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The Genealogy of Tibetan Buddhism and Modern China:

Religion, Knowledge, and Power

Martino Dibeltulo
PhD Research postgraduate, Department of Asian Language and Cultures,
University of Michigan, USA

Visiting Fellow, Center for Chinese Studies (CCS),
National Central Library, Taiwan

Toward the end of the 1990s, a new word has appeared in the Tibetan vocabulary. The

term bod brgyud nang bstan is a direct rendering of the Chinese zangchuan fojiao ji {5 {3
Z. Over the course of the twentieth century, as the field of Tibetan and Buddhist studies

has gradually become globalized, scholarly exchanges have been fostered on many levels.
Moreover, the translation of important works on Tibetan culture and religion has been
encouraged from and into many languages. However, in this endeavor, both the Tibetan
and the Chinese words bod brgyud nang bstan and zangchuan fojiao have been
retranslated into other European and Asian languages by what we commonly mean in
English with the word “Tibetan Buddhism.”

In this talk 1 will present the preliminary results of my dissertation research on Tibetan
Buddhism in Modern China. During the Republican Period (1912-1949), Buddhism
began to be identified as a world religion: it originated in ancient India, where it had long
disappeared, and China had its own national variant, so as China’s neighboring countries
had their own local versions of the teachings of the Buddha: Chinese Buddhism, Japanese
Buddhism, Korean Buddhism, etc. Independent Tibet (1912-1951), that is, Xizang, as a
neighbor of the Chinese nation, also had its own version of the teaching of the Buddha:



its referent in the Chinese language was xizang fojiao P& (%, what we still commonly

call Tibetan Buddhism.

Today, old Tibet, that is, Xizang, no longer enjoys the same political condition and
territorial extension as over Tibet’s period of independence. The word employed during
the Republican Period in the discourse on Tibetan Buddhism, xizang fojiao Faig L, is
no longer in use in the Chinese language, if not as a slip of the tongue, or a mistake that is
promptly rectified. The new word zangchuan fojiao jik {#{#:2%, instead, has appeared and

has become naturalized as the hegemonic term to talk about Tibetan Buddhism. The
Buddhism of Tibet has become only one of the three branches of Chinese Buddhism,
rather than a complex entity with its own historical development. But this shift of
meanings and the new taxonomy of Buddhism for the new Chinese Communist state
appeared immediately after the Cultural Revolution (1966-76). More precisely, the new
word arose around 1980 and replaced the old word that was still in use during the first

fifteen years of the People’s Republic.

The new term functions as the fulcrum of those dynamics of power between China and
Tibet that originate from the discourse of religion. The intellectual history of the two
Chinese terms that | will talk about here, the genealogy of Tibetan Buddhism that |
propose to explore, are far from being primarily concerned with today’s discourse. On the
contrary, I seek to understand today’s discourse by exposing the technologies of power
that it has inherited from the formations of knowledge of the discourse that it has replaced,
as well as by showing how the transition between the two words and between the two
epistemic regimes took place before the Cultural Revolution.
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