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Abstract

This article explores the state of the field of research on digital Buddhism, contex-
tualizing the field within a broader scope. It discusses the present and future digital
ethnographic study of Buddhism in the Chinese-speaking community by presenting
the methodological approaches taken so far to study this phenomenon, the kinds of
case studies explored, and the epistemological problems that are facing the scholars in
this new field. Because of the particular historical, social, and political factors that com-
prise the Buddhist community in Chinese society (both in the PRC and roc ), Buddhist
cyberspace should not be reviewed as an isolated phenomenon. Instead, Buddhist cyber-
space should be considered part of three intersecting domains: religion, technology, and
the market economy. These three domains have become increasingly central in Chinese
society, as they rapidly change, evolve, and influence both the Chinese-speaking com-
munity and the ways in which scholars study it.
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54 SHMUSHKO
1 Introduction

Over the past two decades, human beings have increasingly migrated to cyber-
space by transferring various daily activities to digitally based, online modes.
The internet and other technological innovations help to spread information
in all walks of life. Practices, actions, and daily activities have shifted from a
physical space to cyberspace to various degrees and in various constellations.
This is also true of religion: overall, the affordances and methods of social
media have transformed and reconfigured existing religious beliefs, practices,
and structures — for instance, the consumption of religious goods, community
building, worship, information about religious configurations, and proselytiz-
ing of all sorts.

The internet has progressively become a space with a growing online pres-
ence of religion, opening a new and robust interdisciplinary field of study
(Campbell & Vitullo 2016; Hoover & Lundby 1997). As they investigate the con-
nection between online and offline religious behaviours and beliefs worldwide,
many researchers have been drawn to the study of religion and the internet
(Campbell 2012). In recent years, this journal has published several articles
concerning the relationship between cyberspace and Islam in Indonesia.
Annisa R. Beta (2020: 22—28) studies contemporary Da'wa (proselytization)
activities, contextualizing them in a ‘visual ethics’ of social media — based
Muslimah communities, focusing on Instagram. Exploring the painful topic
of Islamic radicalization and violence on social media in Indonesia, Leonie
Schmidt (2018) shed light on the counterinitiative, which she calls ‘cyberwar-
riors’, who battle Islamic radicalization with cyber-weapons such as memes,
hashtags, and video clips. Building on a case study of a specific online-based
Islamic community, Acep Muslim (2017) researches the particularities of
online religious communities and the new religious practices that they repre-
sent, vividly showing how such a community network is constructed.

In addition to these contributions to Asiascape, a study of Hinduism in Asia
is presented in an edited collection covering various topics related to Hindu
digital religious participation (in both India and its diaspora), including case
studies and articles of methodological reflection (Zeiler 2019). More broadly,
the contributions to the volume Digital Culture and Religion in Asia critically
analyze the functions and interconnectedness between religion and digital
media in a range of East Asian countries, focusing on Christianity in South
Korea, neo-Shintoism in Japan, Falun Gong in China, and Islam in Southeast
Asia (Han & Nasir 2016).

In 2001, only a few years into widespread use of the internet, the Pew
Foundation published a study called ‘CyberFaith: How Americans Pursue
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Religion Online. It shows that, by then, more than 25% of Americans had
searched for information about religion online, and that number had increased
rapidly. It is evident that most world religions have been deeply affected by
the growing electronic network, which spans, connects, and influences people
around the world (Larsen 2001).

Historically, religion and media have had a close relationship. The earliest
uses of meditation, from the oral transmission of myths to the printing of the
first Bibles, were mainly in service of religion, and now the modern study of
religion and media has intersected, as scholars highlight each one’s embodied
and participatory nature (Morgan 2013: 347; Veidlinger 2018: 1—2).

This article explores the state of the field of research on digital Buddhism in
Greater China, discussing both the Republic of China (Roc)! and the People’s
Republic of China (Prc).? It briefly presents the methodological approaches
taken so far to study this phenomenon and the kinds of case studies that
scholars have explored, broadly describing them as digital ethnography.
Consequently, the article suggest gaps in the field that should be further
examined in future work, related to the newly released Chinese regulation
prohibiting internet-based religious practices. It also discussed the challenges
that the digital ethnography of Buddhism currently faces and might face in the
future. The article answers some imperative questions: What is the ‘ground’ for
digital fieldwork? How do we set boundaries for the research subject? What are
the borders of an internet-based religious community? What is the influence
of censorship on digital research about Buddhism in the Prc? How does the
different trajectory of religion in the RoC influence Buddhism and media?
The answers to these questions enable us to better understand the field,
use the tools that provided by digitization, and improve our skills as a scholarly
community, as we march further into the twenty-first century.

