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Abstract

This paper examines the voices surrounding abortion expressed by monasteries in Humanistic Buddbism in Taiwan. As the
fundamental principle of ethics, non-harming (abimsa) prioritizes the value of life. Master Yin Shun and Master Sheng Yen claim
that a fetus is a sentient being, and abortion is a sin. Master Chao Huwei further demands a strategy that truly protects the women
and the fetus in the patriarchal context. On the other hand, Master Hsing Yun, employing utilitarianism, states that a woman
possesses the best knowledge of the consequences of an abortion. Master Hai Tao promotes a newly popularized ritual to appease
aborted fetuses, while some monasteries are critical of its possible exploitation of women and manipulation of scriptures. The wide
spectrum of Buddbist narratives challenges the pro-life vs. pro-choice mode of debate. Furthermore, the diversity of the narratives
shows how reproductive politics in Taiwan is embedded within the conflicts between modernity and tradition, as well as locality and

Globality.
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Pro-Life or Pro-Choice? Humanistic Buddhists’ Voices Surrounding Abortion in
Contemporary Taiwan

Abortion in Taiwan was legalized by the Eugenic and Health Protection Law in 1984. Since then, the
number of abortions has been increasing rapidly. As seen in some jurisdictions in the West, debates
on abortion at political and legislative levels often fall into the dichotomy between pro-life and pro-
choice arguments. These movements may be mobilized by religious and feminist factions in countries
where there used to be a strong state-church tie. Or, in the U.S., the pro-life camp adopts “fetal-
centric framing” in contrast to the appeal of “commitment to protecting the rights of women”
promoted by the pro-choice camp (Trumpy, 2016: 165). Abortion debates in the political arena of
Taiwan are also divided into religious (led by Christian churches) and feminist camps. Nonetheless,
in Taiwan, Buddhists represent 21.3% of the population, 44.2% are affiliated with folk religions, while
only 5.5% are Christian (PRC). For most people, there is no clear border between Buddhism, Taoism,
and folk religions (XZ2Y, 2020). Hence, it is crucial to ask: how does Buddhism interpret abortion?
How does Buddhism participate in the movement? What makes Buddhist involvement different?
This essay, as a discursive analysis, focuses on the voices expressed by monasteries in Humanistic
Buddhism (Renjian fojiao N\ [E1{35#X), a prominent Buddhist philosophy practiced in modern Taiwan.

Reformists Master Tai Xu (&JdE, 1898—1947), as well as his student Master Yin Shun (E[JJIH, 1906—
2005), were seen as “part of a larger reorientation in the self-perception of Chinese Buddhists”
(Bingenheimer, 2015: 256). Master Tai Xu’s reform targeted jingchan (f£#, “penance through the
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recitation of sutras” (Yu, 2013: 352) in Dharma Assemblies), which was a popular duty of monks and
nuns in China. He argued that jingehan “constituted superstitious and feudal relic” (Yu, 2013: 355),
and heavy jingehan duty as paid labor caused corruption within sangha (Heise, 2012: 228; Yu, 2013:
355). He asserted that Buddhism should be “human-centered,” which was called “Buddhism of
Human Life (Rensheng fojiao N\ FA35#%0)” (Chandler, 2004: 43; Fichman, 2011: 347). The merit of
spiritual cultivation develops more efficiently in life than after death. Based on this reform, Master
Tai Xu’s ambition was to “rationalize its organizational structure” and promote “social welfare
activities” (Jones, 1999: 134). Master Yin Shun further established a new paradigm by stressing that
Humanistic Buddhism is “creating an earthly Pure Land, or Buddhism for the human realm”
(Eichman, 2011: 347). He renamed this approach “Buddhism of the human realm (Renjian fojiao N\
fE{#52%)” (Chandler, 2004: 43; Eichman, 2011: 347). Based on that philosophy, he denied the notion
of the Buddha as a godly figure and, instead, insisted that salvation is to be achieved within the human
realm (Jones, 1999: 134). “[A]s humans, we can purify ourselves to perfection” (Changtzu, 2017: 25).
Moreover, the focus of Buddhism switched from personal wellbeing to the benefit of everyone in
the mundane world (Yu, 2013: 360). As a result, Charles Brewer Jones claimed that, compared to
Master Tai Xu, Master Yin Shun went further in “secularizing Buddhism” (1999: 134). Institutions
of Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan, including Dharma Drum Mountain (DDM), Buddha’s Light
Mountain (Fo Guang Shan), and Buddhist Compassion Relief Tzu Chi Foundation (Tzu Chi), achieved
tremendous success due to their global influence (Chandler, 2004: 74; Eichman, 2011: 346-347).
Despite the differences in doctrines and approaches, these monasteries all share characteristics
embedded in an earthly “civil religion” (Madsen, 2007: 57, 137). The concept of “compassion for all
people” is appealing to society for its this-worldliness. Sometimes, they are even called “new age
Buddhists” in the media (Sui, 2014). Currently, Humanistic Buddhism is also gaining popularity in
China (Li, 2005).

Buddhist Embryology

A detailed demonstration of the development of the embryo is found in the following Sutra
Garbhavakrantisitra (Sanskrit: Rutai jing AFGZX). For Buddhism, life is part of the ongoing process of
birth and rebirth, and “the process of rebirth begins at the moment of death” (Kritzer, 2009: 73).
After death, life continues through the intermediate being/existence/state (antaribhava in Sansktit,
shen {4, or zhongyon H17) (Choo, 2012: 195; Kritzer, 2009: 78). Conception, just like death, is
fundamentally determined by karmic causes and conditions. The accumulation of karma connects
the man and the woman with the intermediate being and makes them parents and child (Choo, 2012:
195; Kritzer, 2009: 78). Meanwhile, other principal and subsidiary causes should all be ready in order
to achieve conception and pregnancy (yimyuan juzu 4% E. /&) (Shih, C. H., 2004). For example, the
intermediate being should be present at the moment of intercourse due to the parents’ “defiled
thought (lustful thought)” (Kritzer, 2009: 78). Here is Buddhism’s illustration of the interaction
between the three parties:

The intermediate being sees the intercourse of the parents (humans or animals) who have a
karmic connection to it. A desire arises in it and draws it to them. First, there is a confusing
perception arising targeting the semen and the blood: it (the intermediate being) does not
understand this is the intercourse between its parents. The confusion makes it believe that
it is the intercourse between it and the parent, and this understanding creates greed and love.
(Shih, C. H., 2004)
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Based on that “greed” and “love,” the intermediate being can be physically attached to the parents.
Scholars agree that this conceptive process is in line with the Freudian understanding of the parent-
child relationship (Choo, 2012: 195; Kiritzer, 2009: 80; Shih, C. H., 2004). When the parents reach
extreme pleasure, they eject a drop of thick liquid, semen from the father and blood from the mother
(gechu yidi nonghou jingxne 25— RENEM) and the two drops blend. Hence, the intermediate
being disappears and transforms into a new life called kalala (Sansktit, jielnolan FG4EES), who tesides
in the mother’s womb in the shape of a fatty lump (Kritzer, 2009: 81; Shih, C. H., 2004). Then, the
Garbhavakrantisitra describes the week-by-week embryonic development for 38 weeks (Kritzer, 2009:
73).

