the formation of communities
in Taiwan. Schak describes Tzu-Chi members as having developed their own cults,
such as a specific way to greet each other and the philosophy on DOING. Although
Tzu-Chi members have developed their own cult, Tzu-Chi's activities are not exclusive:
they are open to other religious groups and religious activities. Different Buddhist
groups are not exclusive to one another because of the different strengths and
teachings. As a result, lay people are free to choose religious groups which suit them
best (p.179). This can be understood as the concept of various Dharma gates.

Buddhism should adjust its way of teaching and spreading its doctrines according to
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different people; therefore, Buddhist schools or groups are not exclusive to each other.
Schak positively sees these Buddhist groups as a powerful way to generate
communities that are declining in an industrial society. It has been a tradition in Taiwan
that religious places and temples were centres for communal activities. Nowadays, the
newly arisen Buddhist groups offer lay people more choice. His study reflects a need
for communities centred on religious activities in contemporary Taiwanese society.
Communal ties before the age of industrialisation consisted of a strong patrilineal
communal system which was generated around patrilineage. Although lay Buddhist
groups cannot replace the familial bonds, they answer the need for a community in the
modern world. Instead of basing his study on the Buddhist canons, Schak uses
empirical data to study different facets of Taiwanese Buddhism and its impact. Further

to Schak’s discussion would be the strong women’s network built up in the Tzu-Chi
organisation.

Weller (1999) notices the Tzu-Chi organisation’s huge success among housewives in
Taiwan. Master Zheng-Yan appeals to her foliowers by telling members’ life stories to
arouse sympathy and self-reflection among her audience. Familial disputes are the
most common theme in stories told by Master Zheng-Yan. Weller points out that Tzu-
Chi teaches its followers to accept their problems, gives them a supportive group of
friends, and offers new interests that give them a feeling of worthy accomplishment. It
defuses the domestic problems inherent in being a Chinese wife and mother by

reducing them to karma or fate (yuan), and by offering them charitable actions as the
way to improve karma (p.98).

Instead of challenging and critiquing the existing ideology, Tzu-Chi uses media to
provide a new interpretation on the existing ideology. The next section on media will
show how Tzu-Chi uses media to reverse the prevailing ideology without challenging it.
Since Tzu-Chi emphasises action rather than philosophical teachings, the easiest way
to act as a Bodhisattva is to extend women's roles within the family to society.
Therefore, many members or followers find it easy to practise Buddhist teachings
simply by extending their mothering roles to a public sphere. Weller (1999), thus,
concludes that “it confines women in their family roles, yet also extends them beyond
the family itself for the first time” (p.98). Although Tzu-Chi does not challenge the
existing Confucian ethics, it does not mean the Tzu-Chi organisation does not critique
traditional gender roles and familial values. Weller believes that the moral teachings in
the Tzu-Chi organisation are “more traditionally Confucian, urging people to act as filial

children and as moral exemplars in their dealings with others” (ibid. p.99). | would like
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to further this discussion by stating that it is easier for members to approach Buddhism
through familiar Confucian discourse.

As leaving the family to enter monastic life has traditionally been an alternative option
for women in China and Taiwan, Huang and Weller (1998) believe that Tzu-Chi offers a
better alternative, because it is an international organisation that provides a larger
scale of act