1 Throughout this article, I use ROC to refer to the political entity and state. In some sections,
I also speak of Taiwanese media, Taiwanese Buddhist organizations, etc. In addition to the
conventional term ‘Taiwanese’, these terms operate or are connected in the ROC or related
spaces.

2 This article uses the term ‘Chinese-speaking community’ to encompass the political entities
of the PRC and the ROC, and the geographic areas of Taiwan, China, and their internet spaces.
This refers mainly to Mandarin Chinese-based internet content, which is associated with
the geographic areas under discussion. The term ‘Chinese cyberspace’ and ‘Chinese online
spaces’ are used interchangeably. These ‘spaces’ include internet users from various ethnic
groups who are versed in languages other than Mandarin Chinese. So, it comprises a space
that is predominantly culturally Chinese, but I acknowledge the imperfection of this gener-
alization and that not all the actors in these ‘spaces’ define themselves as Chinese.
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56 SHMUSHKO
2 Digital Ethnography of Buddhism

Even though religion dominates most contemporary societies, some com-
prehensive studies concerning digital ethnography have not paid attention
to religion. For example, the Routledge Companion to Digital Ethnography
(Hjorth et al. 2017), a comprehensive volume divided into topical sections,
such as methodological debates, relationships, visibility and voice, place and
co-presence, art, games, politics, infrastructure, and design, has no section
dedicated to religion or spirituality.

When ethnographic studies turn to religion, they study the effects of reli-
gious practices on notions such as community, authority, identity, and
practice (Brasher 2001; Campbell 2010; Cowan & Dawson 2004; Hojsgaard &
Warburg 2005; Karaflogka 2006). But, according to Daniel Veidlinger (2018: 2),
they overlook the sizeable digital footprint of Asian religions, even though many
forms of Asian spirituality, including Buddhism, have had an even more sig-
nificant impact in the digital environment than elsewhere. Stefania Travagnin
echoes this around the same time (2017a: 2). However, more studies have been
published since 2018, including the extensive volume Buddhism, The Internet,
and Digital Media (Grieve & Veidliner 2018), which includes Veidlinger’s assess-
ment. Religion and Media in China, a collection edited by Stefania Travagnin,
also appeared in 2017, with contributions on Buddhism that included case
studies and methodologies on Buddhism in Greater China (China, Taiwan, and
Hong Kong). The volume contributes to the literature on three main issues:
communities, promoting values, re-writing history, and religious proselytizing.

Notwithstanding the novelty of this phenomenon, Buddhism has always
had an affinity for the latest technologies. Buddhist players have used every
means at their disposal to transmit the Dharma (Buddhist teachings) far and
wide. Media in the broad sense have been harnessed for spreading Buddhism,
as can be seen in the invention of writing (a technological shift that came after
the oral tradition), as well as in the development of printing, which evolved at
Buddhist monasteries during the heyday of the religion in the Tang dynasty
(618—907 CE). More recently, even before the era of the internet, radio was
eagerly adopted in Asia by Buddhist preachers to communicate ceremonial
and canonical readings to the masses (Travagnin 2017a).

3 The Context of the Chinese-Speaking Community

The extensive use of advanced technology and media devices by religious per-
sonnel is a significant phenomenon in China (Tarocco 2017: 158; Xu & Ji 2020:
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105-106; Zhang 2017: 45). Some examples are the use of Weibo or other blog
servers by religious leaders in China, TV channels owned and run by Buddhist
organizations in Taiwan, the recurrence of religious symbols in commercial
advertising, and the production of movies on religious leaders in the past.
These examples show that different forms of media have pervaded the domain
of religion, and, at the same time, features of religion are present in state and
private media (Travagnin 2017a: 1-2).

Among the five legal religions in the PrRC, Buddhism is the most influential
(Ji, Fisher, & Laliberté 2019). It is deeply grounded in various political regimes
throughout history, with an impact so profound that it has become an integral
element of Chinese culture and the national identity (Zhang 2017). A sur-
vey conducted by Andre Laliberté (2017) shows that, among the religions in
Chinese cyberspace, Buddhism is probably the most dynamic. The presence of
Buddhism on the web also give the religion a place in society, and it plays a role
as what Ji Zhe and Vincent Goosaert (2011) refer to as a ‘social force’ related to
religious mobilization of Buddhism in the post-Mao PRC and the potential of
Buddhism for reconfiguring the relationship among religion, state, and society.