As a result, abortion may be seen as a sinful act that arbitrarily terminates the karmic connection
between parents and child. Abortion, as well as infanticide, has been widely practiced in China and
Taiwan since early history. However, at the same time, it was gradually regarded as a moral issue and
was denounced by the government, Confucian literati, and religious sectors (Bray, 1997; Chen, Y.,
2011; King, 2014; Lee, 1995; Leung, 2005: 216). Numerous Buddhist scriptures described the
unfortunate consequences of having or performing abortions, such as the Buddhist encyclopedias
compiled in the 6th century (Chen, Y., 2011: 318-319). Abortion was regarded as a mortal sin in some
Chinese Buddhist texts as eatly as the Ming dynasty (1368 -1644) (Kan, 2008: 377). The souls of those
suffering women who had an abortion are summoned but can be relieved through ceremonial
regulations (yigui FH1), particularly through confessional tituals (chanyi HEfEE) (Kan, 2008: 376).
Furthermore, the Water and Land Paintings (shuilubua 7K[EE2S, paintings hung in a salvation ritual
space) during the Ming and Qing dynasties (1644-1912) and the Ceremonial Regulations for the Cultivation
of the Purificatory Fast of the 1V ictorious Assembly of Water and Land for the Saints and Commoners of the Dharma-
World (Fanjie shengfan shuilu shenghui xinzhai yigni FLFREE ﬂ7ﬁﬁ$%@ﬂ%ﬁﬂ%$ﬂ) clearly address the
hope of salvation for infants and the mothers (Chen, Y., 2011: 289).

Abortion in Taiwan: A Discursive Transition
In her studies on population governance in contemporary China, Susan Greenhalgh argued that:

[TThe emergence of population as a domain of thought and practices has been enormously
productive, creating new objects and domains of administration, new forms of governance,
new pedagogies of the nation, new types of docile bodies, new ethical conundrums, and
even new meanings of the human. (Greenhalgh, 2005: 370)

Similarly, in Taiwan, the State’s ambition for modernization was realized through its control over its
citizens’ bodies and its cooperation with global powers. This section examines the construction of
discourses and the invention of institutional power surrounding population policies throughout the
phases of political history in modern Taiwan.

“Counteroffensive against the Mainland”: 1950-1960

Taiwan’s population was approximately 6 million in 1946 (TWSJTJHY]S, 2000: 1806). The withdrawal
of the Chinese Nationalist Party (Kuomintang KMT) resulted in a population increase of 1.2 million
(Lin, T., 2018: 4). However, the idea of population control was not commonly accepted by the KMT
bureaucracy. Conservatives argued that population control was unconstitutional, violated Confucian
philosophy and religious teachings, and violated the priority of population growth in the Three
Principles of the People taught by Sun Yat-sen, the founder of KMT and Republic of China (Lu,
2013: 384-385; TWSJTJHYJS, 2000: 187). Moreover, population control betrayed the goal of
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“Counteroffensive against the mainland (fangong fugno [Z FAEEL)” (Lu, 2013: 385; TWSJTJHY]S,
2000: 187). Wen-Hua Kuo explained that the KMT government would not admit there was a
population crisis because it was expected to be immediately resolved after rejoining the mainland. On
the contrary, to acknowledge the existence of a population crisis was equivalent to recognizing the
new territory (the islands of Taiwan, Penghu, Kinmen, and Matsu), which deprived the KMT of its
sovereignty and legitimacy (KKuo, 2008: 333).

“Two Children are Just Right; One Child is not too Few”: 1960-2000

Taiwan’s rapidly growing population was gradually recognized as an issue. Aid from the United States
(U.S.) was delivered to Taiwan from 1951 to 1965 under the approval of the Mutual Security Act
(MSA) (Chiang, 2014: 104-105). With the cooperation of the Joint Commission on Rural
Reconstruction (JCRR) in Taiwan, U.S consultation and assistance has been actively involved in
population-control projects (Kuo, 2008: 343-344; TWSJTJHY]S, 2000: 193). Following this initial
effort, the Family Plan was launched in 1964 (Zhuang, 1998: 551). Slogans promoting family
planning, such as “two children are just right; one child is not too few (erge haizi giagia hao, yige haizi
bu scianshao A8 %GNG, —(E %R 5§/))” were created and gradually accepted by society
(Zhuang, 1998: 551-552). From the 1960s to the 1970s, more than 100,000 intra-uterine devices
(IUD), called Lippes Loops, were implanted each year (Jiang, 2000: 203; Kuan, 2008: 76). Lippes
Loops was an American product donated to Taiwan for free along with U.S. aid, so it was highly
promoted by the government (Kuo, 2008: 347). Women were provided with biased information
which led them to believe Lippes Loops was their best option (Kuo, 2008: 350-351). However, the
device turned out to be harmful to women’s bodies for both short-term and long-term uses, such as
excessive bleeding, pain, abnormal discharge, endometritis, pelvic inflammatory disease, or
perforation of the uterus. Hence, as much as 20% of these women insisted on its removal (Kuo,
2008: 345-346). This plan was eventually attacked and stopped by conservative groups (Zhuang, 1998:
551). Then, pills (1967), condoms (1970), ligation for both men and women (1973), and medical
IUDs (1975) werte introduced (Jiang, 2000: 203). Nonetheless, illegal surgical abortions were
conducted secretly in private clinics (Kuan, 2008: 76) with the Family Plan used as the primary
rationale (Moskowitz, 2001: 17-21). There were approximately 30,000 to 50,000 abortions in 1961,
which may still be much lower than the figures provided by some doctors in obstetrics and

gynecology (Wu, 2009: 75).

