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religion and Globalization in asia: Prospects, 
Patterns, and Problems for the Coming 
decade

John K. Nelson, Ph.D., University of San Francisco

 Welcome to a special issue of Asia Pacific: Perspectives devoted to the intersec-
tion of religion and globalization in Asia.  The articles that follow made their debut 
as presentations at a symposium held at the University of San Francisco in March 
2009.  Sponsored by the USF Center for the Pacific Rim, the genesis for this event 
came from Dr. Barbara Bundy, former executive director of the Center.  Dr. Bundy 
was soon to retire but wanted to promote one more academic gathering to address 
a topic of critical importance.  Thanks to her insight and support, the symposium 
invited ten presenters (five of whom have contributed to this special issue) and 
three keynote speakers:  Mark Juergensmeyer (author of Terror in the Mind of God 
and Global Rebellion: Religious Challenges to the Secular State), Saskia Sassen (author 
of Territory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages), and Nayan 
Chanda (author of Bound Together: How Traders, Preachers, Adventurers and Warriors 
Shaped Globalization).   

 While the keynote lectures were fascinating for their breadth and expertise, 
it was the work and research of individual scholars that gave the symposium its 
heart, soul, and considerable ‘brains’. The five papers presented here demonstrate 
a range of interests and methods that help to illuminate some of the most vital is-
sues within contemporary Asian societies.  

 Few scholars or policy makers thirty years ago could have imagined that the 
first decades of the 21st century would be a time of explosive and wide-spread religi-
osity.  As modernity progressed and societies became more secular and democratic, 
religion was supposed to loosen its hold on the ways men and women envisioned 
their place in the world.  To the contrary, the dynamics of globalization--such as 
communication technologies, immigration and migration, capital flows, transnation-
alism, and identity politics--have contributed to social conditions in which religious 
belief and practice not only survive but, in many cases, also prosper and proliferate.  

 A growing body of scholarship and reportage has documented the phenom-
enon of globalization upon religious traditions in the western hemisphere, but 
the symposium wanted to explore its applicability within Asia. No longer can the 
study of religion in Asia (or the west) be considered a “side show” to the three-ring 
circus of politics, economics, and class.  With an estimated 300 million religious 
adherents in China (home also to the world’s fastest growing Christian popula-
tion), the world’s largest and most diverse concentration of Muslims in Indonesia, 
and the rise of a more assertive and nationalistic Hinduism among India’s 1.3 bil-
lion people, the role of religion in globalizing processes in Asia requires sustained 
analysis and elucidation rather than a passing mention. 

One of the key goals of the symposium was to better understand the dialectical 
tension of codependence and codeterminism between religion and globalization. 
With a focus on the populations of South and East Asia—densely concentrated, in-
creasingly well-informed and technologically-sophisticated—the five papers here 
are positioned against a background of the following questions and themes:
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Editor’s introduction / Nelson u 2

•  What is the relationship between a healthy democracy and religious pluralism 
in Asian contexts?

•  Is religion in the context of globalization ultimately destined to become a sym 
bolic marker of one’s identity, rather than an institution promoting claims to 
divinely-revealed truths?

•  In what ways is religion in Asia appropriated and exploited by politicians and 
activists intent on furthering their agendas and bolstering political capital?

•  Does religious fundamentalism, especially the extreme kind that resorts to vio-
lence, indicate a stimulus/response “blowback” for secular societies and their 
democratizing policies?

•  If the key to peaceful globalization is not secularization but pluralism and 
tolerance (as argued by Peter Berger), can the forces of globalization encourage 
diverse yet peaceful ways of being religious?

•  What global trends and dynamics increase (or restrict) the range of choices for 
individuals to determine their own identities (religious, cultural, gender, ethnic, 
and so on) and communities?

•  Can religious significance be imposed on the political trend towards multipolar-
ity and the decline of American influence in Asia, or on creating   
solutions and policies that address environmental crises?

 •  Does the globalizing character of religion help to promote or impede human 
rights in Asia? 

•  Are there destabilizing forces at work in rural and urban communities of pov-
erty and marginalization in Asia which, when interpreted via religious perspec-
tives, pose a threat to economic development, democratization, and political 
stability?

•  How can religious conservatism in Asia compromise the more positive  char-
acteristics of globalization that are egalitarian, diverse, hybrid, and potentially 
cosmopolitan?

•  Is it intellectually and politically possible to articulate an alternative to funda-
mentalist and relativist positions concerning the role of religion in a globalizing 
Asia?  (The Chinese politburo has stated, “We must take full advantage of the 
positive role that religious figures and believers among the masses can play in 
promoting economic and social development.”  Jan. 20, 2008).  

 We hope the following papers advance understanding about religion and glo-
balization in Asia, not simply as subjects for investigation but as dynamic process-
es that actively involve several billion people.  To ignore or neglect the importance 
of these influences on the contemporary world is not only shortsighted but also 
indicates a profound misreading of significant trends and currents that affect inter-
national relations, economic activity, and knowledge about the global community.  
Thanks to our contributing authors, the participants of the symposium, and to Dr. 
Bundy’s initial vision, we are pleased to present these five papers as guides to top-
ics that are fascinating and in may ways unique to the global moment we share. 
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the Contemporary Global Political and 
Economic Context for interreligious dialogue 
including China and india

Eric Hanson, Ph.D., Santa Clara University 

 ABSTRACT

The recent political and economic advances of China and India, and their changing 
relationships to each other and to the rest of the world, constitute the most crucial 
long term national adjustments necessary in the current international system. The 
differences among religions of the book, religions of meditative experience, and re-
ligions of public life make it extremely difficult to use any understanding of religion 
in itself as the focal piece for such dialogue. Religion and Politics in the International 
System (2006) identified the following five interreligious dialogues as particularly 
significant for global integration: 1. Among religions of the book, focusing on the de-
veloping world and its relationship to the developed world; 2-3. The multi-religious 
dialogues centered geographically and culturally on China and the Indian subcon-
tinent; and 4-5. Multi-religious North American and European dialogues between 
the religious traditions long held in these regions and those of new immigrants. This 
paper recommends three additional issue dialogues among religious leaders as par-
ticularly promising prospects for integrating the international system: [1] On human 
rights and shared sovereignty; [2] On structuring webs of global understanding and 
cooperation; and [3] On restructuring the world economy, including global business 
ethics.  

The recent political and economic advances of China and India, and their 
changing relationships to each other and to the rest of the world, constitute the 
most crucial long term national adjustments necessary in the current international 
system. The new relationship between Beijing and New Delhi, and the relations be-
tween these capitals and other states, international organizations, and other global 
actors will continue to have greater and greater significance in the development of 
the twenty-first-century political, economic, military, and communication systems. 
The Chinese and Indian national interreligious dialogues will also, quite naturally, 
increasingly influence future world developments. Religion and globalization thus 
exhibit both codependence and codetermination in these two crucial cases. World 
religious traditions, Buddhist, Christian, Confucian, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, and 
Marxist, continue to influence each other globally, and especially in Asia, while 
remaining very distinct in their basic ideologies and organizations. 

In linking these political and economic changes to interreligious dialogue, this 
paper employs the theoretical framework of Religion and Politics in the International 
System Today.1 That book proposed an international paradigm of the political, 
economic, military, and communication interlinked global systems interacting with 
religious-political events at the individual, local, national, regional, and global lev-
els. Religion, however, does not constitute a global system like the above four be-
cause of the uniqueness of the various faith traditions. Indeed, the collective noun 
“religion” tells us very little politically, economically, or even religiously, so we 
have to pay close attention to the special characteristics of each religious tradition 
in its various local, national, and regional manifestations. The four global systems, 
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on the other hand, are each tied together by common realities, e.g., international 
bureaucracy and law; the global exchange of currency, products, and workers; of-
fensive and defensive capabilities; and media penetration, for example, by satellite 
and Internet. 

This theoretical approach is presupposed, but it is not the topic of this paper. 
Rather, the paper seeks to pursue contemporary policy analysis in focusing on the 
current political and economic roles of China and India in international affairs, 
hoping to generate recommendations for interreligious dialogue that reflect the 
specific characteristics of each religion at the global level and in its Chinese and 
Indian contexts. Religion does not exist to serve politics and economics, but it does 
exist within specific political and economic contexts. In the Catholic tradition, then, 
this paper is an attempt to understand what Vatican Council II called “the Signs 
of the Times.”  As such, the paper is divided into five sections: 1. Global Affairs; 
2. China; 3. India; 4. Sino-Indian Relations within the International System; and 5. 
Recommendations for Interreligious Dialogue. In each section the paper will first 
discuss the contemporary political, economic, military, and communication sys-
tems and their interaction. Then it will describe the major characteristics of religion 
in these contexts. Recommendations will be saved for the last section of the paper. 
Each recommendation, of course, carries its own opportunity costs. Each time a 
religious person or institution decides to undertake some task, it decides not to do 
something else. Listeners who point out theoretical and/or factual considerations 
that would have been more helpful in deciding which dialogues to pursue will be 
very much appreciated. The basic orientation of the paper remains: How would 
interreligious dialogue be best organized to achieve the optimal mutual coopera-
tion to pursue human rights in the political system; growth, social equity, and envi-
ronmental sustainability in the economic system; order and peace in the military 
system, and healthy personal and social identities in the communication system? 
This paper attempts to present contemporary global analysis in a balanced way so 
that certain issues become more significant. The author believes that in the twenty-
first century the most significant issues can only be solved by multilateral coopera-
tion in the international system. Beijing, New Delhi, Brussels, and Washington are 
all in the same boat.

I. Global affairs

a. Political

The first challenge in global political analysis is to describe the global system 
itself with its various types of organizations. Certainly, the Westphalian sovereign 
nation state remains the principal actor. However, the twentieth century witnessed 
the progressive rise of international, intergovernmental, non-governmental and 
transnational organizations, all of which interact with that nation state. Sassen 
described these changes in her prescient lectures Losing Control? Sovereignty in an 
Age of Globalization2 which employed immigration3 as their primary case. As Sassen 
points out, renationalization of politics and state control of borders has run straight 
into transnationalization of economic spaces and human rights regimes. Both ter-
ritoriality and sovereignty have thus lost some of their former underpinnings. This 
paper will follow Sassen’s analysis in employing economic relations and human 
rights as two focal issues. In both International Business Law and the Universal 
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Declaration of Human Rights, Western approaches have so far received the most 
emphasis, but this is changing as a result of recent U.S. and E.U. comparative eco-
nomic decline and the successes of China and India. 

From the perspective of nation states, the post-Cold War world combines a 
reduced singular leadership role for the United States with the rise of previously 
middle-level powers like China, India, Brazil, Nigeria, South Africa, Iran, Tur-
key, Mexico, and the Republic of Korea. The European Union, Japan, and Russia 
continue to play the major roles that they had achieved by the end of the 1960s. At 
the United Nations, the Big Five maintain their veto power in the Security Coun-
cil, thus strengthening their national interests, with both the Secretary General4 
and the General Assembly more important in “soft” public opinion that in “hard” 
power politics. The West continues to control international financial institutions 
like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Zakaria5 described the 
current global system as “The Rise of the Rest.”

The election of Barack Obama gave the U.S. “a new start” in repairing its 
leadership role, but it is doubtful that the world will ever again be such a small 
pond that it has only one big superpower frog as in the immediate post-World War 
II period and in the immediate post-Cold War period. Decreased national state 
power through increased international regulation on issues like human rights, the 
global economy, the environment, and nuclear proliferation remains a more likely 
long term scenario, but mature regulatory systems will probably not evolve until 
from fifty to one hundred years from now after some, hopefully not definitively 
destructive, crisis. The current downturn opens the way for both chaos and signifi-
cant progress in the global economic system. As the Chinese character for “crisis” 
expresses, all crises remain both dangers and opportunities.

B. Economic

Zakaria was writing before the recent global financial meltdown. Especially 
since this event, the role of world economic leadership is passing from the Group 
of Eight to the broader-based Group of Twenty. There are just too many crucial eco-
nomic interests to be covered by the G8 and the debacle happened on their watch.  
The major issues to be solved involve restructuring the global economic system for 
both growth and environmental sustainability while increasing the welfare of the 
poorest, especially in those countries termed “the Bottom Billion.”6

C. Military

The contemporary military system exhibits the biggest changes since the struc-
tured tension of the Cold War. With less political-military control from Moscow 
and Washington, nuclear proliferation has developed into a bigger concern, con-
ventional and civil wars abound, and non-state terrorism has become a significant 
challenge for all. Military crises proliferate across the system with few organizing 
principles other than the projection of force. Only the United States can project 
force worldwide, but even Washington cannot afford two full-scale conflicts at the 
same time. The world economic crisis means that much less money will be avail-
able for both military buildups and peace initiatives, for example, on the Israeli-
Palestinian crisis. The economic downturn also adds significant stress in most de-
veloping countries. It is not a pleasant view, except that the economic system may 
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starve some military initiatives, even as it adds to the temptation to initiate them.
Recommendations come from organizations as diverse as the United Na-

tions Security Council and the Stockholm Peace Institute.  All religious traditions 
have certainly added to such conflicts, as demonstrated by Juergensmeyer.7 Why 
not aim to keep interreligious dialogue separate from military and peace issues? 
Wouldn’t the Israeli-Palestinian conflict be easier to solve without religion? This 
paper treats John Lennon’s “and no religion too” future as impossible, and un-
wise since attempting it would leave religion and conflict to just those forces that 
would be most negative. The paper thus follows conflict resolution specialist Marc 
Gopin,8 who shows that a lack of grassroots understanding between Israeli and 
Palestinian leaders did not give them the necessary political space to make the 
hard compromises during the Oslo Process. On the Pakistan-Afghanistan border, 
the lack of inclusion of the North-West Frontier Province’s religious coalition, the 
MMA, between 2002 and 2007 hurt U.S. policy and the prospects for peace in the 
region.9 Elsewhere I have written of the positive impact of the United States Catho-
lic Bishops letter, The Challenge of Peace, during the early 1980s Reagan military 
buildup.10 Indeed, most global conflict situations could be positively influenced by 
the expanding webs of trust advocated in the political section of this paper.

d. Communication

The “new media” of satellite television and the Internet offer both political ad-
vantages and disadvantages. Control of these new media remains problematic for 
national states, thus increasing public access to heretical political ideas and organi-
zational support for human rights. But governments can also use the new media to 
control their publics and foster extreme nationalism, thus strengthening the state. 
The new world of instantaneous communication makes possible the new global 
economic system with millions of programmed trades happening across the world 
at the same time. However, the same system challenges national state control of 
this system, a point made strongly by Sassen.

The global communication system, like religion, can contribute to greater 
understanding and/or to greater conflict. Nationalism seeks to demonize the 
other, whether that other is defined by nationality, religion, class, or caste. Times 
of economic stress like the current economic crisis remain particularly dangerous 
in this regard. The unemployed always look for scapegoats to explain their suffer-
ing. When their political legitimacy is questioned, national governments are sorely 
tempted to shift blame to “the stranger.” The European Union, especially countries 
like Italy and Russia, currently face major challenges in this regard. Grassroots 
Christian-Islamic relations, as in those fostered by Rome’s Sant’Egidio NGO,11 can 
play a vital role in limiting the damage. 

E. religion

The global population in 2010 will be divided into approximately 86.5% reli-
gious adherents and 13.5% agnostics and atheists. The four largest religions will 
be Christianity (33.5%), Islam (21.5%), Hinduism (13.4%), and Buddhism (5.8%).12 
Christianity (Catholicism, Orthodoxy, Protestantism) and Islam (Shia, Sufi, Sunni) 
exhibit significant religious and political divisions. In terms of the global system, 
religion remains important at the international, regional, national, local, and indi-
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vidual levels. Examples of such influence at these respective levels would be the 
global Christian-Muslim dialogue,13 the Organization of the Islamic Conference, 
Tibetan autonomy, public security in Baghdad, and the political roles of Ali al-
Sistani, Desmond Tutu, Jimmy Carter, the Dalai Lama, and Benedict XVI. From the 
foregoing examples it is obvious that the various levels affect each other. 

II. China

 The first thing to notice about any global analysis of China is that its East 
Asian context, especially Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, remains much more 
globally influential than India’s deteriorating South Asian context of Afghanistan, 
Pakistan,14 Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. So we must pay close attention to East Asia 
as a whole as we analyze China. In many ways the Special Economic Zone of Shen-
zhen is tied more closely to Tokyo, Taipei, and Seoul, and even the gigantic port 
of Long Beach, California, than to the villages of rural Gansu. Despite historical 
connections, however, religion has played a different role in Japan than it has in 
China. Reischauer has described how Japanese society has been influenced by neo-
Confucianism, Buddhism, the postwar new religions, and Christianity, but only 
in a limited manner.15 Only one-fourth of today’s Japanese consider themselves 
religious, and only four percent regularly visit a shrine, temple, or church.16 Japan 
remains a global economic pillar, but it still has not found the recipe for a return to 
sustained growth. The greatest danger to global peace in the case of Japan would 
be the resurgence of Japanese nationalism tied to a military crisis on the Korean 
peninsula. The Japanese Catholic bishops and many others have opposed prime 
ministers visiting Yasukuni Shrine. Those visits anger people and governments 
throughout Asia. Japan’s degree of nationalism makes a potential difference mili-
tarily, of course, because Japan could “go nuclear” with the technologies already 
present in its civilian power and space programs. North Korean nuclear and mis-
sile testing worries Japan more than any other country.

South Korea (ROK) constitutes one of the postwar world’s great political and 
economic success stories, along with the European Union. The ROK and Taiwan 
democratized peacefully at the end of the 1980s, and both have become economic 
powerhouses. Both Buddhists and Christians have played a significant role in de-
mocratization in both countries and in the partial reconciliation of the South with 
North Korea. Seoul’s Cardinal Stephen Kim Sou Hwan17 was the most prominent 
expressive leader of the decade’s democracy campaign and Catholic President Kim 
Dae Jong won the Nobel Peace Prize for his opening to the North.  Korean Christi-
anity continues to flourish, and the country is the world’s second largest source of 
Christian missionaries. Korea has always perceived itself politically and culturally 
between its more powerful Chinese and Japanese neighbors, and thus can continue 
to serve as the mediator between Beijing and Tokyo. The ROK also continues its 
discussions and joint projects with North Korea. The East Asian context is impor-
tant globally, and China is the major rising power. 

a. Political

From the political perspective, how will the Chinese Communist Party manage 
its transition to the next stage of political development, finding a new source for 
a stable political legitimacy? Hu Jintao and the Politburo Standing Committee are 
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correct in judging that such legitimacy depends first and foremost on implement-
ing a “scientific development concept,” which includes a “harmonious social-
ism” that will narrow the significant socio-economic gap between the urban and 
rural sectors of the country. This urban-rural gap reinforces the increasing social 
stratification between those middle-class citizens who have benefited from Deng 
Xiaoping’s modernization and those who have been left behind in areas like rural 
Henan, which are poor in all ways.18 Since the demise of Maoist ideology, roughly 
from the death of Lin Biao in a plane crash in September 1971, the country has 
modernized despite a spiritual vacuum which no party-sponsored ideological 
campaign19 has been able to address. China has thus recently witnessed a great 
expansion of all types of religious activity that has attempted to fill the ideological 
void. But the success of the government’s approach will paradoxically and simul-
taneously demand greater central control of the regions and more local acceptance 
of individual sacrifice in terms of some overarching ideology, especially with the 
recent economic downturn. Those who follow the often passionate arguments in 
cyberspace know that elite Chinese students still feel their national responsibility, 
but there is certainly no consensus about the nature of that responsibility.

B. Economic

The great economic challenge for China is to continue economic growth while 
narrowing social stratification and improving the environment. The circumstances 
of the “floating population” of the cities remain dire, especially with recent layoffs 
and particularly in rust belt areas like Manchuria and Sichuan. At the global level, 
economic expansion requires that the country ensure its resource bases in countries 
and regions like Australia and the Middle East. As the PRC becomes more and 
more active in international economic affairs, NGOs can be helpful in assisting the 
Chinese to find their equilibrium in the global economic system and in interna-
tional civil society. In this, a strong Chinese presence in economic supranational 
and non-governmental organizations  would be a good start. Chinese business 
interests already exhibit concerns about whether or not a global consensus on right 
economic behavior and business ethics might allow Chinese multinationals to take 
“their rightful place” in the international political and economic systems. 

C. Military

The PLA remains a basically regional army, with the focal issue being Taiwan.20  
However, the resources for global military projection could be available in future 
years if the global situation turns ugly or China is threatened in its above eco-
nomic resource bases. Whether or not China embraces a strong military posture 
also depends on the degree to which the country adopts a strong nationalism as 
its state-sponsored ideology.21 To keep its options open for force projection, it has 
continued its naval buildup, even considering constructing its first aircraft carrier.22 
Force projection will also become more important for protest supply lines for raw 
materials and access to markets across the globe.

d. Communication

For the Chinese, the modern communication system facilitates economic 
growth and political control. It can also be an instrument of foreign policy, so Chi-

the Contemporary Context for interreligious dialogue / Hanson u 8



Asia Pacific: Perspectives ∙ May 2011
D

o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 f
ro

m
 h

tt
p
:/

/w
w

w
.p

ac
ifi

cr
im

.u
sf

ca
.e

d
u
/r

es
ea

rc
h
/p

er
sp

ec
ti
ve

s

na is considering new global network initiatives, a la the Al-Jazeera 24-hour news 
channel, from state and party owned or sponsored outlets like CCTV, Xinhua, the 
People’s Daily, and the Shanghai Media Group.23 However, international outlets 
would have to be less heavy-handed to gain viewership, and domestic ones can 
enable entrepreneurs and activists to evade government scrutiny, e.g., the circula-
tion of Charter ’08 on the Internet. Dissident groups like the Falun Gong also used 
these media to transmit their messages. 

E. religion

Accurate numbers on Chinese believers are notoriously hard to ascertain, both 
because of traditional government regulation and because Chinese have tradition-
ally viewed as natural combining aspects of various religions in their practice. 
There is a consensus, however, that since the above demise of ideological sup-
port for Maoist Marxism, many religious traditions have spread into the vacuum. 
The government maintains its traditional system of penetrating, regulating, and 
controlling all religious institutions.24 Believers must belong to the government-
approved organization or face pressure, even persecution. Han Buddhism fits this 
general dynamic, but both Tibetan Buddhism25 and Islam in Xinjiang Province 
remain nationality issues for the Chinese government.  The party has responded to 
protests in both cases by toughening its policy.

The Chinese state has always only tolerated those religious organizations 
which allow their institutions to be penetrated, regulated, and controlled by the 
state.26 So Chinese State-Catholic Church negotiations over the naming of bishops 
or other leaders generates religious-political tensions analogous to the investiture 
controversies of the Middle Ages. And prior persecutions, for example, during 
the Cultural Revolution, have caused splits in some areas between those Catholics 
allied with Rome and those allied with Beijing, leading to great local variation. 
The Vatican has urged reconciliation among all Catholics, and hopes eventually to 
reach an understanding with the government. But the traditional Confucian state 
suspicion of independent religions remains strong. 

III. india

a. Political

The primary political challenge in India is nation-building, constructing state 
legitimacy among the world’s most culturally diverse nation with its twenty-two 
official languages. Following independence from Britain, the victorious Congress 
Party, led by Jawaharlal Nehru (“secularism, socialism, and democracy”) and his 
family, served that role.27 Since 1989, India has been led by coalition governments 
in which the spoils of rule have been more important than ideological orientation. 
The parliamentary system of the world’s largest democracy remains the world’s 
most culturally diverse, with the same voter possibly casting her vote on the basis 
of Congress’s dynastic secularism, religion, caste, class, or region. Analysis of the 
role of Hinduism in Indian identity, and its relation to minority traditions, thus 
takes political precedence. In the 2009 national election the Congress-led United 
Progressive Alliance (UPA) came within ten seats of a majority. Congress itself won 
205 seats, with the BJP dropping from 138 to 116 seats. But the election was even a 
more dismal failure for the leftist Third Front, which had set itself up to be a “king-
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maker” between the two major coalitions.28 Even with the victory of Congress and 
the return of Singh as Prime Minister, the result will continue to be a coalition of 
many parties.29

B. Economic

In 1991, Prime Minister N. Rao, supported by his then finance minister and 
now prime minister, the Sikh economist Manmohan Singh, responded to the coun-
try’s grave economic crisis by opening the national economy to the world market. 
Thus began the Indian economic miracle just over ten years after China’s opening.  
The results have been similar. India, like China, must figure out how to maintain 
economic growth while taking care of its grievous social stratification, particularly 
between the urban and rural areas, and environmental damage. India’s partial 
“fiscal shield” against the global economy has proved an advantage in the recent 
downturn.30 Instead of the growing independent protests throughout the Chinese 
countryside, India faces a significant Naxalite Marxist revolt which has affected as 
many as 172 of the nation’s 600 districts. 

C. Military

In 1998 both India and Pakistan tested nuclear weapons, setting off increased 
bilateral tension which nearly resulted in a major war during the Kargil conflict of 
1999. Pakistan remains the major focus of the Indian military buildup, and vice-
versa. The November 2008 attack on Mumbai has also added to Indo-Pakistani 
tensions. India, like China, is beginning to acquire the hardware and software to 
project its military muscle, at least far enough to protect their lines of resource 
supply, and to fight Pakistan if necessary. India, of course, has a long history of 
political and military ties to Russia and Iran in addition to a recent rapprochement 
with the United States.

d. Communication

Cell phones and satellite television are necessary for India’s integration into the 
world economic system, especially as India leads the world global service sector, 
but these media are also being used for beneficent social goals like attacking rural 
poverty and the spread of AIDs. The Indian communication system uses many 
more languages than China, and the parliamentary system of government means 
that the central authorities do not have authoritarian China’s option of tightly 
controlling their use.

E. religion

The last 2001 Census reported the country as 80.5% Hindu, 13.4% Muslim, 2.3% 
Christian, 1.9% Sikh, and 1.8% Other. Hinduism, however, remains extraordinarily 
diffuse,31 so the battle for the interpretation of the Hindu tradition makes the major 
political and economic differences.32 A linked issue is Hindu-Muslim relations, 
especially the definition of the role of Hinduism in the national culture, and the 
role of Islamic shari‘a in the legal framework for Muslims. Since partition in 1947, 
religious riots have been staples of political and social conflicts.33
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IV. sino-indian relations within the international system

a. Political

From the political perspective, both Beijing and New Delhi face enormous 
strains in fostering state political legitimacy while solving basic economic issues 
of growth, equity, and the environment. In both countries, increasing economic 
stratification has placed enormous political pressures on the unity of the national 
states as expressed by their respective parties and governments. Both civic-political 
and socio-economic rights remain at risk, whether from government security forces 
in China, or from rampaging religious mobs in India. From the bilateral Sino-
Indian perspective, both governments will increasingly compete for scarce global 
resources, but they desperately need good relations with each other and their other 
neighbors to attain the domestic stability necessary for the above political-econom-
ic progress. The global economic debacle has demonstrated the importance of the 
United States market for both Chinese consumer goods and Indian business servic-
es. The difficult geographical conflicts of Tibet and Kashmir might get ameliorated 
under more creative national and global approaches to the issue of sovereignty. 
Strong religious traditions, present in both cases, predispose the populations to 
accept such shared sovereignty. If a people have already adjusted to different types 
of authority, it is easier to accept the division of any one type of authority.

B. Economic

At the global economic level, both countries will rightly play expanded roles 
in the new regulatory fiscal architecture. In fact, both countries have done better 
than others in the current downturn. While their GDPs per capita may remain 
modest, the overall size of the two economies will demand major seats at the table 
for world decision making. There is plenty of work to be done in this area. The 
United States, Chinese, and Indian business communities have all suffered major 
corruption scandals recently, from U.S. real estate loans and investment banking 
to Chinese tainted milk and pollution damage to accounting fraud from one of In-
dia’s largest outsourcing firms. Solving global and national economic problems is 
the most serious challenge, and this is the global ethical dialogue with the greatest 
untapped interest in all three countries. 

C. Military

Here is the sphere most influenced by regional events and global alliances, like 
the recently improved Indo-American ties. Absent national political victories of 
hard line nationalism, Chinese and Indian military buildups should reflect rational 
calculations about global threats and opportunities. A more successful ameliora-
tion of global political and economic threats from nuclear proliferation, conven-
tional wars, and terrorism will allow the two countries to save significant resources 
for their economic agendas which remain more crucial to state political legitimacy. 
Each country has its own regional military obsessions along its border, but a ratio-
nal calculation would only demand that their army be strong enough to prevent 
change, not impose their will. For example, as long as Taiwan does not declare its 
independence and Kashmir or terrorism like the Mumbai attack does not explode 
Indo-Pakistani relations, the military system should not preempt national political 
and economic affairs.  
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d. Communication

While the technology is very similar, the political, economic, and religious 
aspects of the communication revolution are unique to each country. Media remain 
important to both political and economic issues, but the characteristics of their 
significance are different in China and India.  At the global level, the principal 
communication threats come from the economic-communication issues out of the 
developed world and military-communication issues out of the developing world.

