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With The Science of Chinese Buddhism: Early
Twentieth-Century Engagement, Erik Hammer-
strom makes a highly valuable contribution to the
growing corpus of works on religion, modernity,
and modern China. His book examines how Chi-
nese Buddhists contemplated the relationships be-
tween their religion and science, one of the key
markers of modernity, in the early twentieth cen-
tury. Although the book mainly focuses on the
1920s and 1930s, Hammerstrom succeeds in
drawing our attention to the significance of mod-
ern Chinese Buddhist thought beyond the circum-
stances of its own time.

In the introduction, Hammerstrom first de-
marcates his own research and contemporary
Western Buddhists’ works on Buddhism and sci-
ence by declaring his attention to a historical
point of view. He conceptualizes Chinese moder-
nity as a push-and-pull process in which Chinese
thinkers reacted as well as learned more about
science. He also makes clear that in exploring Chi-
nese Buddhist thinkers’ approaches to science,
rather than concentrating on the encounter be-

tween religion and science as a competition be-
tween rival truth claims, he looks into how a Bud-
dhist modernism formed in the discursive field of
“philosophies of life,” in which the Chinese re-
flected on human origins, the ontological and
epistemological status of human beings, and
ethics and the praxis of self-cultivation.

In chapter 1, Hammerstrom discusses the his-
torical context in which Buddhist thinkers’ per-
spectives on science unfolded. It begins with the
transformation of thought from the late Qing to
the early 1920s, describing late-Qing intellectuals’
efforts to incorporate what was new into their in-
tellectual-cultural universe. The chapter then
turns to how Buddhists, scientists, and others con-
structed a community of discourse, as they de-
ployed assumptions about and the language of sci-
ence to debate and produce knowledge about sci-
ence and philosophy. Hammerstrom also discuss-
es the professionalization of science: the institu-
tionalization of the scientific disciplines, the pub-
lication of new periodicals, and the rising pres-
ence of various disciplines, resulting in the forma-



tion of science as an established field in early
twentieth-century China. He points out, in addi-
tion, that Chinese Buddhists tackled—and were
pressed to tackle—science and modernity at a
time when they also had to respond to the threat
posed by anti-religious campaigns.

The chapters that follow explore Chinese Bud-
dhists’ engagements with science. In chapter 2,
Hammerstrom examines their views on the physi-
cal sciences, including astronomy, physics, and
chemistry. According to him, in defending their
tradition, Chinese Buddhists argued that Buddhist
cosmology did not contradict modern cosmology.
In addition, they stressed that the evolution of
contemporary physics, especially Einstein’s theo-
ries, revealed not only the limits of scientific
knowledge but also the limits of the scientific way
of knowing. Hammerstrom deepens his analysis
of Chinese Buddhists’ reflections on scientific
knowing in chapter 3, which focuses on how Bud-
dhist thinkers positioned Buddhism in relation to
empiricism. While Buddhists accepted that empir-
ical verification was essential for both Buddhism
and science, they also thought that Buddhism rep-
resented a higher form of empiricism: by emanci-
pating humans (including scientists) from their
deluded minds, Buddhist spiritual practice al-
lowed them to look at reality as it was. Better still,
in their analyses, advanced meditative states en-
abled practitioners to develop supernatural pow-
ers, through which they perceived reality in ways
that modern scientific inquiries could not. In the
following chapter, the author proceeds to exam-
ine how Chinese Buddhists discussed the human
mind from a Buddhist perspective and with an
awareness of the rising influence of psychology in
post-May Fourth China. On the one hand, Chinese
Buddhists saw parallels between Western psy-
chology and Buddhism. On the other hand, they
asserted that while modern psychology was un-
able to offer a thorough understanding of human
mind, Buddhism—to be specific, the Conscious-
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ness-only school (weishi zong iR 5%)—was able to
offer deep insights into human consciousness.

Chapters 2 through 4 investigate early twenti-
eth-century Chinese Buddhists’ exploration into
truth claims about the natural universe and the
human race, while chapters 5 and 6 explore the
ways in which they fathomed the question of
what human life ought to be. Chapter 5 discusses
Buddhist responses to evolutionary theories,
marked by their critical views on the celebration
of might as the ideological foundation for “scien-
tific development,” their rendering of spiritual
progress into “evolution,” and their efforts to ad-
vance Buddhist egalitarianism. Chapter 6 delves
into modern Chinese Buddhists’ thinking on self-
cultivation, including their imagining of the Bod-
hisattva path. By appropriating the concept of
wuming 1.BH they integrated the study of science
as a part of a Buddhist’s spiritual training. As they
assumed an organic connection between mind
and body, Chinese Buddhists took part in creating
early Republican China’s vogue of “physical-spiri-
tual cultivation” (p. 158). To conclude, Hammer-
strom in the last chapter compares Chinese Bud-
dhists’ thought to contemporary Buddhist
thought, pointing out parallels between their and
Western Buddhists’ engagements with science.