At the beginning of 1982, the KMT government’s effort to control population growth finally led to
a bill called the Eugenic and Health Protection Law that was submitted to the Legislative Yuan (Kuan,
2008: 110). Clause 6 under Article 9 indicates that abortion is permissible “when the pregnancy or
delivery of fetus will affect the pregnant woman’s mental health or that of her family life,” which has,
since then, served as the legal foundation for abortion. During the checks-and-balances process, the
bill was received with hot debate in the Legislative Yuan between the tenured legislators (pro-life)
who retreated to Taiwan with the KIMT and have been serving as the representatives of Mainland
China provinces, and the new legislators (pro-choice), who were recently elected by the local
Taiwanese. The debates centred on conflicts between national values (Lifayuan gongbao, 1984: 17-
18) and child welfare, which was violated by the Communists’ One-Child policy (Lifayuan gongbao,
1984: 22). While U.S President Ronald Reagan’s control over abortion served as a positive model
(Lifayuan gongbao, 1984: 15), the feminist movement in the U.S. was also employed as an example
by the “pro-choice” camp (Lifayuan gongbao, 1984: 37). The Eugenic and Health Protection Law
was eventually passed in 1984 and went into effect in 1985 (Kuan, 2008: 110).
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“Children are Our Best Heirloom”: 2000

During the past decades, marriage and birth rates in Taiwan have both dropped drastically. At the
same time, according to the estimates of several governmental officers and legislators, there were
about 300,000 to 500,000 abortions performed in Taiwan every year of the 2000s (Lifayuan Gongbao,
2006: 73). The National Development Council acknowledged that the trend resulted from
contemporary social changes (GJFZWYH, 2018). In 2010, the Ministry of the Interior chose a slogan
“Children are our best heirloom (haizi shi women de chuanjiabao %2 ¥ THIEHZ E)” from a public
competition to label a campaign to boost birth rates (Gongshi xinwenwang, 2010).

In 2003, religious groups proposed removing Clause 6 under Article 9 of the Eugenic and Health
Protection Law (SMLLYJZX). Two years later, in 2005, they also proposed the addition of a 6-day
waiting period, during which the mothers-to-be must attend mandatory counselling to decide the sort
of their children, before going forward with an abortion (SMLLYJZX). The Legislative Yuan was
composed of newly elected local young legislators from Taiwan. Regardless, the involved legislators
were still divided into two camps: those supportive of the religious groups (pro-life) and those
supportive of the feminist groups (pro-choice), and all were women. While some pro-life legislators
worked with U.S conservative delegates, anti-abortionists and scholars (Lin, J. & Xu, C.: 2005), the
feminist camp argued that it is was “national shame (guochi E{H)” to consult foreigners (the U.S.) for
law-making concerning Taiwanese women’s bodies (Lifayuan gongbao, 2006: 74-75). The debates
centred on women’s individual concerns and Taiwanese identity, which revealed the political changes
following democratization and liberalization.

Conflicts between Feminist and Religious Groups: 1987-Present

As described in the previous section, the debates around abortion between religious groups and
feminist camps took shape in the 2000s. Since the 1970s, feminist leaders have been actively
introducing Western theories of feminism to Taiwan (Kuan, 2008: 236-237). Since the lift of the
Martial Law in 1987, feminist groups have contributed tremendously to social and political reforms
(Kuan, 2008: 237). In the carly 2000s, responding to the religious group’s challenge to abortion,
feminists initiated the “bodily autonomy”, “my body, my autonomy” and “respect for women’s life”
slogans to support women’s right to access abortion (Kuan, 2008: 243-244 & 247). Feminist groups
have been successful in their lobbying campaigns: “(they) already gained and established political

power over both the Administrative branch of government and legislature” (Kuan, 2008: 246).

The key figure from the religions camp, Father Louis Aldrich (also called Ai Ligin S T7#), is a
professor in the Faculty of Theology and the founder of the Center of Bioethics at Fu-Jen Catholic
University. Shocked by the number of abortions performed in Taiwan, Father Aldrich rallied 1300
leaders from all the religious groups in Taiwan in 2002, notably from Buddhism, Taoism, the
Consistent Way (Yignandao — & 1), the Religion of The Heavenly Emperor (Tiandijiao KifiH), the
Religion of The Heavenly Virtue (Tiandejiao RIZZY), and Christianity. This alliance was named the
Great Coalition and People’s Movement for the Respect for Life (GCPMRL, Zunzghong shengming
quanmin yundong dalianmeng B 88 2F 4 B AEE A 2R). It was joined by several prominent Buddhist
figures, including Master Sheng Yen of DDM and Master Cheng Yen of Tzu Chi. Starting from 2003-
2004, with the help of Buddhist communities, the Center of Bioethics distributed 245,000 copies of
an American-made anti-abortionist film, “The Eclipse of Reason”, which displays every detail of the
surgical process of late-term abortion, to high school teachers and students (SMLLY]JZX). Among
the religious groups, Christian churches remain particulatly active and vocal on the political level. The

journals.tplondon.com/ijor


http://www.tplondon.com/

66 Pro-Life or Pro-Choice? Humanistic Buddbists® 1 oices Surrounding Abortion in Contemporary Taiwan

Heartbeat Bill Alliance proposed a referendum to introduce heartbeat bill to Taiwan in 2019 (Qiao,
2019; XTFAGTLM, 2019). “Stand for Life (Wei shengming ghanli Fy % a5 17)” launched by Ray of
Hope Christian Registered Charitable Organization (Xiwang 3hignang hui 5S¢ organized
protests on a regular basis to pursue the removal of Clause 6 in Article 9 of Chapter 3 of the Eugenic
and Health Protection Law (XWZGH, 2013; Zhang, Y., 2019). Various key Buddhist institutions
joined a signed petition for the cause (XWZGH, 2013).

Buddhist involvement in anti-abortion movements was not as confrontational or structured as
Christian churches. The leaders chose to present rich narratives to the society, as a means to convince
them of their position on the issue. The following sections list the teachings delivered by the iconic
leaders of Humanistic Buddhism. Through a comparative study, this analysis sheds light on the
Buddhist strategies in response to the reproductive politics in Taiwan.