In the prc, which claims that its prevailing ideology is atheist, religious
organizations have used advanced technology and media devices for spread-
ing religious doctrines and informing about institutionalised activities (Zhang
2017). Therefore, the use of technology in Buddhism has teleological (relating to
areligious doctrine) and various social and political considerations and aspects.
Buddhism in Chinese spaces has faced tremendous challenges and changes
in the past few decades. Different Buddhist traditions have been in a state of
revival, as seen in the renewal and reconstruction of monastic communities
and institutions and various lay Buddhist modalities. However, the PRC has
maintained its mobilization of state apparatuses, resources, and religious com-
modities to monitor, control, and selectively suppress types of religious groups
or ideologies that seem to threaten the party-state’s authority.

Although China’s Regulation on Religious Affairs (Zongjiao shiwu tiaoli
SEHELEA]) includes freedom of belief (xinyang de ziyou (E{IHEH), as
articulated in Article 2 of the regulation, all religious traditions in the country
today are subject to a series of restrictions (State Council 2018). More spe-
cific measures have been taken recently regarding religious groups. In 2020,
new administrative measures were established for Chinese religious groups,
comprising six chapters and forty-one articles that deal with the organiza-
tion, functions, offices, supervision, projects, and economic administration of
communities and groups at both the national and local levels. Every aspect
of the life of religious communities, from formation and gatherings to annual
and daily projects, is subject to approval by the government’s religious affairs
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department, the State Administration of Religious Affairs (SARA; Leung 2018).
This level of scrutiny increased after an incident in 2022 at the Xuanzang tem-
ple in Nanjing (Ye 2022).3

To cope with some of these restrictions, various Buddhist individuals and
institutions employ digital and cyber modalities in religious practice, religious
content dissemination, and religious groups. At the same time, the appearance
of official institutions and small practitioner groups on the web makes it easier
for the government to oversee religious practice. According to Laliberté (2017),
Buddhist cyberspace has few contentious politics, unlike the cyberspace of
other religions in the PRC. Indeed, the use of the internet to proselytize for
Protestantism has received much more negative attention from the regime,
leading to political and even geopolitical discussions. Nevertheless, Tibetan
Buddhism and its complex relationship with the PRC state represent a case
study with nuances on Laliberté’s claim. Christopher Helland (2018) discusses
the maintenance of Tibetan religious and cultural identity in the diaspora.
Although ‘geographic’ Tibet was subsumed by the PRcC state, the Tibetan
government in exile has begun to actively engage new media to promote its
autonomy and maintain its religious and cultural identity, by constructing a
virtual online community (ibid.). The topic of Tibet’s striving for sovereignty
and independence, and the connection of Buddhism to this agenda is, by defi-
nition, very politically charged. It might be too early to decide whether politics
is a significant element in Buddhist engagement online, and it is hoped that
more quantitative research can be performed to examine this question in the
years to come.

Black-and-white simplification should be avoided in a critical observation of
Buddhism in Chinese cyberspaces. Writing generally about ‘religion and media
in China), Samuel Lengen (2017) states that the application of new media and
communication technologies in religious practice have been viewed too much
in terms of oppression and resistance. This is a nuanced and critical observa-
tion, and it reflects the complex relationship that Buddhism currently has with
the state; different religious institutions hold different objectives, meaning
that state-religion interaction is not inherently antagonistic. This relationship
may reflect characteristics such as competition, adaptation, cooperation, and
conflict (Ashiwa & Wank 2009: 3; Laliberté 2019).

3 In the summer of 2022, a women enshrined two war criminals in a Xuanzang temple
(Xuanzang si 2 #55F) in Nanjing. Following the incident, the National Religious Affairs
Administration, and the Buddhist Association of China ordered all Buddhist temples across
the nation to conduct a self-review, claiming it has ‘zero tolerance of any behaviour jeopar-
dizing national interests and hurting national feelings
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A development in 2022 is relevant to this discussion: on 1 March 2022,
new administrative measures for online religious information services went
into effect. They were promulgated by the State Administration of Religious
Affairs, the National Internet Information Office, the Ministry of Industry and
Information Technology, the Ministry of Public Security, and the Ministry of
National Security. The measures follow complaints by President Xi Jinping that
prohibitions on using the internet to ‘advertise’ religion are easily circumvented
and that more should be done to prevent the internet and social networks from
being used as tools for ‘religious propaganda’ (Hu 2021). The measures require
an ‘Internet Religious Information Service License, which can be granted only
to organizations that are affiliated with authorized religions. Organizations
without the license, as well as individuals, may not disseminate any religious
content or even allusions through the internet. Sharing images or comments
on ‘religious ceremonies such as worshiping Buddha, burning incense, taking
ordination, chanting, worship, mass, and baptisms’ will be severely prohibited
(Gujia zongjiao shiwu ju 2021).

