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Making Religion, Making the State  
in Modern China: An Introductory Essay

yoshiko ashiwa and david l. wank

an astounding revival of religion has occurred in China since the 
late 1970s. China now has the world’s largest Buddhist population, fast-
growing Catholic and Protestant congregations, expanding Muslim com-
munities, and active Daoist temples.1 According to state statistics there are 
100 million religious believers, 85,000 religious sites (churches, mosques, 
temples), 300,000 clergy, and 3,000 religious organizations. Buddhism 
has more than 13,000 temples and monasteries and 200,000 monks and 
nuns, while, additionally, Tibetan Buddhism has over 3,000 monasteries, 
120,000 lamas, and 1,700 living Buddhas. Daoism has 1,500 temples and 
25,000 masters. In Islam there are 30,000 mosques, 40,000 imams, and  
18 million believers. Catholicism has over 4,000 churches, 4,000 clergy, 
and 4 million believers. Protestantism has 12,000 churches, over 25,000 
meeting places, 18,000 clerics, and 10 million believers (Information 
Office of the State Council 1997).2

These statistics on the revival of religion in China, which is ruled by 
a communist party that is avowedly atheist, stimulate various interpreta-
tions. They could be seen as signifying the victory of religious believers 
over the state. Attempts by the Chinese Communist Party (Party) to erad-
icate religion during the Cultural Revolution (1966–76) failed; belief can 
never be conquered by political ideologies such as communism. The statis-
tics could also be seen as part of the Chinese state control of religion; they 
are inaccurate numbers based on officially registered religious sites. Many 
of these religious sites are fronts for tourism and museums and contain few 
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“real” temples and churches, while the numerous unregistered churches 
that are thriving are not visible in the state’s official statistics.

We see the statistics in a rather different way, which is the main theme 
of this volume. The statistics reflect the state representation of the extent 
of religion in China today in terms of the state’s definition of “modern 
religion” as well as the efforts of believers, clergy, and worshippers to ac-
commodate the modern definition of religion. Our point, therefore, is 
that the situation of religion in China is not simply a history of conflict 
between state and religion but rather processes of interactions among mul-
tiple actors that comprise the making of modern religion and the modern 
state over the course of the past century. 

To understand these processes, it is fruitful to briefly leave the Chinese 
context and think about the state and religion in the broader context of 
modernity. Recently, some arguments have been raised about the con-
cepts of modernity and religion. It has been argued that “religion” is a 
modern concept that is seen most sharply in colonial interactions from 
the late nineteenth century (Asad 1993; van der Veer 2001). Talal Asad’s 
discussion is in the context of Christianity and Islam while Peter van der 
Veer focuses on India and England. In these interactions colonizers pre-
sented ideal images of themselves as modern because state power was sep-
arate from religion. The state was defined as the political authority and 
religion as individual belief. To enlightened elites in non-European coun-
tries, “being modern,” therefore, required the simultaneous reform of in-
digenous practices to appear as “religion” and the institutionalization of 
religion as a category within the state’s constitution and administration. 

In this volume, we maintain that this happens not only in the con-
text of colonized regions, but also in Asian countries that have struggled 
against colonization and to create their own modern state. In this struggle 
they have been pursuing an enlightened “modern” civilization of their 
own design by changing their frameworks of thought, ideology, and po-
litical systems. Thailand, Japan, and China have been on this historical 
track since the late nineteenth century. Stanley Tambiah has described 
how Thailand’s King Chulalongkorn modernized the monarchical state 
and centralized the Buddhist temple and clergy system to support this new 
state power. He renewed the mutually supportive system of legitimation of 
the king and Buddhism as the central core of political authority and model 
of the modern Thai polity in the new, modern context (1977). Yoshio 
Yasumaru has described how Japan’s new Meiji state system broke down 
the old religious social and cultural bases that were an historical amalgam 
of Buddhism and Shinto to create a new ideology of “state Shintoism,” 
which led to the formation of new religious sects, such as Tenrikyō (1987, 
2002). In China, Charles Brewer Jones traces the changing organization 
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of Buddhism in Taiwan from community halls to national associations, 
a change that was both a response to pressures from the Japanese colo-
nial and Chinese republican states, and a way for Buddhists to work with 
these centralizing state powers to secure recognition for Buddhist activi-
ties (1999). 