E. reliGion

religion: 

The respective most politically powerful religious traditions, state Confucian 
Marxism and Hinduism, constitute very different forms of religion, in China a 
religion of public life (Confucianism, Maoism) and in India a religion of medita-
tive experience (Hinduism, Buddhism). If we think about interreligious dialogue 
among China, India, the European Union, and the United States, we must add a 
third type, religions of the book (Christianity, Islam, Judaism). The differences in 
the three religious types means that it will be extremely difficult to use any under-
standing of religion in itself as the focal piece for such dialogue. Such discussions 
are possible, e.g. in the Parliament of World Religions, but they tend to be diffuse 
because of the very different nature of different types of religions. In terms of this 
general international interfaith dialogue, German ecumenical theologian Hans 
Küng34 has sketched out a worthwhile approach based on four common ethi-
cal principles of respect for life, honest and fair dealing, speaking truthfully, and 
respecting and loving one another. 

But not all interreligious dialogue should be global and/or include all the 
various religious traditions. In terms of the political importance of more limited 
geographically interreligious dialogue, Religion and Politics identified the fol-
lowing five in this order: 1. among religions of the book, focusing on the relation-
ship between the developed  and the developing worlds; 2-3. the multi-religious 
dialogues centered geographically and culturally on China35 and the Indian 
subcontinent;36 and 4-5. multi-religious North American and European dialogues 
between the religious traditions long held in these regions and those of new im-
migrants. 

In between the general world interreligious dialogue and the five above more 
limited ones, the fifth section of this paper will propose an additional two global 
political and one global economic dialogue based on Chinese and Indian expan-
sions in the global systems. These latter dialogues would interact with the five 
more localized ones and the one international one (see accompanying chart). Inter-
religious dialogue works much better if the participants are focused on a common 
problem, not just the commonalities and differences among their religious tradi-
tions in themselves.  Religious groups can contribute four special types of expertise 
on political and economic issues: in relating rights and responsibilities; in limit-
ing extreme nationalism and war; in maintaining dialogue in both favorable and 
unfavorable circumstances; and in building grassroots support at the local level. 
Common problems also foster full participation by the non-religious 13.5% of the 
world’s population.
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5. reCommendations for three Global interreliGious dialoGues

 Based on the above analysis of China and India and their current role in the 
global political and economic systems, this paper recommends three additional 
issue dialogues among religious leaders as particularly promising prospects: 1. 
on human rights and shared sovereignty; 2. on structuring webs of global under-
standing and cooperation; and 3. on restructuring the world economic architec-
ture, including global business ethics.  Successes and failures at all three levels of 
interreligious dialogues (global, global issue, and regional) affect each other. For 
example, the amelioration of immigration issues in North America fosters confi-
dence-building in the global economic dialogue and even partial successes in any 
of these regional and global issue dialogues make it possible for the leaders of very 
different traditions to see each others as brothers and sisters at the most general 
international conference. 

a. Shared Sovereignty and Human rights

If we start with the current global crises points like Kashmir, Taiwan, Tibet, 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and ameliorated ones like Northern Ireland and 
German-French relations in the twentieth century, it is obvious that no even mod-
erately peaceful solutions to such crises are possible without developing some 
common notions of shared sovereignty and human rights. The extreme national-
ism of Westphalia no longer works. Such discussions of shared sovereignty and 
human rights also have the advantage of quickly relating to religious questions of 
“ultimate concern,” (what types of rights adhere in what levels of political sover-
eignty? Which rights and responsibilities belong to individuals?), thus introducing 
the very essence of the various religious traditions.37  What contributions would 
Chinese and Indian religious thought have to such a discussion? 

On human rights, Chinese credibility would be strengthened by progress on 
Tibet and some internal democratization. Henry Rosemont suggests that China can 
approach such issues without using Western human rights language.38 Rather, a 
Confucian perspective might start with the criterion that groups should be evalu-
ated by their record on enabling personal growth and by focusing on societal rela-
tionships, not individual moral judgments. The right of petition, which began in 
the Ming dynasty, still exists, but a whole apparatus has grown up around blunt-
ing its use.39 In the case of India, Nehru’s secular socialism proved insufficient. 
The crux lies in the strengthening of Gandhi’s pluralistic approach to ethics and 
religion in general rather than focus on the Hindutva tradition. Hindu-Muslim, 
Hindu-Christian, and Hindu-Sikh relations will always serve as special human 
rights markers in Indian society. The world’s largest democracy also constitutes its 
most challenging multi-religious, multi-ethnic, and multilingual context. This first 
politically-based global issue dialogue would draw on the specifically Chinese and 
Indian cultural and societal ones above, and on the immigration relationships in 
the United States and the European Union. 

 The Chinese and Indian dialogues will depend on progress toward an in-
ternational climate that enables Beijing and New Delhi to strengthen national 
legitimacies while recognizing the just demands of other societal levels, from 
individual rights and responsibilities to global concerns like immigration and the 
environment. No common progress on questions of shared sovereignty means 

the Contemporary Context for interreligious dialogue / Hanson u 13



Asia Pacific: Perspectives ∙ May 2011
D

o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 f
ro

m
 h

tt
p
:/

/w
w

w
.p

ac
ifi

cr
im

.u
sf

ca
.e

d
u
/r

es
ea

rc
h
/p

er
sp

ec
ti
ve

s

little progress on global human rights.  Given positive international changes, both 
the Chinese and the Indians could then provide expanded leadership in religious 
dialogue from the Chinese and Indian perspectives. Both nations offer pluralistic 
religious backgrounds and a long history of developing religious thought.

There are multiple human rights issues that could receive global attention. Rec-
ommendations for short term (one year), middle term (three-five years) and long 
term (ten years) global emphases should be sought from Human Rights NGOs like 
Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch.40 Then a council of twelve per-
sonages (six religious leaders with extensive political experience, e.g., Bishop Tutu, 
and six political leaders with extensive ethical experience, e.g., Mary Robinson) 
could meet at least every six months to articulate short, medium, and long term 
goals according to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.41 Part of this global 
dialogue will be recommendations about the gradual restructuring of postwar 
international institutions like the United Nations and the International Monetary 
Fund to reflect current realities.42

B. Structuring Global Understanding and Cooperation

At the regional level, the world needs new pathways for alliance linkage, both 
within and among regions, to replace the Cold War bipolar system. It is useless to 
call for international action in world politics if there are not the “grassroots” inter-
country alliances and confidence-building measures to support global cooperation. 
Without such bi-national and multi-national “webs of trust,” the global political 
dynamic ends up as the shifting relationships of the nearly two hundred disparate 
nations in the U.N. General Assembly, each pursuing its own independent national 
agenda by fleeting alliances of convenience.43 Even if only some nations constitute 
the most significant military and economic influences, such a “pan of sand” (Sun 
Yat-sen on Chinese society) continues to send us back to the period preceding 
World War I, only with twenty-first-century weapons and economies. The United 
Nations, while it has a special world legitimating function, remains too large 
and too diffuse to structure global political cooperation. My proposal is to bring 
together an Asian dialogue as a counterpoint to the Atlantic alliance, the coopera-
tive relationship of the United States and Europe. Southeast Asia would serve as 
the indispensible locus of dialogue for both the creation of the Asian pole and for 
its interreligious dialogue with the West. This paper will first discuss the Atlantic 
alliance and then the Asian dialogue. 

Despite recent Euro-zone economic difficulties, the great political-economic 
success story of the last fifty years in regard to trust and cooperation among na-
tions is the formation of the European Union. The current global situation, how-
ever, requires “deeper” and “broader” E.U. links with North America and with 
the “Big Three” E.U. outsiders, Turkey, Russia, and the Ukraine. That’s what made 
Benedict XVI’s trips to Turkey (November 2006) and to Cyprus (June 2010), both 
focused on dialogue with Orthodoxy and Islam, so important.44 Europe faces ex-
traordinary internal and external linked challenges in bringing together tradition-
ally secular [laïcité], Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, and Muslim political cultures, 
and keeping the resulting relationships linked to the United States. Ironically and 
maybe helpfully for Turkish accession, laïcité is a both a French and a Turkish 
state value. To appreciate the internal challenges of these cultural dialogues in an 
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extreme case, one can read the Dutch reporter Ian Buruma’s book on the murder of 
provocative movie maker Theo van Gogh, which explores the Dutch social dynam-
ic and asks whether orthodox Muslims can integrate into this very secular culture. 
Buruma adopts an affirmative response, identified with Amsterdam Jewish mayor 
Job Cohen, in stating that the mayor “should be given the benefit of the doubt.” 
In addition, Buruma states, “it is hard to see how an official attack on the Muslim 
faith would help to solve this problem.”45 The only possible solution to the Euro-
pean Union’s major political issues, however long it takes because of the current 
downturn, also involves Ankara, Moscow, Kiev, and Washington. And would not 
such a comprehensive vision help inspire the next generation of European youth to 
make their contribution to global peace and justice? Communities can only build 
internal strength with visions that include external vocations.

There is no substitute, therefore, for this first Atlantic pole of influence in 
restructuring global dialogue. And any successful coming together within this 
geographical area will necessitate religious dialogue among the above secularists, 
Christians, Jews, and Muslims. Such dialogue can be categorized at four levels: the 
dialogue of life, the dialogue of action, the dialogue of religious experience, and 
the dialogue of theological and philosophical exchange. All four types of dialogue, 
those of the people, of the activists, of the religious adepts, and of the theologians 
and the philosophers, build upon each other.46

As mentioned in the beginning of this paper, Asia constitutes the principal 
expanding power center in global politics. China, Japan, and India should all have 
their seats on the Security Council, and the Republic of Korea constitutes a most 
important country for global mediation. It is no accident that the ex-ROK foreign 
minister has been chosen as U.N. Secretary General. The rising economic, military, 
and political power of Asia, however, does not automatically explain how such a 
diverse continent could come together to form a second pole for global political 
dialogue. Japan, for example, tried to build its Co-Prosperity Sphere on military 
might and still suffers from regional suspicion on that account. Certainly, the 
antagonistic Asian regional history of the first half of the twentieth century has 
proven more difficult to overcome than the European one. But as iron and steel 
helped to bind the European Union, economic interchange has increased in East 
Asia, and with the ASEAN countries.47 One aspect missing is some greater ideolog-
ical approach like that of Christian Democracy in postwar Europe. A multi-layered 
dialogue among the region’s religious traditions might help to fill that need.  

When looking at East Asia as a whole, the principal interfaith dialogue would 
focus on the dynamic between Confucian-Marxist state ideologies and Buddhist-
Taoist-Christian local practice. The minority East Asian Catholic Church48 can 
employ the comparative advantages of its minority, less powerful status to engage 
both groups. Korean Christianity remains central to this dialogue, with Taiwan’s 
engaged Buddhist49 and longtime Presbyterian traditions extremely important. 
With such a pursuit of common values in the service of humanity, East Asia can 
take a spiritual and ethical role in the global system that begins to match its politi-
cal and economic one. 

For the Indian subcontinent, Christianity, like Buddhism, plays a minority bro-
ker’s role in the predominant Hindu-Muslim dialogue. Within India, as in Japan,50 
the Catholic Church51 has been active in opposing religious cultural nationalism 
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and working for social justice. In India this religious nationalism is concentrated in 
the more conservative sectors of the Indian political party Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP), which occupied the prime minister’s position from 1998 to 2004.52 The Japa-
nese Yasukuni Shrine is matched as a national flashpoint by the Ayodhya mosque 
which was demolished in 1992 and remains a stumbling block today. Although a 
tiny minority, Catholics have served at high levels of government, for example, the 
first dalit president, K.R. Narayanan. 

ASEAN, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, unites ten countries, but 
six are especially suitable for interfaith dialogue: Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philip-
pines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. The Human Development Index lists 
them as one high and five medium human development countries, with the low-
est, Indonesia, twenty-five places above the low human development category. 
Medium human development constitutes an advantage for dialogue, as do more 
than two religions. ASEAN nations include significant religious representation 
from Buddhism, both Theravada and Mahayana; Christianity, both Catholic and 
Protestant; Confucianism; Hinduism; Islam, Sunni, Shia, and Sufi; and Marxism.  
Just three of these countries, Indonesia (Muslim majority, Christian minority), the 
Philippines (Catholic majority, Muslim minority), and Vietnam (Marxism, Bud-
dhism, Catholicism) are projected to have 440 million population between them 
in less than ten years. ASEAN nations thus remain extraordinarily significant 
globally in terms of themselves politically and economically and in terms of their 
potential contribution to interfaith dialogue and world peace. Finally, East Asian 
and South Asian economic development means that both Atlantic and Asian poles 
will affect the rest of the world, Latin America, Africa, and West and Central Asia. 
The Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences covers this entire Asian area, so it is a 
very fine location for Catholic initiatives within the region and toward the Atlantic 
pole. Australia and New Zealand are also natural cultural bridges between the two 
poles. Mutual understanding is helped by recent Chinese moves to improve their 
relations with both India and Russia.53     

Religious dialogue is already a shared project of both Muslims54 and Catholics 
in Indonesia and the Philippines. For example, in August 2003 more than one hun-
dred ulama, bishops, and Protestant ministers met in Pasay City under the spon-
sorship of the Bishops-Ulama Conference of the Philippines. The final declaration 
stated that “our faiths, Islam and Christianity, are religions of peace which worship 
the One Merciful and Almighty God.”55 Peace building was the focus of a similar 
meeting in the southern Philippines in 2006.56 Cardinal Julius Darmaatmadja of 
Jakarta has praised the anti-corruption campaign of the two giant Indonesian Mus-
lim organizations, Nahdlatul Ulama and Muhammnadiyah.57 

Focusing on the Atlantic and Asian poles to structure global society does not 
mean devaluing Latin America, Africa, and West and Central Asia. The three areas 
include vibrant concentrations of Christians (Central and Southern Africa, Latin 
America) and Muslims (North Africa, West and Central Asia), underlining the 
significance of interfaith dialogue and North-South connections between both reli-
gions. Success in the linking of the Atlantic and Asian poles will naturally strength-
en these areas in global society as they link them more tightly to the two poles and 
to their own regional organizations like the Organization of American States and 
the African Union. Furthermore, any reform of the U.N. Security Council should 
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provide for these three areas guaranteed seats. Leaders from these countries will 
continue to receive disproportionate numbers of the highest international leader-
ship positions, as in the cases of, for example, Secretary General and elder Kofi 
Annan and martyr Sergio Vieira de Mello. For Christianity and Islam, the world’s 
plurality religions, these areas combine the principal ethical challenge of address-
ing social justice within the global economy with religious evangelization of their 
organizations. Christians and Muslims throughout the world should constitute 
significant sources of aid to their fellow religious in all these areas, and the linking 
of the areas should foster global religious tolerance.

C. restructuring the Global Economic System and Business Ethics

Recent economic events have convinced many that a new world economic 
architecture is needed, both in terms of a new regulatory structure and in terms of 
a global business code. The current global economic system exhibits a great deficit 
of credit and trust, growing socio-economic stratification, and increasing environ-
mental damage. From the religious perspective, then, economic dialogue should 
foster the triple goals of growth, social justice, and environmental preservation. 

Focusing on a new and fairer regulatory structure and a global business ethical 
code would also have the advantage of bringing together all the relevant global 
stakeholders: national states, intergovernmental organizations, non-governmental 
organizations, and transnational organizations like multinationals and churches. 
The religious and ethical dialogue on these issues, however, could start with a 
working group of American, European, Chinese, and Indian church leaders, busi-
ness association leaders, religious ethicists, and academics with connections paral-
lel to the above developing political dialogue between the Atlantic and Asian poles 
and the above discussions at the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, 
and other international and intergovernmental organizations on restructuring their 
institutions. 

The most crucial bilateral tie in the world economic system is between China 
and the United States, called “Chimerica” by Niall Ferguson.58 The long term co-
dependency of Beijing and Washington led to massive imbalances in the global 
system, but no one wanted to question the arrangement when it seemed to ben-
efit both parties. China attained strong export growth and financial stability. The 
United States received cheap imports, thus keeping down inflation, and low-cost 
loans to stoke its economic expansion. Those critics who questioned the relation-
ship were told that the huge trade imbalances would naturally even out over 
time. The economic situation was made even worse by the contrasting ideological 
proclivities on each side. The Chinese dedicated their authoritarian party control to 
focus single-mindedly on export growth which seemed the principal guarantee of 
political stability. United States economic administrators professed a nearly blind 
faith in the market which would somehow correct all mistakes. Beijing and Wash-
ington remain joined at the hip, but adjustments will have to be made slowly or 
greater damage will befall both countries. The U.S. will continue to need Chinese 
financing for its deficits and stimulus packages and the Chinese economy has 
already been hurt by the U.S. downturn, but it would be hurt more grievously by 
an American economic collapse. If Chinese and American leaders ever were in a 
situation of mutual dependence, it is now. These two countries have to lead the re-
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structuring of the global economy, with strong representation from India, Europe, 
Japan, and the other members of the Group of Twenty.

This is not just a question of aggregate GDP growth, but also of social eq-
uity and of environmental sustainability. None of the three questions get solved 
without progress on all three. On the growth issue, nations tend to be important in 
relation to their aggregate domestic output. On the question of social equity, China, 
India, and Brazil, especially under Lula, all have special perspectives that need to 
be factored into any solution. The United Nations has already given us a general 
framework in the Millennium Development Goals.59 On sustainability, Europe has 
taken the global lead, but U.S. business in areas like Silicon Valley has started to 
gear up. And no proposals will be possible without strong participation from de-
veloping countries like China, India, and Brazil. While Europe, the United States, 
and Japan may be able to provide entrepreneurial and technological leadership, 
success and failure depends on implementation in the developing world. Finally, 
the cultural challenges to mutual cooperation on the global economy are stagger-
ing.  It is here that India, the most diverse of all nations, may be able to make its 
biggest contribution. The success of India in integrating its many peoples, linguis-
tic groups, and religious traditions could be the great demonstration case for the 
global communication system. 

ConClusion

Unlike the twenty-four-hour news cycle in the global communication system, 
interreligious dialogue can maintain stability in the face of constant and instanta-
neous change. Traditional spirituality and liturgy focus people on things of lasting 
value which supersede the anger and turmoil of current crises. Interreligious 
dialogue, therefore, provides a backdrop of stability and personal and societal 
identity, uniting us with our sisters and brothers in other traditions. If religious 
leaders, insulated from the 24-hour news cycle and periodic elections, cannot hold 
constant in their vision of a better world, few other leaders will. Ironically, how-
ever, religious leaders serve best precisely by subordinating all political, economic, 
military, and communication goals to their personal unity with “the Other’’60 and 
their societal unity with all humankind. What it most striking about the current in-
ternational order is how closely connected are the successes and the failures in the 
global political, economic, military, and communication systems and among the 
various geographic regions. Religious traditions can play a vital role in bridging 
these divides. Wisdom constitutes making the best possible choices from a multi-
tude of problems and relationships to move the entire world in a positive direction. 
It is the long term work of all of us and of many generations of our descendents. 
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China to Macao since so many cadres have been caught embezzling funds to gamble in the 
ex-Portuguese colony. New York Times, January 15, 2009.

58. Niall Ferguson, The Ascent of Money: A Financial History of the World (New York: Penguin, 
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Globalization, Nationalism, and Korean 
religion in the 21st Century

Don Baker, Ph.D., University of British Columbia

Korea is an ancient civilization. There were independent states on the Korean 
peninsula at least 1,700 years ago. Moreover, for much of its history Korea has been 
caught up in globalization, if by globalization we mean significantly influencing 
and being influenced by other countries. It has also been religious for millennia, in 
that Koreans have interacted with spiritual entities with the help of shamans for 
at least a couple of millennia and of Buddhist temples for almost that long.  How-
ever,  both globalization and religion have taken on different meanings in modern 
Korea. Whereas in past centuries globalization for Korea usually meant interaction 
only with immediate neighbors such as China and Korea, starting in the late 18th 
century Korea has found itself a member of a much larger international community.  
Suddenly politics and cultures as far away as North America and Europe are able 
to influence events on the Korean peninsula and the beliefs and values of the Ko-
rean people themselves. Moreover, thanks to the intrusion of Western civilization, 
religion has emerged as a separate and distinct category of social and cultural life 
in Korea, making Koreans much more self-conscious about their religious identity. 

Nationalism, on the other hand, has appeared in Korea fairly recently. Though 
Koreans have been aware for millennia that they are a distinct people with their 
own language, food, clothing, history, and government, before the last quarter of 
the 19th century they did not express that distinctiveness in the language of the 
nation-state. It was only when Japanese imperialism threatened the political entity 
we today call Korea that Koreans began to define Korea as a nation rather than as a 
dynasty or a cultural sphere. 

The emergence of nationalism at the same time that Korea was encounter-
ing a new form of globalization and was becoming more self-conscious about its 
religious identity has led to the birth of religious nationalism in Korea.  Korea’s 
religious nationalism appeared in two stages.  At first, it was defensive religious 
nationalism. Korea resisted modern religious proselytizing from abroad by cling-
ing more firmly to what it saw as distinctively Korean religious beliefs and values. 
However, in the second half of the 20th century, some Koreans went on the of-
fensive and began claiming that Korea not only did not have to look to others for 
religious guidance, it could teach the rest of the world about true religion. In recent 
decades, various religious organizations in Korea have proclaimed that Korea 
is now the spiritual capital of the earth. Whether Buddhist, Christian, or affili-
ated with one of Korea’s many new religions, these Korean religious nationalists 
agree that, just as Korean automobiles and consumer electronics are winning over 
consumers in markets around the globe and Korean singers and actors are gain-
ing adoring fans in various non-Korean communities, so too will Korean religious 
leaders soon be recognized as among the world’s leading spiritual figures.  These 
nationalistic Koreans believe that non-Koreans will soon be as comfortable listen-
ing to the sermons of a Korean missionary, becoming a disciple of a Korean medi-
tation master, or even affirming that a Korean is the messiah as non-Koreans today 
are buying a Hyundai sedan or a Samsung cellphone. 
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When Korea first became active on the global religious stage, Koreans were 
not so determined to establish the Korean approach to things supernatural as the 
best approach. The first organized religion in Korea was Buddhism, brought from 
China and central Asia by missionary monks around 1600 or 1700 years ago. Not 
long after Buddhism established itself on the Korean peninsula, Korean monks 
crossed the Japan straits to share their new religion with the Japanese. However, 
they were not trying to establish Korea as the world center for Buddhism. In fact, 
they probably did not see themselves as Korean missionaries as much as they 
saw themselves as Buddhist missionaries. As Robert Buswell pointed out in his 
introduction to Currents and Countercurrents: Korean Influences on East Asia Buddhist 
Traditions, “such monks saw themselves not so much as “Korean”...but instead as 
joint collaborators in a religious tradition that transcended contemporary notions 
of nation and time.”1  

For several centuries during this formative period of Korean civilization, Ko-
rean monks moved freely between Korea and Japan and between Korea and China, 
contributing significantly to developments within the pan-East Asian Mahayana 
Buddhist cultural sphere. Though of course they were aware that they spoke dif-
ferent languages than the Chinese and Japanese monks they interacted with did, 
and came from kingdoms on the Korean peninsula rather than from kingdoms in 
what is now China or Japan, their primary self-identification was religious rather 
than ethnic or nationalistic. They were Buddhists, first of all, and “Koreans” sec-
ond. 

In fact, during the first centuries of Buddhism on the Korean peninsula,  there 
was no “Korea” per se. Until the second half of the seventh century, three differ-
ent kingdoms fought for control of the Korean peninsula and there was no single 
country called “Korea.” Rather than seeing themselves as Koreans, at that time the 
peoples of the peninsula saw themselves as subjects of Koguryŏ, Paekche, or Silla. 
However, even those pre-Korean identifies were less important to them when they 
were discussing Buddhism with their neighbors than was their broader religious 
orientation.They were interested in promoting Buddhism in general, not a specific 
Koguryŏ, Paekche, or Silla approach to Buddhism.

Some of the early kings in those kingdoms on the Korean peninsula used Bud-
dhism to strengthen their own claims to legitimacy and in some cases even claimed 
that their throne would soon be occupied by a chakravartin, a Buddhist term for 
a universal ruler whose superior virtue and power would be recognized by the 
entire world. However, they made such grandiose claims only when dealing with 
their own subjects or with rivals for control of the Korean peninsula. They did not 
try to convince their neighbors in China, Japan or elsewhere that their kingdom or 
their peninsula would soon assume a position of leadership in the Buddhist world. 
Even after most of the peninsula was under the control of one kingdom, Later Silla 
(668-935), that kingdom made no claims that Buddhism in Later Silla was superior 
to, or even significantly different from,  the Buddhism of neighboring countries. 
Instead, it was simply Buddhism, free of an particular political identity. 

For most of the long Koryŏ dynasty (918-1392) that followed Later Silla, Korea 
was not as active on the international religious stage as it had been in preceded 
centuries. Korean monks no longer traveled to Japan, and and travel to China was 
often hindered by non-Chinese dynasties that seized control over the land route 
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from Korea to China proper. However, when Korea was conquered by the Mon-
gols in the 13th century, it became part of the great Pan-Asian Mongol empire and, 
as such, could have participated in the trans-regional religious interactions that 
Mongol rule allowed. There is no evidence that Korea did so. Though there were 
Christian missionaries in Mongol China in the 13th and 14th centuries, none of 
them appear to have traveled on to Korea, nor do any Koreans appear to have had 
any significant contact with Christians or the Muslims when they visited China. 
There is evidence that some Central Asian Muslims settled in Korea during the 
century Korea was part of the Mongol empire, but there is no evidence that those 
Muslims had any impact of the religious culture of Korea.2

Korea was even less involved with the wider world in the Chosŏn dynasty 
(1392-1910), which followed the Koryŏ dynasty. In fact, the Chosŏn dynasty came 
to be known as the “hermit kingdom” for its self-imposed isolation, though that 
term is a misnomer since Korea continued regular tributary relations with the 
governments in Beijing for most of the five centuries that dynasty governed the 
peninsula and it also maintained some limited trade relations with the Japanese. 
However, for almost four centuries there was little religious interaction with the 
outside world, apart from the Chosŏn dynasty’s acceptance of Neo-Confucianism 
from China at the beginning of the dynasty and its export of Neo-Confucianism to 
Japan at the end of the 16th century. 

That changed dramatically in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, when 
Korea encountered a new foreign religion for the first time since Buddhism had 
entered Korea 1,500 years earlier. A few Koreans visiting Beijing had picked up 
some books on Christianity written in Classical Chinese by Matteo Ricci (1552-
1610) and other Jesuit missionaries to China and had brought them back to Korea. 
Some of those who read those books found their religious message intriguing. In 
1784 one curious young Korean man in Beijing on a diplomatic mission visited a 
Catholic church there and, after a couple of months, convinced the resident mis-
sionary to baptize him. Now known as Peter Lee, he returned to Korea and began 
baptizing many of his fellow Confucian-scholar friends. Thus the Korean Catholic 
Church was born even before there were any Catholic missionaries proselytizing to 
Koreans on Korean soil. 

The reaction of the “hermit kingdom” was not positive. In 1791, when two of 
those Catholics, in obedience to directives from Rome, refused to perform ances-
tral memorial rituals in the manner prescribed by Korea’s Confucian government, 
they were executed. In 1795, when Korean Catholics smuggled in a Chinese priest 
to minister to their small community, a few more of them were executed. Then, in 
1801, when one young Korean Catholic tried to send a letter to the French bishop 
of Beijing requesting that the French government dispatch a fleet to Korea to force 
Korea to allow religious freedom, persecution exploded in a scale never before 
seen in Korean history. Thousands of Korean Catholics were killed by the Korean 
government in intermittent persecutions over the next 70 years.3 

This was not an auspicious beginning to Korea’s re-entry into religious glo-
balization. However, it would be anachronistic to portray the Chosŏn dynasty’s 
bloody persecution of Roman Catholicism as an early example of religious nation-
alism. The initial violent rejection of Catholicism was more on cultural and reli-
gious grounds than for nationalist reasons. The first Catholics were killed, not for 
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following a non-Korean religion but violating the ritual requirements of Korea’s 
Confucian culture and state.4  The persecution of Catholics intensified in the 19th 
century because Catholics attempted to bring French military pressure to bear on 
the Korean government, but that violent reaction by the government was a defen-
sive measure to protect the dynasty, not a nationalist measure to protect the Korean 
nation. As such, it resembles the persecution of Catholics by Japan’s Tokugawa 
Shogunate in the 17th century more than it does modern manifestations of reli-
gious nationalism such as Japan’s promotion of State Shinto after the Meiji Restora-
tion in 1868 or China’s insistence after 1949 that Catholics allow Beijing rather than 
Rome to select their bishops.  