These measures to control the religious cyberspacre are contextualized a
broader legislative and technological infrastructural system called the Great
Firewall. The system enables the state to regulate the Chinese internet and the
flow of content from outside PRC cyberspaces, as well as to regulate and censor
users and domestically (Creemers 2020: 118-119).# The PRC seems to be strength-
ening the regulations on religious activities, and these measures follow that line.
This might not only influence the ability to practice Buddhism online but also
block a research path for the scholarly community, which is already struggling
to conduct research on the PRC because of the pandemic and the travel ban (for
more on Chinese state regulations, see Creemers in this issue).

In addition to the PRC context, other geographic regions should also be
kept in mind in an examination of digital based Buddhism in the region. The
ROC has demonstrated a considerably separate and different trajectory of
the relationship between religion and the media. Over the past twenty years,
religious traditions have been highly involved in Taiwan’s television networks,
internet, and social media. Several well-known monastic figures have their
own Facebook pages and Twitter accounts, as do Buddhist temples and orga-
nizations. On a smaller yet visible scale, Christian groups, Daoist temples, and
Muslim networks also participate in this media-based modality and are visible
and active on TV, the web, and radio (Travagnin 2017b: 54).

4 For a discussion about the positionality of PRC citizens within what he refers to as ‘China’s
digital territory’ and the power relations between the state and these territories, see also
Morris (in this issue).
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However, not so long ago, the ROC, which is currently a pluralistic society
with a democratic government that protects freedom of belief and expression,
also had its fair share of media censorship and control. Martial law, imposed
by the Nationalists who fled to the island of Taiwan after the Chinese civil war,
included complete control over the media. A ‘limited pluralism’ developed in
privately owned media, which was dependent on the state. Beginning in the
1950s, Taiwanese media were effectively in the hands of a monopoly by three
related groups: the Kuomintang (kMT; Nationalist party), the government,
and the military. In the early decades of KMT rule, temples and churches were
incorporated under exclusive organizations.®

After martial law was lifted in 1987, political and religious pluralism was
given legal status. According to Travagnin (2017b: 60), the Taiwanese religious
mediascape showed signs of this pluralism slowly and gradually: ‘religion and
the religious passed from a presence of minor scale in the state-controlled
media setting to a wider scale and state-independent developments’. Interes-
tingly, Travagnin shows that, as part of this democratization process, greater
freedom of expression enabled the media to evolve a different authoritative
dynamic, that of the free market. She also relates the history and nature of reli-
gious media to the problems of religious identity, Chinese vis-a-vis Taiwanese
locality, competition among groups, and the challenges of transnational out-
reach (ibid.).

Various questions can be raised regarding these mediated forms of religious
interactions. How do they change societies? Do they change the psychology
behind faith practices due to the changing nature of physicality and bodily
entrainment? Not enough research has covered these fields of exploration in
the Chinese context. Moreover, it is essential to note that, in the Prc, the avail-
ability of the internet and other technologies and the workings of the market
economy happened around the same time as the return of religion to the pub-
lic sphere. The PrC’s decades of ‘opening up and reform), initiated by Deng
Xiaoping, were marked by the gradual introduction of a market economy, rapid
technological development, and a boom in lay religiosity. During the Cultural
Revolution (1967-1977), and the decade before it, the practice of religion was
suppressed and banned from public and private spaces — a period that
was past, but not so long ago.

5 For instance, the Buddhist Association of the Republic of China (Zhongguo fojiaohui "1
{%?ﬁz), the Daoist Association of the Republic of China (Zhonghua minguo daojiaohui
EP%E}E%Z), and the Chinese Bishops’ Conference (Tianzhujiao Zhongguo zhujiao-
tuan R T EH T HEH).
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To study the contemporary practice of Buddhism, we should take into
account those few decades of disruption (of almost all kinds of religious prac-
tice) as well as cultural, technological, and economic isolation of Chinese
society (in the PrC) from the rest of the world. I suggest that mediated religios-
ity and traditional religiosity are not two separate parts of the lived experiences
of most Chinese people today. Rather, in this context, religiosity was shaped in
tandem with the rise of cyberspace.

4 Towards a Definition of Digital Ethnography

What are we talking about when we talk about the digital ethnography of
Buddhism? Are we referring to the multiple variations of Buddhist practice
in cyberspace and social media or in hybrid forms? Or are we referring to the
use of online spaces, social media, and digitization to research the commu-
nities, individuals, and practices that occur physically and digitally? Broadly
corresponding to the field as it has developed, we can include both fields
under one big umbrella, if we acknowledge that they differ from one another
in some respects.