The chapters in this volume examine the processes of the making of 
“religion” and the “state” in China’s modernity up to contemporary times. 
They share an historical awareness that “religion” is a category that came 
to China in the late nineteenth century as part of modern state formation. 
They focus on the processes of politics as seen in the negotiations and in-
teractions of actors to control discourses, representations, and resources to 
fit situations and practices into the modern category of “religion.” They 
illustrate this with ethnographic observations from fieldwork and other 
primary sources derived from specific locales and contexts. These issues 
are primarily discussed in the context of the five religions that are of-
ficially recognized as “religion” by the Party—Buddhism, Catholicism, 
Daoism, Islam, and Protestantism—as well as the Black Dragon King 
Temple and qigong.

Approaches to State and Religion in China

The issue of state and religion has been a growing topic among social sci-
entists specializing in China (e.g., Dean 2003; Gladney 1991; Eng and 
Lin 2002; Fan 2003; Flower and Leonard 1997; Hillman 2005; Jing 1996; 
Lozada 2001; Madsen 1998). Many studies see state and religion in dichot-
omous frameworks of antagonism and conflict. Dichotomous frameworks 
are useful for elucidating a situation in order to highlight specific tenden-
cies. But this very simplification often obscures complexities of the reality. 
In this section we contrast assumptions of extant dichotomous frameworks 
with our institutional framework of multiple actors and political processes. 
We claim that our framework is a closer approximation of the reality of 
state and religion in the space of the reviving religions in China.

One dichotomous framework emphasizes reoccurring patterns of state 
control over religion throughout Chinese history (Bays 2004; Hunter and 
Chan 1993; Overmyer 2003; Yu 2005). Daniel Bays writes that “one finds 
little new about today’s pattern of relations between the state and reli-
gion in China. Government registration and monitoring of religious ac-
tivities . . . has been a constant reality of organized religious life in both 
traditional and modern times” (2004: 25). Oft noted similarities include: 
legitimating selective rituals by applying negative and positive dichoto-
mies—“orthodoxy/heterodoxy” in the dynastic period and “religion/su-
perstition” in the modern era; labeling proscribed religious activities as 
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crimes of “disloyalty” then and “unpatriotic” now; controlling religions 
through dedicated state bureaucracies—the imperial Bureau of Rites 
and the communist State Administration for Religious Affairs (Guojia 
zongjiao shiwu ju).3 Historical similarities in state ideologies toward reli-
gion are noted by Anthony Yu. He argues that the Party’s categorical defi-
nitions of legitimate and illegitimate beliefs are similar to the “imperial 
state . . . mentality . . . [of a] cultic obsession with state power and legiti-
macy propped up by a particular form of ideology” (2005: 145).

Another dichotomous framework emphasizes the Party’s fight to main-
tain control over the rapidly expanding religious activities (Hunter and 
Chan 1993; Leung 1995; Overmyer 2003; Potter 2003). Jason Kindopp 
writes, “The government’s external constraints and internal manipula-
tions conflict with religious groups’ own norms of operation, beliefs, and 
values. . . . Religious faith commands an allegiance that transcends po-
litical authority, whereas the Communist Party’s enduring imperative is 
to eliminate social and ideological competition” (2004: 3, 5). The Party 
eliminates competition by such measures as: co-opting clergy and believ-
ers into state-approved religious associations; confining religious activities 
to such registered sites as churches and temples; recognizing only clergy 
trained in state-approved seminaries; vetting sermons and monitoring the 
foreign contacts of religions. Within these state constraints religions still 
manage to thrive. They forge new networks and activities outside of the 
state that are the seeds of a nascent civil society (Madsen 1998). Other be-
lievers reject state-controlled religious activities and, despite threats of vi-
olence, participate in “underground churches” that are unregistered by the 
state (Bays 2004; Hunter and Chan 1993: 66–71). These arguments con-
stitute a key perspective within Western scholarship on religion in China. 
It is undeniable that parts of these arguments overlap with the neo-liberal 
activist agenda of foreign media, human rights groups, governments, and 
some scholars to “advance religious freedom in China” (Hamrin 2004). 
They criticize the Chinese state for persecuting religious believers and vi-
olating their human rights (Spiegel 2004) and are confident that religious 
freedom will grow because of the “collapse of communist ideology,” the 
people’s “spiritual hunger,” and so on (e.g., Aikman 2003; Chan 2004). 
Unconsciously or otherwise, the influence of this tendency also directs 
some scholarly analysis toward certain questions and conclusions. 

