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Abstract:

Monastic education was one of the most important aspects of the modernization project in
Chinese Buddhism. It went through a fervent period of growth in the 1920s and 30s. This talk
addresses the convergence of identity and institution, focusing on the emergence of modern
Buddhist academies (foxueyuan {#22f5%) and the students they produced, in this specific
historical context. I identify three paradigm shifts that concretely influenced the practice of
modern Chinese Buddhism. The vertical teacher-student dynamic at modern foxueyuan led to
a new understanding of the traditional master-disciple relationship in Buddhism. Teachers,
rather than having absolute authority and responsibility, provided the ideological inspiration
for their students’ undertaking. This ideological underpinning was the basis for the
construction of a new, horizontal relationship among the students, which eventually
manifested in the production of a collective student-monk identity. Lastly, Buddhist
reformers and educators justified the founding of the new foxueyuan as a renewal rather than
departure from the traditional public monastery (conglin & #f) training. This re-interpretation
of orthodoxy, grounded in the performance of the student-monk identity, reinforced the role
of the Buddhist academies and their students in the institutional transformation of Chinese
Buddhism in the twentieth century.
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Speaker:

Rongdao Lai is assistant professor of Religious Studies and East Asian Studies at McGill
University, Canada. She was formerly assistant professor at the University of Southern
California, postdoctoral fellow at the Asia Research Institute (National University of
Singapore), and research fellow in the Robert H. N. Ho Family Foundation Program in
Buddhist Studies. Her research focuses primarily on the changing landscape and identity
production in modern Chinese Buddhism. Her monograph Citizen Bodhisattvas: Education,
Student-Monks, and Citizenship in Modern Chinese Buddhism is forthcoming by Brill. Her
other on-going projects include historical production, lineage networks, transnational
movements, and monastic economy in twentieth-century Chinese Buddhism.
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