41 Buddhism “Happening” Online and through Technology
Within the scope of existing research, Buddhist actors use cyberspaces in a few
main ways. Scott Pacey (2017: 6) studies the emergence of ‘celebrity monks’
in China and Taiwan, a phenomenon which is also widely happening within
the scope of Han Chinese practice of Tibetan Buddhism. Another significant
impact of new media is the ability of Buddhists to create online communi-
ties using cyberspace, called ‘cybersangha’. We can acknowledge two kinds
of communities. The first kind exists solely on the web and does not engage
in ritual, worship, or religious learning together physically. The second kind
can be seen as a hybrid, as they convene physically but also engage in various
community-related activities, with extensive content-related communication
in cyberspace. Various scholars have emphasized that the adoption of media
has not affected the core of (individual) Buddhist practice and the sense of
communitas created through collaborative practice (Huang 2017; Tarocco 2017).
These scholars see continuities between offline and online forms of Buddhist
practice, as the new opportunities provided by various media platforms have
not changed but, rather, maintained and enhanced the relations between
sangha and laity (between clergy and laypeople).

Jessica Falcone studies a Buddhist community that exists only online. Her
research examines Buddhist materiality in the virtual world of Second Life, an
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online environment in which the content is largely created by its users, who
establish virtual spaces, relationships, and economies. The substance of ‘things’
in Second Life might seem questionable, but she argues that the materiality of
holy objects in cyberspace — such as prayer wheels, altars, and Buddhist art —
is no immaterial matter for Buddhist practitioners who worship there. They
function in remarkably similar ways to real-world objects (Falcone 2018). Xiao
Han (2022) discusses an important social element of online Buddhist prac-
tice, based on a case study of a Chinese Buddhist group in North America. She
argues that the structure of a Buddhist WeChat-based meditation group seems
to counter the ‘individualism of Buddhism, a tendency of religious practices in
the contemporary world, especially in the North American Buddhist context.

Stefania Travagnin (2020) has pioneered research on technology, social
media, and Buddhism in China. Automata are the most recent entries in the
contemporary religious mediascape: Travagnin studied robotics development
in the Buddhist sphere. She explores the robot-monk Xian'er /¥ —, which was
created for the Longquan #E % monastery in northwest Beijing in late 2015.6
She also studies the phenomenon of online ‘Buddha halls’ (zaixian fotang 1£4%
{#55), essentially online ritual practices and digital worship that are currently
available to Chinese Buddhists. Her main prisms in studying this phenomenon
are tensions between online and offline practice, the media and what it means
for the de-secularization of Chinese society, and the political and legal aspects
of these Buddha halls (Travagnin 2019).

Contemporary Han Chinese who practice Tibetan Buddhism often rely
heavily on social media communication for their organizational modules, for
spiritual support from one another, and for communications with their masters,
who often reside thousands of kilometres away, in Tibet (Shmushko 2022a).
Moreover, rituals such as ‘refuge talking’ in religious texts (guéyi BiZ{{<, a ritual
that also symbolized initiation into Buddhism), costumed practice pro-
grams, and schedules are often communicated from the teacher to disciples
through WeChat. The Pure Light Valley Retreat, a Shanghai-based Buddhist
community, operates several physical practice halls and gathering spaces.”

6 The phenomenon is not exclusive to Buddhism. At the World Robot Conference in Beijing in
2016, an android in the figure of Wang Yangming (1472-1529), a neo-Confucian Ming dynasty
philosopher, was introduced, appearing as he was elegantly drawing Chinese calligraphy.
Developed as part of China’s booming robotics industry, the robot gained recognition in
Chinese and Western media. Along with his Confucian philosophy, the robot was endorsed
by the Chinese president, Xi Jinping, which was viewed as part of a revival of Confucian eth-
ics in China.

7 To maintain the anonymity of my informants, I use pseudonyms for the community, the mas-
ter, and all lay actors.
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But they use Weibo to sell their products online (as they are a religious
community and a registered business). The use of Weibo, therefore, ulti-
mately supports their Buddhist practices both structurally and economically
(Shmushko 2022a, 2022b).

