
Buddhism in China: Demographics, Influence, and
Interactions

Demographics of Buddhists in China

Current Statistics: Measuring the Buddhist population in China is challenging due to overlapping religious
practices  and the lack  of  exclusive  affiliation requirements .  Surveys  indicate  that  only  about  4% of
Chinese adults formally identify as Buddhist, yet up to  33% profess belief in Buddhist figures (Buddha or
bodhisattvas), reflecting Buddhism’s broad cultural influence . Official estimates vary; for example,
the state-backed Buddhist Association of China in 2017 claimed over 100 million Buddhists (roughly 9% of
the  adult  population) .  Overall,  China  likely  has  the  world’s  largest  Buddhist-affiliated  population  –
anywhere from 42 million to 362 million people (about 4% to 33% of the population) depending on the
criteria used . This wide range underscores that many Chinese engage in Buddhist  beliefs or rituals
without formal membership, often alongside Taoist or folk practices . For instance, roughly one-
third of Chinese burn incense to honor Buddha or other deities at least annually , and veneration of
bodhisattvas like Guanyin (the “Goddess of Mercy”) is common in folk religion . Buddhists in China do
not  typically  register  with  congregations,  and Buddhism permits  multiple  religious  observances,  unlike
Christianity or Islam which demand exclusive adherence . This inclusivity means Buddhism often blends
into China’s religious landscape rather than standing as a sharply defined group.

Historical  Trends: Buddhism  was  introduced  to  China  around  the  1st  century  CE during  the  Han
Dynasty, entering as a “foreign” religion via Silk Road monks and merchants . It spread gradually,
gaining Chinese converts by the late Han and especially flourishing during periods of disunity (3rd–6th
centuries) when native elites and commoners sought comfort amid chaos . By the Tang Dynasty (618–
907),  Buddhism had become deeply rooted and enjoyed imperial  patronage;  this  era is  considered the
height of Buddhist influence in China . Countless temples, monasteries, and colossal cave shrines (like
those  at  Longmen  and  Dunhuang)  were  built  across  the  country  under  Tang  support .  However,
Buddhism’s growing wealth and power also sparked backlashes. In  845 CE, Emperor Wuzong launched a
Great Anti-Buddhist Persecution, destroying thousands of monasteries and statues and forcing monks
and nuns back to lay life . This dealt a sharp blow to Buddhist institutions and curtailed its influence
at  court,  though the  faith  survived  and  persisted  among the  populace .  Subsequent  dynasties  saw
Buddhism  rebound  in  new  forms:  Song-era  (960–1279) society,  while  officially  Confucian,  embraced
Buddhism as part of popular religion after it lost exclusive state sponsorship . The Yuan Dynasty (1271–
1368) under Mongol rule patronized Tibetan Buddhism and spread its lamas’ influence into the north .
The Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1636–1912) dynasties maintained Buddhism as a fixture of religious life
(the Qing emperors even supported Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhist traditions as a political strategy ),
though Neo-Confucian ideology dominated governance.  In  the modern era,  Buddhism suffered greatly
during the mid-20th century—most notably under Communist rule during the Cultural Revolution (1966–
1976), when temples were wrecked and clergy defrocked . Despite this near destruction, Buddhism has
revived since the 1980s as China relaxed religious controls .  Today, it  remains the country’s largest
organized religion, with tens or even hundreds of millions of adherents (loosely defined) and over 34,000
officially  registered  temples (28,000+  Han  Chinese  Buddhist,  ~3,800  Tibetan,  ~1,700  Theravada) .
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Unregistered  folk  shrines  containing  Buddhist  deities  are  even  more  numerous,  reflecting  Buddhism’s
enduring grassroots presence .

Influence of Buddhism in Chinese Society

Cultural and Artistic Influence: Buddhism has profoundly shaped Chinese culture, leaving an indelible
mark on art, literature, language, and daily customs. From early on, Buddhist art galvanized new styles in
sculpture and painting – for example, statues of Buddhas and bodhisattvas, as well as the breathtaking cave
temple art of Dunhuang, Datong, and Longmen, testify to a fusion of Indian spiritual themes with Chinese
aesthetics . During the Tang and Song dynasties, Buddhism not only inspired religious iconography and
monumental  sculpture,  but  also  advanced  technology:  the  need  to  disseminate  sutras  spurred  the
development of woodblock printing, making the Diamond Sutra (868 CE) the world’s oldest printed text

.  Pagoda architecture in China – evolving from the Indian stupa – is another Buddhist contribution,
adding a new form to Chinese skylines. Major Chinese literary works also reveal Buddhist influence; the
classic novel  Journey to the West (16th century) is  centered on a monk’s pilgrimage to retrieve Buddhist
scriptures, reflecting the integration of Buddhist lore into folklore and popular storytelling. Even everyday
practices  were touched by  Buddhism:  according to  scholars,  the  tradition of  tea  drinking as  an aid  to
meditation and the use of chairs (rather than floor mats) in seating were popularized in China through
Buddhist  monastic  culture .  Buddhist  festivals  (e.g.  the  Ghost  Festival  derived from Ullambana)  and
concepts like  karma and reincarnation have entered the common vocabulary and ethical outlook of the
Chinese people. In art, Buddhist themes such as  enlightened beings (luohan/arhats, Guanyin) became
recurring subjects in painting and sculpture, symbolizing ideals of compassion and wisdom . In sum,
Buddhism’s arrival added a rich spiritual imagery to Chinese cultural life and catalyzed innovations that
persisted across centuries.