Hammerstrom’s work is an exceedingly fine
example of what can come to fruition through a
Buddhologist taking a rigorously historical ap-
proach to religious studies. Whereas his depiction
of historical contexts, based on up-to-date scholar-
ship on modern Chinese history, is detailed, his at-
tempt to trace the changes of Buddhists’ rendition
of Buddhism and science is exceptionally laud-
able. For instance, in chapter 2, he illustrates how
Chinese Buddhists attended to the evolution of
subatomic theory in their discussions on reality,
and, more importantly, how they transitioned
from showing the compatibility between Bud-
dhism and science to contending for the superior-
ity of the latter. In addition, Hammerstrom’s his-
torical analysis of early twentieth-century Chinese



Buddhists’ engagements with science is based on
his own engagement with an impressive range of
original sources, including Buddhist canonical
works, major Buddhist thinkers’ works, and Bud-
dhist periodicals, which have only recently been
made widely available to researchers. In this
book, readers will come across well-known “Bud-
dhist luminaries” such as Yang Wenhui X%
(1837-1911) and TaixuKiE (1890-1947), but will
encounter these familiar figures from a new and
refreshing perspective. They also learn about less-
er-known but equally intriguing thinkers like
Wang Xiaoxu F/)M% (1875-1948), You Zhibiao Ju &
# (1901-?), and Hu Chaowu #fi##{fi. In addition,
the author not only shows how these Buddhists
collectively built early twentieth-century China’s
Buddhist discourse on science, but also attends to
tensions and differences between them, as with
the contrasts between Wang Xiaoxu, who drew
upon the Consciousness-only school to develop a
general scheme for examining Buddhism and sci-
ence, and Hu Chaowu, who used a number of sci-
entific disciplines to prove the value of medita-
tion.

By interweaving all these sources with his
sensitivity to historical change and developments
in religious thought, Hammerstrom offers to read-
ers a historical—i.e., dynamic—mosaic of themes
developed by Chinese Buddhist writers as they
sought to define the place of their religion in rela-
tion to science in a fast-changing world. With re-
gard to the history of modern Chinese Buddhists’
engagements with science, if possible, I would
hope that the author will explore in the future
what gave Chinese Buddhists such confidence in
advancing their views on the superiority of Bud-
dhism vis-a-vis science. For instance, did they per-
haps draw upon the lore of traditional and mod-
ern masters? Did their confidence originate in
their own personal religious experiences?

The book concludes with a short chapter that
is comparative in nature. In it Hammerstrom ar-
gues that Taixu, Wang Xiaoxu, and other Chinese
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Buddhist thinkers prefigured Western Buddhists’
theorization of Buddhism and science. He focuses
solely on the work of Alan Wallace, which is a
very apt choice for comparison. Hammerstrom
draws attention to how this renowned American
Buddhist thinker shares with modern Chinese
Buddhists a number of ideas, including the deter-
minative influence of consciousness in shaping
human understanding of the world, the power of
meditation, and the centrality of the store con-
sciousness in the human mind. In addition, Ham-
merstrom notes the differences between Wallace
and early twentieth-century Chinese Buddhists,
and explains briefly why this should be so.

The conclusion is a well-argued analysis. It is
significant as well, as it shows the relevance of
modern Chinese Buddhism to the ongoing explo-
ration into Buddhism and science. I wish very
much, however, that Hammerstrom had written a
longer, though not necessarily full-fledged, chap-
ter to situate Alan Wallace, mainly working in the
tradition of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, into the com-
plex backdrop against which he has built his ca-
reer. After all, the notion of non-contradiction be-
tween science and Buddhism has had a long histo-
ry in the West. The view that as a religion with no
God, Buddhism could be compatible with modern
science emerged in Europe in the latter half of the
nineteenth century. For a good part of the twenti-
eth century, Zen Buddhism played a significant
role in advancing the idea that Buddhism has
much to offer to scientific disciplines. In recent
decades, various kinds of Buddhism and medita-
tive practices, including Vipassana and Tibetan
Buddhism, have, under the rubric of contempla-
tive science, continued to ascend in popularity
among scientists and medical professionals. How
Wallace could be situated in this flow of things,
which were in turn anchored in broader histori-
cal currents, including such conditions as encoun-
ters between the imperialist West and Asia, Orien-
talism, the tragedies of wars, and the rethinking



of modernity in both Asian and Western contexts,
is an important topic that ought to be explored.

Readers of this book would benefit signifi-
cantly from just a little more reflection on the his-
tory of Western thinkers’ engagements with sci-
ence, the trend of Western scientists’ engagements
with Buddhism, conditions under which Chinese
Buddhists and Western Buddhists differed, and
also the factors that made them concur. More at-
tention to these issues would encourage readers
to raise questions about how Chinese Buddhists
took part in the historical construction of a global
Buddhist-inspired community of discourse on sci-
ence, and how they shared with others and diver-
sified that community. These questions deserve to
be raised, for they are about a group of individu-
als who dared assert the superiority of religion
vis-a-vis science—thus the universal value of Bud-
dhism—when science was treated by a great
many as the highest truth. That said, Erik Ham-
merstrom should be credited for bringing modern
Chinese Buddhists’ multiple voices alive for any-
one interested in insights that emerge in the inter-
section of science and religion.
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