There are several differences between these state-control frameworks 
and the institutional framework of this volume. First, the state-control 
framework is a two-actor interaction of state and religion, whereas we 
emphasize multiple actors. These various actors include different levels 
and agencies within the state, religious associations, clergy, religious ad-
herents, overseas Chinese, foreign religious groups, and such sectors as 
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tourism, business, education, and philanthropy. Second, the state-control 
frameworks view the state-religion interaction as inherently antagonistic 
whereas we see multiple political processes, including competition, adap-
tation, and cooperation, as well as conflict. Third, the state-control frame-
works have an essentialist definition of religion as “individual belief” and 
see the space of religion as distinct from the state, whereas we view “re-
ligion” as a constructed category and its definition as “individual belief” 
arising through modern state formation. Our analytic concern therefore is 
not the degree of freedom of religions or whether or not the state respects 
individual belief but how the various actors attempt to implement the 
modern category of “religion” and the consequences of this both within 
religions and in the state.

Another dichotomous framework locates conflict between state and re-
ligion in the context of the state’s “modern” hegemonic discourses of na-
tion, science, and development (Anagnost 1994; Duara 1995; Feuchtwang 
2000; Fulton 1999; Gillette 2000; Xu 1999; Yang 2004). Prasenjit Duara 
argues that an Enlightenment narrative of history came to China in the 
late nineteenth century that depicted a universal transition from tradi-
tion to modernity. Political, bureaucratic, and intellectual elites sought to 
build a nation-state to effect the transition. To do so, they marginalized 
or co-opted so-called bifurcated histories that had alternative representa-
tions of the people and history. Popular religion was one such bifurcated 
history that was suppressed as “superstition” by new laws. “By means of 
these laws, the nationalist state was able to proclaim its modern ideals, 
which included the freedom of religion, and simultaneously consolidate its 
political power in local society by defining legitimate believers in such a 
way as to exclude those whom it found difficult to bring under its political 
control” (Duara 1995: 110). 

Despite the similar view of “religion” as an imported category of mo-
dernity, there are significant differences between this dichotomous he-
gemony framework and this volume’s institutional framework. The key 
difference concerns agency in implementing “religion.” The hegemony 
framework reduces implementation to the forceful exercise of state power 
that religions either resist or reactively conform to. In contrast, this vol-
ume also sees “religion” as enacted by the religions themselves. For many 
religious elites, the modern discourse of “religion” is meaningful because 
they, too, oppose “superstition,” advocate the professional training of 
clergy, and so on. Therefore, we see institutionalization as proceeding 
not through an imposed state hegemony but rather through interactions 
among multiple actors in the state and religions. A second difference is 
the failure of the hegemony framework to question the category of “re-
ligion” itself. For example, Duara describes how new state regulations 
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against “superstition” distinguished it from “proper religion.” But he does 
not explain how a powerful modern concept of “proper religion” was 
defined, possessed, and propagated in the state and among officials and 
clerics. In contrast, this volume focuses on the institutionalization of “re-
ligion” in both the state and religions through processes that are mutually 
constitutive. A third difference is the portrayal of the state. Whereas the 
hegemony framework portrays the state as hegemonic discourses, we also 
consider its organizational aspects. And whereas the hegemony framework 
focuses on the violent coercive power of the state, especially through cam-
paigns to smash superstition to implement “religion,” we also consider the 
institutional effects of the routine operation of the state’s bureaucratic- 
legal structures in implementing “religion.”

