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 In a recently completed monograph, I investigated the formulation of the “East Asian 

International Buddhist Art Style” as a form of premodern cosmopolitanism against the 

backdrop of the founding of short-lived “Buddhist empires” in China and Japan during the 

seventh and eighth centuries.1 Although my primary objective was to understand how a 

particular art style that developed in a specific locale became chosen and adopted as the classic 

norm in faraway lands, research into the how such an “internationalizing” process could occur 

involved studying the ideals of “Buddhist empires,” the institutions that served both religious 

and political interests, the spaces (such as imperial capitals) that served as nodules of networks 

and activities, and the key players—Buddhist pilgrim-monks and missionaries, imperial 

patrons, artists, engineers, builder, craftsmen, etc.—in these globalizing enterprises.  

 In the usual discourse of the history of China and Japan, the short periods of “Buddhist 

states” have often been seen as anomalies, especially in the case of China. How was it possible 

for political ideals based on a foreign religion to disrupt norms of political governance? What 

impact did such religious and political ventures had on the existing society, on various social 

groups and on rituals and material culture. Some of the findings of my earlier project include 

how Buddhism acted as an agent of social change for some gender and ethnic groups. Most 

notably, we find the sole female ruler in Chinese history was a Buddhist sovereign, and in turn 

she provided the model of a female ruler for several royal women in Japan. Equally important, 

immigrant groups in Japan, of primarily Korean origins and included some Chinese as well, 

played an important role in the transmission of the Buddhism and in the transfer of continental 

technology and art forms to Japan. Their services to and support of Buddhism were key 

components in elevating Japanese Buddhist art of the eighth century to its international, mature 

status. In the process, we also track many of these immigrants rewarded for their service and 

who rose in ranks within the Japanese society. In this paper, I would take one step further to 

                                                 
1 Buddhist Pilgrim-Monks as Agents of Cultural and Artistic Transmission: The International Buddhist Art Style in East Asia, 
ca. 645–770 (Singapore: National University of Singapore Press, forthcoming in 2018). 
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investigate the intersections of beliefs, institutions, and society. For example, what were the 

beliefs in Buddhism that made possible the social changes mentioned above. How would a 

Buddhist empire compare with the Tang empire, for example. 

China had a long tradition of governance based on ancient ritual traditions and the 

political theory derived from Confucianism. After more than two centuries of political turmoil 

and disunion, a unified Tang empire established in 618 reaffirmed Confucianism as its political 

principles; it also revived the ancient ritual traditions. At the same time, the spread of 

Buddhism in China went unabated. Wu Zhao 武曌 (a.k.a. Wu Zetian 武則天) of China founded 

the Zhou 周 dynasty (690–705) as a Buddhist state and reigned as the only female ruler in 

Chinese history. The founding of a Buddhist state based on principles of Buddhist kingship was 

seen as a disruption of political order in the China. Nevertheless, inspired by Wu’s example, the 

Japanese ruler Shōmu tennō 聖武天皇 (r. 720–49) and his daughter, who ruled as Kōken-

Shōtoku tennō 孝謙–称徳天皇 (r. 749–58, 765–70) also adopted Buddhism as the state religion. 

During the seventh and eighth centuries, Japan was actively incorporating aspects of Sinic 

civilization to modernize the country, including the establishment of a centralized government 

adopting the law and penal codes as practiced in China. Thus while Buddhism was also seen as 

a part of Sinic civilization that it imported, the parallel power structures of a government based 

on continental forms and Buddhist statecrafts generated conflicts and tensions. 

The ideal of a Buddhist state developed from early discourses on Buddhist kingship that 

focus on the concept of the cakravartin (universal monarch), namely, a ruler who rules with 

righteousness and is a devout Buddhist who supports the organized Buddhist institution. In 

India, the legendary King Aśoka (third century BCE) of the Maurya empire (ca. 321–185 BCE), 

who converted to Buddhism after a bloody battle, became the model of a Buddhist king. 