Pro-Life: Abortion is a Sin

In Buddhism, with the fundamental principle of “non-harming (abimsa),” the value of life is
prioritized (Keown 2016: 211). The First Precept clearly states that “injury to living creatures
(Panatipata)” is not permissible (Keown 2016: 208). Damien Keown demonstrated that Buddhism
recognizes “both the inviolability and the fragility of human life”. Nonetheless, at the same time,
“while intentional killing is always wrong there is no obligation to preserve life at all costs” (Keown,
2016: 211). As a result, ethical dilemmas may arise when the interests of the players fall into conflict
and a difficult decision has to be made with an ethical justification. Based on Buddhist embryology,
it is not surprising that many Buddhist masters are partial to the fetus’ beneficence. For example, Tzu
Chi hospitals do not perform abortions nor sex-selection screening (Xu, T, 2011).2  According to
one patient’s feedback, OB/GYN doctors are more conservative than doctors in other specialties:

I was five-to-six-week pregnant. However, I was diagnosed with an anembryonic pregnancy
(the size of embryo remained too small and did not develop). I was referred to Tzu Chi
hospital in Xindian, Taipei, by a private clinic since that was where I gave birth to my first
child. The doctor (of Tzu Chi hospital) commented that I should have stayed in the clinic
since Tzu Chi does not prescribe pills such as RU-486 for early abortions. The doctor said
that if the embryo does not develop, I could take exercise or eat “hot (definition of food
quality based on theories of Chinese medicine)” food such as sesame oil chicken soup so
that the uterus contracts and the embryo is miscarried naturally. If I preferred a procedure
under anaesthetic to remove the tissues from my womb, the doctor recommended that 1
should wait for another week. (mayck, 2014)

Master Yin Shun, as well as Master Sheng Yen (1930-2009)3 — an icon in Humanistic Buddhism —
further claimed that abortion is a sin. As a Buddhist scholar, Master Sheng Yen’s insights were highly
admired by Master Yin Shun, and they have had numerous academic dialogues (Shih, S., 2005). On
the other hand, Master Sheng Yen often referred “Rensheng fojia” (Master Tai Xu’s words) to

2'The Hualien Tzu Chi hospital was where Master Yin Shun stayed in the final years of his life (Guo & Chen, 2005).

® Master Sheng Yen founded the DDM in 1989. He earned his Ph.D. in Japan and taught at the university level in Taiwan. He was named
“one of the fifty most influential people in Taiwan during the past four hundred years” (Fagushan quangiu zixunwang). One of his famous
quotes was: “The Dharma is so good, yet so few people know about it and so many people misunderstand it” (Fagushan quangiu
zixunwang). The DDM was designed to be a space for academic education on the Dharma, “morte about thinking than acting” (Madsen,
2007: 95). Employing the philosophy of Chan/Zen, Master Sheng Yen acknowledged the diversity of modern society. He claimed that all
religions — including monotheist religions — should be respected because each religion reveals part of “single ultimate reality” (Madsen,
2007: 98). The DDM is particularly popular among intellectuals and enjoys a high cultural capital (Madsen, 2007: 87).
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Humanistic Buddhism so that he has “differentiated himself with other Buddhist leaders in Taiwan
and also reaffirms his gratitude to the teaching of Master Tai Xu” (Chandler, 2004: 43).

The Fetus is a Future Buddha

Master Yin Shun and Master Sheng Yen both claimed that no matter how secular laws define
abortion, to kill 2 human or a human-like being (sirer {LL_\) are both serious moral sins (Shih, Y.,
1993). The term “siren” refers to a fetus who is still in the development stages of a human shape.
Their life is no different from a human who has been born despite the incomplete shaping process
(Shih, S., 2010; Shih, Y., 1993). A fetus is also a future member of society and a future Buddha (Shih,
S., 2010). Moreover, killing a person who is innocent, unconscious, and unable to resist is cruel and
short of respect for the value of life (Shih, S., 2010). Even in the case of sexual violence, the person
who should be punished is the assailant. The fetus is innocent, so why does it deserve a death penalty?
It requires protection like all humans and animals (Shih, S., 2012).

Karmic Connection between Children and Parents

Additionally, in Buddhism, pregnancy results from a karmic connection between the parent and the
child, which means the child is closely related to the woman (Shih, S., 2012). In the case of youth
pregnancy, Master Sheng Yen asserted that the parents of teenagers should take responsibility for
their teenage pregnancy by taking care of the fetus. If the parents cannot afford to do so, then society
should take care of the fetus (2010).

Based on the above, it is clear that scholars of classic Humanistic Buddhism are against abortion in
most circumstances. This argument is constructed based upon the welfare of the fetus as a living
being and the principle of abimsa. In this argument, the mother, the father and the related families are
expected to respect the law of karma and treat the arrival of the new life mindfully.

Pro-Choice: She Has Autonomy

Different from Master Yin Shun and Master Sheng Yen, Master Hsing Yun (1927-)* —another iconic
figure of Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan — constructed his stance by focusing on women’s
autonomy. Master Hsing Yun was ambitious in promoting Humanistic Buddhism, stating that, “I
have been diligently promoting Humanistic Buddhism in my life, wanting to make Humanistic
Buddhism a symbol of modernity, civilization, progress, and practicality” (Shih, H. Y.a). Nonetheless,
the way Master Hsing Yun promoted Humanistic Buddhism might be different from Master Yin
Shun. He integrated the secular and the sacred as well as tradition and modernity, as his teaching was
“sanctifying the secular life of Buddhists and extending the sacred space to the public arena beyond
the temple walls” (Yu, 2013: 351).5

* Fo Guang Shanwas founded by Master Hsing Yun in 1967. Master Hsing Yun has more than two thousand ordained disciples and millions
of followers (Dashi luezhuan). The Buddha’s Light International Association (BLIA) — an institute that promotes the Dharma and Master
Hsing Yun’s teaching to spread Buddhism across the five continents — was established in Los Angeles in 1992. It has branches in more
than 170 countries and regions, and it is the largest Chinese-speaking association in the world (Dashi luezhuan).

5 Master Hsing Yun’s philosophy was to “care for society and for all beings” (Chandler, 2004: 109). He particularly emphasized the
accessibility of the Dharma to everyone and believes that charitable actions are more efficacious than meditation or study (Chandler, 2004:
75). He reformed forms of ritual, such as the death ritual, which is “simple” enough to be comprehended by ordinary people but at the
same time “solemn” enough so that people could experience the profoundness of the Dharma (Yu, 2013: 357, 359). Nonetheless, Master
Hsing Yun’s emphasis on “this-worldliness” has attracted much criticism (Chandler, 2004: 45, 60, 75, 79, 95). For example, he was named
a “political monk (ghengzhi heshang)” for being too involved in politics (Chandler, 2004: 20-21, 108). He claimed that wealth accumulation
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Abortion: Women’s Choice

Stuart Chandler (2004: 248-249) and Richard Madsen (2007: 70) both agreed that the Buddha’s Light
Mountain maintains Confucian values because Master Hsing Yun highlighted virtue and morality.
Master Hsing Yun emphasized on the harmony between men and women, analyzing gender
differences, both biologically and socially (Chandler, 2004: 87-88). He urged them to act as good
husbands and wives based on gender differences and complete each other (Chandler, 2004: 88). He
even prescribed how mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law should get along with each other (Shih, H.
Y.b). Nonetheless, at the same time, Master Hsing Yun admired Western society because women’s
rights and status are highly respected there (Shih, H. Y., 2003). He stressed that women are as capable
as men, and equality is exactly the quality sanctioned by Buddhism (Shih, H. Y., 2003). He asserted
that women can have an enjoyable life without marriage. Divorce is acceptable if the marriage can no
longer bring happiness to the couple (Shih, H. Y., 2003).