Confirmation that nationalism was not the driving force behind the anti-Catho-
lic persecutions, can be found in the Chosŏn government’s persecution of Korea’s 
first indigenous organized religion, Tonghak, which emerged in 1860. Though 
Tonghak gave itself that name (which means “Eastern Learning,”) as a way to 
distinguish itself from the foreign religion of Catholicism, it was persecuted just 
as savagely as Catholicism was because it, too, was seen as a threat to the dynasty. 
Dynastic survival, not nationalism, lay behind the Chosŏn dynasty’s resistance to 
religious change in the 19th century.5 

It was more than a century after Catholicism first arrived in Korea before we 
see the first signs of modern Korean nationalism.  Moreover, that nationalism 
did not emerge from the Catholic community. Most of Korea’s Catholics were so 
scarred by the century of persecution that they avoided the political arena until the 
second half of the 20th century. Instead, nationalism sprouted soon after Protestant 
Christianity arrived in Korea.6

In 1884 the first Protestant missionaries landed in Korea. They were fortunate in 
that the Korean government had come to the realization by then that persecution 
of followers of the Western religion of Christianity would bring more trouble than 
it was worth. Moreover, those missionaries, primarily Presbyterians and Method-
ists from the US,  brought with them some of the benefits of modern civilization, 
such as modern medicine and education, so they were not entirely unwelcome. Of 
course, they did not come to Korea to teach Koreans about nationalism. Nor can 
they be said to be the primary force stimulating nationalism in the Korean people. 
It was a combination of Protestant Christian missionaries and Japanese political, 
economic, and cultural intrusion into the former “hermit kingdom” that started 
some Koreans thinking about Korea as a nation rather than as a dynasty or as pri-
marily a cultural community. 

However,  because it was Buddhist Japan rather than a Christian nation that 
robbed Korea of its independence in 1910 and kept it under harsh colonial rule 
until 1945, early Korean nationalism was directed primarily at Japanese colonizers 
rather than Christian missionaries. Though the Japanese tried to modernize Korea, 
many Koreans in first half of the twentieth-century resented the Japanese imposi-
tion of modernity on Japanese terms. They began to look to the West for an alter-
native to the Japanese approach to modernization. And the West they knew best, 
thanks to the presence of Christian missionaries in Korea, was the West of Christi-
anity. As a result, Korean Christians were disproportionally represented among the 
first nationalists.7 
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Christians were not the only nationalists. When Koreans rose up in nation-wide 
non-violent protests against Japanese rule in the spring of 1919, there were almost 
as many protestors from the Ch’ŏndogyo religion (a successor to Tonghak) as there 
were Protestant Christians. However, few Buddhists, Catholics, or Confucians took 
an active part in those protests, creating a split among the Korean people with na-
tionalists concentrated in just a couple of religious communities and largely absent 
in others.8

This does not mean that Korea’s first Christian nationalists were religious 
nationalists. Though Ch’ŏndogyo might arguably be described as a religious asser-
tion of the vitality of traditional Korean beliefs and values, those Koreans who be-
came Christians did not do so out of a desire to defend Korean domestic religious 
traditions against foreign threats. Not did they become Christians to help Korea 
spread its religious beliefs and values around the world. In fact, by becoming 
Christians, they signaled their rejection of Korea’s ancient traditions of shaman-
ism, Buddhism, and Confucianism. Their nationalism was political nationalism, a  
desire for Korea to regain its political autonomy, not for Korea to assume a leader-
ship role in the global Christian community. Nevertheless, the early association of 
Christians with nationalism in Korea can be seen as the first stage of what evolved 
into true Korean Christian religious nationalism. 

The association of Christianity with nationalism was reinforced in South Korea 
after 1945.  Liberation from Japan left Korea a divided country, since the United 
States and the Soviet Union had decided to share in the administration of that for-
mer Japanese colony. When both the US and the USSR granted Koreans self-rule in 
1948, they left in their wake two hostile states, a communist state in the north and 
an anti-Communist state in the south. Unfortunately for the Christian community, 
before 1945 over 60% of all Korean Protestants lived in what became North Korea. 
So did 30% of Korean Catholics.9 Most of them fled south to escape “Godless Com-
munism.” Moreover, they found South Korea, under the presidency of the Method-
ist Syngman Rhee, a safe haven. They therefore became the most ardent supporters 
of Rhee’s Republic of Korea.10 While we can not call their South Korea nationalism 
“religious nationalism,” it definitely was a nationalism with religious overtones. 
Moreover, when the separation of the Korean peninsula into two hostile regimes 
left most of the followers of Ch’ŏndogyo in the north, Christians became the only 
major religious community in the south strongly identified with nationalism.11

The close relationship between Christianity in Korea and Western missionaries 
could have proved a obstacle to the association of Christianity with nationalism 
after the Japanese were forced out in 1945.  However, Korean Christianity, particu-
larly in its Protestant form, began to become more independent of foreign mission-
aries by the middle of the 20th century. Foreign missionaries, with the exception of 
French and German Catholic missionaries, were forced out of Korea by the Japa-
nese after Japan went on a war-footing in the late 1930s, allowing Koreans a larger 
role in shaping the way they expressed their religious beliefs.

The local Catholic church remained under largely non-Korean control until 
the 1960s, when the number of Korean priests finally began to greatly outnumber 
the number of Catholic missionary priests. In addition, the 1969 naming of Kim 
Suhwan as Korea’s first cardinal, and therefore the head of the Korean branch of 
the Roman Catholic Church, was a clear sign that Catholicism in Korea had been 
Koreanized.12 Nevertheless, the Catholic Church, operating as it does within an 
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hierarchical transnational institution with headquarters in Rome, has never been 
able to express a nationalistic orientation to the same degree Protestants, who were 
not under the same sort of centralized direction, could. 

Protestants began breaking free of foreign missionary control much earlier than 
Catholics did. An early sign was the replacement, on orders of the Japanese, of the 
American head of a Christian university, Ewha Womans University, by a Korean 
Christian in 1939.13 A year earlier Japanese authorities had already begun forc-
ing various local Christian organizations, including the YMCA and the YWCA, to 
break their ties with their counterparts in the US and also began forcing various 
Christian governing bodies, such as the Korean National Christian Council, to bar 
foreigners from membership. In addition, colleges and universities founded and 
funded by Westerners were taken out of missionary hands and placed under the 
control of Koreans.14 Though those decisions were forced on Korean Christians 
rather than taking place at Korean initiative, Koreans discovered they liked being 
in charge. When missionaries returned after 1945, they found that their converts 
were not as willing to take direction from them, or to give them leading roles in 
Korean Christian organizations, as they once had been.15  In another sign that 
Koreans were becoming more confident of their credentials as Christian leaders, 
in the late 1930s they had already established a Korean-run seminary to replace 
seminaries run by missionaries and, after 1945, opened many more such seminar-
ies, ending missionary control over the education of future leaders of Christianity 
in Korea.16

Local Christians seizing control of their own church institutions can be seen as 
a manifestation of religious nationalism, since it resembles political nationalism in 
its demand that local decision-making bodies be led by local people. However, that 
beginning of localized control is more important for what it made possible later: 
the creation and promotion of distinctive Korean theologies and the emergence of  
a Korean conviction that Korea has become the center of world Christianity. Korea 
also changed from being the object of missionary endeavors to being the world’s 
second largest supplier of missionaries to other countries. 

Full-scale Korean Christian nationalism, the conviction that God has chosen the 
Korean people to show the rest of the world what true Christianity is, arose in Ko-
rea as a result of the dramatic expansion in the size of Korea’s own Protestant com-
munity between 1960 and the 1990s. In 1960, Korea’s various Protestant churches 
reported a total membership of 623,072. Only ten years later, they reported their 
numbers had gone up over five times. There were, they claimed, now almost 3.2 
million Protestants in Korea.  A decade later, that impressive figure had more than 
doubled, to almost 7.2 million. These are self-reported figures, so we would be 
justified in being somewhat skeptical of such claims to incredibly rapid growth. 
However, we shouldn’t be too skeptical because, when the Korean government 
began asking about religious affiliation for its census, it found almost 6.5 million 
Koreans in 1985, 16% of a total population of almost 40.5 million, who wrote on 
their census questionnaire that they were Protestants. In the next census, in 1995, 
that figure had risen to over 8.8 million,  almost 20% of the 44.6 million living in 
South Korea that year. Gallup Korea confirmed such rapid growth by identify-
ing over 20% of Koreans as Protestants when they conducted their own survey of 
religious affiliation in 1997.17
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 This rapid growth, and the conviction (dampened by the latest census figures 
which show Korea’s Protestant community in 2005 to be slightly smaller than it 
was in 1995) that South Korea would soon be a majority Christian nation, con-
vinced Koreans that not only was their particular form of Christianity the most 
dynamic in the world in the second half of the twentieth century, that rapid growth 
and that dynamism was a sign that God had passed the torch of evangelization 
from Western nations to Korea. In other words, Korea had become a second Israel, 
and Koreans were the new chosen people.  Many Korean Christians believe that 
they have been given the task of leading the rest of the world to salvation. 

It is not difficult for find evidence for such Christian nationalism in Korea. One 
particularly fruitful place to look is the 1995 publication Korean Church Growth 
Explosion.18 The opening chapter in that volume is Bong Rin Ro’s “The Korean 
Church: God’s Chosen People for evangelism.”19 The title says it all. In the second 
chapter in that volume, Ki Joon-Gon writes, “God has chosen the nation of Korea 
to be a holy nation to serve other nations and to evangelize them with the love 
and gospel of Jesus Christ.”20  Han Chul-Ha, in the third chapter, writes, “Ko-
rean people are often called a ”Second Israel” or a “Chosen people of God.”21  In 
1975, Korean Christians were already acting on the assumption that Koreans had 
a special responsibility toward the rest of the world. They established in Seoul a 
training center called the “Asian Center for Theological Studies and Mission” and 
proudly proclaim that ACTS “has opened a new chapter in Christian mission his-
tory by building a foundation for sending missionaries from Asia to the rest of the 
world.”22

This assumption that Korean Christians are superior Christians is not limited 
to Christian leaders in Seoul. Two recent studies of Korean Americans have shown 
that such religious nationalism is shared on this side of the Pacific Ocean. Soo-
Young Lee, in her recent doctoral dissertation, wrote that,  “From Korean Ameri-
can Christians’ point of view, God chose America in the seventeenth century and 
enormously blessed it as His second Chosen People after the Jews. However, they 
[the Americans] lost their favor because of their increasing atheistic attitudes. Then 
Korean Christians are here to help America to regain God’s favor.”23 Kelly Chong, 
another Korean-American scholar, recently cited a pastor of a Korean Church in 
the United States saying, “The responsibility of Koreans Americans is to renew the 
Kingdom of God in America, to help better its morality and value system.”  Chong 
adds, “a sense of strong ethnic group unity and exclusivity is achieved by portray-
ing Koreans as a ‘special’ group of Christians, in particular as a ‘better’ and more 
‘true’ type of Christian than those found in society at large.”24

Korean Christians have also begun to display religious nationalism with at-
tempts to claim that Christian theology has Korean roots, and to export Korean 
Christian theology to the rest of the world. Two examples of the first tendency 
can be found in the writings of two Korean Methodist theologians, Sung Bum 
Yun  and Dong Shik Yu. Yun claimed that an ancient Korean foundation myth, in 
which the lord of heaven above dispatched his son to earth and that son, in turn, 
sired Tan’gun, the legendary first king of the Korean people over 4, 300 years ago, 
is actually evidence that early Koreans recognized the existence of a Supreme Be-
ing (the Lord of Heaven) and that that Supreme Being was actually three persons 
in one God. In other words,  those three divine beings mentioned in this ancient 
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Korean tale are actually a reference to the Trinity of Christianity.25  Dong Shik Yu, 
though he doesn’t go as far as Yun in claiming that Koreans were aware from the 
beginning of their history of the trinitarian nature of God, writes that Koreans in 
ancient times believed in the incarnation, that the Supreme God above had sent 
his divine Son to dwell among men, and ever since Koreans have worshipped that 
Son of God as the mountain god.26  Though few Koreans go as far as Yun and Yu, 
almost all Korean Christians today, and many non-Christians as well, have come 
to believe that Korea had an ancient monotheistic tradition in which the One God 
above was worshipped under the name Korean Christians use for God today, 
Hanŭnim, even though that name was actually coined by a Canadian missionary 
in the late 19th century and there is no documentary evidence for an indigenous 
Korean monotheism.27

These attempts by Korean theologians to find Korean counterparts for Christian 
concepts are directed at Koreans, not outsiders. They represent a desire to over-
come the implied rejection of Korean cultural identity and of the beliefs of ances-
tors that becoming a Christian in a non-Christian society entails by arguing that 
adopting the religion from the West is not really the adoption of foreign values but 
is rather the rediscovery of the true meaning of core Korean religious beliefs. As 
such, they may be described as manifestations of “inward-directed nationalism,” 
an effort to resolve the cognitive dissonance that can arise when a firm belief in 
a religion that is both new and foreign to one’s native culture is combined with a 
pride in one’s traditions and in the accomplishments of one’s ancestors.      

Other Korean theologians have adopted a posture that can be labeled “out-
ward-directed nationalism,” in that they drew on Korean tradition to create a 
theology they strive to convince non-Koreans to accept. The best example of such 
an attempt to create a Korean theology for the world outside Korea is minjung 
theology.28  Minjung is a Korean term that is difficult to translate, since it means 
different things to different people. It can simply mean “the masses” or the general 
public.  However, in minjung theology, it is used to refer to those people who have 
been oppressed by the political, economic, and social elite. It usually refers to farm-
ers, factory workers, women and the like, including underpaid professors! 

It is a core assumption of minjung theology that the suffering of the minjung 
somehow has ennobled them. This is a Korean concept that pre-dates the emer-
gence of minjung theology. A clear statement of that concept can be found in Ham 
Sok Hon’s Queen of Suffering: A Spiritual History of Korea. Ham, a leading Christian 
thinker in Korea in the the 20th century, states that “suffering makes life greater,” 
because it turns us toward God. Since Korea, in his view, has suffered at the hands 
of others more than any other nation, Koreans have to take that history of suffer-
ing as an indication that they have been given a global mission: “to bear our load 
of iniquity without grumbling, without evading and with determination and in 
seriousness. By bearing the load we can deliver ourselves and the world as well.”29  
In other words, as the “queen of suffering,” Korea can serve as the messiah for the 
entire world. 

Ham, however, did not promote an explicit minjung theology. That was for a 
younger generation of Korean theologians, among them David Kwang-sun Suh 
and Changwon Suh. Both theologians wrote theology in an historical vein. As a 
vocal advocate of democracy at a time Korea was under dictatorial rule, David Suh 
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suffered at the hands of the state. He draws on that personal experience to narrate 
a history of political oppression in Korea, and resistance to it,  which he then inter-
prets theologically. As he writes, “the theology of the minjung was therefore born 
out of active participation in the struggle of the Korean people for a more humane 
and just society. But it is more than a political theology. It is rooted deeply in the 
consciousness of Korean history, its religion and its culture.”30  It is important to 
note that David Suh often wrote in English. He was preaching minjung theology to 
both Koreans and non-Koreans, believing that non-Koreans would recognize that 
the suffering of the Korean people for a just cause had made them spiritually quali-
fied to lead the world toward a better understanding of God. 

David Suh’s minjung theology can be said to represent religious nationalism in 
that he claims for the Korean nation and the Korean people a special role in both 
the struggle for political liberation and the struggle for religious salvation. The reli-
gious nationalism of minjung theology is even more apparent in the writings of his 
fellow Minjung theologian Changwon Suh.  Changwon Suh writes as an Asian his-
torian, not a Korean historian, when he claims that “Asian theologians emphasized 
the religio-cultural dimension in order to fight against domination by Western 
metaphysical-oriented theological imperialism.”31  However, he privileges Korean 
theologians because of what he considers their special experience with the struggle 
of the minjung for justice. He describes minjung theology as “Korean theologians’ 
efforts to provide an interpretative frame of Third World Liberation from their 
socio-political and religio-cultural history, that is, from the socio-historical biogra-
phy of the minjung koinonia in Korea.”32  In other words, Koreans, because of their 
ennobling experience of suffering for a righteous cause, are more qualified than 
others, in Asia or elsewhere, to interpret the Bible for the modern age. 

The most dramatic evidence of the rise of religious nationalism among Korea’s 
Protestant community is not minjung theology (which has faded into irrelevance in 
democratized Korea) or the attempts to create an indigenous foundation for Chris-
tian beliefs, which had little impact outside of more liberal seminaries in Korea. 
Rather, it is the sharp rise over the last couple of decades in the number of mis-
sionaries Korea had been dispatching overseas. Since so many Koreans have come 
to believe that they are a chosen people, that God has selected them to revive the 
sagging fortunes of global Christianity,  they have decided that they should engage 
in active proselytizing all over the world. 

There is also another explanation for the upsurge in the number of Korean 
overseas missionaries: there are more Koreans available for the missionary enter-
prise. As the Korean economy grew wealthier, starting in the 1970s, more funds 
became available for the construction of seminaries. More seminaries means more 
preachers, but not necessarily an equal increase in the number of churches. Those 
new preachers had to find someplace to preach. Fortunately for them, at the same 
time those seminaries began producing a surplus of graduates, economic global-
ization led to a relaxation of  government regulations governing travel overseas 
(Korean businessmen had to be able to travel abroad to compete in the internation-
al marketplace).  Since the 1980s, Koreans have found it easier to travel abroad.33 
That relaxation of travel restrictions was not limited to businessmen. It included 
religious entrepreneurs as well. Preachers in search of a place to preach could now 
seek a pulpit overseas.  
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Before the missionary upsurge began, there were few Koreans preaching over-
seas. In 1979, there were only 93 Korean Protestant missionaries reaching out to 
non-Koreans outside of Korea. They were greatly outnumbered by Korean pas-
tors ministering to Korean expatriate communities.34 (Korean Christian religious 
nationalism first manifest itself overseas in the drive by Korean churches to ensure 
that Koreans outside of Korea attended Korean churches rather than the non-
Korean churches in their communities.) A decade later, that number had increased 
over 12 times, to 1,178. Then the real surge began. By 2000, there were 8,103 Korean 
missionaries abroad. By 2006, that number had almost doubled, reaching 14, 905.35 
The latest report I have seen counts almost 18,000 Korean missionaries in the field 
in 2008.36 That is an increase of around 190x in less than three decades. Korea can 
now claim to have more missionaries overseas than any other nation except the 
United States. 

Those Korean missionaries are spread out all over the world, including the 
Islamic world. In fact, almost a quarter of them are trawling for conversion in Mus-
lim countries.37  Including those Muslim countries in Asia, the Middle East, and 
Africa, Koreans are now preaching Korean Christianity in 169 countries.38 And the 
number of missionaries is expected to increase. Almost half of those running mis-
sionary organizations in Korea today expect the number of Korean missionaries to 
expand to at least 50,000 or so by 2030. Many predict that in a few decades there 
will be 100,000 Korean missionaries.39

The more Koreans leave Korea to preach Korean Christianity abroad, the more 
chances there are for inter-religious and cross-cultural conflicts. Most Korean 
Christians are strong believers in the doctrine that there is no salvation outside the 
church, and they define that church quite narrowly. For example, there is an active 
Korean missionary presence in the Philippines, since many Korean Christians 
don’t consider Catholics to be real Christians and therefore want to save the Fili-
pinos from the eternity in hell that awaits those who die outside the true church.40  
Also, conflicts with Muslim communities are inevitable, giving the fundamental-
ism and the religious fervor of both sides. Evidence for how dangerous such pros-
elytizing can be came in the summer of 2007, when 22 young Korean missionaries 
along with their pastor were kidnapped in Iraq by Muslim extremists. Two of those 
missionaries were murdered before the rest were freed. That tragic incident does 
not seem to have dampened the determination of Korean Christians to convert the 
entire world to Christianity and, especially, to the Korean brand of Christianity, 
though it has made some of them reconsider where they engage in proselytizing.41  
That incident also provoked some of the harshest criticism Christianity has faced 
in Korea in decades, with even many Christians questioning why young people 
were sent by their church to such a dangerous country and some non-Christians 
voicing loud criticism of what they labeled “Christian arrogance.”42

Korean Protestants may be the most visible, or at least the most numerous, 
examples of Korean religious nationalism on the world stage, but they are not the 
only ones. Korea’s Buddhists, as well, have begun to promote the notion that their 
approach to their world religion is superior, though they have not been as strident 
in that claim as Korean Christians have been. I don’t know of any Korean Bud-
dhists who claim that Koreans are Buddha’s chosen people, or that Korea has be-
come the global center for Buddhist proselytizing! Nevertheless, Korean Buddhists 
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have been quite active in recent decades in trying to attract non-Koreans to not just 
Buddhism in general but to the Korean approach to Buddhism in particular. 

However, Korean Buddhist nationalism, if we may call it that, emerged later 
than Korean Christian nationalism did. First of all, Buddhists in general (there 
were a few conspicuous exceptions) were not as anti-Japanese as the Christians 
were. The Japanese were much more pro-Buddhist than the Confucian government 
that had ruled Korea for five centuries previously and many Buddhists appreci-
ated the greater respect Japanese showed them.  That Buddhist comfort with 
Japanese rule dampened the identification of Buddhism with nationalism in Korea. 
Secondly, Buddhists didn’t tend to be as involved with the world beyond Asia as 
Christians were (Korean students in North America, for example, were more likely 
to be Christians than Buddhists), so they were not exposed to the modern ideology 
of nationalism as early.  Also, after 1945, Korean Buddhists were caught up in an 
internal squabble between married and celibate monks that kept them from focus-
ing much attention on the world beyond the peninsula. They also had to focus on 
gaining respect at home.43 (Christmas was a national holiday long before Buddha’s 
birthday was, and there were Christian chaplains in the Korean military long be-
fore there were Buddhist chaplains.)44

That began to change in the 1960s. As Korea began to gain more respect on the 
world stage for its economic accomplishments, Koreans began to recover pride in 
their cultural heritage. Buddhism was an important part of that heritage. Slowly, 
Korean monks began to feel that not only was their Buddhism distinctively Ko-
rean, because of its distinctiveness it had much to offer the outside world. Soon 
Korean Buddhists began to move toward globalization in two ways: trying to 
attract non-Koreans to Korea to learn Buddhism and establishing temples overseas 
to convert non-Koreans to Korean Buddhism. 

Like the Christians, Korea’s Buddhists have also dispatched clerics overseas to 
minister to expatriate communities to ensure that the religion they practice is Ko-
rean. In other words, they want to ensure that Korean Buddhists practice Korean,  
not Chinese, Japanese, or Tibetan, Buddhism.45  In fact, the main denomination 
in Korea, the Jogye Order, says that it has 174 temples overseas, including 128 in 
North America, five in  South America, seven in Europe, seven in Oceania, and 27 
throughout Asia.46 However, the most dynamic expression of Korean Buddhist na-
tionalism is found in the drive to attract non-Koreans to the Korean Buddhist fold. 

The monk Kusan was the first in modern Korea to reach out to foreigners and 
encourage them to be ordained in his Korean order.  Kusan already held an impor-
tant position in the Jogye Order when he visited California in 1973 and brought a 
Westerner back with him to Songgwangsa Temple, where he was in charge of the 
monastic compound. Soon, under his leadership, Songgwangsa became the Korean 
center for foreigners wanting to become part of the Korean Buddhist community. 
Over the decade he had left in this world (he passed away in 1983), Kusan trained 
a number of foreign monks. He, and the rest of the Korean Buddhist community, is 
particularly proud that they recruited into their community non-Koreans who had 
tried other approaches to Buddhism first but decided that Korean Buddhism was 
the approach they felt most comfortable with. 

Among those success stories is Robert E. Buswell, Jr., currently the director of 
the Center for Buddhist Studies at UCLA. Buswell had spent some time in a Thai 
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monastery and a hermitage in Hong Kong before he finally arrived at Songgwang-
sa, where he spent 1974 to 1979 under Kusan’s guidance.47 Another success story is 
Martine Batchelor, who, as Martine Fages, traveled from France through Bangkok 
before she ended up in Korea in 1975, where she also studied under Kusan for ten 
years.48 In Korea, she met another European Buddhist, Stephen Batchelor, who had 
been ordained in the Tibetan tradition in India but then came to Korea to practice 
Korean-style Buddhism and learn from Kusan for three years.  The Batchelors mar-
ried in 1985 and returned to Europe, where they played important roles in promot-
ing Buddhism in Europe.49 As for their teacher Kusan, he later went on to found a 
temple in Los Angeles, one in Geneva, as well as one near Carmel, California, but 
his primary interaction with foreigners was with foreigners who had come to his 
temple in Korea.50 

After Kusan’s death, the primary center for training foreign monks in Korea 
moved from Songgwansa to Hwagyesa Temple, which is closer to the cosmo-
politan city of Seoul. Hwagye-sa hosts the Seoul International Zen Center (notice 
that, when Koreans want to reach out to non-Koreans, they use the better-known 
Japanese pronunciation of what in Korea is pronounced “sŏn.”)51 As of 2006, the 
last year for which I could find data, there were 28 foreign monks at Hwagye. That 
is the largest concentration in Korea, but there were another 59 scattered around 
at various sites, including the Lotus Lantern International Meditation Center on 
Kanghwa Island, to the west of Seoul.52  The foreign monks in Korea come from 
all over the world. In 2006, there were 13 from Sri Lanka, 11 from Bangladesh, 10 
each from Nepal and the United States, four each from Poland, Israel and Taiwan, 
three from Russia and India, two each from Cambodia, China, Hungary, Lithuania, 
Malaysia and Canada, and one each from Argentina, Austria, Mongolia, France, 
Myanmar, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Switzerland, Australia, Serbia, Singapore, the 
Czech Republic, and the United Kingdom.53 Korean Buddhism has truly become 
globalized in Korea. 

The most famous Western monk in Korea today is an American who, unlike 
Buswell and the Batchelors, has stayed in Korea and continues to wear his clerical 
robes. As Paul Muenzen, he was a American Catholic who earned an undergradu-
ate degree at Yale and then went on to earn a degree at Harvard Divinity School. 
While he was at Harvard, he heard a lecture by the Korean monk Seung Sahn and 
that convinced him to continue his religious education in Korea. He was ordained 
as Hyun Gak in 1992 and for a while was the head monk at the the Seoul Inter-
national Zen Center.54  Hyun Gak Sunim (sunim is the Korean title for a monk) 
became famous in Korean when he published a two-volume work in Korean called 
Manhaeng : Habŏdŭ esŏ Hwagyesa kkaji  [From Harvard to Hwagyesa].55 Many Ko-
rean Buddhists swelled with nationalist pride when they learned that an American 
from Harvard who had no Korean ancestry has decided that he wanted to be a 
Buddhist, and the type of Buddhist he wanted to be was a Korean Buddhist. 

The monk who introduced Paul Muenzen to Korean Buddhism, Seung Sahn, 
is the monk who can claim most of the credit for establishing a Korean Buddhist 
presence among non-Koreans in Korea and around the world, for that matter. 
When Seung Sahn first left Korea, in 1962, he first went to Japan and established a 
Korean temple there for Japanese-Koreans. He also established a temple in Hong 
Kong. Then, in 1972, he moved to the United States and began teaching the Ko-
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rean approach to Zen.  Soon he had enough disciples to open the Providence Zen 
Center in  Rhode Island, and to form an organization for Western Buddhists he 
called the Kwan Um Zen School. By the time Seung Sahn passed away in 2004, that 
center in Rhode Island had become a full-fledged Buddhist monastery for West-
erners, and it had Zen centers affiliated with it in New York, Boston, Los Angeles, 
Berkeley, Cambridge, and New Haven. In addition, there were groups Seung Sahn 
had a role in organizing in 32 countries.  All told, he is credited with opening over 
120 Buddhist meditation centers outside of Korea.56 It is therefore no exaggeration 
when one of his Western disciples wrote that Seung Sahn, “has always seen his 
role as an evangelist in the service of Korean Buddhism, and of his own interpreta-
tion of it.”57

 So far, the Korean Buddhist drive to recruit Western converts has not stirred up 
the type of controversies Korean Protestant missions have. That may be because 
there are not nearly as many Korean Buddhist missionaries yet, so they can’t get in 
as much trouble. Or it may be because the Buddhist approach is different. Korea’s 
monks are more interested in teaching about their beliefs and practices than they 
are in criticizing the beliefs and practices of others. The nationalism of Korean Bud-
dhism is a self-affirming nationalism, not an aggressive nationalism. 

Buddhists and Protestant Christians are Korea’s two largest religious commu-
nities. According to the 2005 census, 22.8% of South Koreans are Buddhists, and 
18.3% are Protestant Christians. (Another 10.9% are Roman Catholics.) Less than 
1% said they are a believer in one of Korea’s many new religions.58  Yet no study 
of religious nationalism and globalization in Korea should ignore new religions, 
since they are manifestations of one important Korean response to the intrusion of 
the modern world: the construction of modern religious organizations designed to 
provide shelter for traditional beliefs and values while nonetheless allowing their 
adherents to claim to be modern. 