However, tensions exist between the goal of Buddhism and the implementation of Buddhist 

rule because the ideal goal of entering the Buddhist saṃgha (monastic community) is to leave 

society and practice detachment, whereas the Buddhist king remains engaged with the world. 

This dialectic of renunciation and engagement is also one of reciprocity.  

Social orthopraxy in the scheme of Buddhist sovereignty—namely, the principle of 

“reciprocity”—mandates proper conduct for the Buddhist ruler and the organized Buddhist 

church alike: while the ruler offers patronage and defers to the clergy, the Buddhist institutions 

in return provide services that further the interests of the state. 
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In addition to the paradigm of the cakravartin, the state Buddhism of China and Japan 

was informed by the Avataṃsaka doctrine (translated as Flower Ornament; Ch. Huayan 華嚴; J. 

Kegon; K. Hwaŏm). Based on the Avataṃsaka Sūtra, or Flower Ornament Sūtra, an advanced 

treatise in Mahāyāna Buddhism, the doctrine’s vision of an ordered cosmos with a supreme, 

omniscient Buddha (Vairocana, Buddha of Great Illumination, the transcendent form of 

Śākyamuni) presiding over innumerable universes, each of which is overseen by its own 

Buddha, was likened to that of a temporal ruler governing a centralized, hierarchical state. 

Spiritual and temporal rulers became identified as one. The Buddhist state or empire created a 

social order in which religious and political power were intertwined.  

The great Buddhist monasteries of China and Japan, closely affiliated with the courts, 

played a vital role in advancing Buddhism as a state ideology. They housed repositories of 

Buddhist texts, were centers for translation and learning, and were ritual or artistic centers 

where ceremonies were performed. These monasteries were thus both authorial and 

authoritative establishments, producing the canonical texts, performative rituals, and artworks 

that were concomitant with the exercise of power of the Buddhist state. They also served as 

alternative academies that disseminate traditional East Asian knowledge based on the 

Confucian canon.  

Buddhist rituals played an important role in ensuring the well-being of the state. 

Ceremonies were performed at court, in the great monasteries in the capitals, and in the state 

monasteries and nunneries in the provinces. The contents of relevant Buddhist sūtras also 

informed the general themes of the art of state Buddhism. With state and elite patronage, the 

building of great Buddhist monasteries and nunneries involved the commitment of enormous 

financial and human resources. As a result, these great Buddhist monasteries constituted the 

loci where political, religious, cultural, and economic power converged.  

In their capacity as centers of the production, authentication, and dissemination of 

knowledge, and as loci for the display of artworks and performative rituals, the great Buddhist 

monasteries created an “autonomous cultural system,” a system recognized as “civilization” 

that was mediated through imperial and indigenous channels as well as through information 

circuits and communication networks.2 With the adoption of a common ideal—the Buddhist 

utopia—Buddhism, its doctrines, and its performative practices and art styles constituted a 

                                                 
2 David Chidester, Empire of Religion: Imperialism and Comparative Religion (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 
2014), 307–8. 
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shared, common identity that transcended local and political boundaries. As this norm 

replicated across polities, the spatial reach of a Buddhist state thus became cosmopolitan, 

international, global.  

David Chidester observes that all world religions are also imperial religions.3 Scholars of 

empires ancient and modern have noted the different definitions and characteristics of empires.4 

Would, for example, Buddhism’s notion of salvation for all provide the condition for social 

changes that another type of empire based on sovereignty and territorial expansion would not? 

How did the Buddhist empires in East Asia compared with the Tang empire in their treatment 

of the multiethnic population and diverse social and cultural elements? These are some of the 

questions that I hope to address in the proposed paper. 

 

                                                 
3 Ibid., 309. 
4 See, for example, Krishan Kumar’s recent book, Visions of Empires (Princeton and London: Princeton University 
Press, 2017). 