Making Religion, Making the State:  
An Institutional Framework

Our starting point is Talal Asad’s argument that the modern category of 
religion defined as individual belief emerged through the politics of mod-
ern state formation in Europe. In the seventeenth century, European rul-
ers facing the chaos of the Reformation embraced the political philosophy 
of secularism. This philosophy defined the state as sovereign and delim-
ited religion as individual belief, thereby supporting rulers’ acquisition of 
political authority. However, to avoid appearing to attack Christianity, 
rulers made the state the protector of Christianity as individual belief. 
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries this protection took shape 
as the constitutional right of individual belief (Asad 2003). Also, during 
the nineteenth century a theory of religion was created by scholars of phi-
losophy and emerging social sciences who were influenced by the uni-
versalism, rationalism, and positivism of scientific thinking. The theory 
maintained that religion is symbolic meanings expressed through rites and 
doctrines with generic functions and features distinct from any specific 
historical and cultural instances. Non-Western belief and religion first be-
came objects of scientific study in the West, and this ultimately led to the 
scientific study of Christianity as one of the religions and as the ideal type 
of “religion” (Asad 1993). This modern concept of “religion” and its place 
in a modern “state” that had emerged through two centuries of tumultu-
ous political change in Europe gradually came to be widely acknowledged 
and influential.

In the late nineteenth century, colonialism and capitalism spread the 
modern categories of “religion” and “state” to other parts of the world. 
To enlightened elites in Asian countries, these two categories appeared 
as necessary components of the doctrine of modernity. “Religion” was 
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one of the categories that, alongside “market,” “nation,” “rational bu-
reaucracy,” “police,” “education,” “science,” and so on, was considered 
necessary in a modern state. These categories were visible in aspects of 
modern towns and capital cities, such as Shanghai, Tokyo, and Delhi, as 
well as in such sites as city halls, banks, schools, post offices, railroad sta-
tions, police stations, clock towers, and churches. Both on large and small 
scales, these were the accoutrements that symbolized modernity. But for 
non-Western elites churches were ambiguous and had to be replaced by 
non-Christian “modern” sites such as temples, mosques, or shrines. This 
is because, while non-Western enlightened elites voluntarily accepted mo-
dernity, they rejected the idea, in their history and thought, of being con-
quered by Christianity. They also quickly realized that religions other 
than Christianity could support the essential ethos of their own non-
Western ethnic and national identities that they were creating as the foun-
dation of their modern states. While they wanted modern religion, it had 
to be neither Christianity nor “unscientific” and “irrational” “supersti-
tion” that could hinder their efforts and make them appear as backwards. 
Elites worked to define modern “religion” in scientific terms to exclude 
“superstition” and to delimit religion in secular terms as individual belief. 
This took institutional form in constitutions, laws, and policies that de-
fined religion and its place in the centralizing state.

Since the early twentieth century Chinese political, bureaucratic, reli-
gious, and intellectual elites have struggled to position the idea of modern 
religion in the state ideology. In pursuit of this goal they both attacked 
religion and destroyed temples that were not considered “modern,” and 
promoted “modern” religious activities and organizations acknowledged 
by the state. This has been occurring through the efforts of successive po-
litical authorities to create their own modern definitions of “religion” and 
position them as a constitutional right and administrative category within 
the state system. The positioning of religion is not simply an issue of re-
ligion itself but reflects the elites’ total idea of the state system that they 
wish to create. Even now the Party has a very strong awareness of “so-
cialist modernization” and “religion.” It now claims that the existence of 
religion, alongside capitalism, is a part of the necessary Marxist historical 
process of the transition to communism.

This volume seeks to explain the processes of institutionalizing the 
modern concept of religion in the state and in religion. The processes by 
which situations are adapted to the modern definition of religion are po-
litical, as explained by Talal Asad.