Philosophical and Ethical Impact: Buddhism introduced new philosophical frameworks and values that
interacted  complexly  with  indigenous  thought.  Its  doctrines  of  emptiness  (śūnyatā),  suffering  and
impermanence, and the pursuit of  enlightenment challenged Chinese thinkers to reconcile these ideas
with Confucian and Daoist concepts. Over time, Buddhism significantly influenced Chinese intellectual life –
even those who did not embrace it wholly had to respond to it. For example, the rise of Neo-Confucianism
(Song–Ming era) was, in part, a reaction to and incorporation of Buddhist (and Daoist) insights . Neo-
Confucian philosophers borrowed metaphysical notions and practices of self-cultivation from Buddhism,
especially Chan (Zen) Buddhist meditation techniques, while refuting other aspects to reassert Confucian
ethics . This led to a more inward-looking, spiritual dimension in Confucian thought – a deeper subjectivity
in  self-cultivation that  echoed  Buddhist  practices .  Buddhism  also  softened  certain  social  values:  it
promoted compassion for all living beings, reinforced the sanctity of life (inspiring some Chinese to adopt
vegetarianism or abstain from animal sacrifice), and offered salvationist hope through merit-making and
devotion. Over centuries, Chinese Buddhists localized their faith by embracing Confucian family values – for
instance,  filial  piety was  integrated  into  Buddhist  practice  by  dedicating  rituals  to  ancestors .  The
popular  Buddhist  Ten Virtues aligned closely  with  Confucian moral  precepts.  Buddhist  cosmology and
ethics (e.g. the cycle of rebirth determined by one’s deeds) thus became part of the moral fabric of Chinese
society,  influencing  attitudes  toward  charity,  education,  and  social  responsibility.  Indirectly,  Buddhism
broadened the Chinese worldview beyond the here-and-now; it encouraged people to consider questions of
the  afterlife,  karma,  and  universal  compassion,  tempering  the  strictly  duty-bound,  this-worldly
orientation  of  Confucianism .  In  summary,  Buddhism’s  philosophical  legacy  in  China  is  a  complex
tapestry  –  it  spurred  new  schools  of  thought,  deeply  influenced  personal  ethics  and  practices,  and
ultimately merged with native philosophies to create a uniquely Chinese blend of spiritual outlook.
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Political and Social Influence: The political role of Buddhism in China has waxed and waned, but at times it
directly shaped governance and foreign relations. In imperial eras, Buddhist clergy often advised emperors
or were patronized by them to bolster legitimacy. Empress Wu Zetian in the 7th century, for example, used
Buddhist  prophesies  to  support  her  rule  and sponsored temples  and translation projects.  Many rulers
patronized Buddhism to earn public goodwill or divine protection for the state – grand prayer ceremonies
were conducted to ward off disasters or secure victory in battle . On the other hand, Buddhism’s growing
wealth and monastic autonomy sometimes provoked resentment from Confucian officials, who saw large
tax-exempt monasteries and tonsured monks (who withdrew from family lineage obligations) as a threat to
the  social  order .  This  dynamic  led  to  periodic  state  crackdowns  on  Buddhism  for  economic  and
ideological reasons (as seen in the 845 Tang persecution, when monasteries’ land and metal icons were
confiscated to  replenish  the  treasury ).  Still,  Buddhism proved resilient  and adapted to  the  political
climate. In the Qing period, the Manchu rulers leveraged Tibetan Buddhism to solidify control over Tibet
and Mongolia, even as they promoted Confucianism for Han Chinese; the Qing emperors invited Tibetan
lamas to court and themselves took part in Buddhist rites, using the faith as a tool of imperial diplomacy

. 

In modern China, Buddhism’s political influence has been more subdued, but it remains significant both
domestically and as a facet of cultural diplomacy. After decades of suppression, the post-Mao government
allowed a Buddhist revival under tight regulation. In recent years, Chinese authorities have actually shown a
pragmatic  favor  toward  Buddhism  (and  Taoism) compared  to  other  religions,  viewing  it  as  part  of
national heritage and a means to promote social harmony . President Xi Jinping has explicitly praised
Buddhism as integral to “Chinese traditional culture” and useful in rebuilding moral values in society .
Under Xi, state rhetoric often highlights how Buddhism has  “integrated with indigenous Confucianism and
Taoism” and extols its contributions to charity and morality . The government has tacitly encouraged
Buddhist and folk religious activities (temple tourism, festivals, philanthropic projects) as they align with the
goal of a “harmonious society”  and lack the foreign affiliations that Christianity or Islam have .
Internationally,  China has used Buddhism as a soft-power bridge to other Asian nations – for instance,
hosting World Buddhist Forums and promoting Chinese Buddhist sites on the UNESCO heritage list – in an
effort to emphasize a peaceful cultural image . At the same time, Beijing keeps a firm hand on Buddhist
institutions  in  sensitive  regions  like  Tibet,  tightly  controlling  monastic  education  and  the  selection  of
reincarnate lamas for political ends . In summary, Buddhism’s historical journey in Chinese politics
has swung between favor and suppression. Today it indirectly influences society by providing social services
and moral narratives endorsed by the state, while directly it is managed to ensure it remains an instrument
of cultural unity rather than dissent. 

