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  The history of Sino-English relations during the nineteenth century has been 

polarized to the point where uninformed readers might actually imagine that 
Westerners who traveled to China were in fact "foreign devils" whose unyielding 

jingoism prevented them from recognizing the admirable aspects of Chinese society. 
Certainly the settlements at the end of the Opium Wars and the privilege of 

extraterritoriality encouraged Chinese officials to adopt extremist perspectives. 

Nevertheless, within the international settlement of Shanghai, Chinese and 

Westerners cooperated with each other at least for entrepreneurial undertakings. 

Shanghai has often been portrayed as a city of corruption and decadence. Since the 

1870's more than half of the opium imported into China entered through Shanghai.' 

Men of all ages squandered their savings gambling in the countless opium dens of 

Shanghai. The city also had a reputation for being the prostitution capital of East 

Asia. The gangsters were notorious for their cruelty and closely-knit networks of 

organized crime. 

  Ironically, Shanghai also attracted the most progressively-minded men in the 

country who were open to many of the new ideas that were flowing into China from 

Europe and the United States. Many of these individuals had failed the highest levels 

of the civil service examination and flocked to the international settlements where 

they sold their literary skills to various journals and newspaper industries. The 

insights and scholarly expertise of these men are reflected in the articles they wrote 

on current events, philosophy and religion. Their critical stance toward the Buddhist 

sangha and the clergy in particular are revealing because they reveal a perspective 

that has not been emphasized in previous histories on Chinese Buddhism that were 

written in the past three or four decades. General histories expounding upon the 

evolution of a given religion are quite influential because scholars as well as 

non-specialists rely on them when there is less information in English on a 

particular historical period. Unfortunately, studies on Chinese Buddhism that cover 
the developments of the last two millennia have been shaped by the hagiography, the 

imperial court's relation to the sangha and sectarian biases. In periods where there is 

less material published in English such as during the early stages of Chinese 

' Dong 2001, p. 53.
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modernization, the names of a few eminent monks and lay figures tend to 

overshadow popular perspectives that are essential for understanding the social 

history of the late Qing period. 

  In many of the standard accounts on the history of Chinese Buddhism, the late 

Qing is portrayed as a brief period of Buddhist revival among intellectuals and the 
lay community. During the catastrophic events of the mid-nineteenth century that 

ended in the Taiping uprisings, Chinese Buddhism as a whole suffered one of the 

most systematic persecutions. The Taiping leaders tried to put an end to all forms of 

idolatrous worship by destroying Buddhist images, libraries, and temples in the 

areas they controlled.' After the Qing armies had defeated the rebels, a group of lay 

Buddhists led by Yang Wenhui (1837-1911) advocated the reliance on Buddhist 

doctrine and practice to help sustain the weakened Manchu regime. As an official 

who had studied Western science in his younger years, Yang argued that Buddhism 

rather than Confucianism was more suitable for challenging the rational positivistic 

thinking of the West. By setting up study centers Yang hoped that lay believers and 

intellectuals would realize the depth of Weishilun (The Discourse on the Theory of 

Consciousness- Only) and Yingmin (Hetuvidya) texts which emphasized the 

importance of Buddhist logic and epistemology' As the general histories of Chinese 

Buddhism point out, Yang argued that since Western civilization was based upon 

Christian principles, the spiritual teachings of Buddhism were more likely to 

become the foundation for modem China. In hindsight one sees that Yang's ideals 

could not have been realized in the following decades that were dominated by 

warlords and revolutionaries. Nevertheless, scholars of Buddhist history claim that 

Yang inspired men who advocated drastic reform of the Manchu regime such as 

Kang Youwei (1858-1927), Liao Zhiqiao (1873-1929), Tan Citong (1868-1898).' 

These men proposed a series of reforms that elevated the role of Buddhism as the 

guiding force for a more egalitarian society, but the Hundred Days' Reform at the 
end of the 19' century ultimately failed. 

  According Kenneth CWen, the revival of Buddhism after the holocaust was 

brought about mainly through the dedicated leadership of a few men who were not 

formally ordained. Chen claims that the transfer of leadership from monks to the lay 

community was the culmination of Hinayana to Mahayana.' As convincing as such
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Clfen 1972, p. 448. 
Hetuvidya refers to an ancient Indian logic that was used for determining right from wrong, 

truth from falsehood. 

Cao and Sueki 1996, pp. 15-16. 

Ch'en 1972, pp. 448-49.
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