True, the “proper domain of religion” is distinguished from and separated by the 
state in modern secular constitutions. But formal constitutions never give the 
whole story. On the one hand, objects, sites, practices, words, representations, 
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even the minds and bodies of worshipers, cannot be confined within the exclu-
sive space that secularists name “religion.” They have their own ways of being. 
The historical elements of what come to be conceptualized as religion have dispa-
rate trajectories. On the other hand, the nation-state requires clearly demarcated 
spaces that it can classify and regulate: religion, education, health, leisure, work, 
income, justice, and war. The space that religion may properly occupy in society 
has to be continually redefined by the law because the reproduction of secular life 
within and beyond the nation-state continually affects the discursive clarity of 
that space. (Asad 2003: 200–201)

The politics of modern “religion,” therefore, is constituted by ongoing 
negotiations, among multiple actors, including state officials, intellec-
tuals, religious adherents, and businesspersons, to adapt religion to the 
modern state’s definitions and rules even as they are continuously being 
transgressed. Religions can accommodate the state institutions as modern 
“religion” in order to ensure their existence in the new order while the 
presence of religion in state institutions shows that the state is a modern, 
enlightened state that acknowledges religion.

The common focus of this volume’s chapters is the institutionalization 
of religion through political processes. We define institutions as rules that 
“constitute community, shaping how individuals see themselves in rela-
tion to others, and providing a foundation for purposive action” (Sweet, 
Sandholtz, and Fligstein 2001; see also Powell and DiMaggio 1991). We 
emphasize formal institutions, mostly in the state, that are codified in con-
stitutions, laws, and policies, although the chapters also consider such in-
formal institutions as networks, practices, and ideas in society as dynami-
cally interacting with formal state institutions.

Institutionalization is the process by which situations adapt to insti-
tutions. These processes are political because “institutional symbols and 
claims can be manipulated and their meaning and behavioral implica-
tions contested, [and] any activity . . . can carry multiple meanings or 
motivations” (Friedland and Alford 1991: 255). Therefore “some of the 
most important struggles between groups, organizations, and social 
classes are over the appropriate relationships between institutions, and 
by which institutional logic different activities should be regulated and 
to which categories of persons they apply” (Friedland and Alford 1991: 
256). Institutionalization is also unpredictable: “Once institutions—rules 
and procedures—are in place, they can be exploited or developed in ways 
that the founding powers did not foresee and cannot control. Other ac-
tors . . . apply, interpret, and clarify the rules in ways that alter the context 
for subsequent action” (Sweet, Sandholtz, and Fligstein 2001: 13). In this 
volume we take up the challenge of examining the process of implement-
ing institutions of modern religion, and how this constitutes organiza-
tions, communities, thought, and ideology within and beyond the state.
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Institutions of Modern Religion in China

Institutions of modern religion were foreshadowed in the New Policy 
Reform (xinzheng) in the final years of the imperial state. In 1904 a proj-
ect to turn local temples and shrines into schools for promoting the edu-
cation of the ordinary people was proposed but not fully implemented. 
In the Republic of China, established in 1912, initiatives were launched 
to establish local self-government and other modern institutions, such as 
the police, banking, and educational systems during the term (1912–16) 
of Yuan Shikai, first president of the Republic of China. These reforms 
drew on advisors and models of modernity, most of which reflected the 
Japanese achievements in the Meiji era. One model was “religion,” which 
was referred to by the new Japanese term of sh -uky -o, pronounced zongjiao 
in Chinese. This model distinguished religion from “superstition” (mixin) 
in a dichotomy of “primitive/modern.” Yuan Shikai used it as part of his 
efforts to modernize Chinese society by eliminating those aspects that he 
saw as backward. The label of “superstition” became an institutionalized 
term in the Regulations for the Supervision of Monasteries and Temples (Guanli 
simiao tiaolie) issued in 1915. This distinction between “religion” and “su-
perstition” was furthered imposed during the Smashing Superstition cam-
paign in 1929. However, coterminous with this campaign, the Nationalist 
Party issued the Standards for Preserving and Abandoning Gods and Shrines 
that characterized Buddhism and Daoism as “pure faith” and gave them 
legal protection. This shows the fluidity and contextuality of the bound-
ary between superstition and religion. 