Buddhism and Taoism in China

Buddhism and Taoism (Daoism) have coexisted in China for almost two millennia, in a relationship marked
by both competition and mutual influence.  Taoism is China’s indigenous religion/philosophy focused on
harmony with the Tao (the cosmic Way) and pursuit of longevity or spiritual immortality. When Buddhism
arrived from India, it encountered a well-established Taoist tradition and initially was seen as a foreign rival.
Historical  records from as early  as the Han dynasty note debates between Buddhist  monks and Taoist
priests for imperial favor. Despite early rivalries, over time the two traditions profoundly influenced each
other.  Conceptual Syncretism: Buddhists in China borrowed Taoist terminology and concepts to explain
Buddhist ideas; for example, the Chinese translation for nirvana and Dharma drew on Taoist words like wu
wei (non-action)  and  Dao .  Likewise,  Taoists  incorporated  Buddhist  cosmology  and  doctrines  –  the
adoption of reincarnation and karmic reward into Taoist  belief  is  a clear example.  By the  6th century,
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scholars  were  describing  the  “Three  Teachings” (Buddhism,  Taoism,  Confucianism)  as  complementary
paths, with one popular proverb declaring them “basically one tradition” despite different symbols and
rituals .  Practical Exchanges: Chinese Buddhists absorbed certain Taoist practices, such as  breathing
exercises and meditation techniques for cultivating longevity and inner tranquility .  In turn, Taoist
alchemists  and  meditation  masters  were  influenced  by  Buddhist  monastic  discipline  and  meditative
concentration,  with  some  Taoist  texts  mimicking  Buddhist  sutras.  Both  religions  share  an  extensive
pantheon and in folk worship they often blend – many Chinese temples host both Buddhist deities (like
Guanyin) and Taoist gods, and folk devotees seek help from either side as needed.  Distinctions: Despite
convergence, Buddhism and Taoism maintain distinct emphases. Buddhism is generally oriented toward
escaping the cycle of rebirth and attaining enlightenment (nirvana), while Taoism seeks harmony with the
natural order and often aims for immortality or spiritual transcendence in this life. Taoism has traditionally
been  more  world-affirming,  valuing  health  and  longevity,  whereas  Buddhism  preaches  world-
renunciation (monastic  life,  celibacy)  as  an  ideal  –  a  point  of  contention  historically  (Confucian  critics
accused Buddhist monks of unfilial behavior for leaving their families). Culturally, Buddhism introduced a
formal monastic institution and a vast canon of scriptures, whereas Taoism organized its own priesthood
and  mystical  texts  somewhat  in  response.  Interactions  over  time: During  certain  periods  (e.g.  Tang
dynasty), emperors tried to balance support between Taoism and Buddhism; Tang emperors, claiming Laozi
as an ancestor, often favored Taoism but also patronized Buddhism heavily until the 845 crackdown. Some
Taoist  clergy  participated  in  that  anti-Buddhist  persecution,  seeing  Buddhism  as  a  threat.  Yet  in  later
centuries,  the  “unity  of  three teachings” became a  mainstream notion.  By  late  imperial  times,  many
Chinese individuals practiced a blend of Buddhist and Taoist rituals (along with Confucian ethics) without
feeling  any  contradiction.  Today,  both  Buddhism and  Taoism are  classified  as  traditional  religions  and
receive  relatively  lenient  treatment  by  China’s  government .  They  often  cooperate  in  local  religious
affairs;  for  example,  a  village temple  might  have Taoist  ceremonies  and Buddhist  prayers  on different
occasions. In summary, Buddhism and Taoism in China have a yin-yang relationship – distinct in origin and
practice, yet deeply interwoven. Each has shaped the other: Buddhism adopted Chinese Taoist character,
and Taoism grew in dialogue with Buddhist thought, yielding a unique Chinese spiritual synthesis.