This type of “this-worldliness” was also shown in Master Hsing Yun’s view of abortion. In Buddhism,
karma is partly determined by intent (cetana) (Byrne, 2006: 122). Killing for fun, abuse, or ignorance
of right and wrong are serious offenses under the law of karma (Byrne, 2006: 122). Karma is also
determined by results (vjpdka). It is expected that the outcome of an action should be utilitarian, “a
greater good cancel out the harm, or bigger benefit versus smaller harm” (Byrne, 2006: 123).
Therefore, “Buddhism is the home of relativism, since in a Buddhist view there is no absolute”
(Byrne, 2006: 123). Master Hsing Yun stressed that complicated human issues such as life and death
could never be solved by religion, morality, or the law (Shih, H. Y., 2003; Yu, 2011: 390-391). He
argues that, under utilitarianism, animal research is acceptable because it is done to benefit humans
(Yu, 2011: 390-391). Similarly, abortion is acceptable. The killing is not done for resentment; instead,
it is done because women do not have a choice (Shih, H. Y., 2003). Proponents of social justice might
want a woman to keep the pregnancy of a fetus with a disability, but are they going to take care of
the child for her in the following several decades? Or, sometimes a child is conceived because of
sexual violence, how can we outsiders share the woman’s complicated emotions toward the future
child (Shih, H. Y., 2003)? In these unfortunate circumstances, society should be sympathetic. The
best way is to allow the person in the situation to decide by herself. The woman should have the right
and autonomy, and her decision should be fully respected (Shih, H. Y., 2003).

Karma

It is important to note that Master Hsing Yun’s sympathy for abortion is not unconditional. He
clarified that there is karma following an action. While making a decision, a person should understand
the karma, be willing to accept the consequences and take the responsibility (Shih, H. Y., 2003). If a
woman has no choice but to have an abortion, she should take measures to “solve the injustice and
disentangling the knots” by delivering karmic merit through doing good deeds, confession, and
cultivation. Most importantly, prevention is better than remedy (Shih, H. Y., 2003). Master Hsing
Yun is particularly concerned with youth pregnancy. He strongly urges society to tackle the issue by
reinforcing morality education, etiquette, and sex education. The couple should face up to it and take
responsibility to rear the child. Otherwise, premarital pregnancy is a mistake, and abortion (following

is fine as long as it is moral and that it is shared with others (Chandler 2004: 95). Moreover, with its headquarters” dramatic, fancy and
spacious structure, the Buddha Light Mountain seems like a religious ‘Disneyland.” Sightseeing is then transformed into a religious
expetience (Chandler, 2004: 26). Master Yin Shun affitmed that, “my Humanistic Buddhism is different from Master Hsing Yun’s
Humanistic Buddhism” (Chen, G. 2015). André Laliberté’s research demonstrated the difference between Master Hsing Yun and Master
Yin Shun. The former employed Humanistic Buddhism by his own interpretation, but the latter employed it in a “mote restrictive terms”
(Lalibert¢, 2001: 123).
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youth pregnancy) is the second mistake because lewdness and killing are both regarded as sins in
Buddhism (Shih, H. Y., 2003).

Master Yin Shun, Master Sheng Yen and Master Hsing Yun demonstrate the pro-life and pro-choice
arguments in a Buddhist version. Nonetheless, in Buddhism, stances on abortion are not only limited
to these two camps. The following sections show how the contrasts between the two stances can be
further examined and explored.

Whose Autonomy? Whose Wellbeing?

Master Chao Hwei (1957-)¢ is a nun, a student of Master Yin Shun, a Buddhist ethics scholar and a
feminist activist. On the issue of abortion, Master Chao Hwei has been working closely with
GCPMRL, and she has had numerous dialogues with the feminist groups in the media. She stressed
that the binary argument on abortion — pro-life vs. pro-choice — is problematic and demanded a
more refined method that could be applied in the Taiwan’s cultural context.

Equality between Sentient Beings

Master Chao Hwei argued that, in medical science, definitions of life and death often fluctuate to
accommodate medical procedure needs. For example, in those circumstances, the fetus can be seen
as not a person, so abortion cannot be a killing (Shih, C. H., 2008: 247). To facilitate stem cell
procurement, an embryo can be claimed as not a life (Shih, C. H., 2008: 247). Orx, to initiate organ
harvest, a person diagnosed with brain death can be claimed as dead (Shih, C. H., 2004).” However,
in Buddhism, all forms of creatures are regarded as a life embedded within an ecosystem, so the
embryo/fetus is a life whether it is complete human or not (Shih, C. H., 2008: 246-248). All lives are
sentient beings (sa#fva), and all are equal (Shih, C. H., 2008: 241) Indeed, the Buddha clearly warned
that “[iJt is not permissible to go on killing sentient beings and still call oneself a disciple of the
Buddha” (Lopez, 2004: 407 as cited in Byrne, 2006: 119). Sentient beings have self-love (atmasneba)
and love for new birth (punarbbavasneha), which is an innate desire to survive and to enable life to go
on for generations (Shih, C. H., 2004). Therefore, even embryonic selection for IVF can be ethically
problematic (Shih, C. H., 2008: 268). Master Chao Hwei employed the communicative method of
“putting oneself in others’ shoes (itong hi fa B8 25)” indicated in the sutra Samyukta Agama
(Sanskrit, Za ahan jingHEBTEFE) to explain her stance on this. Through feeling and perceiving, it is
possible to understand a person’s or an animal’s emotions (Shih, C. H., 2008: 249-250). As a result,
“a Buddhist would try all means to avoid killing” (Shih, C. H., 2004) since when “seeing them alive,

¢ Master Chao Hwei was the founder of the Buddhist Hongshi Institute in Taoyuan County. In addition, she is currently the dean of the
Faculty of Social Science as well as the chair of the Department of Religious Studies of the Hsuan Chuang University in Hsinchu City
(Zeng, 2018). She has been involved in social movements since the 1980s, and she has been described as a “tireless advocate” who has
been “secking structural change” (Eichman, 2011: 355). She supports LGBTQ+ and human rights, animal protection and
environmentalism (Zeng, 2018). Moreover, as a previous leader of the Protecting Buddhism Corps of the Buddhist Association of the
Republic of China, she has been working enthusiastically against the stigmatization of Buddhism in media since the 1980s (Shih, C. F. &
Shih, S. K., 2009; Zeng, 2018). Furthetmore, Master Chao Hwei is a feminist. She strongly opines the Eight Garudhammas (the Eight Rules
of Respect (of nuns), Bajingfa J\H{7%) (Zeng, 2018). She also challenged the Dalai Lama on gender hierarchy within the monastic order
when he visited Taiwan in 2001, which pushed him to call for a meeting of Tibetan and Southeastern Asian Buddhist representatives (Zeng,
2018). In 2018, when the #MeToo campaign arose within Chinese Buddhist institutions, Master Chao Hwei publicly denounced the
patriarchal structure and organizational enclosure of contemporary Chinese Buddhism (Zeng, 2018).