The best-known Korean new religious organization outside of Korea, and the 
most controversial, is Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church.  Now known pri-
marily as the Family Federation for World Peace and Unity, its original name was 
The Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Christianity.  The Uni-
fication Church aspires to be a universal church, but, even though Moon moved 
to the Unites States in 1972, Korea is still considered the sacred homeland of the 
Unification Church. The Divine Principle, the fundamental scripture of the Unifica-
tion Church, declares the King of Righteousness would appear in Korea, the Third 
Israel, and would “receive tribute from all the countries in the world.”59  Moreover, 
the founder of the Unification Church, the Korean-born Rev. Moon himself,  has 
been proclaimed by its members as “True Father, ...the savior,  messiah, and Lord 
of the Second Coming.”60  Sun Myung Moon is a personal embodiment of Korean 
religious nationalism, of the claim that Korea is the spiritual leader of the world 
today. Korea’s claim to a special place in the religious history of the modern world 
is reinforced in the autobiography of Pak Bo Hi, one of Moon’s top lieutenants. 
That autobiography, entitled “Messiah: My Testimony to Rev. Sun Myung Moon," 
has an entire chapter called ”Korea as the Chosen Nation.”61

The Unification Church has garnered much negative publicity over the last 
few decades not such much because of its promotion of Korea as the new Israel 
but because Moon and many of the organizations he has founded have become 
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involved in a number of controversial political issues, beginning with a campaign 
to support Richard Nixon when President Nixon was facing impeachment because 
of the Watergate scandal.62 However, there is another Korean new religion with a 
global presence that has not attracted nearly as much attention as the Unification 
Church has. Won Buddhism, despite its name, is a new religious organization that 
has its origins in the enlightenment of its founder, Pak Chung-bin, in 1916.63  Won 
Buddhism does not claim that Korea is the homeland of Buddhism. It does claim, 
however, that it provides a Buddhism more appropriate for the modern world 
than traditional Buddhism. Moreover, Won Buddhists believe that eventually the 
rest of the world will recognize that not only does Won Buddhist offer a more 
up-to-date version of Buddhism, but it offers a religious philosophy that is second 
to none. As the Scriptures of Won Buddhism say, “From a spiritual perspective, 
our nation will become the leader of the many nations of this world.”64 In another 
sign of Won Buddhist nationalism, those scriptures quote the founder bragging 
about Korea’s Diamond Mountains, saying “they are peerless under heaven so, 
in the near future, they will be designated as an international park and be tended 
resplendently by various nations. Subsequently, people in the world will vie with 
each other to find the host of this mountain.... With inseparable affinities connect-
ing this nation, the Diamond Mountains, and its hosts, we will together be the light 
of the world.”65

Despite their conviction that non-Koreans will eventually turn to Korea, and to 
Won Buddhism,  for spiritual guidance, Won Buddhists are not aggressive reli-
gious nationalists. Rather than criticizing other religions, they have taken the lead 
in Korea in ecumenical projects. Moreover, though they have dispatched mission-
aries overseas, those missionaries try to convert by example rather than argumen-
tation.  They provide medical care and other forms for aid for the needy around 
the globe in the belief that such selfless action will eventually convince others that 
Won Buddhism is the religion the world needs today. As part of their long-range 
plan to become a major world religion, they established a graduate school of Won 
Buddhist studies near Philadelphia in 2001 and also have some 37 temples over-
seas, including in New York, Los Angeles, and ten other places in North America. 
There is also a Won Buddhist presence in various countries in Europe, Asia, and 
Africa.  However, so far the Won Buddhist presence has been rather low-key. They 
have not attracted nearly the attention the Unification Church has. 

The somewhat muted religious nationalism of Won Buddhism is not matched 
by a couple of other Korean new religions that are trying to reach beyond Korea. 
Dahn World is a group that emerged out of Taejonggyo, a new religion founded in 
the first decade of the 20th century that teaches that Koreans don’t need to worship 
a foreign god like Jesus or Buddha since they have a god of their own, Tan’gun. 
Dahn World claims it is not a religion, but it proclaims that the longevity exercises 
it promotes (breathing exercises and physical movements similar to those of the 
inner alchemy practices of Chinese Daoism) originated with Tan’gun. Moreover, it 
cites as a basis for that claim three texts that comprise the scriptures of Taejonggyo. 
Dahn World has also erected an outdoor statue of Tan’gun at its US headquarters 
in Sedona, Arizona.66 As further evidence that Dahn World, if it is not a religious 
organization, closely resembles one is the claim that its founder, Seung Heun 
Lee has been recognized as “one of the fifty preeminent spiritual leaders of the 
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world.”67  According to Dahn World, two Koreans, one legendary (Tan’gun) and 
one alive today (Seung Heun Lee), are leading the world into a new era of peace, 
health, and happiness. 

Though Dahn World has been quite vigorous in its promotion of its Korea-
centric philosophy,  it differs from the Unification Church in that it has not become 
involved in politics. Also, unlike Korean Christian missionaries, Dahn World 
advocates do not tell their followers to abandon their original religious orientation. 
Although there are now Dahn World centers all over the globe, Dahn World has 
avoided religious or political controversy. The only controversy involving Dahn 
World has come from complaints by disgruntled former members who claim that 
they did not receive all the health benefits Dahn World promised. 

There is one more Korean new religion with global pretensions that should be 
mentioned in any discussion of modern Korean religious nationalism. Jeung San 
Do teaches that the Supreme Lord of Heaven descended to earth near the end of 
the 19th-century and lived as a Korean among Koreans as Kang Chŭng-san (They 
prefer to romanize his name as “Jeung San”). In other words, God is a Korean. 
(That is one step up from the Unification Church claim that the messiah is Korean. 
Unificationists do not view Moon as God.) Jeung San Do also teaches that soon 
there will be a great cosmic transformation and, afterwards, Korea will be the 
center of the world, since Korea is where the earthly paradise will emerge from 
that cataclysm. Moreover, in this coming age, everyone in the world will speak the 
same language, which believers assume will be Korean.68  Despite the extremely 
Korea-centric nature of Jeung San Do teachings, and the Jeung San Do assertion 
that those who do not become members of Jeung San Do will all suffer horribly 
and then perish in the coming Great Transformation, Jeung San Do has begun to 
establish a global presence. It has worship halls in 10 foreign countries, including 7 
in the US. Among the countries in which it has a presence, besides the US, the UK, 
Canada, Germany, New Zealand, and Japan are Taiwan, the Philippines, Indone-
sia, and the United Arab Emirates.69

Religious nationalism in Korea, whether Christian, Buddhist, or manifest in one 
of Korea’s new religions, is different from religious nationalism as it appears in 
many other countries. Korea’s religious nationalism is a nationalism that has taken 
on religious overtones more than it is an expression of religious identity in nation-
alistic terms. In other words, Korean religious nationalism originated from pride 
in the Korean nation. Religion simply became a vehicle for expressing that pride 
in the nation. That may be because, since no one religion can claim a majority of 
the population of South Korea, Koreans don’t identify any one religion with their 
national, ethnic, or cultural identity. 

There is one significant exception to that statement. Shamanism is considered 
by Koreans to be their one major indigenous religious tradition, since shamanism 
apparently predates Buddhism and Confucianism on the peninsula and, moreover, 
Korean shamanism is quite different from the shamanism of neighboring coun-
tries. However, shamanism is not officially considered a religion—the government 
leaves shamanism off the census questionnaires when it asks Koreans about their 
religious affiliation. The government sometimes dispatches shamans overseas 
(something it does not do with Christian pastors, Buddhist monks, or other reli-
gious ritual specialists) but as dancers, not as religious figures. The shaman ritual 
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is presented on stages overseas as a secular form of entertainment, stripped of the 
gods that are normally an essential part of a shaman ritual. 

Korean religious nationalism is more often than not (with the exception of the 
relatively small new religions) a nationalism expressed through the Koreanization 
of world religions, in which Koreans claim to have developed a superior version of 
a religious tradition they share with peoples in many other countries. Such a link 
with a broader world religion can mute the danger that Korean religious national-
ism will lead to religious clashes with other peoples, since many of the debates 
Koreans hold with other peoples are debates within rather than between religious 
traditions. However, that danger is not completely eliminated. When Koreans 
engage in too enthusiastic proselytizing, when they try to tell other peoples that, 
unless they accept their Korean approach to religion, they are condemned to 
damnation, they risk provoking anger in those they are trying to convert. That is 
especially a high risk when Korean missionaries try to convert people away from 
a religion that has become part of the national and cultural identity of the people 
they are trying to convert. (Korean missions to Muslim countries and to the Philip-
pines are examples of such risky proselytizing.) 

Religion should draw people together and encourage people to live and work 
together harmoniously. Similarly, globalization should also draw us closer to-
gether, since it shrinks the communication and transportation networks that cover 
the globe. However, as we can see in the Korean case, both religion and globaliza-
tion can also stimulate further fragmentation of the human community. Global-
ization, by threatening homogenization of culture, stimulates some to try to cling 
much more tightly to those cultural elements which distinguish them as a people. 
Religion is very often one of those cultural elements wielded as an assertion of 
ethnic and national distinctiveness. As we’ve seen in the case of Korean Buddhism 
and Korean Christianity, that can even been the case with local versions of world 
religions.  

I live in a country, Canada, which prides itself on its respect for cultural diversi-
ty. The city I teach in, Vancouver, is a particularly striking example of such diver-
sity. We have both Chinese, Japanese, and Korean churches and temples. We have 
Sikh temples, Hindu temples, and mosques. Usually, we all get along. That is be-
cause there is a mutual respect for our religious differences.  However, we are also 
aware in Canada that mutual recognition of differences can easily move beyond 
mutual respect to competing claims of superiority. And therein lies the danger of 
nationalism arising from the globalization of religion. As globalization has opened 
the eyes of Koreans to religious differences around the world, and as that same 
globalization has stimulated nationalism in the Korean people, some Koreans have 
responded to this changed world by asserting not just Korean distinctiveness but 
Korean superiority. 

Both religion and nationalism can serve as forces for good and for evil in this 
world. They both stimulate the formation of communities in which people are 
inspired to help each other overcome the difficulties life brings. They both help us 
overcome the innate human tendency to think of ourselves first and encourage us 
to work with others to achieve common goals. However, both religion and na-
tionalism can also lead to the erection of barriers separating one community from 
another. 
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Religion can define and reinforce differences between people. Therein lies the 
potential for problems. Pride in one’s heritage and culture is a good thing, since 
it can enhance self-esteem. But such pride can slide into arrogance or even con-
tempt for those who don’t share our religious beliefs.  Nationalism also contains 
the potential to cause trouble. Nationalism can easily slide into racism. When 
religion and nationalism are combined, as they increasingly are in Korea today, the 
good they each can bring is multiplied, but so is their potential for evil.  Religious 
nationalists can become arrogant and rigid out of a conviction that they embody 
both truth (the assumption that their country is right) and righteousness (they are 
moral but those who don’t share their views are not.)  Praying to God to take your 
nation’s side in a military, political, or even sport competition is relatively innocu-
ous. Attacking others because God has chosen your nation to lead the world is not. 
Fortunately, Korea, despite the growing use of the rhetoric of religious national-
ism by non-governmental organizations, has not yet crossed over from a relatively 
mild chauvinism into dangerous jingoism. Let us hope it stays that way and Korea 
remains on the safe side of the line dividing national and religious pride from 
militancy. 
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Gender and Moral Visions in indonesia

Rachel Rinaldo, Ph.D., University of Virginia 

“I think the ideal Indonesian woman is intelligent, moral, and on the religious side she is 
pious. With her goodness and morality she can influence future generations, because from her 
womb will be born the next generation of the nation.”

Woman cadre from the Prosperous Justice Party, 2005 interview

It has been more than a decade since the collapse of Indonesia’s authoritarian 
Suharto regime in 1998. The ensuing years have brought democratization, as well 
as divisive debates to Indonesia’s emerging public sphere. In particular, Indone-
sians have been preoccupied by controversies over issues such as pornography, 
polygamy, veiling, Shariah law, abortion, and homosexuality. These debates play 
out in the mass media, on the internet, in parliament, and even on the streets of 
major cities. Democratization by its very nature produces political contestations 
and struggles. But why have these particular kinds of debates have arisen? Why 
does gender play such a key role in these public debates? And what does examin-
ing them tell us about processes of globalization, religion, and politics?

 What is striking about the Indonesian debates is that they entail competing 
ideas about how religion should be incorporated in the nation-state.  Political posi-
tions on pornography, for example, revolve around whether the state should regu-
late the media to prevent it from disseminating images that offend Islamic norms 
of modesty. Debates such as these are moral debates, in that they involve notions 
of what constitutes the common good, and engage different conceptions of ethics, 
rights, and freedoms. An intriguing aspect of these debates is that they resemble 
controversies elsewhere. Debates over abortion and homosexuality are prominent 
features of American politics, while veiling and polygamy have become subjects 
of intense discussion in European countries with Muslim immigrant populations 
(Luker 1985, Göle 2002, Bowen 2006). 

 Yet another connection between these debates is their gendered character. In 
the U.S. and Indonesia, debates over issues like pornography are often framed as 
struggles over values, but such framings overlook the ways ideas about gender 
are profoundly implicated in these controversies (Stein 2002). Ideas about proper 
moral behavior entail bodily practices and dispositions, to which gender is central. 
For sociologists who have taken up the lens of practice theory, religion is under-
stood in terms of actions rather than just beliefs. Turner, for example, argues that 
acts of religious piety involve bodily practices that may involve changes of habits 
and which create new forms of religious practice that challenge existing social 
arrangements, including secular forms of citizenship (Turner 2008). As I discuss in 
this paper, the Indonesian debates about polygamy and pornography render prob-
lematic women’s bodies and behavior, but also instantiate notions of ethics, rights, 
and freedoms. 

 Discourses and practices of gender are therefore fundamental to moral de-
bates. But increasingly in Indonesia, women activists from all sides of the politi-
cal spectrum raise their voices in these controversies. In this paper, I examine 
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how women from two Muslim organizations, Fatayat Nahdlatul Ulama and the 
Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) engage in these public debates and express differ-
ent moral visions of politics and gender. Investigating the public interventions of 
Indonesian women activists helps illuminate the complex ways in which these 
important debates are gendered.1 

In the following discussion, I argue that global processes, especially the inter-
section of transnational Islam and feminism with democratization and the rise of 
religious civil society, are driving moral debates in the Indonesian public sphere. 
Feminist scholarship on gender and nation-states helps to explain why gender is a 
site of attempts in Indonesia to define or redefine the boundaries between reli-
gion and the state. Gender’s centrality as an arena of broader social and political 
struggle therefore makes it critical for understanding the global Islamic revival. 
The moral debates discussed in this article are attempts to define norms of citizen-
ship, to influence the relationship between religion and public life, and to secure 
the gender structure of public and private life. 

I also propose that these moral debates provide insight into patterns of global-
ization more generally. Many scholars have focused on the question of how global 
discourses intersect with local subjectivities (Boellstorff 2005, Blackwood 2008, Da-
vis 2007). Building on Sassen’s (2008) work on assemblages of authority and rights, 
I suggest that moral debates can no longer be understood only within a national 
framework, but must be seen as related to normative orders that are not confined 
to the territory of the nation-state. Yet these normative frameworks such as Islam 
and feminism exist in the abstract – their meaning emerges as they manifest in 
public spheres such as that of Indonesia. It is precisely through national debates 
that many Indonesians adapt and negotiate global discourses. Yet while these 
global processes render women’s bodies objects of debate, they also enable women 
to become participants in discussions about morality. As I show later in this article, 
the Indonesian women activists draw on and enact different global discourses to 
express their distinctive moral visions for Indonesia’s future. Sassen suggests that 
the state is no longer the central source of moral authority, and these debates in 
Indonesia indeed demonstrate this point. Nevertheless, the debates also show that 
state power is very much a subject of contestation in Indonesia, and that gender is 
one of the main arenas where this struggle takes place. 

indonesian Context and researCh methods

Indonesia’s 237 million inhabitants, about 90% of whom are Muslim, make it 
the country with the world’s largest Muslim population. Indonesia was ruled by 
an authoritarian and secular military regime, led by General Suharto, from 1965-
1998. The Asian economic crisis helped to spur a popular democratic opposition 
movement, and Suharto stepped down in May 1998. Indonesia held democratic 
elections in 1999 and 2004. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Indonesia experienced 
outbreaks of religious and ethnic violence, as well as terrorist attacks linked to 
Muslim extremists. However, in the last few years stability and economic growth 
have returned, though some analysts argue that democratic reforms have stalled. 

 While Islam arrived in Indonesia in the 1400s, Islamic practice in Indonesia has 
been diverse and often localized. In the 1970s, transnational flows of Islam helped 
spur an Islamic revival. These flows came via students who studied in the Middle 
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East, where they were influenced by the ideas of organizations such as the Muslim 
Brotherhood. The returnees helped to establish student groups and institutions 
dedicated to cultivating piety and infusing all aspects of life with Islam. Another 
related flow was news of the 1979 Iranian revolution, which some scholars argue 
was influential in Indonesia. By the 1980s, translated books and pamphlets by Mid-
dle Eastern Muslim thinkers were were being circulated in Indonesia, as religious 
publications could sometimes circumvent the government’s media censorship.  
The Islamic revival seems to have deepened with democratization, as increas-
ing numbers of Indonesians are practicing Islam in a more visibly pious manner 
(Brenner 2005 and 1996, Doorn-Harder 2006). 

This article draws on ethnographic research with women activists in Indonesia 
between 2002 and 2008.  I compare women from the Jakarta headquarters of two 
organizations, Fatayat NU and the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS). The women in 
these organizations are demographically similar but express different views on 
gender, religion, and politics.2 

 Fatayat is the young women’s division of Indonesia’s largest Muslim organi-
zation, Nahdlatul Ulama which is estimated to have 45 million members. NU is 
considered to be one of the mainstays of Indonesian Islam, and Fatayat is charac-
terized by an interpretive and often revisionist approach to Islamic texts. Most of 
the Fatayat staff and volunteers I met were university educated, and worked as 
teachers or lecturers. Fatayat originally functioned as something of a women’s aux-
iliary within the NU, doing community service and charity work. But in the early 
1990s, Fatayat leaders were influenced by international discourses of gender equal-
ity through participation in trainings and other events organized by international 
donors  like the Ford Foundation as well as local NGOs inspired by discourses of 
Islamic liberalism that were circulating globally. Fatayat leaders now see women’s 
rights and empowerment as a key part of their mission and consider themselves to 
be part of a broader women’s movement.

 The Prosperous Justice Party (PKS) was founded in 1998, and is one of Indo-
nesia’s most successful new political parties. While the party does not call for an 
Islamic state, it advocates making Islam the source of law and policy in a more 
general sense. PKS received about 7% of the national vote in the 2004 and close to 
8% in the 2009 elections, with stronger showings in urban areas like Jakarta.3 The 
PKS women I interviewed were university educated, married with children, and 
many worked as teachers or lecturers. However, most PKS women I met came 
from families who were not affiliated with the NU organization. 

While the women of Fatayat and PKS emerged from somewhat different kinds 
of Islamic backgrounds, they share a location in the urbanizing middle classes and 
they have all been deeply influenced by the Islamic revival in Indonesia. They have 
in common a commitment to religious piety and practicing Islam in all aspects of 
their lives. Yet as we shall see, for these two groups of women, the notion of a more 
Islamic society holds different meanings and is associated with diverse political 
projects. 

Culture wars, moral PaniCs, and PubliC Controversies

Scholars of Indonesian politics first drew attention to increasing public debates 
over gender and religion in the 1990s. Brenner (1999) and Sen (1998) analyzed how 
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the media coverage of “career women” and discussions of veiling reflected wide-
spread tensions over economic changes that were drawing women into universi-
ties and the formal workforce. In these debates, women were often accused of 
neglecting their responsibilities and thereby risking the nation’s future.  

 Rather than dying down after the regime transition in 1998, these kinds of 
moral debates became an entrenched feature of Indonesia’s increasingly open pub-
lic sphere. Pornography and polygamy, which I examine in this paper, have been 
two of the most contentious. The main participants in these public sphere activities 
are, as might be expected, mostly members of the urban middle classes. Neverthe-
less, these debates do arouse widespread interest and discussions, particularly in 
popular media, and women activists have been quite vocal about expressing their 
opinions. 

 The current moral debates in Indonesia should be understood as a manifesta-
tion of a broader cultural phenomenon – sometimes referred to as “culture wars” 
in the American context. Hunter’s (1991) original argument that differences of ide-
ology or “values” increasingly trump social class or ethnic/racial status as a source 
of polarization has been much debated in American sociology. Nevertheless, the 
core of Hunter’s thesis, that differences around conceptions of morality are becom-
ing sources of polarization, is worth considering in the Indonesian context.

 A subset of culture wars is the phenomenon of moral panics, which also reso-
nates with recent events in Indonesia. David Garland (2008) argues that, increas-
ingly, moral panics are expressed in the form of culture wars, in which “specific 
social groups engage in moral politics in order to redistribute social status and 
declare one form of life superior to its rivals” (Garland, 17). Garland also suggests 
that an essential aspect of moral panics, and by extension culture wars, is the per-
ception of the risks that modernity brings. Garland’s work reminds us that the de-
bates and controversies in Indonesia are profoundly normative. The debates over 
polygamy, for example, reveal that family forms are an important way of defining 
group identity, and are closely connected with ideas about proper womanhood as 
well as the relationship between piety and the public sphere. 

Gender and the nation-state

Although moral panics and culture wars often revolve around gender and 
sexuality, the literature on culture wars often fails to make these elements explicit, 
emphasizing the broader rubric of “values” instead. But feminist scholars have 
made significant contributions to the study of nationalism and nation-states. They 
argue that not only do state policies constrain gender relations, but “ideas about 
the differences between men and women shape the ways in which states are 
imagined, constituted, and legitimated” (Gal & Kligman 2000: 4). Because of their 
reproductive capacities, women in many societies are seen as the embodiment of 
the community’s tradition and history. Their behavior and roles help to construct 
the symbolic boundaries of the community, whether that community is an ethnic 
group or a nation. In times of social change, as the boundaries of the community 
are threatened or identities are shifting, women’s bodies and behavior often be-
come a focus of attention (Moghadam 1994, Yuval-Davis 1997).4 

Since 1998, the Indonesian nation-state has been engaged in a process of redefi-
nition. Control over state resources and power came up for grabs, new social actors 
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like pious Muslims have moved into the public sphere, religious organizations and 
figures have become fixtures of politics, processes like rural to urban migration 
have speeded up, gender roles and family forms continue to evolve, and Indone-
sia’s national identity remains in flux. It is not surprising that in an era of great 
flux, many of the moral debates in Indonesia revolve around women’s bodies and 
roles in the nation.

Gender, then, is a critical dimension of culture wars and moral debates. But 
what is also intriguing about gender in Indonesian public debates is how women 
activists are able to intervene in them. While feminist scholars who study gender 
and the nation-state often see women as symbols or victims of these processes, I 
suggest here that it is this very gendered nature of moral debates, somewhat sur-
prisingly, which can facilitate women’s participation in those debates. To under-
stand how this happens, I turn to a discussion of how moral debates are shaped by 
globalization. 

Globalization

In thinking about why gender is so central to moral debates in the public 
sphere, it is crucial to consider how these debates are shaped by structural forces, 
especially globalization. The Indonesian nation-state’s process of redefinition has 
been driven in large part by the same global processes that are reshaping and 
transforming nation-states more generally. Democratization, transnational flows of 
culture and religion, as well as funding from international donors and NGOs, have 
helped to promote the rise of religious civil society in Indonesia since the late 1980s 
(Brenner 1996, Hefner 2000, Van Doorn-Harder 2006). At the same time, democra-
tization, neo-liberal economic policies, and political decentralization have resulted 
in a situation in which the state, if not necessarily weakened, does not exert the 
same ideological control that it once did (Hadiz & Robison 2004, Sidel 2006). These 
developments have helped to foster a more open public sphere, which is consti-
tuted by a variety of publics. As these processes took off in the early 1990s, and 
as religious civil society emerged as the main avenue of opposition to the govern-
ment, the door was opened for increasing moral debates. 

 Against this background, I argue that two global flows are crucial for under-
standing the Indonesian context: the Islamic revival and transnational feminism. 
Other scholars have also examined how these two flows have influenced Indone-
sian women activists (Brenner 2005). My argument furthers this work by propos-
ing that these processes help to fuel gendered moral debates, as well as provide 
opportunities for women to engage in those debates. 

 Transnational feminism has been studied at great length, and many scholars 
have examined the ways feminist discourses are adapted, negotiated, or contested 
in local contexts (Desai & Naples 2002, Davis 2007).5 Feminism has certainly been 
important for women’s activism in Indonesia. Though Indonesian women activists 
rarely use the term to describe themselves, they have a long history of engagement 
with ideas of gender equality and some organizations view themselves as nodes 
in a transnational women’s movement. This development has been facilitated by 
the emergence since the early 1990s of international NGOs who fund programs 
targeted toward women’s empowerment and equality. Some women activists in 
Indonesia have used Islamic frameworks to argue for equality and rights (Rinaldo 
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2008). Feminism has also produced contestations in Indonesia, with opponents ac-
cusing it of being destructive to religious values and family structures. Whether or 
not activists espouse feminism, it is clear that this global framework is a reference 
point for discussions about women’s rights, as well as for debates about religion’s 
place in public life. 

The global Islamic revival has also been the subject of intense scholarly scrutiny 
(Juergensmeyer 2000, Roy 2005, Mahmood 2005,), though it is not often conceptu-
alized as a global process in and of itself. As scholars have chronicled, the first ma-
jor wave of the Islamic revival in Indonesia, beginning in the 1980s, was influenced 
by a new generation of Indonesians who had received scholarships to study in the 
Middle East. Many of these students brought back the ideas of the Muslim Brother-
hood, which emphasized Islam as a way of life (Hefner 2000, Sidel 2006). Although 
many of these students were most interested in personal spiritual renewal, an im-
portant subset of this generation disavowed any separation between religion and 
politics. Increased funding from Middle Eastern sources helped bring Indonesians 
to study in the Middle East throughout the 1980s and 1990s, and also funded new 
Muslim schools within Indonesia. By the early 1990s, growing numbers of Indone-
sians were involved in religious study groups at school or in their neighborhoods, 
and young women were adopting the veil in large numbers. The early 1990s 
demonstrations demanding the right to wear the veil in schools and opposing the 
national lottery were among the first large-scale public displays of resistance to the 
Suharto regime since the mid-1970s. 

The Islamic revival produced a series of debates in which women’s behavior 
was often the central issue. There was resistance to veiling, both from the state 
and from older generations who saw it as foreign and fanatical. But the veil was as 
much of a symbol of renewed piety as it was a token of resistance to a government 
seen as authoritarian, secular, and overly Western (Brenner 1996). Nearly 20 years 
later, the success of the call to modesty is visible in the large numbers of women 
wearing Muslim clothing, particularly in urban areas. On many university cam-
puses, for example, most female students are now veiled (Smith-Hefner 2007). 

 By facilitating moral debates in the public sphere, global processes have 
helped to shift the relationship between religion and state in Indonesia. The state 
is no longer able to fully manage religion, as it did during the Suharto era (Sidel 
2005). Moreover, as Sassen (2008) argues, a vital aspect of global processes is the 
emergence of normative orders that are often specialized. While assemblages of 
territory, rights, and authority have up till now been congruent with the nation-
state, Sassen contends that we are now seeing the rise of normative orders that do 
not line up neatly with the nation-state. This development results in growing chal-
lenges to the moral authority of the nation-state. 

I build on Sassen’s work to think about Islam and feminism as non-national 
normative frameworks. This concept is more useful analytically than the more 
nebulous ‘global flows,’ as it highlights the moral features of these discourses. Reli-
gion could probably be said to be one of the original globalizing forces, and Islam, 
with its vision of a global Muslim community, has often been in tension with the 
nation-state (Asad 2003). That is not to say that Islam cannot be harnessed to the 
nation-state, as religious nationalism attempts to do. But Islam does have a signifi-
cant non-national aspect in Indonesia in the sense that Islamic ideas and practices 
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have increasingly flowed across borders, in ways the state has recently been unable 
or unwilling to control. For example, as in other majority Muslim countries, since 
the early 1990s, Saudi donors have helped to build educational institutions that 
promote more conservative interpretations of Islam. Similarly, feminism has long 
had a global imagination. In fact, feminism was one of the first social movements 
to mobilize in this global manner (Jayawardena 1986). But it was not until more 
recently that feminist institutions began to have the ability to fund local organiza-
tions, and that feminist ideas began to be incorporated in the development strate-
gies of international donors. While the ideas that constitute feminism are variable 
and dependent on context, over the past thirty years we have seen the develop-
ment of a global network of feminist institutions and organizations that seek to 
empower women (Davis 2007). So while neither Islam or feminism is new, it is 
only more recently that these discourses have been attached to global networks of 
institutions, a development that coincided with the opening of Indonesia’s public 
sphere. 