Buddhism and Confucianism in China

Confucianism, strictly speaking, is not a religion with deities but a system of social and ethical philosophy
that  has  dominated  Chinese  governance  and  education  for  centuries.  Buddhism’s  relationship  with
Confucianism  has  been  characterized  by  both  conflict  and  integration.  Ideological  Differences:
Confucianism focuses on this-worldly duties – filial piety, social harmony, proper conduct, and governance –
largely silent on the afterlife or the divine . Buddhism, by contrast, addresses spiritual suffering, the
afterlife  (cycles  of  rebirth),  and  personal  salvation,  which  Confucians  historically  deemed  outside  their
scope. Early Confucian scholars often criticized Buddhism as a disruptive “foreign creed”: it  took people
away from family responsibilities (monastic celibacy meant no heirs, violating filial duties), and Buddhist
renunciation of worldly pursuits clashed with Confucian activism in society . The Tang essayist  Han Yu
famously denounced Buddhism, urging the emperor to suppress it as heterodox. Historical Interactions:
Despite  tensions,  over  time  Buddhism  and  Confucianism  profoundly  influenced  one  another.  During
periods like the Northern and Southern Dynasties (4th–6th centuries), some rulers alternated patronage
between Buddhist and Confucian establishments to legitimize their rule. By the Song Dynasty (960–1279),
a  remarkable  synthesis  emerged:  Neo-Confucianism.  Thinkers  such  as  Zhu  Xi and  Wang  Yangming
absorbed metaphysical  ideas from Buddhism (and Taoism) to enrich Confucian doctrine .  They were
openly  critical  of  Buddhist  monastic  withdrawal,  yet  they  borrowed  concepts  of  meditation  and  self-
cultivation.  For example,  Neo-Confucianism adopted a quasi-spiritual  practice of  quiet-sitting (jingzuo),
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reminiscent of  Chan Buddhist  meditation,  to purify the mind. They also took inspiration from Buddhist
ontology  –  the  concept  of  principle  (li) and  emptiness in  explaining  the  universe .  Conversely,
Buddhists in China adopted Confucian social values: Chinese Buddhist texts emphasized filial piety, with
stories of monks showing devotion to their parents, to counter the accusation of unfilial conduct . Many
Buddhist lay societies in late imperial times built charitable schools and promoted loyalty and harmony,
aligning with Confucian ideals.  “Three Teachings as One”: By the Ming and Qing eras, the notion that
Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism each address different needs (social order, salvation, health/nature
respectively) became popular . Confucianism was seen as governing  the outer world of society, and
Buddhism the inner world of soul – a division of labor of sorts. Some scholars practiced Confucian ethics in
office, but turned to Buddhism for personal enlightenment or in retirement. The Chinese saying “Confucian
in office, Daoist in retirement, Buddhist on one’s deathbed” highlights how an individual might engage all three
at  different  life  stages.  Modern  Perspective: Today  Confucianism  is  often  regarded  as  a  cultural  or
philosophical  backdrop rather than an organized religion, but its revival  in China as a source of values
parallels the revival of Buddhism. The Communist government, once hostile to all traditions, now promotes
Confucian ideals of harmony alongside praising Buddhism’s moral role . The two traditions are no longer
in  open  conflict;  instead,  they  are  portrayed  as  jointly  underpinning  Chinese  civilization.  In  essence,
Buddhism and Confucianism started as very different systems, yet through centuries of dialogue they have
converged  to  a  complementary  relationship  –  Buddhism  offering  spiritual  solace  and  metaphysical
depth, while Confucianism provides ethical guidelines for society .  Each has tempered the other:
Buddhism  made  Confucianism  more  spiritually  introspective,  and  Confucianism  made  Buddhism  more
socially grounded in Chinese society.

Buddhism and Christianity in China

Christianity has had a sporadic presence in China since at least the 7th century (when Nestorian Christians
arrived in Tang China), but it remained a small minority until the 19th–20th centuries. Its interactions with
Buddhism have been limited but noteworthy, given their very different doctrines.  Comparative Beliefs:
Christianity is  a monotheistic  religion centered on faith in one God and salvation through Jesus Christ,
demanding  exclusive  worship.  Buddhism,  in  contrast,  is  non-theistic (no  creator  god)  and  does  not
demand exclusive allegiance – one can venerate Buddha alongside other deities in the Chinese context .
Because of  this  fundamental  difference,  historically  the  two did  not  directly  clash often in  China;  they
operated in different spheres.  Historical Encounters: When Catholic and Protestant missionaries became
active  in  China  (from  the  Ming  dynasty  through  the  Qing  and  especially  in  the  19th  century),  they
sometimes studied Buddhism to understand the Chinese spiritual environment. Jesuit missionaries in the
XVI–XVII centuries, like Matteo Ricci, engaged in respectful exchanges with Buddhist monks, even as they
tried to  convert  Chinese elites  to  Christianity.  However,  there was little  syncretism –  unlike Buddhism’s
integration with Taoism, Christianity’s exclusive truth claims prevented blending. In fact, missionaries often
criticized Buddhism as superstition, while Chinese Buddhists viewed Christian insistence on a single god
and one lifetime as incompatible with their worldview of many Buddhas and rebirths. During the late 19th
and early 20th centuries, both Buddhism and Christianity experienced reform and growth. Some Chinese
intellectuals  in  the Republican period compared Christian charity  organizations with Buddhist  charities,
fostering  a  modernist  renewal  in  Buddhism  to  emulate  the  social  services  provided  by  Christians.
Demographic and Political Context: In contemporary China, Christians (both Protestants and Catholics)
are still a relatively small minority – roughly 5% of the population or less  – whereas Buddhism (broadly
defined) engages a far larger segment. The government categorizes Christianity as a  “foreign religion”
with historical links to Western influence, and thus monitors it closely. By contrast, Buddhism is seen as
culturally  Chinese  and  is  treated  more  leniently .  This  has  led  to  an  interesting  dynamic:  the  state
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sometimes tacitly favors Buddhist organizations (e.g. approving temple rebuildings, Buddhist universities,
etc.) while restricting church activities. In terms of interactions, modern Chinese Buddhists and Christians
generally operate separately, though there is some interfaith dialogue. Similarities and Distinctions: Both
religions  emphasize  compassion,  love,  and  ethical  living  –  Christian  agape  and  Buddhist  karuṇā
(compassion) have analogous roles in encouraging charity and altruism. Both also have monastic traditions
(monks  and  nuns  who  live  celibate  lives  devoted  to  their  faith).  However,  Buddhism’s  concept  of
enlightenment  through  personal  practice  differs  from  Christianity’s  focus  on  divine  grace  and  faith.
Culturally,  Christianity  introduced  new  elements  to  China  (hymn  singing,  Sunday  worship,  Western
iconography) which did not merge with Buddhist practice, so followers of each remain distinct. Interactions
Over  Time: Direct  confrontations  have  been  rare,  but  there  have  been  cases  in  recent  history  where
Buddhist  leaders  and  Christian  leaders  offer  alternative  sources  of  community.  Some  Chinese  have
converted  from Buddhism or  folk  religion  to  Christianity,  especially  in  urban areas,  which  occasionally
causes family or local tension, but on a wide scale Buddhism and Christianity simply appeal to different
audiences. Notably, a portion of Chinese view Buddhism as part of their heritage and Christianity as an
imported belief; this can create a subtle social divide. Nonetheless, both coexist in modern China’s religious
tapestry. In summary, Buddhism and Christianity have had relatively parallel existences in China with few
points of direct interaction. They differ greatly in theology and practice, which has kept each in its own lane.
The  Chinese  state’s  posture  amplifies  this  distinction  by  deeming  Buddhism  a  “traditional”  faith  to  be
culturally promoted, while treating Christianity with wariness as a potentially dissenting foreign influence