Another issue that deserves attention is the way in which cyberspace is
involved in the commodification of religious goods and the commercializa-
tion of religious rites. Importantly, Buddhist economic engagements are not
a new phenomenon and are a continuation of a process with a long history.
Buddhist individuals and institutions have always needed economic and
material resources in order to operate and expand. This traces back to the fifth
century BCE and the life of the historical Buddha and to the subsequent spread
of Buddhism in Asia over two millennia (Brox & Williams-Oerberg 2020).
Nevertheless, modern urbanization, the free market, technology, and global-
ization play a part in the worldwide political, cultural, and social exchange of
religions. These factors have also catalyzed the process and pervasiveness
of Buddhist economic manifestations. In this context, the ritual economy
mentioned above is an example of a much larger religious phenomenon in
recent years. According to Mayfair Mei-Hui Yang (2020: 281—-282), ritual econo-
mies are expenditures of wealth on ritual, religious, ethical, and social bonding
practices, forms of consumption that do not directly yield a profit. They use
up profits and savings for nonutilitarian ends; a ritual economy involves
human transactions and economic exchanges with the divine world of gods
(Yang 2020: 281-282). As used in Buddhism, the concept of merit (gongde
I}1/#) is central to popularizing the phenomenon of ritual economy.® Even
though various forms of Buddhist religious giving are marked, at least doctrin-
ally, by the absence of an obligation to reciprocate (Heim 2004: 34), the donors
nevertheless expect ‘returns’ (typically in terms of merit), though not from the
monastic recipients of their gifts (Sihlé 2015: 535).

The commercialization of the sacred did not start in the internet era and
was documented in Asia in the 1990s, for example, as illustrated by the mon-
etary oblation in shamanistic folk religions and other new religious groups in
Japan (Shimazono 1998). However, cyberspace has accelerated the trend, as
temples and monasteries throughout Asia increasingly receive religious goods
and services online. Believers today widely donate to mosques, churches,

8 Historically, merit has necessitated an institutionalized paradigm, namely, that both the
giver and the recipient should expand what they have (land, harvest, money, labour, and
time) in order to gain what they believe they need (protection, a more lucrative lifestyle,
social recognition, and salvation after death). This is a part of a larger view of exchange as the
most essential material expression of society (Walsh 2007: 374).
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synagogues, and monasteries without a physical visit to these sacred spaces,
through which they are rewarded with merit or another form of spiritual
remuneration. Religious specialists, for example, in Tibetan Buddhism, offer
rituals, initiations, spells, and dharma lessons mediated through social media
in return for material goods.

Therefore, although the ritual economy was not invented in the age of cyber-
space, it is now definitely becoming more visible. This economy has become
accessible due to the development of social media networks, such as WeChat,
which also offer a digital wallet. The extent to which money or material goods
have become a growing part of a spiritual exchange because of the rise of
cyberspace could be further explored through quantitative research on each
of these religions; however, this would be challenging task because of the flex-
ibility and wide-ranging nature of cyberspace. Two kinds of ‘cybersanghas’
were identified earlier: fully online sanghas and hybrid sanghas, which exist
both online and physically. However, as Schneider (2015: 87) states, scholars
should be cautious about using online/offline dichotomies in producing digi-
tal scholarship. In the context of this article, a more realistic description is that
Buddhist actors (believers, teachers, communities) rely on cyberspace at vari-
ous, often fluctuating levels.

4.2 Doing Research on Buddhism Online

In general, to research digital and technological practices and configurations
of Buddhism, scholars also employ technological and media-based research
methods. The simplest example is the use of the internet, on which scholars
can visit an online ‘Buddha hall’ or research temple internet websites. This is
an obvious yet crucial paradigm shift because it means that the researcher’s
personal or participant observations are mediated. Fieldwork no longer neces-
sarily means visiting a monastery, a temple, or other physical Buddhist places
to conduct thorough research about practices, practitioners, or rituals. Instead,
participant observation takes place online or whilst the researcher is brows-
ing internet pages. An example of such research is Laliberté’s (2017) study of
Buddhists’ websites in China, in which he wonders about the extent to which
these actors resist, reinforce, or complement the party-state’s agenda.

One of the issues raised by this change is the accuracy and quality of research
when the researcher lacks direct contact with the research subjects and envi-
ronment. Traditional fieldwork-based anthropological studies mostly also
include interviews as well as ‘corridor talks’ This does not necessarily mean the
end of ethnographic fieldwork as we know it but, rather, a significant paradigm
shift. One thing gained from shifting the field to the online domain is a degree of
flexibility. Researchers can sit in their offices today and conduct daily or weekly
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visits and conversations in their cyber fieldwork and not necessarily wait for
an expansive, planned excursion to the other side of the globe. A method that
I have used throughout the pandemic is scheduled WeChat video interviews
(structured or freestyle, conducted in Mandarin Chinese), conducted while 1
was based either in the office or at the home office in the Netherlands.® What
is missing in this data-gathering method is the non-verbal information that can
be gathered only on the ground. Before the covip-19 outbreak, my research
entailed traveling to the PRC to conduct fieldwork, often staying for several
months. During these periods, I would sit for hours with my lay Buddhist inter-
locutors and observe their activities and interactions, at times not engaging at
all in the conversations. I gathered a great deal of information from the con-
versations that they had among themselves or from just sitting with them and
drinking tea. These physical impressions cannot be obtained through a struc-
tured WeChat interview or a casual phone or video call.

