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OBJECTIVE OF RESEARCH
This study investigates the re-conceptual-
ization of change (bian 變) in modern Chi-
nese religious context, focusing specifically 
on how individuals and communities mo-
bilized Buddhist conceptual tools to pre-
dict, understand, and diagnose changes. 
By examining Buddhist discourses from im-
permanence, declining Dharma (mofa 末
法), to liberation, this study discusses the 

transformation of the Buddhist perception 
of change in modern China and Buddhism’s 
response to new change-related ideologies, 
such as progressivism, linear time, and evo-
lutionism. Through this analysis, this study 
aims to further uncover the engagement of 
religion in shaping the worldview of mod-
ern China and the clashes and reconcilia-
tions between differing values and beliefs.

METHODS AND THEORIES
Based on archival and bibliographical sourc-
es, this study uses both diachronic textu-
al-historical analysis and synchronic herme-
neutic methods to examine Buddhist texts 
about change from the late 19th century to 
1949. The analysis centers on a particular 
conceptual regime and follows the pattern 
of conceptual history, emphasizing the his-

toricity of concepts and the structural issues 
behind their trans-temporal manifestations 
and variations. Theories including multiple 
secularities, new cultural history, and “trav-
eling concepts” will also be critically utilized 
to explore the tensions and overlaps be-
tween change-related discourses in diverse 
value-oriented, faith-inflected fields.

AIMS
Reflecting on paradigms in current scholar-
ship, such as the “reform-revival” model in 
religious studies and the dominant “secular 
nationalism” in historiography, this study 
underscores the intellectual background of 
Buddhist modernization. This project aims 
to complement empirical facts of religious 

life (practices, rituals, and rites) with inter-
pretations of abstract religious ideas and 
concepts. placing religious conceptualiza-
tion in a “history in the present,” and thus 
further reflecting on the current religious 
situation in China and beyond.

SOURCE MATERIAL
The primary historical source for this study 
is the Collection of Republican-Era Buddhist 
Periodical Literature 民國佛教期刊文獻集
成. Additional information will be gathered 
from archives, newspapers, pamphlets, 

and speeches and so on. Furthermore, this 
study will reference the public and private 
writings of major Buddhist elites and influ-
ential thinkers and scholars.
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