7 Margaret M. Lock’s work detailed how organ transplantation as a new medical procedure and the invention of an artificial ventilator as a
means to extend organ activities triggered the necessity for a medical definition of death (brain death) in the 20th century. Please see Twice
Dead: Organ Transplants and the Reinvention of Death. California Series in Public Anthropology, 1. Betkeley: University of California
Press, 2002.
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cannot bear to see them die. Hearing their sound, can not bear to eat their meat [a quote by Mencius|”
(Shih, C. H., 2008: 251).

Hierarchy of Transmigrating Beings

Then, should we protect a fetus’s life by all means? In Buddhism there is a “hierarchy of
transmigrating beings” (Byrne, 2006: 124). Master Chao Hwei affirmed that if a pregnant woman
gives up the fetus in order to survive (giusheng SK4E), she should not be excessively blamed (C. Shih,
personal communication, July 31, 2008). Based on this method “putting oneself in others’ shoes,” it
is understandable that some forms of lives feel more intimate than others based on the human’s
relationship with them, such as a mother and her child vs. another mother’s child (Shih, C. H., 2008:
254). The way humans treat others is also determined by their personality accumulated through
reincarnations and karma (Shih, C. H., 2008: 255). However, it does not mean that all abortions are
cthically acceptable. The distribution and screening of the documentary “The Eclipse of Reason” by
GCPMRL caused harsh debates between feminist and religious groups. Master Chao Hwei
commented: “it is the truth [of abortion] despite the frightening images” (Shih, C.H., 2008: 319).
Feminist groups argued that the religious group distributed the documentary based on their anti-
abortion motives, and she responded: “Didn’t the feminist group strongly oppose the documentary
based on its motives, too?” (Shih, C. H., 2008: 319). There is an ethical hierarchy among abortions.
Some women may suffer from difficult and/or oppressive situations while others may simply choose
abortion because it is convenient (Shih, C. H., 2008: 284).

Seeking an Independent Position

In the U.S,, the popular “pro-life versus pro-choice paradigm” (Smith, 2005: 119) has been critiqued
for “oversimplifying” (Rye & Underhill, 2020: 1830). A significant population in the American society
is in fact comprised of “intermediate group of situationists” (Rye & Underhill, 2020: 1829). Moreover,
the voices and lived experiences of “marginalized communities” (Smith, 2005: 129), such as disability
rights (Ziegler, 2017) or the social and economic struggles of women of colour (Smith, 2005), have
often been neglected. Therefore, an “independent position” (Smith, 2005: 133) is in need for
reproductive justice. Master Chao Hwei also argued that the binary paradigm in Taiwan fails to
recognize distinct forms of oppression in the Asian context. She firmly supported women’s
autonomy, but, for her, autonomy should target the patriarchal power instead of the fetus, which is
also vulnerable in the social structure (Shih, C. H., 2008: 293). A consideration period is a means by
which women can exercise their autonomy—a key quality to bioethics—by providing them with
sufficient information, knowledge and time. This is particularly important for women who are under
patriarchal pressure (Shih, C. H., 2008: 351). Taking the preference for sons as an example, a large
number of female fetuses are aborted every year in Taiwan due to the pressure of the husband’s
family. (Shih, C. H., 2008: 300-301). While most members of the feminist camp are “middle-class
elites”, it is crucial to consider the needs of women with less resources and pursue strategies that can
truly achieve their autonomy (Shih, C. H., 2008: 350). Master Chao Hwei does not totally agree with
the concepts of “unwanted pregnancy” or “unexpected fetus,” either. Who should be the one to
“want” or “expect”’? The woman? The husband’s family (which is significant in Taiwan’s context), or
any charity organization as long as they express their support (Shih, C. H., 2008: 297-298)? These
answers might not be discoverable merely through the “pro-life”” and “pro-choice” models.
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Beyond Pro-life vs. Pro-choice: Abortion Ritual

Another challenge to the binary paradigm is the abortion ritual, which is a newly emerging ritual that
attempts to appease ot rescue yingling (fetus spirits B282), which are the spirits of fetuses that have
died from abortions or miscarriages. This ritual, mizuko kuys (water child memorial rite), was first
popularized in Japan, and, according to some scholars, was imported to Taiwan during the 1980s
(Kan, 2008: 380; Moskowitz, 2001: 34-36; Wan, 2001: 2; Wu, 2009: 175 & 219). Driven by the
patriarchal structure, marketing mechanism and media culture, an abortion ritual can turn
manipulative and exploitative against women (Hardacre, 1997; Moskowitz, 2001). Nonetheless, it is
more complex than an oppressive propaganda. William R. LaFleur claimed that, in Buddhism, the
journey of the soul keeps going on after the ending of a fetus’ life and returns to one of the six realms
of reincarnation (LaFleur, 1992: 14-29). An abortion ritual provides a “middle way” (LaFleur, 1992:
213) for society to negotiate the tension between the life and death of the fetus. An abortion ritual
allows for the opportunity to express grief and gratitude to the fetus for its sacrifice (LaFleur, 1992:
144 & 217), Moreover, a woman’s freedom to express or acknowledge her feelings does not “bar her
from deciding to have an abortion” (LaFleur, 1992: 213). The abortion ritual can be therapeutic
(Kuan, 2008: 91; Moskowitz, 2001: 123). Furthermore, the ritual makes it possible to assist the woman
in mapping out her strategies towards the past and the future (Harrison & Igeta, 1995; Lin, G.C,,
2015).