After the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 the Party 
developed a comprehensive modern definition of religion. Religion was 
scientifically defined as having universal features, such as a logical the-
osophy, scriptures, a professional clergy, and fixed religious sites. The five 
aforementioned religions were acknowledged as fitting this definition. 
Their followers were covered by the constitutional right of freedom of 
belief in the 1954 constitution, which declares: “citizens of the People’s 
Republic of China enjoy the freedom of . . . religious belief” (Luo 1991: 
12). An administrative bureaucracy to control religion was created that 
reflected the distinction in the state between the Party, which is respon-
sible for ideological development and policy formation, and the govern-
ment, which is responsible for policy implementation and enforcement. 
In 1954 the Bureau of Religious Affairs, precursor of the current State 
Administration for Religion Affairs, was established as a central ministry 
under the State Council (Guowuyuan), the highest level of government, 
and local offices were created. Its main task was to develop and implement 
a comprehensive state policy toward religion. The state also established 
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representative associations for each of the five religions. These associa-
tions were under the authority of the United Front Work Bureau (Tongyi 
zhanxianbu), the Party organ that supervises all non-Party social groups. 
The task of associations included: communicating state religious policies 
to their members and reporting their thinking and activities to the state; 
mobilizing members in such state campaigns as the elimination of corrup-
tion, identifying spies, and increasing production; supporting state diplo-
macy toward predominately Buddhist countries (Welch 1972).

These institutions of religion, the Party maintained, fully accorded 
with the Party’s modern ideology of Marxism and dialectical materialism 
(Luo 1991: 7–8). This is explained in a 1950 People’s Daily editorial.

So long as a part of mankind is technologically backward and hence continues to 
be dependent on natural forces and so long as part of mankind has been unable 
to win its release from capitalist and feudal slavery, it will be impossible to bring 
about the universal elimination of religious phenomenon from human society. 
Therefore with regard to the problem of religious belief as such, any idea about 
taking coercive action is useless and positively harmful. This is the reason why 
we advocate protecting freedom of religious belief, just as we advocate protecting 
freedom to reject religious belief. (People’s Daily 1950, cited in Welch 1972: 4)

Subsequently, religion came to be severely questioned from the late 
1950s. This questioning began during the Anti-Rightist Campaign (1957), 
which targeted ideological nonconformists, and the Great Leap Forward 
(1958–60), which mobilized the population for a rapid transition to com-
munism. Radical Party leaders loudly proclaimed that religion had “lost 
its basis for existence in the socialist society” and that it was necessary to 
“abolish the system of feudal exploitation in the form of religion” (Luo 
1991: 144). Popular movements arose to “wipe out religion by encouraging 
the seizure of church or temple properties by the government during the 
‘Great Leap Forward’ and people’s commune movements, suspending re-
ligious activities: and, in a few places, ‘advising’ believers to back out from 
religion” (Luo 1991: 144). Attacks on religion escalated. In 1965 Party 
leaders declared, “the task of the Communists is to exterminate religions” 
(Luo 1991: 145). During the Cultural Revolution (1966–76) religion was 
considered one of the “four olds” (sijiu) (old beliefs, customs, traditions, 
and thought) that needed to be eliminated to make way for communism. 
Destruction and confiscation of religious sites was widespread, visible re-
ligious activity ceased, clergy were forced to laicize, and the Bureau of 
Religious Affairs and religious associations were shut down. 

After the Cultural Revolution ended in 1976, the Party began em-
phasizing a market economy and once again acknowledged religion. 
Gradually institutions of religion were revived and reorganized and new 
ones were created in the central state. The constitutions of 1975 and 1982 
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reaffirmed freedom of belief and placed a new stress on nonbelief. The 
1975 constitution stipulates, “Citizens enjoy freedom to believe in religion 
and freedom not to believe in religion and to propagate atheism” (Leung 
1995). This showed that the state was very modern because it protected 
the right of belief of both religious followers and atheists. In the 1982 con-
stitution the space of religion was further elaborated to position it with 
state security concerns.

—Citizens of the People’s Republic of China enjoy freedom of religious belief. 
No organs of state, public organizations or individuals shall compel citizens to 
believe in religion or disbelieve in religion, nor shall they discriminate against 
citizens who believe or do not believe in religion.