Another layer of information that is hard to document is religious ritual
practices and the material culture of religiosity. Trends in culture studies,
beginning primarily in the 1980s, enormously boosted the move toward taking
‘the material’ seriously in humanities and social science research. These trends
called for more sustained academic consideration of the cultural dynamics
surrounding material objects. As a field of academic inquiry, religious studies
have begun to be marked by this material turn (Pintchman 2016). Currently,
scholarly interest had grown about material religion, in which its gaze focuses
on visuality, materiality, and embodiment as vital religious categories. This
increase is led by scholars who emphasize the Importance of objects, sensa-
tion, and commodification in religious subjects and societies. The focus on
materiality in the study of religion ‘signals the need to pay urgent attention
to a real, material world of objects and a texture of lived, embodied experi-
ence’ (Houtman & Meyer 2012: 4). This framework examines the interaction
of religion and material culture. Material culture is a fruitful way in which to
understand how religion works, because many scholars regard belief as shifting

9 The use of Chinese social media for conducting interviews or otherwise attaining ethno-
graphic material should consider more than the consent of the interlocutors, as is the case
in on-site fieldwork, taking into account that information in these applications is subject
to monitoring by the Chinese state apparatus. This does not mean that religion cannot be
discussed but, rather, that topics should be carefully considered. Foreign scholars doing
research on religion in the PRC often confront an ambiguous line, which is very hard to draw
and is determined case by case. This is also true of the use of WeChat. There is no golden rule
or a list of ‘does and don'ts), but careful consideration, and good communication with the
interlocutors and their needs, is crucial. For more on ethical issues in online research about
China, see Svensson (2017: 95-96).
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sets of practices, as what people do, rather than only or primarily the doctrines
or texts that they follow (Morgan 2008). Unfortunately, this aspect of ethnog-
raphy is absent from digital ethnography.

Another related concern is that an echo chamber can compromise research.
A narrative, hypothesis, or assumption is amplified or reinforced by communi-
cation and repetition within a closed discussion system in social media. This
relates to Laura Osburn’s concern about negotiating the decentralized and
ever-changing networks on the internet. She emphasizes the need to situate
narratives within their specific internet-based structural and relational con-
texts (Osburne 2018: 40-58).

These issues show that digital ethnography has both advantages and pitfalls,
and a decision regarding the effectiveness of digital research methodologies
is not clear cut, but we should also keep in mind that the imprecision of the
online-offline dichotomy discussed here applies not only to the subjects of
the research but also to the research method. In other words, scholars can
incorporate some online ethnographical data while continuing to perform
offline, traditional fieldwork. For example, hybrid ‘cybersanghas’ are stud-
ied in a hybrid manner, in physical spaces and online. Some researchers can
cross-reference the information they gather from their digital (cyber) field-
work with the data that they obtain from participating in physical gatherings.
For example, Travagnin’s work on Longquan Monastery is hybrid, entailing
conversations with the robot Xian'er (which can also be conducted online
through the WeChat app) as well as a visit to the monastery at which she met
the monks who conceptualized and created the robot (Travagnin 2020).

5 coviD-19: the New Normal or the Old Normal Accelerated?

Over the past three years, the covip-19 pandemic has exacerbated the predic-
ament of cyber-Buddhism. Monasteries, temples, and Buddhist communities
in China and beyond have used internet and social media even more exten-
sively to perform rituals, offer online worship, and send religious messages to
the masses, replacing visits to the temple, reading groups, and Buddhist occa-
sions and gatherings (Ashiwa & Wank 2020; Shmushko 2021, 2022b). Once
again, this is true of other religions as well, within Asia and beyond (Chow &
Kurlberg 2020; Xiong & Li 2021: 6).