. Despite this, both religions continue to grow in their own ways among those searching for spiritual
meaning in China’s rapidly changing society.

Buddhism and Islam in China

Islam was introduced to China in the 7th century (early Tang period) by Arab and Persian traders and took
root primarily among certain ethnic groups (notably the Hui, Uyghur, Kazakh, and others). Like Christianity,
Islam is  monotheistic  and exclusivist,  making it  quite  different  from Buddhism’s  pluralistic,  non-theistic
approach.  Historical Coexistence: For most of China’s history, Buddhism and Islam existed in separate
social  and geographic spheres.  Chinese Muslims (especially  the Hui  and Uyghurs)  developed their  own
mosques and communities, and there was relatively little religious exchange with the Buddhist community.
Interactions  over  Time: Notably,  under  the  Yuan  Dynasty (1271–1368)  ruled  by  the  Mongols,  both
Muslims and Buddhists (particularly Tibetans) enjoyed imperial patronage and roles in administration. This
era  saw some contact:  the  Mongol  court  employed  Muslim officials  and  also  elevated  lamas,  but  any
theological interaction was limited. In the Ming and Qing dynasties, sporadic conflicts with Muslim rebels
occurred (e.g. the 19th-century Hui uprisings in northwest China), and these had an ethnic and religious
dimension  –  Qing  authorities  who  were  Buddhist  (the  Manchus  patronized  Tibetan  Buddhism)  fought
Muslim groups,  fueling perceptions of  a Buddhist  vs.  Muslim divide in those conflicts .  However,  it’s
important  to  note  such  incidents  were  more  political  than  doctrinal  disputes.  On  the  whole,  Muslim–
Buddhist relations in China were largely peaceful; communities traded and coexisted without large-scale
religious wars . In areas like Gansu and Yunnan, where Muslims and Buddhists lived in proximity, there
was  some  cultural  exchange  (for  instance,  Muslim  warlords  in  late  19th-century  Yunnan  reportedly
protected  Buddhist  temples  during  conflicts,  and  some  local  folklore  in  Xinjiang  blends  Islamic  and
Buddhist  elements).  Theological  Differences: Islam staunchly  rejects  idolatry,  whereas  Buddhism uses
abundant images of Buddhas and bodhisattvas in worship – this fundamental difference meant devout
Muslims often viewed Buddhist statues as idols, and devout Buddhists found it difficult to reconcile the
Islamic concept of a single, jealous God with their own pantheon. Due to such differences, neither religion
attempted syncretism; a person was either Muslim or engaged in the Chinese mix of Buddhism/Taoism/Folk
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religion, but rarely both. Modern Context: Today, Islam is a minority faith in China (estimated 1–2% of the
population)  with  major  concentrations  in  Xinjiang,  Ningxia,  and  other  northwestern  regions .  The
Chinese  government  classifies  Islam  as  one  of  the  five  recognized  religions  but  has  shown  far  more
suspicion and hostility toward it in recent years due to fears of separatism and foreign influence (especially
in Xinjiang). As a result, Islamic practices (like mosque attendance, Quran study) are tightly controlled or
curtailed in some areas. Buddhism, by contrast, is leveraged by the state as a benign traditional culture. This
stark difference in treatment has sometimes put the two communities at odds indirectly – e.g. when Uyghur
Muslims perceive the state’s favoritism toward the Buddhist majority or Buddhist heritage sites. In a few
instances,  nationalist  rhetoric  has  pitted  “Buddhist  civilization”  against  “Islamic  extremism”  in  China,
especially in the context of Xinjiang policy, which creates an unfortunate narrative of civilizational clash that
historically  wasn’t  pronounced.  Shared  experiences: Both  Buddhism  and  Islam  suffered  periods  of
suppression under Communist rule (for example, during the Cultural Revolution, mosques were closed and
Imams struggled, just as monks did). In recent decades both have seen revivals, but Buddhism’s revival has
been more publicly celebrated, whereas Islam’s revival has been met with crackdowns. Despite theological
disparities, Buddhist and Muslim communities in China generally interact in a civil manner when they meet;
for example, in cities like Xi’an or Beijing, Muslim and Buddhist neighborhoods coexist and respect each
other’s dietary laws and festivals (Buddhists often patronize Halal restaurants for vegetarian dishes, and
Muslims occasionally visit Buddhist cultural sites as tourists). In summary, Buddhism and Islam in China
historically maintained a peaceful parallelism with limited interplay. Each contributed to China’s diversity:
Buddhism predominantly among the Han and Tibetan peoples, Islam among Turkic and Hui peoples.
They rarely collided doctrinally in the public sphere. Today, the two traditions remain distinct but both face
the task of preserving their heritage under an officially atheist state – with Buddhism currently in a more
favorable position as part of the sanctioned “Chinese tradition,” and Islam facing greater challenges due to
political sensitivities.