 Gender is rather obviously implicated in both of these normative frameworks. 
While feminism is often studied as a social movement, it is also, as Davis (2007) 
writes, an epistemological project; that is, “a project that generates knowledge and 
knowledge practices” (Davis, 8) related to gender and bodies. In this way, Islam 
and feminism are both ethical orientations that may demand changes to social 
arrangements, especially those related to family and gender. While Islam and 
feminism are not at all monolithic, and like all normative frameworks are manifest 
through interpretation and practice, as guides for how to live and understand the 
world, they include prescriptions for how men and women should relate to each 
other, organize households, and reproduce. Their transnational circulation thereby 
often fuels moral debates over women’s behavior and rights. Yet it is precisely in 
such public sphere debates that Indonesians adapt and negotiate global discourses. 
As we shall see in the next section, Indonesian Muslim women use Islam and 
feminism to participate in public debates and advocate their own moral visions for 
Indonesia’s future.  

women aCtivists and moral debates: PornoGraPhy and 
PolyGamy

I now turn to the multifaceted interventions of women activists in public con-
troversies over pornography and polygamy. The Anti-Pornography bill, passed in 
2008, spurred angry demonstrations, myriad newspaper and magazine articles and 
op-eds, not to mention heated debates in parliament. 

 Concern about pornography became more widely expressed in Indonesia fol-
lowing the rise of a freewheeling popular media after 1998. While older laws pro-
viding some forms of censorship remained on the books, many television shows 
and magazines began to feature subject matter or images that some Indonesians 
considered indecent, such as women in very revealing clothing.6 The furor that 
erupted over the popular singer Inul Daratista’s dance style in 2002 and 2003 was 
an indication of a backlash from increasingly pious Muslims. Some Indonesians 
felt that Inul was merely the tip of the iceberg of a progressively more sexualized 
culture, one in which kids were watching pornography at internet cafes and buy-
ing counterfeit “blue” movies on the street. In an article published in the popular 

Gender and Moral Visions in indonesia / rinaldo u 50



Asia Pacific: Perspectives ∙ May 2011
D

o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 f
ro

m
 h

tt
p
:/

/w
w

w
.p

ac
ifi

cr
im

.u
sf

ca
.e

d
u
/r

es
ea

rc
h
/p

er
sp

ec
ti
ve

s

newsweekly Tempo, for example, Syamsul Muarif, the Minister for Communica-
tions and Information, said that 60% of Indonesians were accessing porn on the 
internet and beyond. “So, because that’s what they like, the shows are also being 
allowed on television,” he warned (Tempo, May 14, 2003). 

 The momentum for new legislation on pornography seems to have come from 
the ranks of the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS). PKS cadres adhere to more tex-
tual approach to Islam, often arguing that Islamic values should be the source of 
national and local law. In 2003, I attended a seminar and demonstration against 
pornography held by the PKS women’s division – the speakers included a repre-
sentative from the Indonesian Council of Ulemas, a quasi-governmental body that 
rules on matters of Islamic law. 

At the seminar, pornography was consistently depicted as a threat to the na-
tion. The head of the party’s women’s division introduced the event with the 
statement, “We face the challenge of building an Indonesia which is moral.” Later, 
a PKS legislator argued that Indonesia was under threat from “American cultural 
exports,” including pornography. “We should not be afraid to express the desire of 
the majority,” she said. “We have a responsibility to the next generation to make a 
better Indonesia.” 

Several of the speakers defined pornography very broadly, as showing a wom-
en without covering her aurat (a term from Arabic meaning the parts of a woman’s 
body that should be forbidden from public view – for many Indonesian Muslims, 
aurat stretches from a woman’s upper chest to her ankles). At this time, although it 
was not discussed in the seminar, a bill to outlaw pornography was already being 
written. 

In February 2006, PKS members introduced into parliament draft legislation, 
written in collaboration with MUI and other religious authorities. As originally 
written, the bill was extremely broad, and would have outlawed kissing in public 
and bikinis on beaches. Public outcry forced its return to parliament for revision 
and it remained stalled there for over a year. In November 2008, a somewhat re-
vised version was passed which made exceptions for “sexual materials” as part of 
traditional culture and fine arts.7 

PKS’s interest in pornography reflects an agenda to reform Indonesia through 
a highly public form of morality. For many of the women in PKS, the organiza-
tion is not merely a party, but a vehicle for instilling Islamic values in society. As 
one woman told me, “I hope that politics in Indonesia will be based on Islam, as 
the majority of the population is Muslim. Islam is believed to be rahmatan li al-
`âlamîn, bringing goodness to the whole world. So, if it is implemented, I am sure 
Indonesia will progress.”

 Women activists in Indonesia’s public sphere found themselves on very dif-
ferent sides of the pornography debate. While those who see themselves as part 
of the women’s rights movement strongly opposed it,8 women in Muslim political 
parties like PKS supported it. Yet both thought that they had the broader interests 
of Indonesian women in mind. Interestingly, while pornography was a divisive is-
sue for the American and Australian feminist movements in the 1980s, this was not 
the case for women’s rights proponents in Indonesia. Both religious and secular 
women’s rights activists in Indonesia opposed the bill because of concerns about 
censorship and effects on gender equality. While few Indonesian women have 
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advanced the kind of “pro-pornography” or “sex positive” positions that emerged 
in the U.S. and Australian context, support for freedom of expression within 
women’s rights organizations led even those who have expressed concern about 
pornography and public morality in the past to oppose the bill. 

 Demonstrations against the pornography bill were initiated by women’s rights 
organizations, but it was at first unclear whether Muslim women’s organizations 
would oppose or support the legislation. In March 2006, however, Fatayat leaders 
weighed in with a carefully worded statement opposing the bill because it failed 
to provide protections for women and children victimized by the sex industry, and 
arguing that pre-existing legislation could be more effectively implemented. This 
statement was widely reprinted in the national media and especially on the blogs 
that sprang up as part of the opposition to the bill. One Fatayat activist explained 
the group’s stance, reiterating the importance of empowering women:

“As for Fatayat, we agree that pornography shouldn’t be allowed, but we also don’t 
think these laws should be passed soon. It’s not that we agree with pornography, but 
there are many paragraphs that harm women… For example, women if they go out 
after midnight must have an escort or they can be arrested. Now what’s that for? Mean-
while, it’s OK for men, and I think that’s unfair. So I think there are a number of items 
that really harm women, so we rejected it…Yes, there are things that I agree with, but 
these laws don’t empower women, in fact, it’s the opposite.”

At demonstrations and other events, individual Fatayat leaders expressed more 
scathing views on the bill. One activist linked it to recent attempts to pass legisla-
tion inspired by Islamic law, noting: “The phenomena of the anti-pornography 
bill started with the appearance of by-laws in some of the regions. Although not 
explicitly packaged as anti-pornography, they have put in place of anti-prostitution 
laws, morality laws and even Islamic Shariah laws. All these laws attempt to force 
women back into their homes” (Koesoemawiria 2006). 

For many women in Fatayat, the debate over pornography was a distraction 
from more serious problems. When I asked Fatayat members about what they 
considered to be the most important problems facing women and the country as a 
whole, unlike women in PKS, they rarely mentioned morality. Instead, they tended 
to cite need for political and economic reforms. As one Fatayat volunteer ex-
plained, “The rich are getting richer, the poor are staying poor, the poor don’t have 
a strong bargaining position. Civil society in Indonesia is still weak… up till now 
government programs are always top-down, not bottom-up, they don’t channel 
the aspirations of the society.” 

For most of 2007, the bill was being revised in a parliamentary committee. In 
early 2008, I asked women from PKS about their support for the bill, and why they 
thought it has proved so controversial. They did not think the bill was too extreme, 
but blamed the difficulties on the power of media interests as well as on support-
ers of the bill who hadn’t explained it well enough so that people would under-
stand it. One woman cadre, who was confident that it would soon pass, explained: 

“I think it’s maybe because of the communication factor, which isn’t always easy. Some-
times there are obstacles, debates on various sides, which are not clearly communicated 
and so we don’t understand each other, are not open with each other. But the main 
thing is that we supported it because it protects society from the bad effects of pornog-
raphy and porno activity….In terms of our position, we have already been very clear 
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that our support for it is related to how the next generation of children can be protected. 
So that our society will be morally better, because morality is very important to improve 
ourselves.” 

 The pornography example shows how globalization drives gendered moral 
debates. A public furor arose over media images, especially of women’s bodies, 
that were popularly felt to be a negative result of Indonesia’s increasing open-
ness to the rest of the world. The expansion of the Islamic revival and the growing 
power of Muslim civil society organizations produced a growing concern over 
moral behavior in public spaces. The new interest in modesty was visible in the 
growing numbers of women adopting Muslim clothing in the early 2000s (Smith-
Hefner 2007). In the pornography debate Islamic discourses of virtue, especially 
for women, were linked to concerns for national progress. Women in PKS used 
these global discourses of Islamic piety to argue that certain kinds of depictions of 
female bodies were a threat to the moral order of the nation. Meanwhile opponents 
of the bill drew on transnational feminism to argue that the bill would contravene 
progress toward women’s empowerment. In particular, women in Fatayat wielded 
liberal discourses of freedom, civil society, and rights to contend that greater state 
regulation of expression is not the way to achieve gender equality. 

PolyGamy

While polygamy is not as closely attached to particular legislation as the por-
nography debate is, it has been a topic of increasing interest among Muslims in In-
donesia since 2000 (Brenner 2006, Nurmila 2009). In fact, though the practice is not 
particularly common in Indonesia, polygamy was periodically a contentious moral 
issue throughout the 20th century. During the nationalist movement in the 1920s 
and 1930s, women activists were split along religious/secular lines, with Muslim 
women’s groups opposing restrictions on polygamy (Locher-Scholten 2000). Ac-
cording to Locher-Scholten, Muslim women’s groups did not embrace polygamous 
marriage, but rather, opposed the colonial state’s attempts to intervene in religious 
practice. In the 1970s, elite women’s organizations pushed for a ban on polygamy. 
The government responded to their concerns with the 1974 marriage law, which 
made it extremely difficult for civil servants to marry more than one wife. By the 
1980s, Indonesia’s growing Muslim middle class generally saw polygamy as a 
sign of backwardness, although state attempts to ban it might have met with some 
resistance. 

Yet in the wake of 1998, polygamy once again  emergedas a moral debate. Much 
has already been written about the 2003 “polygamy contest” sponsored by the en-
trepreneur Puspo Wardoyo (Brenner 2006), which resulted in calls by women activ-
ists to boycott his restaurant chain.9 The political figure Hamzah Haz, Megawati’s 
vice president from 2001-2004, has promoted his polygamous marriage as an ideal 
for Muslims. In 2006, the debate became even more polarized with the well-liked 
Muslim preacher Aa Gym’s announcement that he had married a second wife. His 
popularity immediately plummeted (Hoesterey 2008) and his commercial empire 
has shrunk. The polygamy debates generated an entire sub-category of books and 
pamphlets extolling the values of polygamous families or conversely, arguing that 
polygamy has no place in contemporary Islam. Aa Gym’s revelations inspired 
competing street demonstrations by women, as one article describes: 
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“The debate moved into the street, with opposing groups marching and carrying signs. 
‘Polygamy is halal (allowed in Islam). Extramarital affairs are haram (forbidden),’ said 
one of the pro-polygamy posters. Moments later, another group of women marched at 
the same location, shouting anti-polygamy slogans. ‘One, I love my mother. Two, I love 
my father. Three, I love my brothers and sisters. One, two, three, I reject polygamy,’ they 
chanted to the tune of a well-known children’s song.”10 

Polygamy has also become grist for Indonesia’s pop culture mill. In 2008, mil-
lions of young Indonesians made the film “Ayat-Ayat Cinta” (Verses of Love) a 
smash hit. “Ayat-Ayat Cinta,” which ends with the marriage of its romantic hero 
to a second wife, has apparently helped to spawn a new trend for Islamic romance 
stories and films. While the country’s president, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, and 
leaders of Muslim organizations praised the film for presenting the story of a pi-
ous youth getting married in an Islamic manner, women’s rights advocates were 
uncomfortable with what they saw as the film’s gentle treatment of polygamy. 
And indeed, “Ayat-Ayat Cinta” followed on the heels of an earlier work, “Love for 
Share,” by Nia Dinata, one of Indonesia’s leading independent filmmakers. Dinata 
drew on her own experiences growing up in a polygamous family to make “Love 
for Share,” which harshly condemned polygamy.

Since the 1970s, many Indonesian Muslim women’s groups have come to op-
pose polygamy, Fatayat included. Fatayat leaders don’t dispute the fact that the 
Quran allows men to marry four wives, but influenced by the work of Muslim 
reformists such as Fatima Mernissi, Ali Asghar Engineer, and others, they main-
tain that the verse about polygamy needs to be understood in its historical context 
(to be discussed below). Clearly this argument also derives from their hope to 
promote a more gender egalitarian way of practicing Islam. Fatayat leaders argue 
that the wording of the main verse on polygamy makes it clear that men are only 
permitted to marry more than one wife if they can support all the wives equally. To 
accomplish that is basically impossible in this day and age, they argue, especially 
when it comes to dealing with wives’ emotional needs. Fatayat has published 
books and articles as an attempt to disseminate this view more widely. 

For example, in an article in the national newspaper Kompas, Maria Ulfah 
Ansor, the head of Fatayat, contends that the Prophet Muhammad’s practice of 
polygamy was a special circumstance because during his lifetime there were many 
widows due to tribal conflicts. She maintains that the “basic principle” of marriage 
in Islam is monogamy, and that the verses about polygamy should be seen in the 
context of a particular time and place. Nevertheless, Fatayat’s position as the wom-
en’s division of Nahdlatul Ulama makes advocacy for their views on polygamy 
rather complicated. Though many NU leaders discourage polygamy and reiterate 
the view that a husband must have the means to fully support his wives, they do 
not fully reject polygamy either. NU is a large and diverse organization, and there 
are some polygamous members. Fatayat activists must therefore be careful not to 
stray too deeply into the polygamy debates.

 PKS women express a very different view of polygamy. In 2003, when I first 
met Nita, a founding member of the party, she told me that none of the leader-
ship was polygamous. But when I returned for additional research in 2005, other 
party members mentioned that some leading PKS figures, including Anis Matta, 
the party’s secretary general, had more than one wife. More recently, in 2008, the 
former head of the party, Hidayat Nurwahid, also married a second wife.  
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 The PKS women I met held quite diverse opinions on the practice of polyga-
my, but nearly all argued against what they saw as efforts to ban it. The sentiments 
of one PKS women cadre whom I interviewed in 2003 were widely shared. Nita 
argued that polygamy should be seen as a provision for special cases. 

“Islam, I think, represents rules from Allah. This is what we call Shariah. Allah knows 
the weaknesses of humanity and makes rules for this. Therefore, for humans for whom 
one wife is not enough, Islam opens the opportunity for polygamy…If a man really 
wants to have children, but his wife has been told by a doctor that it is not possible for 
her to have children, then Islam permits polygamy. Also for a man who has high sexual 
needs, Islam permits polygamy. Because it is not possible for a woman to serve the man 
all day long, so a man may take another wife….In practice, we have to pay attention to 
the context of the polygamy. If it is only to satisfy desire, it is in contradiction to Islam. 
Unfortunately in Indonesia, many people don’t understand that.”

 The concern about needing to make provisions for male sexual needs is a com-
mon feature of pro-polygamy discourse in Indonesia, as some proponents claim 
that it discourages adultery. Some PKS women acknowledged to me that they did 
not like the idea of polygamy, but felt that as Muslims they had to accept it (none 
of the women I interviewed admitted to being in polygamous relationships). And 
it is this view that is the key to understanding PKS women’s stance on polygamy 
– they adhere to a strict textual approach to the Quran, which does not accept the 
historicized approach of Fatayat and many Muslim reformists. 

For example, when asked about her opinion of polygamy, Susanti told me that 
Muslims cannot simply pick and choose what they like from the Quran. “The 
problem is that we can only place our trust in Allah. Certainly for a husband who 
wants to be polygamous, there must be many considerations. He must ask permis-
sion from his wife and his children, whether they are ready for it. Individually, as 
a Muslim I accept it. This is because I want my Islam to be full, comprehensive and 
not choosing just what is nice and leaving behind what is not so great. I want to be 
like that.”

 A few PKS women were more willing to defend the practice. Yet given that 
even within PKS circles the prevalence of polygamy is probably low, polygamy is 
more of a symbolic commitment for PKS women. Some studies of gender norms 
and the division of labor within evangelical families in the U.S. have found a gap 
between ideals of male household headship and actual practices. Gallagher (2004) 
proposes that the commitment to male authority is a way of symbolically defining 
community boundaries around conservative gender norms. Similarly, I suggest 
that PKS women’s espousal of polygamy represents a commitment to a particular 
approach to practicing Islam, one based on a rather literalist reading of the Quran, 
which defines the identity of PKS. 

 As with pornography, the debate over polygamy is driven by global pro-
cesses. Global Islamic normative frameworks have helped to fuel an urge to return 
to what are seen as authentically Islamic practices, including polygamy, which 
embody particular conceptions of women’s roles and family forms. Moreover, the 
growing legitimacy of more textually conservative approaches to Islam has em-
powered those Indonesians, such as members of PKS, who argue that the verses of 
the Quran should be questioned. Additionally, the polygamy debate also seems to 
respond to a perception of a national crisis in marriage and morality. 
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Until recently in Indonesia, most Muslims saw polygamy as inappropriate for 
a modern society. While few PKS women can be categorized as proponents of po-
lygamy, their opposition to limitations on polygamy is couched in terms of a com-
mitment to practicing Islam as fully as possible, which means accepting the text 
of the Quran for what it is. PKS’s argument represents an emerging approach to 
practicing Islam “fully” that bears the marks of the global Islamic revival and the 
increasing emphasis on living an Islamic life. Yet other global Islamic discourses 
with a more liberal bent, as well transnational feminist frameworks, have helped 
to produce stronger challenges to polygamy that are expressed in Islamic terms. 
While Fatayat women draw on Indonesia’s established traditions of interpretation 
in their approach to Islam, they use these traditions in support of explicitly egali-
tarian aims. Influenced by Middle Eastern Muslim feminists like Fatima Mernissi, 
the women of Fatayat interweave revisionist readings of Islamic texts with dis-
courses of gender equality and women’s rights to argue against polygamy. 

Globalization, moral debates, and Gender in the PubliC sPhere

This paper has sought to understand the ways globalization intersects with 
local subjectivities through an examination of moral debates in Indonesia. Moral 
debates have become an entrenched feature of the Indonesian public sphere in 
recent years, and gender is central to these debates. 

 The debates over pornography and polygamy represent a kind of culture war 
in Indonesia, in which opposing sides argue for their own notion of the common 
good as superior to others. Supporters of the pornography bill argue that it is 
necessary to combat national moral degradation and promote more appropriately 
Islamic values, while opponents claim that it is detrimental to freedom of expres-
sion and does nothing to empower women. Proponents of polygamy, and those 
resistant to limitations on it, argue that polygamy is intrinsic to Islam and that 
the state cannot interfere in Islamic practice. Meanwhile, opponents of polygamy 
contest the view that it is inherent to Islam, and argue that it conflicts with equality 
and justice within the family. 

 The gendered aspects of these two debates are inescapable. The pornography 
bill allows the state to regulate the ways bodies are depicted in media, but also 
how they appear in public spaces. The concept of modesty inherent to this legisla-
tion is not gender-neutral, for it is nearly always the female body that is considered 
disruptive and must be covered. Similarly, polygamy, or more specifically, bigamy, 
enshrines a distinct hierarchy between the husband and his wives. Allowing or 
encouraging men to have multiple partners while women are forbidden to do so is 
predicated on the belief that gender difference is natural and inevitable, and that 
the role of a woman is to produce heirs.

 Why are women such a subject of debate in contemporary Indonesia? Femi-
nist scholarship provides a framework for understanding this issue. The events of 
1998 and the decade since have been a period of tremendous social and political 
change in Indonesia. Islam has become a force in politics and public life, the state 
no longer provides many social programs, the ranks of the middle class continue 
to expand, and the country is rapidly urbanizing. Many of these shifts have direct 
consequences for gender relations. The rising age of marriage and growing num-
bers of women attending higher education and joining the formal workforce have 
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produced anxieties around family and reproduction, as well as resulted in some 
women seeking egalitarian marriages. And because of the way women symbolize 
tradition and community identity, it is no surprise that moral debates in the public 
sphere focus on them. 

 Yet examining these debates through the lens of globalization yields insights 
about patterns of globalization, as well as changing forms of power and domina-
tion in the contemporary world. Global processes have helped to shift the relation-
ship between religion and state in many countries, including Indonesia. Democ-
ratization, neo-liberalism, and the rise of civil society mean that the state exerts 
less control over the moral order. In the early years of the New Order, from the 
late 1960s through the 1970s, there was a fairly clear division between religion and 
politics. The later years of the New Order, from the 1980s onwards, were character-
ized by the state’s increasing attempts to manage and control religion, especially 
Islam (Sidel 2005). But since 1998, many Muslim groups have sought to re-forge 
this relationship no comma in a variety of ways. Groups like PKS aim for the state 
to promote a more Islamic society, while Fatayat seeks a role for religion in the 
public sphere as a way to promote justice and equality. 

 Not only do national anxieties about social and political change occur on the 
terrain of gender, but moral debates about gender are also driven by global pro-
cesses, especially the emergence of normative orders that are not contained within 
the nation-state. These normative orders, which may clash or intersect with the 
state, fuel debates about existing social arrangements, and especially, questions of 
what constitutes moral behavior and the public good. 

 In Indonesia, the Islamic revival has called into question norms of citizen-
ship and the relationship between religion and state. Yet as we have seen, global 
discourses not only stimulate moral debates but also promote contestation in 
those debates. Gender, with its close relationship to sexuality and reproduction, 
is not surprisingly a key aspect of these globally driven moral debates. Islam and 
feminism present women activists with the means to engage in these debates, 
providing tools for arguments for a more Islamic society and a traditional gender 
order, or conversely, for gender equality and women’s rights. Thus, it is precisely 
in these kinds of debates that Indonesian women activists such as those in PKS and 
Fatayat adapt global discourses to express their own moral visions for the future of 
Indonesia. 

 The Indonesian case sheds light not only on how global processes produce 
moral debates in the public sphere, but also the complex ways gender is implicated 
in such struggles. While the emergence of global normative frameworks may mean 
that the state is no longer the central moral authority, state power is more than ever 
an object of contestation in Indonesia. Examining recent Indonesian moral contro-
versies demonstrates that ideas about gender are very much tied to broader visions 
of religion and the nation-state. While these processes are driven by global struc-
tures, these same global structures and processes are also helping to produce new 
subjectivities whose public interventions target the nation-state. Muslim women 
activists in Indonesia have begun to take advantage of these developments. Nev-
ertheless, we should be cautious about equating women’s agency with liberation, 
for Muslim women’s activism is not necessarily oriented towards equality. While 
some activists seek equality and rights, others pursue stronger moral regulation. 
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The question that remains is not merely the eventual outcomes of such debates for 
women in Indonesia, but the broader consequences of competing moral orders for 
social change and power relations in the contemporary world. 
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ENDNOTES

1.  I use a broad definition of women’s activism to refer to women organizing other women 
for purposes thought to benefit women more generally. This includes activism by women 
oriented towards equality or rights (which I call women’s rights activism), as well as activism 
by women more oriented toward the goal of building an Islamic society. 

2.  The organizations in this study have encouraged me to use their real names. However, all 
individual names have been changed. 

3.  For more information, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indonesian_legislative_
election,_2009. 

4.  www.thejakartapost.com/news/2009/05/28/house-sees-record-number-women.html. 
5.  In her influential work, Yuval-Davis provides case studies of how states and nationalist 

movements have sought to regulate women’s bodies. A classic example is Nazi Germany, 
where Hitler’s regime exhorted women to remain in the house and bear children to reproduce 
the nation. More recently, scholars have argued that Muslim groups’ demands for women 
to veil or to behave modestly represent attempts to reformulate the nation through control 
over women and reproduction (Ong 1996; Gole 1996). Similarly, scholars of South Asia have 
written about how Hindu nationalists seek to marginalize Muslims based on their alleged 
mistreatment of women. Here again, women are mobilized as a symbol of a community’s 
status (Jeffery and Basu 1998).

6.  Feminism here is used descriptively, to refer to a set of transnational discourses of women’s 
equality in public and private spheres. 

7.  Allen (2007) writes that an early version of the bill was drawn up and shelved in the 1990s. 
8.  Pornography in the bill is defined as: coital acts, foreplay and sexual diversions pertaining 

to intercourse, sexual violence, masturbation or onanism, nudity or illusions/allusions to 
nudity, and genitalia. A further clarification in the bill’s text defines nudity as: appearance or 
reference to nude bodies (http://www.indonesiamatters.com/2474/porn-laws/). 

9.  The bill was most strongly opposed by artists and by the Balinese, who argued that erotic and 
sensual expression is intrinsic to their traditional culture. Balinese politicians have said that 
they will not enforce the legislation in Bali. 

10.  Wardoyo, owner of a chain of chicken restaurants, announced an award to promote 
‘transparent polygamy,’ in which a husband would inform his wife of his new marriage. 
At 2003 gala, Wardoyo honored 37 men and distributed pro-polygamy books. Protesters 
marched outside holding placards with slogans such as: “Monogamy yes, polygamy no” and  
“Polygamy transgresses human rights” (Robinson 2009; Brenner 2006). 

11 . www.femalebeauty.info/2006/aa-gym-popular-indonesian-preacher-sparks-polygamy-
debate.html. 
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Globalization and the Chinese Muslim 
Community in Southwest China

Michael C. Brose, Ph.D., University of Wyoming

ABSTRACT

Is globalization a good thing when it comes to religion and religious practice gener-
ally in China? What contributions might globalization have on the practice of reli-
gion, or more broadly, on social transformation, in China? Focusing more specifically 
on Islam in China, is it also subject to forces of globalization? If so, will that encoun-
ter result in more or less social and political power to Muslims in China? Is Islam 
antithetical to or a part of modernization? These are just some of the questions that 
are raised in thinking about the role of Islam in China today as related to the theme 
of this  special issue, “religion and globalization in Asia.” This paper uses two case 
studies, recent mosque construction projects and the development of a new Institute 
of Arabic Studies in Yunnan Province, China, to understand if and how global trends 
have affected the Islamic community and practice of Islam in one region of China.

Southwest China presents a unique context for the role of Islam in Chinese society 
because this area is largely free of the hot ethno-religious issues that plague other 
parts of China. Yunnan is also home to twenty-six official minority groups, but of 
these the Chinese Muslims have been largely ignored by scholars. It is clear, how-
ever, that Chinese Muslims are becoming important economic and political actors in 
Yunnan, judged by the kinds of mosques and educational activities they are sponsor-
ing. They present an excellent opportunity to probe the impact of globalization on 
local forms of Islam, to understand how Islam might become a strategic social and 
political resource for the Yunnan Chinese Muslim community, how identity politics 
serves this group’s interests, and to demonstrate the importance of regional particu-
larities in understanding “Islam in China.” 

introduCtion

 When people discuss the impacts of globalization in and on China, they usu-
ally point to such phenomena as the ubiquitous Starbucks and Kentucky Fried 
Chicken stores and their local knockoffs that are springing up in every town. 
The implication of these observations is that this is essentially a “clash” between 
universal (read “western”) and national or local cultures, and  one can only end 
up destroying the national or local culture. This same discourse has been applied 
unevenly to writing about the state of religion in contemporary China, focusing, 
for example, on the spread of Protestant Christianity and the so-called house 
church movement, and equating all Muslims in China with world terrorism. This 
paper focuses on the state of Islam in China today. It is a compelling case study 
through which to problematize the impact of globalization on China, and it is 
perhaps one of the least understood aspects of religion in China by the rest of the 
world.

