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Emergence of Civil Society or Reproduction of Traditionality?

The Buddhist Tzu-Chi Association in Taiwan
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Abstract

The authors explore the hidden social and cultural mechanisms

underlying the social practices of the Buddhist Tzu-Chi Association in

Taiwan, compare Tzu-Chi with Western civil participation, and discuss how

Tzu-Chi coexists or cooperates with other civil organizations at different

levels. Tzu-Chi’s rapid growth parallels the global emergence of public

religion. However, Tzu-Chi’s ideas of publicness (gong) differ in

important respects from Casanova’s ideas of public religion and the

Western bourgeois-based public sphere. Tzu-Chi’s public model is

attained through the personal somatic realization of moral value that

potentially leads to a cooperative and peaceful community. It is therefore

possible to label Tzu-Chi a somatic model of civil engagement, in contrast

to the discursive models of the Western public sphere and Casanova’s

public religion. From Tzu-Chi’s sociogenesis we see that alternate

traditionality is more appropriate than alternate civility for delineating

its collective social participation.

Keywords: Tzu-Chi Association, civil society, public sphere, public religion,

new religion
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