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Exorbitant Levy or Reasonable Tax
—The Evolution of the Buddhist Ritual
Service Tax in Jiangsu and Zhejiang
(1909-1937)

Liu Qiong”

Abstract

The Buddhist ritual service tax (jingchan juan) was a type of temple tax.
Unlike real estate and temple land tax, the Buddhist ritual service tax primarily
targeted the income that religious professionals such as Buddhist monks and
Daoist priests earned from ritual performances. It was categorized alongside tin
foil tax, incense tax, and superstitious paper tax as the so-called "superstition
taxes." The Buddhist ritual service tax originated in the late Qing period, and their
implementation varied greatly over time in accordance with changes in the power
networks surrounding temples. During the Beiyang government period, such taxes
were often shelved due to joint resistance from local gentry and temple monks and
nuns. After the establishment of the Nationalist Government, shifts in local power
networks enabled ritual service tax to be implemented on a large scale, making
them an important supplementary source of funding for education and other local
fiscal expenditures. The original intention of ritual service tax was “prohibition
through taxation.” By levying taxes so as to raise the cost of Buddhist ritual
services, the policy sought to reduce popular consumption and thereby shrink the
ritual market. The revenue extracted from “superstition” was then redirected toward
modern education, public works, and other social services, making it a moderate
version of the “temple to school movement.” Its existence offered a possible

path for promoting education without abolishing temples. However, taxing ritual
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services also carried the risk of commodifying religious belief and vulgarizing

religious institutions and professionals.

Keywords: Jiangsu-Zhejiang Region, Buddhism, Ritual Service Tax, Seek Revenue

and Discourage Behavior via Taxation, School to Temple Movement
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