—The state protects legitimate religious activities. No one may use religion to 
carry out counter-revolutionary activities or activities that disrupt public order, 
harm the health of citizens or obstruct the educational systems of the state. No 
religious affairs may be dominated by any foreign country. (Leung 1995)

New policies and regulations defining religion and its place in so-
ciety have been promulgated since the early 1980s. The Party’s theory 
and approach toward religion was set out in a 1982 document, On the 
Basic Viewpoint and Policy on the Religious Question during Our Country’s 
Socialist Period (Document 19). The Party’s reason for reviving religion is to 
unite people for the task of economic modernization so as “to construct 
a modern, powerful, socialist state” (Chinese Communist Party Central 
Committee 1987 [1982]: 435). “Normal” religious activities are permitted 
as long as they are confined to registered “religious activity sites” (zongjiao 
huodong changsuo). The document also defines the key regulatory actors—
the Bureau of Religious Affairs, renamed the State Administration for 
Religious Affairs in 1998, and religious associations—and their duties. 
Since the issuance of Document 19 further rules for religion have being pro-
mulgated regarding the registration of religious sites, contacts with foreign 
religious groups, and so on, and an effort has been made to standardize lo-
cal state regulations and laws (Chan and Carlson 2005: 1–24).

However, the institutionalization in locales has not proceeded uni-
formly, as they differ greatly in regard to their conditions, such as his-
tory, contours of religion, economic circumstances, and ethnic and politi-
cal issues. Another reason that institutionalization has not been uniform 
is that each religion has different issues. The situation of Islam cannot 
be discussed without the issues of borders and ethnicity in the periph-
eries, where many of the Muslims live, as well as the presence of major 
mosques in big cities. Of course, for Catholicism the foreign authority of 
the Vatican is a major issue. Catholicism, along with Protestantism, faces 
issues of Sinicization, Chineseness, and indigenization, and the creation 
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of new Christian groups and teachings. Daoism is very embedded in lo-
cal communities and is between the definition of “local culture” and re-
ligion. The situation of Buddhism is connected with its positioning as a 
part of Han Chinese civilization and a majority Han Chinese religion, 
and the state’s concern with relations with other predominantly Buddhist 
countries. 

The Politics of Religion in Modern China:  
Contributions of This Volume

The chapters in this volume highlight several different political processes 
of institutionalizing rules and definitions of “religion” in China. They 
reflect the varied situations of diverse locales and of each religion. They 
identify the multiple actors and interactions that are institutionalizing 
modern religion.

politics within the state

One process is politics within the state. This occurs in debates and 
competition among politicians and bureaucrats over the interpretation 
of the institutions of “religion” and their application to actual activities 
and entities. The competition reflects the interests and agendas of spe-
cific agencies and levels of the state. Timothy Brook’s historical perspec-
tive on Buddhism and Daoism notes the problems that confronted local 
state officials in applying the centrally defined conceptual categories of the 
imperial state. According to the state’s Confucian ideology, the “teach-
ings of the two masters”—Buddhism and Daoism—were unorthodox, 
thereby precluding a category in the gazetteers to record their temples. 
Brook examines the attitudes and tactics of local officials in the Qing dy-
nasty toward Buddhism and Daoism as they coped with this classification 
problem. The coming of the modern concept of religion (zongjiao) shat-
tered their classifying tactics. After the collapse of the Qing dynasty in 
1911, Confucianism was no longer the state ideology, while Buddhism 
and Daoism achieved greater legitimacy through their redefinition by po-
litical, intellectual, and religious elites as “religion.”