One example is that of lay Han devotees from eastern cities in the PRc. Their
religious relationships are often maintained through different cyber modalities
of communication because of the distance between them and their Tibetan
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teachers in the Tibet Autonomous Region or in Tibetan areas of Sichuan and
Qinghai Provinces. Tibetan Buddhist teachers gather hundreds and sometimes
thousands of disciples, often with the use of modern technology (Terrone 2012:
107). For instance, Weibo offers a popular way for masters to communicate
their availability to potential followers through an official profile. However,
in the communities that I have been studying, the direct line of communica-
tion is usually saved for the ‘lay leaders’, who convey messages from the master
to the larger group of practitioners, serving as mediators. Masters send texts,
advice, initiations of chants, and personal practice curricula to their followers.
In some cases, even refuge taking can be accomplished through social media
with a mediator who is already a group member.

For example, throughout the pandemic, the Pure Light Valley Retreat com-
munity has maintained its connection with the teacher, who even addressed
the concrete problems that have faced the devotees. Thus the means of com-
munication between teachers and their Han devotees did not require much
adaptation to the pandemic conditions of social distancing. The followers
currently receive ongoing guidance on their practice through WeChat and
recorded lectures. They receive different forms of support and guidance, on
individual and communal maintenance of their practices (according to each
practitioner’s personal progress), and on the form of more general philosophi-
cal explanations of the pandemic.

The community members also use social media platforms for communal
support in individual practices. The community uses different WeChat groups
for purposes other than basic communication about gatherings and business
organization matters. For example, they hold a designated WeChat group in
which all practitioners write their daily number of sutra recitations and of
morning prostrations. This practice existed before the pandemic and is meant
to maintain a sense of community to support and encourage the practitioners’
Buddhist cultivation, even when they are not physically together in the practice
hall. Nevertheless, in interviews conducted about the lockdown period, some
respondents said that, although this WeChat group was not formed in response
to covip-19 lockdowns, they found it extremely beneficial throughout the
period that they could not meet one another in the practice hall. Overall, these
accounts give a nuanced picture of the influence of covip-19 on the use of digi-
tal modalities. Most of these elements were already in use before the pandemic
broke out but the use of technology in community practices was expanded.

This might not be the case for all Buddhist communities, and therefore
future research into digital Buddhist practices should consider the role played
by the covip-19 pandemic in each case. We should not take for granted the
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narratives about the causes and catalysts of the digitization of Buddhism in
China but, rather, analyze each case of Buddhism on its own terms, enabling
more general assessments of the field in the future.

6 Conclusion

Digital ethnography is not a static or neatly encapsulated methodology. As
discussed in this article, the possibilities, limitations, borders, and rules of
digital research are constantly shifting and being reconfigured. For this rea-
son, digital ethnography can be considered a ‘wildcard’ as well as a promising
potential field for future humanities and social science research.

In this article, I encourage the scholarly community to think about the
ways in which we engage in digital ethnography and attempt to shape it cre-
atively yet consciously, in conjunction with other changes dictated in the field,
because of politics, cultural trends, accessibility, and regulation (Pink et al.
2016). The field of digital ethnography has become more sophisticated, and
some scholars have emphasized that it is important for the scholarly commu-
nity to work together in the formation of this new methodological framework
and offer their insights and suggestions. In this short overview, I have reflected
on some of the main topics, themes, and observations that are currently shap-
ing the digital ethnography of Buddhism in Chinese spaces.

A few issues demand more attention. The first is the balance between online
and on-site research. The second is the level of political contentiousness in
the Buddhist cyberspace. Other issues are the transition from traditional eth-
nographic to online methods, as well as the reliability of information on the
web. These challenges, and many more, are most likely to follow as the field of
digital ethnography evolves and grows.

I have also noted some of the advantages and disadvantages of digital eth-
nography, reflecting on my own experience and giving examples from other
recent studies. Although this is neither a decisive endorsement nor a rejec-
tion of this new set of tools and methodologies, I believe these reflections can
assist scholars in articulating their approach to digital ethnographic work. In
the context of the Chinese space, I have shown and stressed that the trajectory
of cyberspace religious practices and modalities does not entail a severe and
sharp shift from traditional to modern, technology-based practices. This is due
to the particular social and political arena in which religious players operate in
the societies I have discussed. In research and public discourse, online religion
and cyberspace activities, in general, are often framed in contrast to the tradi-
tional, physical model of religious life and practice. As I suggest in this article,
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various historical, social, and political elements should be considered when
discussing religious practice and cyberspace, for example, in the case of the
PRC. A better framework would comprise observation and study of the inter-
twined, interconnected development of religion, economy, and technology.
This is true of all religious spheres in the PRC and in the ROC, in particular for
those of Buddhism. Digital ethnography might not be the key to understand-
ing the full extent of Buddhist cyberspace, but it can help begin navigating it.
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