 While it is a commonplace to treat Islam as a monolithic entity in China, in 
fact, there are ten separate groups of Muslims in China. This paper focuses on a 
group of Muslims who are spread across all parts of China and are not identified 
with any one piece of territory or specific ethnic group. This ubiquitous group 
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is usually known by its state-assigned name, the “Chinese or Han Muslims” (C. 
Huizu, 回族). In an effort to avoid the usual trap of treating all of China as the 
same, we limit our discussion to the Chinese Muslims who live in the far south-
western province of Yunnan. This paper argues that globalization has affected the 
Hui of Yunnan in some specific ways, but that that has not been at the expense of 
local initiatives and identity. In fact, global and local trends reinforce each other, 
creating positive sites of engagement by and for these people in their local social 
and political worlds.

defininG Globalization

 The topic of globalization has been the focus of an enormous body of scholar-
ship, and several definitions have emerged. Much of that scholarship assumes 
that it is a totalizing experience that changes the local environment without 
question and largely without the assent or cooperation of locals. Some of this 
scholarship even seems to be a revived orientalism, substituting the national for 
local. Some recent studies, however, argue instead that particularized versions 
or aspects of globalization and habitus meet in unique mediation points that 
result either in a refined reaction to (accommodation) or outright rejection of the 
globalizing force by locals, depending on whether the globalizing force allows 
the local community to choose and realize their desires.1 One recent study on the 
effects of globalization on Chinese cities captures the renewed emphasis on the 
active agency of the local context especially well, arguing for a “bottom-up and 
trans-local process embedded in national territories” to understand globalization.2 
Essentially, this is a call for a more nuanced understanding of the interaction of 
global and local forces, hinting that neither is all-powerful or monolithic. 

 Another helpful way to conceptualize how globalization works in order to 
keep the local in perspective is to use the metaphor of friction to describe the en-
counter between the global and local, where this friction creates tension that can be 
positive and productive as well as negative .3 There are a variety of value spheres 
(religion, economy, politics, etc.) and each of these needs to be analyzed in com-
ing to terms with globalization. In other words, we are seeking to build a model of 
globalization as a contextualized experience where different aspects of globaliza-
tions interact with a number of locales. Each and every “global-local interaction 
is particular vis-à-vis (1) the elements of globalization and subjectivity, (2) the 
elective affinity or alienation [by the local community] of those elements, and (3) 
the community’s revaluation of the criteria of subjectivity given new possibilities… 
the greater the association between globalization and the absence of local political, 
economic, or cultural self-determination, the more militant and anti-humanist the 
response.”4 Enacting this kind of multi-faceted approach to studying globalizing 
forces and local agency, even limited to the Yunnan Hui community, is a task too 
large for this paper. I have thus chosen two specific sites where this global-local 
interaction is most evident, the architecture of new mosques and a new school for 
Islamic studies, as case studies to begin with.

definitions: Chinese muslims

 One of the tasks of this paper is to question the typical monolithic readings of 
“China” and the “Chinese Muslims.” Muslims have been a part of China ever since 
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the seventh century, but definitions of that community have been fairly vague until 
quite recently in Chinese history. This question became critical after the demise of 
the imperial system when various people were casting about for a replacement. 
Well before the People’s Republic was established in 1949, Communist Party of-
ficials were thinking about which constituents were to be included in that new 
national project, and they included Muslims.5 One of the first campaigns rolled 
out by the new nation’s leaders to bring everyone into the project was the 1950 
Nationalities Identification Project that eventually resulted in the identification of 
ten separate Muslim groups in China, and restricting the Hui minority group to 
Chinese-speaking non-Turkic peoples across China. The Hui thus became the only 
official national minority group who were identified solely on the basis of their 
practice of religion, and not on overt ethnic or racial criteria.

 According to the 2000 national census, there are at least 20 million Muslims in 
the People’s Republic of China, and 48% of these, or 9.8 million, are Hui (the actual 
numbers may be far higher, possibly as many as 60 million total).6 While the Hui 
across China share many similarities and, in some respects, constitute a national 
group, they are also residents of specific regions and provinces, and these local 
contexts certainly shape their identity. For example, Yunnan is home to 26 separate 
official minority groups, and several of these, such as the Bai and Yi, also include 
their own Muslims (Bai Hui and Yi Hui). Yunnan has had a unique history and role 
within greater “China.” Nowhere is that local history and culture better seen than 
in the Muslims of the province. They played key political and economic roles for 
much of Yunnan’s imperial past, and have revived that position in the post-Mao 
era.

yunnan

 The area now known as Yunnan Province was for centuries controlled by local 
states that spanned current national borders and peoples, a true “frontier zone” 
from the Chinese perspective that was only brought under the direct control of the 
Chinese court when the Mongols invaded the area in the 1250s and designated it 
one of eleven Branch Secretariats that included present-day Yunnan and eastern 
Sichuan. These administrative entities were only loosely controlled by the central 
court, and it was not really until the succeeding Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) that 
Yunnan became a true province, administered by Beijing.7 Even then, Yunnan’s ori-
entation remained as much tied to that large highlands region that has been called 
zomia, and which was beyond the control of the various states whose main popu-
lation bases were in lowland areas (China, northern Vietnam, Laos, and northern 
Myanmar).8 This regional orientation towards its near neighbors in Southeast Asia 
has reemerged recently when it designated three cities in Yunnan as “state-level 
open cities” to promote border trade and investment between Myanmar and Yun-
nan.9

 Yunnan’s unique history among the Chinese provinces also stems from the 
rather unique role that Islam has played there. While Central Asian Muslims 
played important roles in many parts of Mongol-controlled China, perhaps no-
where did they exercise as much direct authority over the area and people as in 
Yunnan. The first Muslim presence in Yunnan in any significant way came with the 
Mongol conquests and pacification of the region. Qubilai appointed a trusted Mus-
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lim from Central Asia named Sayyid Ajall Shams al-Din governor of the region 
in 1274, and his rule proved beneficial for the consolidation of the various tribes 
under Mongol authority. Sayyid Ajall’s sons and grandsons continued to rule the 
area as long as the Mongols controlled China.10 In fact, Yunnan was the site of late 
Mongol loyalist resistance to the consolidation of control of China by Zhu Yuan-
zhang, who did not bring Yunnan into line until the 1380s.

 In spite of the fact that Muslims had dominated Yunnan politics during the 
Mongol period (or perhaps because of that), the new emperor of the Ming Dynasty 
(1368-1644), Zhu Yuanzhang, also placed Muslims there as regional governors. It is 
not usually recognized as such by non-specialists, but the Ming Dynasty was really 
a turning point for Chinese Muslims, the first time when they shifted in their iden-
tity from “Muslims in China” to “Chinese Muslims.”11 It was during this period 
that Yunnan became associated with a center of Islamic learning in China; sev-
eral notable Muslim writers and thinkers from Yunnan made specific attempts to 
reconcile Islam and Confucianism during this era, the Qu’ran was translated into 
Chinese, and Islam really for the first time became a part of the Chinese religious 
scene. Many of the leaders of this movement came from Yunnan.

 Coming to the present, it cannot be denied that the Muslims of Yunnan share a 
great deal in common with their Hui brethren across China. This is due not least to 
the fact that all Muslims in China are subject to the same state-enforced education-
al curriculum and policies, and that prominent Muslim clerics and leaders travel 
frequently between the various regions of China in order to teach and preach 
to congregations across the country. But regional differences in China cannot be 
ignored, especially since regional differences in social and economic issues have 
long dominated local life, and have shaped all aspects of that life. For example, the 
Hui in Gansu and Ningxia (in northwest China) have far different social, environ-
mental, economic and political issues to confront than do the Hui in Yunnan. Their 
specific context also undoubtedly has played a role in how and to what extent each 
community has accommodated to or rejected globalizing trends in Islam. We now 
turn to the two sites of interaction that demonstrate some of the prospects and pat-
terns of globalization in the Yunnan Hui community, new mosque architecture and 
a new Institute of Arabic Studies.12

“Global” and “loCal” in arChiteCture: Global forms

 This paper does not engage the debate on global forms of Islamic architecture. 
I define “global” as those architectural and artistic styles that appear to be ubiq-
uitous across the Islamic world and that reflect apparent Arab or Middle Eastern 
origins.13 I begin by assuming that there are certain core architectural features of 
the mosque that appear to be common across the entire Islamic world, including 
the dome over the qibla wall, the free-standing minaret, and pointed or rounded 
archways (discussed in more detail below). Beyond these, some stylistic elements, 
such as the use of geometrical patterning so that the interior of the mosque repre-
sents the vault of the heavens, absence of representational images, and abundance 
of highly-stylized calligraphy, may also be found in mosques across the Islamic 
world.

 The chief aim of Islamic sacred space is to create a building that is a metaphor 
of Islamic cosmogony, which should elevate the mind of the worshipper or viewer 
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above the mundane world of corruption to an ideal realm where order and harmo-
ny reign.14 As Luo has pointed out, these elements can be found in older mosques 
in various parts of China.

 Imperial architectural styles had a heavy influence on religious architecture 
across China, and this extended to mosques, which shared similar architectural 
features with Buddhist and Confucian temples.15 In modern architecture, however, 
it is problematic to argue that there are no distinctive regional styles. For example, 
we know that mosques in the arid northwest are quite distinct architecturally from 
mosques in other parts of China owing to the lack of timber building supplies and 
the large Turkic and Central Asian cultural heritage there. Yunnan is another area 
where regional differences show up easily in material culture and the built envi-
ronment, not least because of its climate, abundance of wood, and the heavy influ-
ence of southeast Asian styles, as well as the fact it is home to 26 different ethnic 
groups (the most diverse province in China). Most people have undoubtedly seen 
photos of the traditional dwellings of the peoples in southern Yunnan, closer to 
Thai than Chinese culture. Muslims are also a part of this social landscape. As with 
all Muslims in China, there is no national or central religious authority that directs 
the Yunnanese Chinese Muslim affairs and appoints religious personnel. Rather, 
these decisions are all made at the local level (provincial, county, and even city or 
local area), and each Hui community reflects its own particular social and ecologi-
cal landscape.16 We shall see some of these characteristics evident in mosques in 
Kunming (昆明), Dali (大理), Nagu (納古), and Yao’an (姚安) cities.

islamiC or Chinese arChiteCture?

 The few mosques that we will examine here raise immediately the issues of 
defining exactly what is critically “Islamic,” “Chinese,” and “local” about these 
mosques.17 Since architecture must be understood as a text that reflects the val-
ues of the community in which a building is situated, then “reading” that “text” 
should then reveal those values to anyone who sees it. The mosque, in particular, 
may also be understood as a site of negotiation or articulation between Islam (as 
a world religion) and local or national culture and society. This is probably espe-
cially true in China, where monotheistic world religions stand in stark contrast to 
Chinese religions and social values. Examining these mosques should thus reveal 
the ways in which Islam interacts with Chinese and Yunnan values.

 How should we read the architecture of these mosques? It seems clear that 
we must examine the building itself in its social, political, economic, and ecologi-
cal context. Messages that buildings are meant to convey to the public can only be 
read correctly if we understand and take into account this context. Ismaïl Seragel-
din suggests that we examine buildings within a matrix that looks at both building 
types and architectural approaches.18 Serageldin identifies several major building 
types, three of which apply to the mosques we shall see in this paper; the mosque 
as a major landmark structure, the mosque as a community center complex, and 
the small local mosque. He also identifies five architectural approaches that should 
be considered in this kind of analysis, (1) a popular, vernacular approach that 
stresses traditional indigenous architectural language, and usually built by local 
craftsmen from the community rather than an architect, (2) a traditional approach, 
taken by an architect using vernacular or historically relevant forms, (3) a populist 



Asia Pacific: Perspectives ∙ May 2011
D

o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 f
ro

m
 h

tt
p
:/

/w
w

w
.p

ac
ifi

cr
im

.u
sf

ca
.e

d
u
/r

es
ea

rc
h
/p

er
sp

ec
ti
ve

s

Globalization and the Chinese Muslim Community / Brose u 66

approach, similar to the vernacular approach but using a wider spectrum of imag-
ery, (4) an adaptive modern approach, assimilating traditional vocabulary into a 
modern approach, and finally (5) a modernist approach that emphasizes original-
ity and modern forms and themes.

 Mapping mosques within this matrix will then allow us to understand  them 
at several different levels and to read the meaning inherent in them, the meaning 
that their planners, funders and builders surely intended to convey to worship-
pers and the general public:   the mosque as a building, the mosque in its physical 
context, the mosque in its cultural context, the mosque in its local or regional intel-
lectual milieu, and finally, the mosque in its international context. This brief paper 
cannot propose to do more than introduce some of these themes and methods of 
analysis to these few examples of mosques in Yunnan Province. But it is hoped that 
this will prove stimulating to further analysis of this kind on Islamic architecture in 
other provinces and regions of China.

basiC elements of the mosque

 We must first remind ourselves of the defining elements of any mosque 
around the world. These elements transcend regional or national distinctions, and 
can rightly be said to constitute a global Islamic architecture. The most important 
elements in any mosque are the mihrab (C. mihalabi 米哈拉比) niche and qibla (C. 
gebulai 格卜来) plaque in that niche, both of which indicate the direction for prayer. 
The qibla is considered a sacred object itself, and in Chinese mosques always 
includes both stylized Arabic and Chinese inscriptions. All mosques include an 
ablution space for ritual washings before worship, a minbar (C. minbaier 敏拜尔) 
or pulpit, the kursi, a lectern on which the Qur’an is placed, a minaret (C. bangke 
lou 邦克楼) and the portal or gate in the wall that surrounds the mosque, dividing 
the outside from the tranquil inner space of the mosque compound. Finally, the 
main hall of the mosque is a space demarcated for prayer, usually in the form of a 
rectangular hall that allows all worshippers to be equidistant from the mihrab.19

Globalization and the traditional Chinese mosque

 While most mosques constructed in imperial Chinese periods adopted impe-
rial architectural styles, a few did combine Chinese and Central Asian motifs and 
styles in some unique ways, as seen in the old mosques in the port cities of Quan-
zhou and and Guangzhou.20 Mosques constructed in the imperial period in Yun-
nan used traditional Chinese imperial and temple architectural styles, especially 
in the layout and orientation of the buildings, the roof lines and kinds of materials 
used in construction. We see this in two examples, the oldest mosque in the provin-
cial capital, Kunming and in Dali, which has the oldest surviving mosque in the 
region, dating to the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 CE) 

KunminG City

 The old mosque in Kunming (Shunchengjie Qingzhensi 顺城街清真寺) is situ-
ated behind high walls in the now-destroyed old Muslim quarter of the city (see 
Figure 1). When the rest of the neighborhood was still standing it was not appar-
ent from outside the compound that a mosque was within the walls. Once inside 
the gate, it becomes clear that this is a place of refuge and serenity away from the 
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world. The old mosque has been refurbished recently with substantial  donations 
by the local Hui community. The style of the original building has been main-
tained, but now rebuilt on a raised platform, underneath which are located rooms 
for teaching and modern ablution space. In front of the mosque is a traditional 
ablution pool which is now clearly decorative, but serves as the focal point of the 
walled courtyard. Surrounding the central prayer hall are multiple-storey build-
ings for other mosque activities, including school rooms and living quarters. The 
exterior of the main prayer hall of the old Kunming mosque has retained many 
stylistic elements of the traditional Chinese mosque, including faux wood beam 
construction (concrete painted to look like wood), a series of narrow carved panel 
front doors just inside the overhanging eaves of the building, and a tile roofline in 
typical Chinese style with arched eaves.

dali City

 The old mosque in Dali (Dali Nanmen Qingzhensi 大理南门清真寺) is a much 
better example of a traditional Chinese mosque that was built in the imperial peri-
od than the old mosque in Kunming (Figure 2). Like the Kunming mosque, it too is 
reached by a door in a wall that separates the mosque compound from the neigh-
borhood. This mosque has been well maintained and not renovated to remove 
any of its traditional features. The main prayer hall inside the mosque compound 
is a wood building first built in the Ming Dynasty. Its style is very much that of 
traditional Chinese imperial and religious architecture; a set of intricately carved, 
painted and lacquered wood doors protect the interior of the prayer hall, under 
wide eaves with carved wood brackets that serve as both structural and decorative 
functions. This mosque has escaped all attempts at modernization, still located on 
its original raised stone platform.

 The interior of this Dali mosque is where the striking blend of Chinese and 
Islamic styles is best seen (Figure 3). First, the wide mihrab niche contains a qibla 

Figure 1: Kunming City old mosque Courtyard and exterior.
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set within a stone framework supporting a traditional Chinese roof system and 
decorated with highly stylized quotations in Arabic script. On the right side of the 
mihrab stand a set of carpeted steps that appear to be a simple minbar. Framing 
the outside of the niche, not visible in the photo, are Chinese-style architectural 
brackets supporting a horizontal beam painted in typical Chinese style with Arabic 
inscriptions. Finally, just to be sure that the focus of the worshipper is correctly 
oriented, above it all hangs a painting of Mecca and the Ka`ba. 

 The reader will notice some obvious differences in these two buildings. First, 
as noted above, the Kunming mosque has undergone extensive renovation and 
repair, including elevating the building on a foundation that has allowed for a 
basement area for educational and other mosque activities. Much of the tradi-
tional wood architectural elements have been replaced with concrete painted 
in traditional Chinese motifs and styles and to resemble wood. The traditional 

Figure 2: dali City south gate mosque.
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roofline and materials have been retained here, and the overall appearance is one 
of a highly valued structure that has simply been restored and updated to retain 
the best of its original features but with modern amenities.

 The mosque in Dali’s old town is noticeably different, if only from the fact that, 
while well cared for, it has not undergone any kind of modernization. This may 
be due to the fact that this mosque is located in the old section of Dali city, now a 
tourist destination. But that fact has not diminished the role of this mosque as the 
center of a lively Muslim community.

Figure 3: dali City old mosque mihrab niChe and qibla.
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modern mosques

 Visitors to either Kunming or Dali who are interested in religious sites will 
already know that these two historic mosques are by no means the only ones. In fact, 
several new mosques have also been built in these cities, and they indicate a thriving 
Hui population. Equally noticeable, however, is the marked shift in style of archi-
tecture of these new mosques, most definitely going away from traditional Chinese-
style buildings to more modern structures that appear to use a universal, global style 
of Islamic architecture that is indebted to Middle Eastern designs. Does this trend 
really represent a rejection of Chinese or local styles, possibly as part of a globalizing 
Islam? What, if anything, is “Chinese” about the modern mosque in China? And 
what do these new mosques tell us about globalization in these communities?

Figure 4: Kunming new mosque.
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 Observing practices in recent mosque construction in Yunnan, it seems that 
the “Chinese” or local cultural signs have been removed from the mosque in favor 
of buildings and spaces that look decidedly “classical Islamic.” However, a close 
reading of some Hui mosques across Yunnan Province reveals a more complex pic-
ture, one where local communities have incorporated some global Islamic elements 
into their new mosques while still retaining a sense of local culture and values. In 
fact, the architectural programs used in these mosques demonstrate that global 
Islam is still subservient to local culture, and that it is not necessarily a globalizing 
force that totally changes or overwhelms local culture.21 We might argue that this 
globalizing architectural trend presents a positive prospect for the local Chinese 
Muslim community to project to the wider world an identity of spiritual and finan-
cial health, something that their non-Muslim neighbors can look on with envy. The 
range of choices for expressing levels of social power have thus increased for this 
community when they invoke these new styles.

 Compare the old Kunming mosque to the new mosque in Kunming (Nancheng 
Qingzhensi 南城清真寺). This large complex presents us immediately as something 
quite different from its nearby neighbor, the old mosque. Everything from the 
building skin and color to the use of the dome and freestanding minaret lets the 
casual observer know this is a modern Islamic building! To this western observer, 
moreover, the only feature that might distinguish it from any mosque in other 
parts of the Islamic world are the Chinese characters above the main portal and the 
use of the Chinese style screen in front of the door. But a more careful examination 
reveals a lot of “Chinese modern” features that have also been incorporated into 
this building, features that tie it as much to expressions or conceptualizations of 
Chinese “modernity” as to “Islamic” styles, including the extensive use of white 
and colored glazed tiles on the exterior of this concrete multi-storey building bro-

Figure 5: dali City new mosque.
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ken into square lines enclosing tall, clear glass windows. This is typical of contem-
porary secular urban architecture in China. The building is also clearly marked 
as Islamic by incorporating the byzantine pointed arch and dome, styles that are 
much more reminiscent of Central Asian sacred buildings. Finally, unlike older 
mosques that are completely hidden behind high walls, this structure is obvious to 
the neighborhood because it is tall and it is protected by a wrought iron fence.

 The new mosque in Dali City (Dali Nanwuliqiao Qingzhensi 大理南五里桥清真
寺) is also strikingly modern in appearance (see figure 5). Its planners and builders 
almost completely rejected the traditional Chinese-style mosque style in favor of 
what appears an even more global Islamic style, complete with free-standing mina-
rets, pointed green domes with stylized Arabic inscription, and the single-storey 
white building with blue trim. The only features of this building that might locate 
it to China are the carved plain wood panel doors on the front of the mosque.

 What can we say in terms of comparisons between the Kunming and Dali 
mosques? First, we can certainly see that the old imperial-era mosques used the 
same Chinese imperial building styles and artistic motifs that were also used in 
other Chinese imperial and sacred buildings. In contrast, the new mosques in both 
cities emphatically rejected that old imperial style in favor of secular modernist 
styles that incorporate Islamic architectural vocabulary, especially the minaret, 
dome and arches. There is no mistaking these new mosques for anything other 
than Islamic buildings. The new mosque in Kunming is completely “modern” with 
Chinese elements, while the new mosque in Dali does not strike one as “modern” 
as much as totally “non-Chinese.” In fact, the new Dali mosque could be trans-
planted with ease to many other parts of the wider Islamic world and not be out of 
place!

 It is clear that the old imperial-era mosques adopted an organic style that 
allowed for some Islamic elements in the otherwise-dominant imperial Chinese 
architectural and decorative program (what may be called an Imperial Sino-Islamic 
style). This is not surprising since the oldest mosques in Yunnan date to the Ming, 
when Yunnan was for the first time firmly a part of larger China. It is also not 
surprising to see new mosques depart from that tradition, but the departure may 
reflect a variety of reasons and motives. Kunming’s new mosque, which inte-
grates Chinese modernist and Islamic programs, reflects that city’s position as the 
provincial capital that is also home to a thriving Chinese Muslim community. The 
fact that the new mosque in Dali eschewed Chinese modernist building styles and 
themes in favor of what appears to be a wholly un-Chinese, purely Islamic build-
ing may reflect the desire of that community’s residents to exhibit their Muslim 
piety or their possible ties to a wider transnational Islamic world?22

 The choice of architectural and decorative programs in new mosques in Yun-
nan seems to be open to some interpretation at the local level, and we see this even 
more dramatically in two other examples from communities in central Yunnan. 
These demonstrate, I believe, the growing vitality of local Chinese Muslim com-
munities, and their increasing sense of confidence to express their identity to the 
rest of the world, at least in their vicinity. A new mosque in the city of Nagu in 
south-central Yunnan and one in the north-central town of Yao’an could not be 
more different on first glance. Both, however, are examples of vibrant Hui commu-
nities who have made decisive statements about their own identity and how they 
see themselves vis-à-vis their neighbors and the state.
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naGu City

 If there is any example of a new mosque dominating its local setting and mak-
ing a bold statement to the wider community it would have to be the impressive 
mosque in Nagu City (see figure 6). First, it is clear that this large building totally 
dominates the city, rising several storeys above any surrounding buildings and vis-
ible even several miles outside of the city. It is also a striking example of the fusion 
of Chinese modern and Islamic styles, with its white-tiled exterior encasing large, 
multi-storey windows of clear glass in pointed byzantine-style arches, and with 
the large green dome and four tall minarets, completed with inscriptions in both 
Chinese and Arabic. It also dwarfs the nearby old mosque, which, interestingly, 
was not demolished but instead completely restored in traditional style and now 
serves as the women’s mosque for the community. 

 As the photo makes clear, this is no austere building! The large amount of glass 
provides for an expansive, light main prayer hall replete with gold chandeliers 
and ornate fixtures and hardware. The height of the minarets also lends emphasis 
to the soaring nature of the building into space. It literally towers over every other 
building in the city, representing the socio-economic position of the Nagu Hui 
community, who are the economic elite of Nagu City because they dominate the 
traditional copper mining and manufacturing industries there. These same Hui 
industrialists who sponsored the construction of this mosque have also built new 
palatial estates for themselves, homes that are modern in every sense of the word 
and that would stand up to any mansion in the West. This new mosque is a bold 
statement of the modernity and the economic health of this Muslim community to 
nearby towns, if not the rest of the province.

Figure 6: nagu City new mosque.
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 At the time it was completed the Nagu new mosque was the largest in all of 
Yunnan. It seems to affirm the idea that the Hui of Yunnan are interested in new 
mosques that have deliberately rejected the traditional Sino-Islamic style in favor 
of more ostentatious, visible buildings that stand out above and apart from their 
architectural and cultural context and that appear to adopt some kind of global Is-
lamic architectural style. But lest we think the picture is really this simple, we now 
turn to a final example of a contemporary mosque that throws this trend into ques-
tion, a mosque in a much smaller community the north-central town of Yao’an.

yao’an City

 Yao’an City is smaller in population, and more remote and poorer overall than 
Nagu. The majority of businesses are small-scale merchants, and the Hui popula-
tion is also much smaller than in Nagu. The new mosque in the center of town 
presents us with an interesting example of a deliberate mixing of traditional and 
modern styles that, according to leaders of the Hui community, reflect the religious 
pluralism of the wider Yao’an community. (see Figure 7). This mosque was under 
construction when I visited it in 2001, financed exclusively by local residents. It is a 
three storey structure, the bottom two storeys constructed in the latest tile and con-
crete technology integrating Islamic architectural features such as the byzantine-
style pointed arch and lack of outside ornamentation in a typical modern Chinese 
building, all concrete with glazed tile skin and clear glass windows. The one nod to 
traditional Chinese architectural style here is the traditional tile roof with pointed 
eaves that separates the bottom storeys from the top.

 The top storey of this building is where things become interesting; it has been 
constructed entirely in the fashion of the traditional Chinese religious building, 
with reproductions of lacquered carved panel doors, octagonal lattice windows, 
curving eaves and traditional brackets that support a tiled roof. Just like other tra-
ditional mosques, the only indication that this is a mosque is the Arabic inscription 
over the main entrance.

Figure 7: yao’an City new mosque, Front View.
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 What does this mosque tell us about the Yao’an Hui community? I was told by 
the mosque superintendent that the Hui community built their mosque on the site 
of an old Daoist temple, and in exchange for permission to build their mosque they 
promised to reconstruct the temple as part of their new mosque. Thus, the top sto-
rey was built in that old style. Community interests and shared values thus appear 
to be more important than sectarian differences. Also of note, while it is a modern 
building, it was not meant to stand out from its near neighbors. In fact, the only 
visible portion of the mosque, which is surrounded by a wall, is the top storey. 
Thus, it would not be immediately identifiable as a mosque to people who did not 
live in or know the community. Just as important, while this mosque is obviously a 
building that has required large sums of capital to construct, it is not overly osten-
tatious. This undoubtedly expresses the socio-economic status of the Yao’an Hui 
community and their relations to other citizens of Yao’an. The building is entirely 
appropriate in its cultural context, both as a religious building and as a modern ad-
dition to this regional town. Situating it in the local-global discourse, this mosque 
shows us the continuing importance of local culture and society that mediates or 
integrates larger modern and Islamic styles and architectural techniques to serve 
the interests and needs of the Yao’an Hui community who are part of a larger com-
munity.

eduCation, the internet and the yunnan Chinese muslim 
Community

 A far clearer case that demonstrates the impact of globalization on the Yunnan 
Hui community than mosque architecture is the new Institute of Arabic Stud-
ies established a few years ago in the south-central provincial town of Kaiyuan. 
Kaiyuan is not too far from the town of Nagu, and has a long history as a center 
of Islam in the province that stretches back to the Mongol era. Its location on the 
major north-south trading routes between central Yunnan and Vietnam was one 
reason that Muslim traders settled there long ago. Kaiyuan was also a major transit 
point on the colonial French rail line that ran from northern Vietnam to Kunming. 
Kaiyuan City is home to three national minority groups, the Hani, Yi and Hui, 
which together make up almost half of the population. There has been a mosque 
in Kaiyuan City at least since the Qing period. In 1979 the provincial government 
authorized the mosque to open a school for Hui students. It grew over time, both 
in enrollments and purpose, and in 1999 the government approved the change of 
name of the school to the “Kaiyuan Institute of Arabic Studies.”23 The reasons for 
that change, and the current direction of this school all show the impact of global-
ization on this local institution.

Kaiyuan institute oF arabiC studies

 This institute evolved out of the former local mosque school in 1999 under the 
direction of Mr. Ma Ligu, a local Hui man who had studied at the Imam University 
in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia and had obtained his MA in Arabic Literature at Jinnah 
University in Pakistan before returning to Kaiyuan. This kind of international 
training would not have been possible before, and it is clear that Mr. Ma had grand 
ambitions for this school. Now-President Ma has recruited several teachers for this 
institute from the Islamic “heartland,” including a person with a BA from Saudi 
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Arabia and MA from Pakistan, another teacher who graduated from an education-
al institute in Pakistan, and three teachers with degrees from Syrian universities.