Schools and Regional Variations of Chinese Buddhism

Larung Gar Buddhist Academy in Sêrtar, Sichuan – an enormous Tibetan Buddhist monastic settlement founded in
the 1980s. With around 40,000 resident monks and nuns (about 10% of them ethnic Han Chinese), it is considered
one of the world’s largest Buddhist institutes, exemplifying the vibrancy of  Tibetan Buddhism in contemporary
China .
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Chinese Buddhism is not monolithic; it encompasses multiple  schools and regional traditions that have
developed over time. The main branches are often categorized by geographic and doctrinal lineage:

Han Chinese Buddhism (Mahayana): The  majority  of  Buddhists  in  China  follow the  Mahayana
tradition as adapted by the Han Chinese. This includes several  classical schools founded in China,
such as  Tiantai,  Huayan (Flower Garland),  Chan, and  Pure Land, which all emerged during the
Tang  and  subsequent  dynasties .  Mahayana  (literally  “Great  Vehicle”)  Buddhism  in  China
emphasizes the ideal of the bodhisattva – enlightened beings who delay nirvana to help others –
and teaches that enlightenment is attainable for all.  Within Han Buddhism, two schools became
especially prominent:  Chan Buddhism (known as Zen in Japan), which stresses meditation and a
direct mind-to-mind transmission outside of scriptures, and Pure Land Buddhism, a devotional path
focusing on rebirth in the Western Paradise of Amitābha Buddha through faith and recitation of his
name .  Chan took  shape  in  China  by  blending  Indian  dhyana  (meditation)  with  Taoist-
influenced simplicity, leading practitioners to value sudden insight and the paradoxical teachings of
Chan masters. By the Song dynasty, Chan had grown to be the largest monastic sect , patronized
by many literati; its influence spread to art and poetry (the image of the serene, eccentric Zen monk
became a cultural icon). Pure Land, on the other hand, gained immense popularity among laypeople
for its accessible promise of salvation – even the illiterate could chant “Amituofo” (Amitābha) and
aspire to a blissful rebirth. In practice, most Chinese Buddhist temples and clergy have historically
combined Chan and Pure Land practice (known as Chan-Pure Land syncretism), meditating while
also reciting Buddha’s name, to cater to both elites and common folk . Other Chinese Mahayana
schools include Tiantai, which is known for its comprehensive doctrine and the study of the  Lotus
Sutra,  and  Huayan,  which taught the interpenetration of all  phenomena – these were influential
philosophically  but  less  widespread  among  the  masses.  Today,  Han  Chinese  Buddhism  is
administratively unified under organizations like the Buddhist Association of China, and its temples
are found nationwide (with a higher concentration in eastern and southern provinces) .

Tibetan Buddhism (Vajrayana): Often called Lamaism in older literature, this branch is practiced by
the Tibetan, Mongolian, and related ethnic communities in China. It follows the Vajrayana (Tantric)
path,  which  includes  esoteric  rituals,  mantra  recitation,  and  the  guidance  of  lamas  (teachers).
Tibetan Buddhism was introduced to Tibet in the 7th–8th centuries and evolved with distinct schools
(Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya, Gelug, etc.). It entered Chinese imperial circles during the Yuan dynasty
and later the Qing, when emperors patronized Tibetan lamas . Within China, Tibetan Buddhism is
second-largest after  Han  Buddhism .  It  dominates  in  the  Tibet  Autonomous  Region and
sizeable parts of Qinghai, western Sichuan, Gansu, and Inner Mongolia (areas collectively known as
ethnographic Tibet or adjacent regions). The practice is marked by monasteries that often are the
center of community life for Tibetans. Monks (and nuns to a lesser degree) in these areas undergo a
rigorous scholastic curriculum as well as tantric training. A famous aspect of Tibetan Buddhism is the
incarnate lama (tulku) system,  the most renowned being the  Dalai Lama and  Panchen Lama
lineages. These figures have also made Tibetan Buddhism a political factor – the current exile of the
Dalai  Lama  since  1959  and  China’s  claim  to  control  reincarnations  has  significant  geopolitical
ramifications . Culturally, Tibetan Buddhism in China has begun attracting some Han Chinese,
especially  educated urbanites drawn by its  elaborate rituals and imagery .  In recent decades,
charismatic Tibetan teachers and the mystique of Tibet’s highland culture have led to a minor but
notable trend of Han converts to Tibetan Buddhism, or at least enthusiastic lay practitioners .
Tibetan Buddhist  monasteries,  such as  Labrang in  Gansu or  Kumbum in  Qinghai,  also  serve as
bridges for  cultural  tourism and inter-ethnic  exchange.  Despite  government restrictions,  Tibetan
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Buddhism  remains  vibrant  –  massive  monastic  institutes  like  Larung  Gar  in  Sichuan (pictured
above) show the scale of religious devotion, though such sites have also faced state-led downsizing
for political reasons .