As the most fervent abortion ritual promoter amongst Buddhist representatives, Master Hai Tao
(1958-)’s own ritual is bolstered by rich discourses that he delivered and that are disseminated by
media that he owns. Many successful Buddhist monasteries in Taiwan are not affiliated with Master
Tai Xu or Master Yin Shun, but they “promote new and innovative methods of keeping Buddhism
relevant to contemporary concerns” (Eichman 2011, 348). Master Hai Tao is one example. As a self-
claimed Humanistic Buddhist, Master Hai Tao decided to convert to a monk after learning about
Master Yin Shun’s theory (Haitao fashi de hongfa beiyuan). He cited Master Tai Xu’s teaching to
reaffirm an individual’s responsibility to improve society (Shih, H. T., 2015). According to him,
Humanistic Buddhism is often misunderstood to be only concerned with humans. In fact, Buddhism
attempts to be concerned with all forms of life. Therefore, Master Hai Tao shared another term
“Humanistic bodhi/enlightenment (Renjian puti N\ [55$2)” with the Tzu Chi Foundation hoping his
ambition can be more fully expressed (Shih, H. T., 2013). This concept might explain his enthusiasm
about life release and abortion rituals.®

Haunting Fetus who Should be Born but is not Born

According to Master Hai Tao, the destination of the spirit (/ing ) is determined by causality. If one
aborts a fetus that comes to be rewarded, then she loses merit. If one aborts a fetus that comes to
take revenge, she commits a new karmic mistake. Hence, Master Hai Tao defined yingling as a fetus
who “should be born but is not born (yingsheng weisheng JEAEAAE)” (Nianforen, 2011). After being
aborted, yingling has to stay until their destined life expectancy in the mundane world is over and they

8 Master Hai Tao owns an enormous “compassion career (cibei zhiye ZHEE2E)” (Haitao fashi cibei zhiye), including branches in Taiwan
and in various cities across the wotld, arenas, chatity organizations, TV station and publication business. Master Hai Tao is a controversial
figure in Taiwanese Buddhism partly because of his promotion and practice of releasing animals (fangsheng {*E) for years. This program
is otganized by his China Preserve Life Association. The association receives disciples’ donations and purchases live animals, birds and
fish, and then ships them to dams or mountains for release. Fangsheng has been harshly criticized by animal right activists as an abusive
behaviour since it encourages brokers to catch more animals to sell. Also, the release of invasive alien species is harmful to ecosystem.
Fangsheng was also critiqued by Master Cheng Yen and Master Chao Hwei (Shenghuo zhongxin, 2013; Shih, C. H., 2008: 264-266).
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can finally enter the category of ghosts and return to reincarnation (Nianforen, 2011). Yingling have a
stronger power of grudge (yuanli 7%7]) and this power accumulates as they grow. They survive on
the primordial breath (yuangi TC5R) and spirit (yuanshen TCIHY) of the mother. So the stronger yingling
become, the weaker the mother becomes (Nianforen, 2011). Y7ngling haunt their parents. Based on

Buddhist embryology, if the yingling is a male, he haunts the mother; if the yingling is a female, she
haunts the father (Nianforen, 2011).

As a result, for those women who have had abortions, along with their male partners, Master Hai
Tao strongly advised them to attend abortion rituals to save their yingling (Yingling lianwei). Most
ritual performers charge, but Master Hai Tao insisted that the ritual should be free of charge. If a
parent needs psychological consultation and assistance, they can also seek help from his temple
institution (Yingling lianwei). The ritual process is straightforward and can even be done at home via
the internet. The parents can sign up and register for a membership, providing information about the
participant and the fetus (such as the date of the abortion). They then provide the yingling with a
Buddhist name because it is longing for care and identity and that name will be inscribed on a tablet
which will be placed in the Palace for Redeeming Baby Spitits (Z7°an dizang dian T HI G EY), located
in the Hall of Dharma or the Bodhimanda of Life, enjoying the care and power of Bodhisattva
Ksitigarbha.? The participants can log on to the website and check the ritual and space at any time.
However, to show their sincere confession and goodwill, they are encouraged to do good deeds. Also,
they are strongly encouraged to chant sutras at home to deliver karmic merit to_yingling, namely the
Seripture on the Fundamental V ows of Dizang Bodbisattva and Dharani Sutra on Prolonging Life and Eliminating
Crimes and Protecting Children (Foshuo changshon miesui huzhu tongzi tuoluoni jing) 35s5i = Z M IE e o 25
FPEEEELX), which claims that killing a fetus is one of the five serious offences in Buddhism (Wei
suoyou yingsheng weisheng yinger chaodu qifu). As of December 31st, 2016, the number of yingling
registered in the institutions has reached 15,414,821, with parents-to-be from all over the world (Wei
suoyou yingsheng weisheng yinger chaodu gifu).

Do Yingling Haunt?

Master Yin Shun, Master Sheng Yen and Master Hsing Yun were critical against the narratives that
illustrate yingling as a menacing ghost. Master Chao Hwei was even the leader of the protest against
the Lecture Hall of Compassion’s propaganda for abortion rituals in 1990, which was one of the first
Buddhist institutions in Taiwan to publish a high-profile advertisement promoting abortion rituals
(C. Shih, personal communication, July 31, 2008). Master Yin Shun and Master Sheng Yen cleatly
demonstrated that it is not the Buddhist idea that the fetus spirit haunts the mother (Shih, S., 2002:
116; Shih, Y., 1993). Master Yin Shun asserted that the haunting images of the fetus spirits are
illusionary (xuwang [ 22). Neither the yingling term, nor the idea of the spirit haunting the mother
exist in classic orthodox Buddhist texts (Shih, Y., 1993). Both Master Yin Shun and Master Sheng
Yen argued that the Longevity Sutra could be a forged Japanese classical text. Master Chao Hwei also
argued that abortion ritual performers very often manipulate the language of false classics (Shih, C.
H., 2010). However, even the Longevity Sutra does not identity yingling nor does it present a horrifying

9 Bodhisattva Ksitigarbha (Digang Pusa Hijd Z# in Chinese, Jizd in Japanese) is highly related to the cult of death in China. The Dizang

pusa benynan jing JjE S ANFREE (Seripture on the Fundamental Vows of Dizang Bodbisattva) vividly demonstrates the Buddhist rite of death
and afterlife in late medieval China and India (Ng, 2007: 115). According to this Sutra, Digang Pusa vows to tescue all suffering beings from
the Six Realms to liberation. In Japan, Jizo is regarded as a protector of children/fetuses, and during a miguko kuyd ritual offerings are made
to him. Jiz6 went through a “down scaling” construction process in Japan which eventually made him an imperfect but compassionate
“bodhisattva that is close to the people” (LaFleur, 1992: 47).
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image of a haunting fetus, implying that dead fetuses do not become fierce ghosts. Instead, Master
Sheng Yen and Master Chao Hwei affirmed that, according to Buddhism, despite having different
lifespans, all souls are equal because they all turn to an intermediate being embodied by its intention
(zhongyon de yichengshen ARV E Y B) and incarnate in the Six Realms after death (Shih, C. H., 2010;
Shih, S., 2002: 114). The soul of an aborted fetus does not develop a sense of revenge or grudge
against its intended new parent (Shih, S., 2002: 114). Master Chao Hwei agreed that the personalities
of the intermediate beings vary, so some of them may linger in the mundane world due to their
attachment, but it is extremely rare (Shih, C. H., 2010). However, without the support of a physical
body, the souls eventually leave and return to reincarnation unless they fall into the Realm of Hungty
Ghosts (Shih, C. H., 2010). She argued that some abortion ritual performers take advantage of these
exceptional cases to generalize the images of fetal spirits (Shih, C. H., 2010).

