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Mazu Culture in the Context of the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road:
Translocal Communication and Publicization—Cultural Mediation, Community Networks,

and Local Autonomy

Ya-Hui Hsieh* ~ Menghsuan Tsai**

Abstract

This study examines how Mazu culture operates as a medium of translocal communication and
undergoes regulated publicization in the context of the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. Drawing
on historical documents, policy texts, heritage records, field observations, and 15 in-depth
interviews conducted in 2018-2019, the study applies open, axial, and selective coding to trace how
Mazu temples and community organizations enter the public cultural sphere. Mazu culture is
sustained by shared maritime experience, ethical narratives of benevolence and mutual aid,
localization, community networks, and local autonomy. The interviews point to five interrelated
mechanisms: institutional translation, the ambivalence of media mediation, policy-driven cultural
diplomacy, tension between autonomy and integration, and brand-based accumulation of social
capital. The core category is conceptualized as platformized regulated publicization, in which rituals
are translated into festivals, charity, heritage, digital content, and translocal networks. This process
also generates tensions, including commercialization, weakened religious attachment, symbolic
hierarchy, and ethnic boundaries. Only six interviewees explicitly described Mazu culture as soft
power, whereas fourteen saw its popular reach as still largely confined to Chinese communities. The
study further shows that cultural mediation, community networks, and local autonomy are mutually
constitutive: cultural mediation supplies a shared vocabulary, community networks carry and
circulate it, and local autonomy determines whether it can be reinterpreted and legitimized locally.
Mazu culture is therefore better understood as a potential cultural resource than as an automatic
source of national soft power, and sustainable exchange along the Maritime Silk Road requires

reciprocal participation, local agency, cultural co-creation, and ethical evaluation.

Keywords: 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road, Mazu culture, translocal communication,
publicization, local autonomy.
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