 In 2002 the Institute added a large building of 2000 square meters that in-
cluded eight classrooms, an assembly hall, gymnasium, and other facilities to 
accommodate their growing student body. A year later they boasted an enrollment 
of over 120 students from all around China. Their website, in Chinese and Eng-
lish, boasts a modern curriculum that enables students to “catch up with the rapid 
growth of the present information era.”24 Their curriculum includes the following 
required and elective courses:

1. Compulsory courses: 
    Arabic: Basic Arabic (Volumes 1-4) compiled by the Arabic department of Beijing  
 Foreign Studies University. 
    Arabic grammar, rhetoric, translation.  
    Practical spoken Arabic. 
    Newspaper and magazine reading. 
    Business Arabic, etc. 
    Religion: the Holy Koran, the Hadith, the Islamic creed, Islamic law, Islamic ethics  
    Chinese: Modern Chinese , literary selections from classical Chinese  literature, etc. 
    History: Chinese history, Arabic history, Islamic history. 
    Social science:  Politics, common knowledge of law, etc.

2. Elective / Additional courses: 
  English and Computer.

 The Kaiyuan Arabic Institute also prides itself on its outreach activities. In ad-
dition to its website, they publish a regular newspaper called Islamic Garden, now 
over 27 issues and available, apparently, throughout China by regular post in hard 
copy with a reported readership of 13,500 (curiously, not available in electronic 
form from their website). Their website also boasts that theirs is the only campus 
website of any Islamic school in China, and they clearly take pride in attracting 
domestic and international students and scholars. The Institute’s mission to explic-
itly dedicated to educating a new generation of Muslim leaders across China. They 
will allow any Muslim, male or female, to enroll who meet certain criteria: (1) they 
must be secondary school graduates or those with an equivalent educational level, 
(2) they must be in good health and exhibit good behavior, and (3) age between 
18-25. Their website also situates this school within the framework of and new 
nationalism in China.

"The aim of the institute is to cultivate talented people, for the national economic de-
velopment and the improvement of the quality of the nations, for adapting to the needs 
of  reform and opening up and the needs of exploring the great northwestern China, 
for promoting peace and unity and for building a civilized society; by further adapting 
itself to the needs of social development and insisting on the principle of that the educa-
tion should serve  the country for its construction and make benefits for  Muslims.

With the help of Allah, with the generous support of the local Muslims, and with the 
continuing efforts of the institute, Kaiyuan institute of Arabic has made progress in all 
respects. Particularly, the system of post responsibility set up between the institute and 
the Mosque committee, has made things done and responsibilities taken accordingly, 
and has got all things running on the right tracks with a favorable circle.

Since the founding of the institute, nearly 4 years (sic) time, the institute has introduced 
and sent 17 students abroad: 3 to Saudi Arabia,1 to Yemen, 5 to Syria, 5 to Pakistan, 2 to 
Iran and 1 to Thailand.
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Kaiyuan institute of Arabic will commit and dedicate itself with sincerity to the educa-
tional undertakings of the Chinese Muslim community." 25

 It is clear that the Hui community of Kaiyuan City has realized the potential 
offered by the internet to establish their identity as normative citizens of the nation 
who are serving national interests by promoting this specific religious education. 
The Hui students that graduate from this institute will be harbingers of local, 
regional and national development, as well as productive Muslims who will build 
and strengthen that particular community. This is an especially important message 
to convey in China since Islam has, according to many Hui, been unfairly painted 
as an extremist religion by a few but active Uyghur separatists in Xinjiang. It is 
also noteworthy that this Institute has sent its students to several countries in the 
Muslim world to study! These students are presumably meant to return to China 
where they will take up teaching or religious positions in Chinese Muslim commu-
nities and mosques. This program of foreign study, and the successful recruitment 
of teachers from abroad, indicate that the Kaiyuan Hui community are thinking 
and acting in global terms, creating specific linkages to their brethren in other parts 
of the Islamic world! These actions, and the fact that the Institute maintains its 
website in English and Chinese, also probably indicate the interest of the Kaiyuan 
Hui to make sure that China is part of that same Islamic world. Finally, if we adopt 
a more cynical view, we might conclude that the Kaiyuan Institute’s ability to 
internationalize in these ways are allowed by the state because they accord with 
China’s growing interests to promote good relations with the various states in the 
wider Islamic world for national security and energy reasons.

ConClusion

 It is clear that globalization has substantially increased the range of choices 
for the Chinese Muslims in Yunnan. There are undoubtedly specific architectural 
styles that represent modern Islam that have been adopted into new mosques here. 
Whether those styles are really part of a larger objective “global Islamic” style 
rather than how modern “Islamic” style is imagined by the Yunnan Hui is another 
question, one this paper cannot address. In any event, these new mosques are huge 
departures from the traditional Sino-Islamic mosque.

 What is equally clear from the examples of the new mosques in Kunming, 
Dali, Nagu and Yao’an, is that the Hui in those communities are lively, well orga-
nized and upwardly mobile people who want to be seen as normative citizens of 
the modern nation and who have not rejected their own national and local identi-
ties in their quest to have their religious identity recognized. The old imperial-era 
mosques are well maintained and still provide a full range of services for their 
communities, from worship to education to housing. At the same time, they pro-
claim the historicity of the Hui as part of the Chinese imperial ecumene.

 The new mosques that have been constructed in these same communities 
perform different, complementary functions to their imperial counterparts. These 
buildings are bold statements of the health and wealth of the Hui communities 
that do not diminish their historic continuity but symbolize their ongoing vitality 
or centrality to the “new” China that is emerging from the Mao era to become a 
regional and world power. That 21st Century identity has not, however, eliminated 
the Chinese stamp. In fact, local or national culture is resilient, and absorbs sup-
posedly global forms into its own modern expression.
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 The Arabic Studies Institute website provides us with yet further evidence of 
the impact of globalization on the Yunnan Hui. The Kaiyuan Arabic Studies Insti-
tute has embraced the internet and global exchanges of people as a way to expand 
their teaching mission. It is interesting to note the resilience of the local community 
in this enterprise; the Institute is clearly an outgrowth of the mosque and religious 
community in this rather small provincial town which is not on any main route or 
tourist map. The website’s description of the program’s goals and curriculum and 
photos make it clear that this is a modern school intent on being part of a national 
agenda of development and opening to the rest of the world, but one that is clearly 
situated in central Yunnan Province. Students come there from other parts of Chi-
na, and some go abroad to study in other centers of Islamic learning. Faculty come 
from local and international destinations, and the image imparted by the website is 
of a unique center of Islamic learning growing in this far southwestern province of 
China.

 What world or worlds do these communities--with their old and new mosques 
and their energetic schools--envision inhabiting, and how has globalization affected 
the practice and status of Islam in Yunnan? These Hui clearly have a long history 
of existing in their local communities, a fact that is celebrated by the numerous 
restored and fully functioning old mosques around the province. But they are also 
not being left behind in the development frenzy that is currently consuming the 
Chinese landscape, and which is part of a wave of urban development going on 
around China. Their new mosques are nothing if not modern buildings that use 
an eclectic palate of Chinese modern and Islamic styles and building techniques. 
The Hui are no longer content to remain as just another part of the undifferentiated 
religious landscape of China, as they were in imperial times, when notable attempts 
to sinicize Islam were undertaken by Hui literati. In this post-Mao era they are free 
to assert their identity as Muslims who are also citizens of a strong state. The ideas, 
forces and technologies that we see as part of a homogenizing globalization are 
actually being used to reinvigorate these Hui as proud citizens of their local towns, 
province, and nation who are also simultaneously citizens of a world community of 
Muslims. As Fulong Wu has already argued, it is China’s new urbanism that makes 
possible the specific materializations of globalization that we see in these examples 
of mosque complexes in Yunnan.26 And ultimately, these manifestations of global-
ization are always due to and found in specific actions taken in specific locations.
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Maintaining Patterns: Community ritual and 
Pilgrimage in a diasporic taiwanese american 
religious Community

Jonathan H. X. Lee, Ph.D., San Francisco State University

introduCtion

A local goddess religious community, popular among the recent Taiwanese 
American immigrants in San Francisco, has effectively linked together cultural, 
ethnic, and linguistic boundaries, thereby connecting Taiwan and America. This 
has resulted in the creation of  an emerging transnational Empress of Heaven com-
munity in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Tianhou, the Empress of Heaven, known 
as Mazu (Mother Ancestor) in Taiwan, is represented as Meiguo Mazu (American 
Mazu) and resides at the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. in San Francisco. This essay asks 
two main questions: How is traditional religion adjusted to meet the demands of 
contemporary life? What is the role of religion in the formation of a community in 
the diaspora? 

To answer these questions, I focus on two community rituals.  The first is the 
adaptation of the civic Chinese New Year Parade in San Francisco to accommodate 
the performance of an annual "inspection tour" (raojing) ritual by the Empress of 
Heaven.  My second case study looks at developments in transnational pilgrimage 
rituals linking San Francisco to Beigang, where Taiwanese American pilgrims re-
turn with their "American Mazu." These two community rituals speak to one of the 
primary themes of   Chinese religious expression—community harmony—and the 
importance of maintaining patterns of being "Chinese." The Taiwanese American 
Mazu cult that revolves around the ritual calendar of the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. is 
a diasporic Chinese American community. Their appropriation of the San Fran-
cisco Chinese New Year Parade for the performance of a religious ritual, and their 
periodic trans-Pacific pilgrimage are two examples of diasporic religious practices. 
Paul C. Johnson defines "diasporic religion" as ". . . composed on the one hand of 
memories about space—about places of origins, about the distances traveled from 
them, and physical or ritual returns imagined, already undertaken, or aspired to" 
(2007, p. 2). This essay explores changing religious rituals, representations, and 
meaning making in the Taiwanese diaspora in America.1

the Goddess of the sea, the emPress of heaven, and new 
immiGrant taiwanese ameriCan mazu

The sea goddess, styled "Empress of Heaven" (Tianhou), and popularly vener-
ated by people from Taiwan as Mazu, meaning something akin to "Granny," began 
her life and career as a human. According to the lore that has been passed down, 
she was born to a fisher-family in the first year of the Song Dynasty (960-1127 c.e.) 
on the island of Meizhou located along the coast of Fujian Province. 

After a pious life devoted to religious learning and service to others, she died 
in her twenties, but only after demonstrating exceptional powers: she was able to 
help fishermen, imperial envoys, and her father and brothers to survive storms at 
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sea. Accordingly, she is a patroness of the sea that protects all her devotees in ocean 
voyages, and, in general, responds to those in distress. Similar to other female 
divinities in China, such as the Buddhist Bodhisattva Guanyin, she is also a god-
dess of procreation. After receiving numerous officially sanctioned titles of divine 
rank, as well as Daoist and Buddhist association and recognition, today, she is the 
highest-ranking female deity in the vast and patriarchal celestial Chinese panthe-
on. Additionally, she is worshipped throughout China’s coastal provinces, Taiwan, 
Hong Kong, and within the global Chinese diaspora.

As a result of increasing coastal trade during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, pioneers, largely from coastal Fujian, the original home of the Tianhou/
Mazu cult, immigrated to the islands of Penghu and Taiwan. Consequently, the 
cult of the goddess was well established by the time the Qing authorities made 
their presence felt by 1683 c.e. Since this early period, pilgrimage from Taiwan 
to Meizhou was important because Mazu’s "miraculous power" (ling) was de-
termined by it. As the Mazu cult developed in Taiwan, a hierarchical network of 
temples emerged based on kin relationships: temples were either understood to 
be "mother-daughter" (munü) or "sisters" (jiemei). Pilgrimage is thus expressed 
as Mazu "returning to her natal home" (hui niang jia), which reflects the mother-
daughter relationship and implies a hierarchical pecking order vis-à-vis the mi-
raculous power and status of various temples’ Mazus. 

the sourCe: Chaotian temPle in beiGanG, taiwan

 The rural township of Beigang, located in Yunlin western Taiwan, is one of 
the principle Mazu cultic site on the island. It is home to one of Taiwan’s oldest 
and in the mind of a good number of Taiwanese people the most miraculously 
responsive (lingying) Mazu temple—Beigang Chaotian Temple. The primary 
economy of the town revolves around the pilgrimage festival season of Chao-
tian Temple. Each year, beginning on Chinese Lunar New Year (first lunar month) 
until sometime in April (third lunar month) Beigang is transformed from a sleepy 
township to the site of a lively carnivalesque pilgrimage center. Hence, religious 
tourism and other tourism related businesses is its foundational economic source 
of revenue (Hsu, D., 2008). The vernacular dialect of Beigang is Minnan Hokklo, 
colloquially known as Taiwanese. We can observe a great sense of local identity 
from residents who live within Beigang’s boundaries, who follow the ritual cal-
endar of Chaotian Temple, and who refer to themselves using local Taiwanese as 
"people of Beigang" (Pakkang lang). 

The chief community cult ritual in Beigang is Mazu’s annual inspection tour 
(raojing), held for two full consecutive days during the third lunar month.  At this 
time, six of Chaotian Temple’s principle Mazu images (together with other temple 
gods) are taken on a ritual procession around the town’s perimeter. This proces-
sion originally marked Mazu’s return from an annual pilgrimage across the sea to 
her natal temple in Meizhou, Fujian. This cross strait pilgrimage from Beigang to 
Meizhou became sporadic after Japanese colonial rule began in 1895 and ceased 
completely after 1949. Yet, the inspection tour ritual continues to be held and is by 
far the most important ritual event of the year in Beigang. Through the physical 
act of inspecting the town in a ritual procession its streets, alleyways, and thor-
oughfares are confirmed as under the religious territorial sovereignty of the god-
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dess and her temple. By extension, through participating in temple ritual activities 
Beigang’s residents are authenticated as members of Beigang Mazu’s community. 
People who identify themselves as Pakkang lang (Beigang people) therefore, live 
within the ritual territory of Beigang, the spatial area which Mazu traverses on her 
inspection tour. On a more macro level, Mazu’s procession throughout the island 
authenticates Mazu as Taiwanese and Taiwan as her sovereign territory. By exten-
sion, the group of American Mazu pilgrims, by participating in the pilgrimage, 
authenticate themselves as members of Beigang Mazu’s community. 

Figure 1: ma-tsu temple u.s.a. in san FranCisCo’s Chinatown.
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emerGinG landsCaPe of transnational taiwanese ameriCan 
reliGion

A large number of Taiwanese immigrants arrived in the U.S. armed with 
well-developed technological sophistication and wealth, markedly changing the 
immigrant experience in America. Kwong and Miscevic (2007) describe them as 
high-tech transnationals of today’s booming Chinese American "ethnoburbs." They 
reflect what Aihwa Ong categorizes as "flexible citizens" who are able to utilize 
their political, educational, and economic capital to circumvent bureaucratic red-
tape.  This capital enables them to benefit from different nation-state regimes by 
selecting multiple sites for investments, work, and family relocation (1999, pp. 18–
19). Ong emphasized that their success is not a quality exclusive to being Chinese, 
but rather, is the expression of a habitus that is finely tuned to the turbulence and 
logic of late capitalism (pp.1–8). They also resemble what Maria Chee calls "Tai-
wanese American transnationally split families" (2003, 2005). Chee’s ethnographic 
study examined non-working class subjects, whereby the wives and children are 
dispatched to the U.S. with the objective of providing educational opportunities 
for their children.

The subjects described by these scholars are from an elite class of economically 
privileged groups of new "transnational subjects" with "flexible citizenship" living 
between and/or among several nation-state boundaries. I emphasize this because, 
although wealthy Taiwanese-transnational subjects represent a considerable por-
tion of the new Taiwanese American community, they do not reflect the commu-
nity that worships at Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. Its patrons are not the "so-called Hong 
Kong money elites" who reside in the exclusive communities in San Francisco’s 
Peninsula Peak (Ong, 1999, p. 87). Further, temple participation does not reflect the 
profiles of the pilgrims I accompanied in their return to Beigang in 2006, escorting 
Meiguo Mazu. Instead, the pilgrims and worshippers at the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. 
are working-class families, retired seniors, widows, and widowers who live on a 
fixed income. Moreover, several of the pilgrims I know well live in low-income 
housing units across the Bay in Oakland, or in low rent rooms on the fourth floor 
of the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. They do not possess the educational, economic, or so-
cial capital that Kwong and Miscevic’s, Ong’s, and Chee’s elite transnational sub-
jects are privileged to have. As such, their ability to gather the resources necessary 
to establish a temple is all the more remarkable, and communicates the importance 
of Mazu in their American experience.

Taiwanese American religious life in contemporary America is distinctive 
because of the forces of globalization and modernization, particularly due to im-
migration. The shifting composition and trend in Chinese immigration to the U.S., 
coupled with advances in telecommunication and transportation has resulted in 
the production of a uniquely transnational religious Mazu community. Moreover, 
these transnational connections are not necessarily monopolized by wealthy Tai-
wanese subjects (e.g., technocrats or successful businesspersons). We see similar 
connections being forged by transnational subjects of lower socio-economic status 
in other diasporic communities as well. For example, Roger Rouse’s (2002) docu-
mented how many Aguilillans living in the U.S. invest considerable amounts of 
money in an attempt to obtain their legal "papers," but without the ultimate goal 
of obtaining permanent naturalized citizenship because it is as "Mexican citizens 
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with right to ‘permanent residence’ that they will be best equipped to move back 
and forth between the two countries" (ibid., p. 163). Rouse also cited the increasing 
importance of telephone access, especially in Aguililla, as a medium for cementing 
"spatially extended relationships" that will allow Aguilillans in both the U.S. and 
Mexico to not only keep in touch, but manage to contribute and participate in the 
decision-making process of daily familial events (ibid., p. 162). 

Although the Taiwanese American community in this discussion is working-
class, people frequently return to Taiwan. For instance, the majority of the pilgrims 
informed me that they return to Taiwan annually, some for a couple of weeks, 
others for several months. Slightly more than half the pilgrims returned to Tai-
wan before the actual pilgrimage and convened as a group in Beigang. And after 
the pilgrimage only a small fraction actually returned to San Francisco while the 
majority stayed in Taiwan or traveled over to mainland China to visit with family. 
Similar to the Aguilillans who have benefited from low-cost telecommunications, 
these working-class Taiwanese Americans are dependent on it as well. However, 
it should be clarified that, although the majority of people I directly encountered 
in my research experience are working class and/or on a fixed income, it does not 
imply that wealthier Taiwanese Americans do not also make their presence felt. 

 The Taiwanese American community is complex in that there are many 
wealthy transnational members, just as there are financially robust transnational 
religious organizations, both of which are able to deploy their wealth to augment 
their transnational connections. From a religious perspective, consider the Tai-
wanese Buddhist organizations and temples that have benefited from extensive 
global growth since 1945 as a result of increasing wealth and social mobility in the 
post-WWII era (Jordan, 1994, p. 138). One example is the Hsi Lai Temple, which 
is ranked as the largest Buddhist monastery in North America. This temple was 
completed in 1988 at a cost of $26 million dollars. It is situated on fifteen acres of a 
hillside at Hacienda Heights in Los Angeles County, near "Little Taipei," a rapidly 
growing community composed primarily of new Taiwanese Americans. Hsi Lai is 
a satellite community of the mother temple, Foguangshan, located at Kaohsiung 
in southern Taiwan. Foguangshan has established branches across the U.S., in 
Denver, New York, San Francisco, and San Diego, as well as in other major cities 
worldwide. Another example is Tzu Chi Compassion Relief Society, a worldwide 
network of actively engaged Buddhist social and medical outreach, founded in 
1966 in rural Taiwan by a nun, Dharma Master Cheng Yen. Today it has centers 
throughout Europe, Latin America, Southeast Asia, North America, and even in 
South Africa. Tzu Chi’s American headquarters is in San Dimas, California (within 
greater Los Angeles County), with chapters throughout the U.S. 

As can be seen, Taiwanese American identity and religion have become in-
creasingly global and transnational in scope, utilizing the latest technology in 
telecommunications and travel to establish imagined communities across borders 
and oceans. Therefore, upon arrival on American soil, Taiwanese Americans are 
capable of creatively adapting to their new surroundings and transplanting their 
religious rituals and lifeways, especially in the pluralistic religious landscape of 
San Francisco. 
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ma-tsu temPle u.s.a.: history and Community formation 

On March 12, 1986 two immigrant Taiwanese Americans, Mr. Gao and Mr. 
Zhen, founded the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. On this day, a divination and blessing 
ceremony was performed at the Chaotain Temple in Beigang, Taiwan, inviting an 
image of Mazu to move to America. Mazu arrived on March 14, and her temple 
was established as a branch and/or daughter temple in San Francisco. Ma-tsu 
Temple U.S.A. officially opened its doors on September 13, 1986. It has its begin-
nings in a small rented apartment located at 554 Vienna Street, near the predomi-
nately Latin@ Mission District of San Francisco. They relocated on November 22 
that same year to a larger site on 562 Grant Avenue, a thoroughfare of San Francis-
co’s touristy Chinatown. Then on January 12, 1996 the temple relocated once again, 
when the new immigrant community purchased property at 30 Beckett Street, on a 
small alley between Jackson Street and Pacifica Avenue. The community was able 
to finance this endeavor not only with donations from the Taiwanese American 
community, but from other patrons of different ethnic Chinese American back-
grounds (e.g., Indo-Chinese immigrant-Americans). 

The temple’s stated mission is to advocate the virtues of Mazu and Guanyin, 
teach benevolence, uphold the Buddhist Dharma, teach the principles of human 
kindness, and promote personal and social morality viz harmony. As such, they 
regularly sponsor Buddhist dharma lessons, seminars on Mazu and Guanyin, 
qigong, and Chinese medicine, as well as offer social services such as health care 
referrals, legal aid, and immigration assistance. Additionally, the temple conducts 
services and ceremonies for all major and minor Chinese religious holidays (e.g., 
Guanyin’s birthday, Guandi’s birthday, Mid-Autumn festival, among others). 
Moreover, they participate in many civic events in the San Francisco area (e.g., 
Taiwan Cultural Festival, Dragon Boat Festival, Chinese New Year Parade, Sunset 
District’s Autumn Moon Festival) as a way to establish their presence in America. 
The temple does not have a head priest, Daoist or Buddhist. Instead, there is a tem-
ple caretaker who maintains the temple’s incense and daily ritual activities. The 
temple caretaker also interprets divination readings for devotees of the goddess.      

Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. does not keep detailed demographic data. However, Mr. 
Zhang, a board member estimated that, as of 2010, there are approximately 1,500 
fee-paying lifetime members and perhaps 800 non-fee paying registered members. 
About 60 percent are multilingual Mandarin Chinese and Taiwanese speakers; 
roughly 30 percent speak only Mandarin Chinese; and 10 percent are Cantonese-
speaking ethnic Chinese. Nevertheless, the majority have limited, if any, English-
speaking skills. Asian patrons of other ethnicities and languages often visit the 
temple as well (e.g., Vietnamese). The distribution of age range is as follows: 60 
percent are older than 50; 35 percent are between 30 and 49; and 5 percent are 29 or 
younger.

Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. reflects the changing geography and demographics of 
Chinese America in the wake of the Immigration Reform Act of 1965 while heralding 
something new: the appearance of a transnational identity with ties to both Taiwan 
and the U.S. and both the mortal and divine. For instance, during the 2004 and 
2008 presidential elections in Taiwan, many Taiwanese Americans traveled back to 
the island to vote because absentee voting is not allowed (Lee, F., 2004; Kent, 2008). 
While approximately 2,000 Taiwanese-New Yorkers returned to vote in 2004 (Lee, 
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F., 2004), nearly 10,000 Taiwanese Americans from California returned to Taiwan in 
2008 to vote (Kent, 2008).2 Lien (2006) calls this phenomenon "political transnation-
alism," whereby Chinese Americans from China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan actively 
participate in the politics of their native countries, especially with regard to U.S. 
foreign policy. 

Beyond politics, the Taiwanese and Taiwanese American unification in a trans-
national community is signified by the establishment of Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. 
Mazu becomes a transcontinental deity in the deterritorialized space of this new 
community composed of diverse individual devotees sharing not only a common 
Chinese heritage, but a new American identity as well. Meiguo Mazu’s identities—
cultural, linguistic, and national—mirror the multiple identities of her devotees, 
simultaneously Chinese, Taiwanese, and American. 

The Mazu enshrined at Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. is referred to as Meiguo Mazu 
(American Mazu) in all religious rituals. Her official Chinese name is Fuzhenma. 
In the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A., Beigang Mazu’s honorary shrine is placed in front 
of Meiguo Mazu’s main shrine, indicating Meiguo Mazu’s origins and connection 
to Taiwan, the source of its power, as well as its implicit subordination to Beigang. 
As daughter temple to the original Beigang Mazu temple in Taiwan, all images 
of Mazu housed in Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. are from the Beigang Temple, includ-
ing the ones donated by Taiwanese American devotees. This, however, was not 
planned, but rather serendipitous, and was understood by many as Mazu’s will. 
Mrs. A-Hua, a widow and a pious Mazu devotee, and the Wangs invited Mazu to 
immigrate with them when they relocated to America in the late 1970s early 1980s 
respectively. Consequently, the goddess lived in their homes, until the founding of 
Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. in 1986.

diasPoriC Community ritual: maintaininG Patterns and Creat-
inG Community

In the process of transplanting their religious tradition in America, this emerg-
ing transnational community made a significant accommodation to their ritual 
calendar and sphere. It revolves around the principal festival at Taiwan’s Mazu 
temples, which generally takes place on her birthday in April, when, as mentioned 
earlier, she is escorted on an inspection tour known as raojing. Ma-tsu Temple 
U.S.A. made temporal accommodations by usurping the Southwest Airlines 
Chinese New Year Parade in February, which questions the parameters of the civil 
and religious spheres in Chinese America. The temple’s publications represent this 
activity, first and foremost, as Meiguo Mazu’s inspection tour and, secondarily, as 
a civic parade and/or cultural exchange. This accommodation reveals the mechan-
ics of a new form of Chinese American culture work, the process that merges Arjun 
Appaduari’s (1996) "production of locality" in flexible "ethnoscapes" of modernity 
with Elana Chipman’s (2007) "culture work" that accounts for the production of 
local cultural, community, ethnic, and religious identities. 

By ethnoscapes, Appadaurai refers to the fluid landscape of the transnational 
public sphere, as well as to the people who comprise the shifting world in which 
we live— the tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers, and other 
mobile groups and individuals (ibid., p. 33). In the process of producing localities, 
agents within the ethnoscapes are able to invent new identities and new alterna-
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tives not nested in the nation-state. The production of locality results from the 
performance of a community ritual, such as Meiguo Mazu’s annual inspection tour 
in San Francisco, which is a "social technique" for the "inscription of locality onto 
bodies" (ibid., p. 179).

The principal festival at most Mazu temples takes place on her birthday when 
she is escorted out of her temple for an inspection tour. During the inspection 
tour, Mazu inspects the condition of the world and the territory in which she is 
religiously sovereign. In addition, she is believed to drive out evil forces, ensuring 
peace and security for her believers. In Beigang, Mazu’s inspection tour affirms the 
identity of the participants as "people of Beigang" (Bakkang lang), who are members 
of Beigang Mazu’s religious community (Chipman, 2007). Similarly, other Mazu 
communities reconfirm their local identities as well as their Mazu’s territorial 
sovereignty (Lu, 2005). Therefore, the inspection tour is a community ritual. For 
Taiwanese Americans in San Francisco, participation in the inspection tour affirms 
their membership in Meiguo Mazu’s religious community, and local, ethnic, and 
national identities. As such, it produces a Taiwanese American religious commu-
nity in San Francisco. 

Each spring, in April, the people of Taiwan prepare a large birthday celebration 
for the goddess. It is the 23rd day of the 3rd month in the Chinese lunar calendar. 
Over time, Mazu’s birthday became a special cultural characteristic of Taiwan-
ese culture and the focus of religious tourism by devotees of Mazu. As described 
above, in attempting to find a way for Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. to perform the god-
dess’ inspection tour in America, it made accommodations by utilizing the South-
west Airlines Chinese New Year Parade in February’s as a vehicle for the goddess’ 
inspection tour, instead of her actual birthday in April. The temple’s publications 
represent this activity, first and foremost, as Meiguo Mazu’s inspection tour and, 
secondarily, as a form of cultural exchange. Meiguo Mazu has resided in America 
for more than twenty-two years, and has participated in the annual San Francisco 
Chinese New Parade since 1992. 

Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A.’s participation in the San Francisco’s Chinese New Year 
Parade showcases how a religious community transplants itself on foreign soil. In 
addition, it showcases how sacred space, the role of rituals, and new representations 
of a Chinese deity are produced. Emphasizing how Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A.’s ritual ac-
commodation and community formation is part of a larger process of Chinese Amer-
ican culture work—which is the calculated production of local culture and multiple 
cultural identities (Chinese, Taiwanese, and American)—this unfolding phenomena 
provides a rare opportunity for understanding the dynamics of how religion func-
tions, in particular, how it is transplanted and transmitted in a diasporic society. 

meiGuo mazu’s ritual insPeCtion of san franCisCo

In 1992 Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. began to participate in the San Francisco Chinese 
New Year Parade as a means to perform her inspection tour. Just as the inspection 
tour in Beigang reconfirms her devotees’ membership in a religious community, 
and their local identity as "people of Beigang," Meiguo Mazu’s devotees reinforce 
their local and religious identities. The opening and closing ritual invocation 
bespeaks this point as the language establishes Meiguo Mazu as an American god-
dess. 
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During the opening invocation, the community of Meiguo Mazu devotees and 
parade volunteers invite Meiguo Mazu out of her temple to participate in the 
parade. Mr. Gao, co-founder and presiding president of the temple, presents in-
cense to the goddess on behalf of the community of devotees and visitors. He was 
instructed to kneel and kowtow three times by the ritual announcer, after which 
everyone in the temple was instructed to place both palms together and kowtow 
consecutively three times in unison. Several mothers with toddlers hovered over 
them, held their small hands together and kowtowed with them. Last, but not 
least, they all raised their right arms and repeated in a chorus-like synchronization:

"In America’s Great State of California,
At the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A.,
At the Heavenly Chao Sheng Palace,
Dedicated to the Heavenly Mother in the Heaven Above,
During the Year of the Sheep, on the fifteenth day of the first month,
During the celestial inspection of the vicinity and grand parade,
We earnestly pray for favorable weather, 
Security for the State and peace for the people,
An abundant harvest of grains,
And four auspicious seasons,
Jin-lo! Jin-lo! Jin-lo!"3

This ritual invocation is collectively repeated by participants in the parade as 
she is placed back on her altar. 

The adaptation of the San Francisco Chinese New Year Parade for Meiguo 
Mazu’s inception tour reflects a common tradition in Chinese religion which 
emphasizes social relations and ethical practices.  This tendency does not follow 
the pattern established by the European Enlightenment of separating religious 
from profane or the secular from the sacred.  In other words, Meiguo Mazu’s ritual 
inspection is taking place within a community that does not distinguish between 
sacred and secular. For the Taiwanese American community, the predominantly 
secular space of the San Francisco Chinese New Year Parade would not seem an 
unnatural site for religious rituals to take place. 

ma-tsu temPle u.s.a. PilGrimaGe-tour

Since its founding, the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. community has worked to 
maintain transnational temple relationships through the performance of pilgrim-
age. Each year, around April, Taiwan’s religious sphere is dominated by Mazu 
pilgrimage activities: Pilgrims from villages, towns, and cities throughout Taiwan 
escort their Mazu (daughters) back home to visit the mother temple (zumiao). The 
primary religious goal is the rejuvenation of Mazu’s miraculous power, but it also 
reinforces and re-affirms community, economic, political and kin relations. Since 
its founding in 1986 in San Francisco, the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. community has 
returned to Beigang only five times: in 1988, 1994, 2002, 2006, and 2009 for various 
reasons—primarily limitations in money and resources. In 1988 only Mr. and Mrs. 
Gao returned to Beigang with Meiguo Mazu. In 1994 and 2002, however, there 
were nearly a dozen Taiwanese American pilgrims in attendance, due to serendipi-
tous timing as several pilgrims were already back in Taiwan visiting family. 
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The pilgrimage in 2006 was ground breaking for this small transnational reli-
gious community: it was attended by the largest group of pilgrims, roughly sixty 
at the height of the pilgrimage. They commissioned a float with images of San 
Francisco’s landmarks for Meiguo Mazu’s inspection tour and they had unprece-
dented media coverage by the Taiwan press. The trans-Pacific pilgrimage involves 
actively linking the home country to the new host country, cementing relationships 
through a transnational pilgrimage and the representation of Meiguo Mazu as a 
transnational Taiwanese American goddess.

days one and two: San Francisco to Beigang

Meiguo Mazu, along with her pilgrims, landed punctually at CKS airport in 
Taipei, Taiwan. In a scattered manner and with passports in hand, they marched 
toward the customs gate, passing several last-chance duty-free shops. Every pil-
grim waited in the "non-citizen" line to have their U.S. passports checked and visas 
stamped, along with Meiguo Mazu. Like her devotees, the goddess was no longer 
a national of Taiwan. As Meiguo Mazu cleared the customs gate, she drew atten-
tion from other travelers returning to Taiwan, entering the country via the "citi-
zens" gates. The pilgrims headed next toward the baggage claim area, placing the 
images of Meiguo Mazu on their baggage carts and freeing their hands to retrieve 
their luggage. The customs agent stopped two of the pilgrims and pointed out 
that they had too many duty-free cigarettes. Picking up his walky-talky to consult 
with another agent, he noticed the image of Meiguo Mazu nestled on the cart; with 
that, he made a slight prostration and then waved them through. As they exited 
baggage claim, they headed toward their tour guides, one of whom is Mr. Gao’s 
nephew, holding a banner that read "Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. 2006 Return to Taiwan, 
Pilgrimage Tour." Then they gathered together for their first group photo holding a 
similar banner that read "Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. 2006 Return to Taiwan, Pilgrimage 
Group."

Their tour guides, Mr. Liu and Mr. Yang, directed them outside to the bus load-
ing station. Before boarding their chartered air-conditioned tour bus, equipped 
with spacious leather seats and several television monitors, the three images of 
Meiguo Mazu were first placed vigilantly on the dashboard of the bus. Once they 
were in place, incense was relit and the pilgrims were on the road.

The first stop was a Taiwanese breakfast restaurant, then Shilin Presidential 
Gardens. Afterwards they visited the National Palace Museum, which has the 
world’s best collection of Chinese imperial art. Several pilgrims were approached 
by Falun Gong protestors and asked to make contributions and sign petitions. By 
mid-afternoon, they arrived at a four-star hotel in Taipei, near the main metro-train 
station. The images of Meiguo Mazu were carried off the bus by three male incense 
masters4 and escorted into the hotel’s banquet hall. The hotel staff hastily fetched 
a plate of fruit and a bouquet of tropical flowers to present to the goddess at her 
ad hoc shrine. The manager of the hotel lit some incense and kneeled in front of 
the goddess, prostrated himself three times and presented incense. Several female 
employees followed suit when everyone else left. Later that evening, several pil-
grims reunited with their families who live in Taipei. Those without relatives were 
invited on a night tour of Taipei 101, the world’s tallest building, as well as several 
night markets for Taiwanese appetizers.
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day three: Going to Hualien

The next morning, the pilgrims gathered in the lobby, waiting for Meiguo 
Mazu’s incense masters to invite her out for our day’s journey to Hualien. They 
hurried to the train depot to catch an express train. Although the three images of 
Meiguo Mazu did not have individual seats on the flight to Taipei, they did have 
them on the train. Upon seeing the images of Meiguo Mazu on the platform, sev-
eral locals placed their hands together and bowed. Some went as far as prostrating 
themselves fully, with out-stretched arms and face touching the floor. The smell of 
incense slowly filled the empty space of the train cabin, mixed with the smell of 
tiger balm and citrus peel.

Three hours later, the pilgrims arrived at Hualien. Meiguo Mazu was placed on 
the dashboard of the tour bus. Several local residents walked by the bus and their 
lips motioned the utterance "Meiguo Mazu" with a look of interest. A few older 
ladies stopped walking, placed their hands together and watched as the bus drove 
by. The first stop was a visit to the international Buddhist Tzu Chi Compassion 
Relief Foundation’s headquarters. The pilgrims were greeted by a novice nun, their 
Tzu Chi tour guide, who asked if they were familiar with the organization and 
received a collective "yes" in response. She highlighted Tzu Chi’s founder, Dharma 
Master Cheng Yen, and the charitable relief that Tzu Chi chapters worldwide are 
involved in. Walking past the Still Thoughts Abode, A-Hua remarked, "It looks just 
like it is on television." Our tour of the Tzu Chi complex ended at the gift shop, 
where the pilgrims busily purchased many Tzu Chi books and paraphernalia, the 
most popular of which was a pair of reusable traveling chopsticks, which accord-
ing to the guide, "Will save the earth."

Figure 2: meiguo mazu and pilgrims at buddhist tzu Chi relieF Foundation 
headquarters at hualien.
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day Four: Holland land and Huadong

The next day, pilgrims left the hotel in their usual manner. First, they invited 
the goddess onto the bus, lit incense, and then drove off. The first destination this 
day was a specialty foods factory. Even though most pilgrims had just eaten break-
fast, it did not stop them from sampling every item that was on display: various 
pastries, dried fruits, teas, jams, and jerkies. As the bus pulled out of the parking 
lot, another tour group, with its Mazu sitting on the dashboard pulled in, and they 
waved to each other joyfully. Meiguo Mazu and her pilgrims headed south, to-
ward an aboriginal village called Holland Land.5 It started to rain, but that did not 
stop these pilgrims from exploring the topiary garden. The pilgrims were prepared 
for the unpredictable weather in Taiwan with umbrellas and raincoats, and some 
even had rain boots. 

 They arrived at their next four-star hotel, located on a steep mountain slope 
with hot springs as its prime attraction. Meiguo Mazu was invited out and placed 
in the main lobby. As before, a plate of fruits and flowers were presented to 
Meiguo Mazu. After paying homage to the goddess, a hotel employee asked Mr. 
Gao about Meiguo Mazu. Mr. Gao explained:

"We are from America, and we’re here because Mazu wanted to come home.Zuma 
(head mother) and Sanma (third mother) told us they wanted to come home. Erma 
(second mother) didn’t want to return, so she’s in charge of the temple at San Francisco. 
This one over here (pointing to Mrs. A-Hua’s Mazu) told us she wanted to come home 
to get new clothes. We’re going to Beigang in two days. We are pilgrims. This is the 
purpose of our trip."

day Five: Gaoxiong

 After the mountain retreat, the pilgrims headed further south to Gaoxiong. 
It was roughly a three hour drive on the expressway. Mr. Yang commented that 
before the expressway was constructed, it took nearly an entire day to reach Gaox-
iong from Hualien. Mr. Liu invited pilgrims to sing karaoke and several pilgrims 
passed around snacks to share. They drove through downtown Gaoxiong, with its 
multi-story buildings covered with billboard advertisements, gigantic posters of 
lean European and Asian models, Starbucks, and what seemed like a 7-11 store on 
every corner. They exited the bus at a harbor and boarded a ferry for a tour. A-Hua 
motioned for me to sit next to her, telling me that she will stay with her brother’s 
family once she gets to Beigang the next day. She then proceeded to tell me her 
reason for wanting to come on the pilgrimage, saying "You know, I’m not here for 
the tour. I’m here to present incense, to seek Beigang Mazu’s help in healing my 
legs." Giggling, she then added, "Mazu has been touring/enjoying the sites with us 
for several days." 

day Six: Heading to Beigang

After the Gaoxiong visit, they headed toward Sun Moon Lake before going to 
Beigang. On our way, Mr. Gao handed everyone a yellow vest with a red imprint 
of the likeness of the Golden Gate Bridge and an incense censer with the characters 
Chaoshen Temple—Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A.’s official chapter name. Mr. Gao goes on 
to say, 

Community ritual in a diasporic religious Community / lee u 92



Asia Pacific: Perspectives ∙ May 2011
D

o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 f
ro

m
 h

tt
p
:/

/w
w

w
.p

ac
ifi

cr
im

.u
sf

ca
.e

d
u
/r

es
ea

rc
h
/p

er
sp

ec
ti
ve

s

"Everyone, please make sure to wear this vest once we get to Beigang. Today is a very 
special day for us. Other Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. pilgrims, along with their relatives, will 
meet us at Beigang. We’re going to have a record number of people participating in this 
year’s pilgrimage. In 2002 there were only a dozen of us, but that is still better than in 
1988, when it was just me and my wife. We have much to celebrate. Last year, we were 
able to finish paying off the temple’s mortgage. So we have a lot to be thankful for. 
We’re also going to participate in this year’s parade with a float that we commissioned. 
It’s a very special float. In the one-hundred-year history of the parade, a foreign pil-
grimage group has never participated with their own float. Our float is unique because 
we have three San Francisco landmarks on it: the Golden Gate Bridge, the Transamerica 
Pyramid building, and the entry gateway to Chinatown. On top of that there’s a revolv-
ing globe that symbolizes Mazu is on the move, moving around the world, protecting 
the four seas. Please put these vest on and keep it on for the rest of today." 

Heading toward Beigang, Linda made a spur-of-the-moment decision to visit 
her family in Guangzhou. She asked the guides, Mr. Yang and Mr. Liu, to arrange 
airline tickets for her, saying "I’m so close; it would be a pity if I don’t return to see 
my mom." 

They finally arrived in Beigang, along with the rain. After checking into the 
hotel, some pilgrims, who were accustomed to the four-star palaces, grumbled 
about the inferior quality of their rooms. With umbrellas in hand and raincoats on, 
they marched from the hotel, over a red bridge, and lined up as a group behind 
other pilgrimage groups to parade down the main thoroughfare leading to the 
entrance of the Beigang Mazu temple. The commissioned float awaited them at the 
start of the parade route, along with a group of pilgrims who arrived to Beigang 
on their own, some accompanied by their Taiwan relatives. Both A-Hua and the 
93-year-old A-ma protested using a wheel chair, insisting that they wanted to walk 
(roughly one mile) in the rain, through the chaos of the busy street with thunder-
ous crackling firecrackers and honking mopeds. As they approached the temple, 
an announcer announced, "This is Meiguo Mazu, from San Francisco’s Chaoshen 
Temple, with her group of pilgrims, returning to present incense." 

Temple staff members promptly came over to the American pilgrimage group 
and guided the three male Meiguo Mazu incense masters into the temple, instruct-
ing them to place the goddess over the incense censer in the middle of the court 
yard, a ritual called "passing over the incense censer." This ritual rejuvenates the 
miraculous power of the three images of Meiguo Mazu (guoxiangyan). The images 
of Meiguo Mazu passed through several pairs of hands, all male, before being 
placed in the main shrine, alongside her mother and hundreds of sisters from 
around the world and the entire island. The pilgrims were then given an incense 
stick and instructed to kowtow three times. Afterwards, they were escorted into 
a break room and served hot tea, pineapple cakes, and grapes. A team of news 
reporters, both national and local, streamed in to ask the American pilgrims ques-
tions. Being the oldest, 93-year-old A-ma received the most interest and attention. 
One reporter asked if anyone dreamt about Mazu recently and A-Hua announced, 
"I have! I dreamt about her and she told me to take a vow of vegetarianism on this 
pilgrimage. I dreamt that I was with a group of people, they were all ‘eating meat’ 
(‘ziah hun’)," but I choose to ‘eat vegetables’ (‘ziah cai’). This is how Mazu told me 
to take a vow of vegetarianism."6
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days Seven and Eight

 As they prepared to parade around the town of Beigang, Mr. Gao requested 
that all A-mas who were not capable of walking the entire distance of the parade 
board the float. Even though she wanted to walk, A-Hua came and was escorted 
up. Bingbing was given a sword and asked to perform a taiqi dance leading the 
group in the inspection tour and parade that circumscribed the perimeters of the 
town. The pilgrims, followed by the float, slowly moved through the major streets 
of Beigang. Viewers and pilgrims cheered back-and-forth at each other, waving. 
Some viewers, with palms together, stood along the streets and alleyways, cheer-
ing the pilgrims as they passed. Some mothers would take their children’s hands 
and place them together, motioning with them in a ritualized manner. At times, 
some viewers would remark to the next person, "There’s a Mazu in America?" 

After the parade through the streets of Beigang, A-Hua said, "You know my 
legs feel better already. Mazu has lessened my pain." Although our participation in 
the parade ended, the parade itself continued well into the next morning. Pilgrim-
age groups from all over Taiwan, with their floats playing techno music, Canton 
pop, and American rap, and decorated with Disney cartoon characters made their 
way through the streets of Beigang. One float in particular caught my attention, as 
it loudly played a song by Black Eyed Peas, entitled "My Hump." The lyrics to the 
song are inundated with graphic imageries of sex. For instance, the song starts:

My hump, my hump, my hump, my lovely little lumps. (Check it out). 
I met a girl down at the disco. 
She said hey, hey, hey yea let’s go.  
I could be your baby, you can be my honey.  

Figure 3: 2006 ma-tsu temple u.s.a. pilgrimage and tour group photo in Front 
oF historiCal mother temple, Chaotian gong.
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Let’s spend time not money. 
I mix your milk with my cocoa puff,  
Milky, milky cocoa,  
Mix your milk with my cocoa puff, milky, milky riiiiiiight.  
They say I’m really sexy,  
The boys they wanna sex me.  
They always standing next to me,  
Always dancing next to me,  
Tryin’ a feel my hump, hump.  
Lookin’ at my lump, lump. 

The explanation for why this song was appropriate was that Mazu enjoys what-
ever her pilgrims enjoy. 

While waiting for the evening inspection tour and parade to start, pilgrimage 
groups from Indonesia, Malaysia, Australia, South Africa, and Manila arrived car-
rying their images of Mazu. Other groups of pilgrims from all over Taiwan arrived 
as well, carrying the palanquins and images of the goddess into the main court-
yard of the Chaotian Temple. Shortly after the pilgrims started their procession in 
the town of Beigang, Mr. Gao was being interviewed by TV reporters. Mr. Gao told 
a Niandai TV News reporter that, 

"Since 1992, we have participated in San Francisco’s Chinese New Year Parade. We 
are the only Mazu temple in the world to participate in a foreign parade, which is one 
of our biggest successes because everyone in America will know about us since it is 
televised."  

The reporter asked a follow-up question, saying "Please tell us about Meiguo 
Mazu’s history and whether or not Americans worship her in America." Mr. Gao 
replied: 

"We were founded in 1986 after we were divided from the Beigang Temple. We have 
been in America for over twenty years, and a lot of Americans are aware of our temple 
and many Americans come to Ma-Tsu Temple U.S.A. to worship." 

Evening had arrived and a sea breeze lingered over the city. Besides the bright 
neon lights of the shops, the colorful floats with flashing Christmas lights glowed. 
Little boys and girls dressed in traditional costumes, looking like Chinese op-
era singers, sat on the floats with baskets of candy and flowers to throw out at 
the eager audience. Offerings of fruits and flowers were placed outside of some 
devotees’ homes for the goddess, while others burned gold paper. The atmosphere 
was one of hyper conviviality, induced by the blurring of disco-like techno music, 
Mickey and Minnie Mouse, Superman, and dancing Buddhas. Red firecracker 
remains blanketed the streets, combined with betel nut spit, creating a sea of red 
litter. 

day Nine: Cementing old Friendships

The Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. pilgrimage group left Beigang and headed south 
toward Tainan. They visited Mr. Chen, a man of modest means, who had donated 
$20,000 New Taiwan Dollars (approximately $1000 USD) to the Ma-tsu Temple 
U.S.A. Twenty-eight pilgrims managed to squeeze into his tiny living room, and 
Mr. Gao reiterated Mr. Chen’s piety. Mr. Yang and Mr. Liu handed out cans of Mr. 
Coffee and little bags of squid jerky. Mr. Gao then presented Mr. Chen with a gift 
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from the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A., a token of their appreciation of his support. The 
visit was short and ended with a group photo with the host in his courtyard.

 
day ten: return to Beigang

 The pilgrims returned to Beigang and checked into the Beigang Mazu Chao-
tian Temple hotel. The hotel was own and operated by the Chaotian Temple, so 
the American guests were treated to a complimentary night stay. It was to be a 
free day to do whatever they wanted to do in Beigang, so most of them went and 
shopped around and ate food from the local street vendors. 

day Eleven: Happy Birthday Mazu

Dawn arrived and the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. pilgrimage group had gathered to 
celebrate Mazu’s birthday known as zhushou, which is also referred to as "paying 
respects to one’s ancestor," yezu. On that day, Mazu turned 1047 years old. A cere-
mony was performed in honor of her birthday, and an offering of a slaughtered pig 
and goat were presented to her, indicative of her imperial status. Mr. Gao was one 
of the principle ministers in the ceremony. At 8 a.m., Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A.’s three 
Mazu images were invited out of the main shrine. They each were dressed in new 
imperial gowns, ornately decorated with embroideries of celestial sky-blue drag-
ons and phoenixes, with an imperial yellow backdrop. Their crowns were decorat-
ed with emeralds, rubies, and sapphires, mixed with strands of silver and strings 
of pearls and accented with red velvet balls.7  The images named Zuma and Sanma 
will return to San Francisco with their pilgrims, while Huama (Mazu donated by 
Mrs. A-Hua) will stay behind. As Meiguo Mazu was being taken out, many temple 
workers and locals shouted in Taiwanese "don’t turn your head back" (mai-uat-
tao). This is an old custom which dictates that when pilgrims and Mazu leave the 
mother temple, they are not allowed to turn their heads, otherwise Mazu’s newly 
recharged miraculous power will stay behind and the journey was in vein. On 
another level, some pilgrims informed me that it may also mean "don’t let her cry" 
which reflects Mazu’s feelings about leaving her mother’s home—again. Of the 
three images of Meiguo Mazu that returned to her mother’s natal home, only two 
will return with her Taiwanese American pilgrims. Mr. Gao says, "Huama will stay 
behind ‘to chitchat with her sisters’ from around the world." A-Hua jovially said, 
"Did you see how happy my Mazu is? She has a big smile on her face. She looks so 
beautiful in her new imperial gown." 

beyond saCred and Profane: meiGuo mazu PilGrimaGe 

In the Chinese religious field, the secular and the profane, the religious and the 
commercial have always been blurred because the focus of a religious festival is 
the community. From a western perspective, as Lutz Kaelber (2002) suggests, "post-
modern religious sphere, which includes organized religion as well as civil religion 
and implicit religion, is much more fragmented than in earlier times" (p. 67). From 
a Chinese perspective, such "fragmentation" has always existed because religious 
experience and expression is focused on the communal, not the individual.

Juan Campo (1998) speaks to the fragmentary nature of pilgrimage in modern 
society as well, whereby he demonstrates that, while traditional religious pilgrim-
age remains vibrant in modern America, it has been complemented by cultural 
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journeys and popular quests to a plethora of national shrines such as Mount Rush-
more, Pearl Harbor, Yellowstone, Disneyland, and Graceland to engage in what 
Kaelber (2002) terms "cultic consumption." Campo says, "Modernity, rather than 
displacing pilgrimages, has actually been responsible for globalizing them" (ibid., 
p. 40). Campo (1998) and Kaelber (2002) are both describing the postmodern expe-
rience of religion, which is understood as a form of veneration anchored in con-
sumptive practices. This so-called "postmodern experience of religion" has always 
been present in Chinese religious community festivals. It is more informative and 
productive to consider the social relationships that are being highlighted, recon-
figured, and reconstituted in religious rituals, in particular through the practice of 
pilgrimage. 

Meiguo Mazu’s pilgrimage is a ritual demarcation of space, with religious 
space  grounded in the centrality of iconicity in Mazu’s ritual tradition and sphere. 
Her devotees take her out on ritual processions around the territorial borders with-
in her sovereign reach. Therefore, within the context of the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. 
pilgrimage-tour, Meiguo Mazu is literality inspecting her territorial ritual space, 
while simultaneously reaffirming her sovereignty over Taiwan, as she inspects the 
highways, byways, allies, and thoroughfares of the urban landscape nested on the 
dashboard of a tour bus equipped with karaoke.  

Meiguo Mazu is able to produce transnational ritual spatiality by establishing 
new inter-temple bonds, as well as reaffirming old ones. Mazu’s cultic sphere may 
be inflecting larger transformations in the economic habitus of late capitalism. 
Mayfair Yang has suggested that capitalism and satellite television have impacted 
nation-state territorial demarcations and identity qua Mainland China and Taiwan. 
This has been informed by the "transnational ritual spatiality of Chinese popular 
religion" which ". . . means that popular religion can no longer be regarded as 
merely a traditional folk culture that disappears with modernization" (2004, p. 
225). And by extension, geo-political and economic transnationalisms are simulta-
neously shaped and informed by religious transnationalization, which is a product 
of current political and economic global relationships.

transnational taiwanese ameriCan mazu Cult and the new 
terrain of ameriCan Civil reliGion

Robert Bellah’s (1967, 1975) first coined the term "American civil religion." 
Albeit overwhelmingly white, middle-class, and Protestant, the concept has since 
been a topic of major discussions and critiques (e.g. Bellah and Hammond, 1980; 
Treat, 1999; Angrosino 2002; Cloud, 2004). According to Bellah, Americans embrace 
a common civil religion with certain fundamental beliefs, values, holidays, and 
rituals, parallel to, or independent of, their chosen religion. The case study just 
presented calls for a reexamination of American civil religion. In what ways does a 
Buddho-Daoist goddess cult popular among Taiwanese American new immigrants 
impact the arena of American civil religion? The post 9/11 atmosphere in America 
questions the penetration of American Mazu into the public sphere because Ameri-
can national identity is considered by the majority to be threatened by compet-
ing ideologies and theologies of social order (Huntington, 2004). This essay has 
explored the ways in which a non-Protestant goddess has produced an alternative 
American national identity among its community members that is fluid, reflecting 
the deterritorialized nature of today’s global society. 
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But as Samuel Huntington argues, these diasporic cum transnational identities 
are the singular cause of a weakening American national identity (2004). Ironically, 
the most influential actor in the production and extension of modern globalization 
processes seems to be unable to negotiate its own byproduct—namely, the process 
that Michael Kearney (1995) calls the "peripheralization of the core." Accordingly, 
diversity is seen as the gravest internal peril to American solidarity and identity. 
This essay questions the traditional model of American civil society and civil 
religion and shows that the future contour of American national identities will be 
multiple when it comes to immigrants from Asia. The process and complexity of 
Americanization is best exemplified by the comment of one of the pilgrims during 
the return trip from Taipei. When asked if American Mazu has a U.S. passport, she 
responded, "Of course!...She’s been living in America over twenty years."

Among the first-generation Taiwanese American immigrants, ritual continuity 
viz Meiguo Mazu’s participation in the San Francisco Chinese New Year Parade, is 
the attempt to maintain a pattern of life that informs their understanding of being 
"Taiwanese." However, second and subsequent generations of Taiwanese Ameri-
cans might not feel the psychological need to maintain this pattern. During the 
2006 pilgrimage to Beigang, board members of Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. and Beigang 
Chaotian Temple discussed plans to construct a second Mazu temple in New 
York. Pilgrims from Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. were excited to hear of these plans, and 
enthusiastically offered to assist and offer advice. The Beigang Chaotain Temple 
representatives said it would be another branch from Beigang Mazu, which he 
said would make Mazu "even more global." Flushing, New York, has a thriving 
Taiwanese American community known as "Mandarin Park," so it is not surpris-
ing that community would be selected. It is interesting to speculate on whether 
Meiguo Mazu from Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. will be represented in the New York 
Mazu temple, and if, by extension, the New York Mazu temple will perform an-
nual pilgrimages to San Francisco, to Beigang, or to both? Will New York Mazu be 
taken out of her temple to participate in New York’s Chinatown Chinese New Year 
parade? That there are current plans for the construction of another Mazu temple 
in New York suggests that the life and vitality of this cult will not diminish any-
time soon.

ENDNOTES

1.  Although the "Taiwanese American" can be subsumed in the category of "Chinese American" 
there are various Taiwanese ethnic groups (Hakka, Zhangzhou, Quanzhou, several Fujianese, 
and various "aboriginal- Taiwanese") to distinguish from the "mainlanders" who fled to 
Taiwan in the wake of the Communist victory of 1949 (Harrell and Huang, 1994, pp. 12–18). 
This distinction did not stay in Taiwan and/or China, but has been transplanted onto 
American soil in slightly different forms. New Taiwanese American communities confront 
older generations of Chinese American communities, and are introduced to the politics of 
racial identity in American society. Although, the cultural, social, economic, and political 
backgrounds of Taiwanese immigrants make their experiences different from those of 
the previous generations or other recent Chinese immigrants (e.g., Sino-Khmer and Sino-
Vietnamese), the all-encompassing category of "Chinese American" is capable of usurping 
them all. However, it creates a myopic view of the situation, obfuscating the diversity 
inherent in the singular category of "Chinese America." Therefore, in an attempt to avoid the 
totalizing implications of the taxon "Chinese America," this essay will emphasize "Taiwanese 
American" as opposed to the more general "Chinese American" to stress the complexity 
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of cultural and ethnic identity discourses among the assortment of "Chinese American" 
communities.

2.  Worldwide it is estimated that 250,000 Taiwanese-expats returned to Taiwan to vote (Kent, 
2008).

3.  Translation: "Go! Go! Go!"
4.  The incense masters are typically male. They did not depart from the Ma-tsu Temple U.S.A. 

Some met at SFO while others joined the pilgrimage group in Taiwan. Once all the incense 
masters were available, only they can carry the goddess. 

5.  The Dutch colonized Taiwan from 1624-1662 C.E. Holland Land is a theme park that mixes 
aboriginal culture with Dutch gardens and architecture. 

6.  In spoken Taiwanese, "ziah hun" can also mean "eating cigarettes" which A-Hua would not do 
because she does not smoke. 

7.  Depending on the icon, some of the jewelry may be faux or real.
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