Theravada Buddhism: In  China,  Theravada  (the  “School  of  the  Elders”)  is  practiced  chiefly  by
ethnic minorities in Yunnan Province,  particularly the Dai people in the Xishuangbanna region
bordering  Southeast  Asia.  These  communities  follow  Theravada  traditions  similar  to  those  in
Thailand, Myanmar, and Laos. Theravada Buddhism likely arrived in Yunnan by the 7th century and
grew significantly from the 16th century onward . It remains a living tradition: almost every Dai
village has a temple, and young boys often spend some time as novice monks as a rite of passage

. The style of practice is distinct from Han Buddhism – chants are in Pali, not Chinese; monks
wear saffron robes and observe stricter Vinaya rules;  and the local  temple architecture is  in the
gilded, multicolored Southeast Asian style, not the typical Chinese style (see image below). Many
Dai  also  blend Buddhism with  indigenous animist  beliefs .  This  branch is  small  compared to
Mahayana and Tibetan Buddhism in China, but it’s significant as a link to the wider Theravada world.
In recent years, Theravada Buddhists in Yunnan have faced some challenges (such as state scrutiny
over  cross-border  religious  training),  but  their  traditions  –  like  the  Water-Sprinkling  Festival
(coinciding with Songkran/New Year) – are celebrated and even promoted as tourist attractions.

A Theravada Buddhist temple in Jinghong, Xishuangbanna (southern Yunnan). The flamboyant architecture and
naga (serpent) motifs reflect Thai/Lao influence. Such temples serve the Dai minority,  illustrating the regional
variant of Buddhism in China’s far southwest .

Chan (Zen) Buddhism: Although part  of  Mahayana,  Chan deserves special  note for its  uniquely
Chinese origin and later global impact.  Chan began in China traditionally with the semi-legendary
Indian monk Bodhidharma in the 5th/6th century. It emphasizes direct insight into one’s own nature
– often through meditation or even shock tactics – over scholarly study of sutras. Chan masters in
China,  like  Huineng  (7th  century)  and  Linji  (Rinzai),  developed  a  rich  lore  of  gong’an  (koans),
paradoxical anecdotes or questions to provoke enlightenment beyond rational thought. During the
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Tang and Song, Chan became hugely influential, as noted earlier, even among the literati and artists.
It produced austere monastic codes (the “pure rules” of Bailin Temple, etc.) and inspired arts such as
ink painting and  poetry with its focus on spontaneity and the present moment. Chan’s influence
spread to Korea, Japan, and Vietnam (where it’s known as Seon, Zen, Thien, respectively) from the
medieval  period,  making  it  one  of  East  Asia’s  most  significant  cultural  exports.  In  China,  Chan
continued as a dominant monastic tradition into the modern era. Today most major monasteries
(like Shaolin Temple in Henan, famous for its martial arts, or Baoding’s Bailin Temple) are of Chan
lineage. However, the term “Chan” is less familiar globally than “Zen” due to Japan’s export of Zen.
Nonetheless, many urban Han Buddhists in China practice a form of Chan meditation, sometimes
attending retreats, as a path to mental peace.

Pure Land Buddhism: Also  within  Mahayana,  Pure Land focuses  on the devotional  chanting of
Amitābha Buddha’s name to be reborn in his Western Pure Land, a realm free of suffering where
enlightenment is  assured.  This  school  first  took root in China around the 4th century and grew
during the Tang and Song. It was never exclusive – many Chan monks advocated Pure Land practice
as well – but as a movement it catered especially to laypeople. The simplicity of its main practice
(nianfo, mindful recitation of “Amituofo”) made it accessible. By late imperial times, village society
often revolved around  Pure Land beliefs; even literate gentry would encourage villagers to recite
Amitābha’s name at death to ensure a fortunate rebirth. While not as organizationally distinct as
other  schools,  Pure  Land  thinking  permeates  Chinese  Buddhism.  Even  today,  enter  almost  any
Chinese temple and you’ll find Amitābha’s image in the main hall and hear devotees softly chanting
his name. Pure Land Buddhism in China also influenced art – for instance, the motif of the Western
Paradise inspired beautiful Dunhuang cave murals. In the 20th century, reformist monks like  Yin
Guang promoted  Pure  Land  as  the  most  suitable  path  for  the  masses  in  a  chaotic  world.  The
resonance of this school is seen in the fact that many Chinese Buddhists, when asked about their
practice, simply reply that they  “believe in Buddha” (often meaning Amitābha) and burn incense
regularly .

Esoteric and Minor Traditions: China also had its indigenous esoteric (Tantric) tradition during the
Tang (Tangmi), which later waned but has been somewhat revitalized alongside Tibetan Vajrayana

.  Additionally,  the  Bai  ethnic  group in  Yunnan  practice  Azhaliism,  a  localized  Vajrayana-
influenced Buddhism . New Buddhist-derived sects have occasionally arisen (such as the modern
True  Buddha  School which  the  government  considers  heterodox ).  Furthermore,  in  recent
decades,  imports from Japan like Soka Gakkai (a Nichiren Buddhist lay movement) have quietly
gained a following in some Chinese cities, operating under the radar in small groups . These,
however, remain limited in scope.