Is Ritual Necessary?

Master Sheng Yen stressed that a salvation chaodn (FEE) ritual for the dead in Buddhism should be
performed on an equal basis. To perform a ¢haodu ritual, particularly for one type of spirit—yingling—
is a new invention (Dishui Huofeng, 2012). Even the Longevity Sutra does not propose an abortion
ritual only serving yingling (Shih, S., 2002: 115). Moreover, Master Sheng Yen did not agree that karma
can be solved in abortion rituals since causality is a long ongoing process (Dishui Huofeng, 2012).
Master Hsing Yun did not appreciate abortion rituals of the “buying-peace” style. He criticized the
practice stating that manipulative businesses take advantage of women’s guilt and use religion as a
money scam (Shih, H. Y., 2003). Similarly, Master Chao Hwei agreed with the therapeutic function
of the ritual, but she denounced some abortion ritual performers for amplifying women’s fears,
wortries and distresses. This trick is disrespectful to the dead and is not a selfless kindness to comfort
the living as Buddhism pursues (Shih, C., 2010).

Based on the debates above, Master Hai Tao’s abortion ritual serves as a representative case that
reveals how a consensus within Buddhism is hard to achieve while numerous Buddhist institutions
have enthusiastically entered the market (Kan, 2008: 393).

A Social Movement in Taiwanese Buddhist Style

In response to the reproductive politics in Taiwan, compared to the Christian churches’ assertive
approaches such as convening a coalition, proposing a referendum or organizing protests, most of
the Humanistic Buddhist leaders’ approach seemed relatively discreet (Laliberté, 2001: 98). Taking
the Presbyterian Church as an example, it has a long history of political engagement: from combats
against the Chinese KMT’s rule in the 1940s to the fight for human rights and Taiwan’s independence
in the 1970s (Rubinstein, 1991: 4). On the other hand, André Laliberté claimed, Buddhist institutions
often “exercise their influence through informal channels within existing institutions (Laliberté, 2001:
118)”. In fact, Master Yin Shun was described as “a giant in Buddhist philosophy, and a dwarf in
action and practices” (Zhang, 1990). Laliberté pointed out that this Buddhist tendency in political
engagement is mainly shaped by the religious leaders’ belief in “conservative theology” (Laliberté,
2001: 118), which focuses more on “harmony within society” (Laliberté, 2001: 120). This attitude
results partly from the KMT’s protection and control over the Buddhist Association of the Republic
of China under the Martial Law (Jones, 1999: 176; Laliberté, 2001: 112), and partly from the leaders’
Chinese background, wanting to distance themselves from new political dynamics based on
Taiwanese identity (Laliberté, 2001: 114). More importantly, due to the hierarchical structure of
Buddhist institutions, religious leaders” beliefs can be delivered to and accepted by their disciples
(Laliberté, 2001: 98).
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Furthermore, Richard Madsen (2007) asserted that the key difference between Western and
Taiwanese democratization is based on the “relationship between an individual and the state”
(Madsen, 2007: 132). In Taiwan, Buddhist and Taoist religious associations are not submissive to the
government since they own their social and political powers through voluntary and autonomous
memberships (Madsen, 2007: 133). Nonetheless, these religious groups flourished because they did
not contend with the government. Participating in a religion became an efficient and safe way to
transform society. Meanwhile, these institutions and their participants tend to adapt to the world
instead of subverting it (Madsen, 2007: 101). While Western experiences suggest that individual
freedom is reached when one is emancipated from social norms, democratization in Taiwan shows
that a society is able to achieve emancipation by means of reinterpreting and reintegrating social
norms — ot “Asian values” (Madsen, 2007: 132).

Conclusion

Through a narrative analysis, this paper demonstrates the wide spectrum of Buddhist narratives in
response to reproductive politics. Master Yin Shun, Master Sheng Yen and Master Chao Hwei
stressed that a fetus is a life, and lives are equal since they are all sentient beings. As the fundamental
principle of ethics, “non-harming (ahimsa)” highlights the value of life as a priority. Therefore, Master
Yin Shun and Master Sheng Yen claimed that abortion is a moral sin. Meanwhile, Master Chao Hwei
acknowledged that there is a hierarchy of transmigrating beings (such as the mother’s life vs. the fetus’
life). On the other hand, Master Hsing Yun, employing utilitarianism, stated that abortion is
acceptable if it results in more benefit than harm based on good intent. Therefore, a woman is in the
best position to make a decision based on her autonomy since she possesses the best knowledge of
the consequences. Nonetheless, allowing for autonomy does not compromise the power of the
Buddhist concept of karma.

The wide spectrum of Buddhist narratives reveals the limitation of the mode of absolute pro-life vs.
pro-choice debates. Master Chao Hwei critiqued that this mode was oversimplified and failed to
recognize the needs of women in Taiwanese patriarchal contexts. The abortion ritual that Master Hai
Tao promoted could provide women with an opportunity to express their feelings to yingling.
Meanwhile, the fact that some of the rituals are performed through manipulating women’s fear of
vengeful yingling was denounced by other Humanistic Buddhists as exploitative and deviated from the
appeal of orthodox Buddhists.

As Gay Watson observed: “Buddhism has faced a double challenge in each culture it has entered: to
remain true to the core of its teachings and to express these in a way that responds to the needs of
the new situation” (Watson, 2003: 25). The debates on abortion in Taiwan take place in cross-cultural
dynamics involving Chinese tradition as well as U.S and Japanese influences. For Humanistic
Buddhists, social movements do not necessarily indicate conflicts or revolution. They mostly focus
on educating their followers and society through teachings and rituals. Based on the spectrum of fluid
interpretations surveyed in this paper, Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan represents an elastic agenda
instead of an institutionalized authority. The label Humanistic Buddhism enjoys respectable cultural
capital, and many institutions are willing to join the camp. The tradition of Buddhist involvement in
social changes prefers to transform social changes instead of denying them.
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