Regional Variations: The character of Buddhism in China thus varies by region. In the southeast coastal
provinces ( Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Fujian, Guangdong), Buddhism (mostly Mahayana) is very visible with dense
networks of temples – many of these areas benefited from early economic prosperity which helped rebuild
temples after the Cultural Revolution . In the  north and northeast, Buddhist practice can be sparser,
but important temples (like Wutai Shan in Shanxi, one of the four sacred Buddhist mountains associated
with Manjushri) draw pilgrims from all over.  Southwestern China (Yunnan, Sichuan) is unusually diverse:
one can find Theravada Buddhism among the Dai in Yunnan , Tibetan Buddhism in western Sichuan and
northern Yunnan, and Han Mahayana Buddhism in the cities.  Inner Mongolia and parts of  Heilongjiang
have Tibetan Buddhist traditions among ethnic Mongols. The Tibetan Plateau (Tibet Autonomous Region
and  adjacent  Qinghai,  western  Sichuan,  etc.)  is  overwhelmingly  Tibetan  Buddhist  by  population,  and
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monastic  institutions  there  often  house  thousands  of  monks.  Meanwhile,  urban  centers like  Beijing,
Shanghai, Chengdu host a mix – historic Buddhist temples serve as tourist attractions and devotional sites
for  laypeople,  and  new  urban  Dharma  centers  cater  to  young  professionals  interested  in  meditation,
sometimes led by monks educated either domestically  or abroad. The government maintains oversight
everywhere, but especially in Tibet and other minority areas where religion intertwines with ethnic identity.
Nonetheless, across this vast landscape, Buddhism – whether it’s chanting in a Beijing temple, debating
philosophy in a Lhasa monastery, or celebrating a village temple festival in rural Yunnan – continues to be a
dynamic  force.  Its  various  schools  and  regional  flavors  all  contribute  to  the  rich  mosaic  of  Chinese
Buddhism, unified by a reverence for the Three Jewels (Buddha, Dharma, Sangha) but expressed in multiple
languages, rituals, and artistic forms.

Conclusion

Over its long history in China,  Buddhism has transitioned from a foreign creed to an integral part of
Chinese civilization.  Demographically,  while  only  a  modest  percentage of  Chinese today formally  self-
identify as Buddhist, the religion’s broader influence pervades society – seen in the huge numbers who
honor  Buddhist  deities,  visit  temples,  or  hold  quasi-Buddhist  beliefs .  Historically,  Buddhism’s
fortunes rose and fell  with dynasties:  it  built  great  cultural  monuments  and reshaped values,  endured
persecution and revival,  and adapted to China’s indigenous philosophies.  Culturally,  it  inspired some of
China’s  greatest  art,  enriched  the  language  with  new  concepts,  and  offered  spiritual  comfort  that
complemented the moral order of Confucianism and the natural mysticism of Taoism. In interacting with
other  traditions,  Buddhism  showed  a  remarkable  capacity  for  syncretism –  it  neither  supplanted
Confucianism or Taoism nor was it  annihilated by them, but instead all  three evolved in concert,  often
described  as  three  paths  to  one  goal .  In  contrast,  Buddhism  remained  distinct  from  later-arriving
Christianity  and  Islam,  which  have  kept  their  own  identities  as  minority  faiths  in  China’s  tapestry.
Similarities and distinctions among these traditions highlight the unique role of Buddhism: like Taoism
and Confucianism, it is a “home-grown” part of the culture now (despite Indian origins) and is accorded
respect as such; unlike the Abrahamic faiths, it permits pluralism, which historically eased its acceptance.
The schools of Buddhism within China – from Mahayana’s Chan and Pure Land among the Han majority
to the Vajrayana practices of Tibetans and Theravāda among the Dai – display the religion’s internal
diversity  and  regional  adaptability.  Today,  Buddhism  in  China  continues  to  influence  art  (for  instance,
modern  Chinese  art  often  references  Buddhist  themes),  public  ethics  (with  Buddhist  charities  and
environmental initiatives on the rise),  and even politics (as the government carefully manages Buddhist
institutions, recognizing their value for social stability and international image) . In the grand sweep
of Chinese history, Buddhism stands out as a  direct conduit of foreign ideas that became thoroughly
sinicized, a religion that not only won a large following but also transformed to fit the Chinese worldview,
leaving a legacy evident in everything from festival  calendars to philosophical  lexicons.  Whether in the
incense-filled halls of an ancient monastery or the quiet practice of meditation by a tech-savvy urbanite, the
influence of Buddhism in Chinese society – past and present, direct and indirect – remains profound and
enduring. 

Sources: The information above is  drawn from a range of  scholarly,  statistical,  and historical  analyses,
including Pew Research Center reports on religion in China , the Council on Foreign Relations
backgrounder  on  Chinese  religion ,  academic  resources  on  Chinese  history  and  the  “Three
Teachings” , as well as Chinese government data on religious sites and personnel . These sources
collectively illustrate the complex landscape of Chinese Buddhism and its interactions with other traditions
over time. 
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