In Chapter 2 Yoshiko Ashiwa examines the institutionalization of 
“modern” religion through central-local politics in two periods in the 
twentieth century. In the 1920s and 1930s institutionalization proceeded 
through a state campaign to eliminate superstition and appropriate temple 
assets that was embedded in intrastate politics. Radical members of lo-
cal Nationalist party branches sought to undermine the local gentry who 
supported the conservative bureaucrats in the central state by attacking as 
“superstition” the deities and shrines that the gentry managed as a symbol 
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of their status and power. Ashiwa then describes how Buddhists raised le-
gal challenges to the appropriation of temple land and buildings during 
the campaign, resulting in legal decisions on temple property. This insti-
tutionalized “religion” in laws and the strong norm that religions should 
serve a public purpose. Since the 1980s “religion” is once again being in-
stitutionalized in Buddhism and the state through local political processes 
that invoke central authority to resolve disputes, as seen in conflicts re-
garding temple property and leadership. In her conclusion, Ashiwa points 
to aspects of Buddhism in people’s daily lives that are framed by the state 
institution of “culture” as “local tradition,” “history,” and so on, and con-
siders their relation to religion.

Utiraruto Otehode’s chapter examines the shifting definitions of qigong 
and their links to different interests in the state’s modern medical, sci-
ence, and sports sectors. In the 1950s a health official in the northern 
city of Tangshan obtained state recognition of certain body cultivation 
techniques that he termed qigong. He made qigong palatable to the state 
by expunging Daoist and other “religious” elements to represent it as a 
physical therapy practice of health maintenance rooted in the history of 
the Chinese working people. Suppressed during the Cultural Revolution, 
qigong was vigorously promoted in the 1980s by nationalistic members of 
China’s military, scientific, and medical establishments. This led to a con-
tentious debate about whether or not qigong is a “science.” Utiraruto de-
scribes how this debate has proceeded through attempts to frame qigong 
by such modern principles as “science,” “superstition,” “nation,” and 
“medicine” and how this politics both reflects and creates interests in dif-
ferent sectors of the state. 

state imposition of “relig ion” on relig ions

Several chapters highlight the process of imposing the state’s discursive 
category of modern religion on practices and beliefs. They illustrate how 
unpredictable institutionalization can be: it can generate perceptions and 
politics that depart from the state’s goal of control and regularity. Carsten 
Vala examines “patriotic education” in state-recognized Protestant semi-
naries. Concerns of patriotism in regard to Protestantism first arose in the 
1930s as Chinese Protestants replaced Western missionaries as heads of the 
church and questioned their foreign origins. Since 1949 the state has been 
concerned about foreign control of Protestantism and has sought to in-
still loyalty to the Party in pastors through “patriotic education” in state- 
approved seminaries. However, the institutionalization of “patriotic edu-
cation” ends up undermining state control. First, the political screening 
that it entails weeds out candidates most committed to the rigors of min-
istry, causing a severe shortage of pastors. This shortage, in turn, devolves 
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administrative responsibility in state-recognized churches to deacons and 
elders who are not educated in state seminaries. They are less equipped 
to combat heresies and prevent congregation members from defecting to 
unregistered churches. Second, the heavy-handedness of patriotic educa-
tion stimulates new links between the state-recognized and unregistered 
churches. Seminarians come to see the unregistered churches as offering 
a more authentic belief. As pastors, they also minister to congregations 
in unregistered churches, in some cases even resigning their positions in 
state-approved churches.

Dru Gladney highlights unintended consequences of Islam’s positioning 
by the state in multiple modern institutions. Historically, Chinese states 
have feared rebellions among Muslims in the borderlands of central Asia, 
while for Muslims accommodation to dominant Han Chinese culture is 
a long-standing source of tension. In the twentieth century, these situa-
tions have been complicated by the imposition of the modern categories 
of “religion” and “ethnicity.” The state classifies Muslims as an “ethnic 
minority” that is defined by belief in the “religion” of Islam. This gener-
ates further tensions because it lumps together many peoples with little or 
no historical interaction and linguistic affinity, and with widely differing 
accommodations to Han culture. Also, labeling these “ethnic” groups as 
Islamic stimulates their transnational links in the global Islamic ecumene 
of groups dedicated to cultural nationalism and independent statehood. 
Such nationalist movements and the state monitoring of them have inten-
sified with China’s policies to develop its western regions, China’s rising 
role in central Asia, and the global war on terrorism. These chapters un-
derscore the unpredictability of institutionalization, because the process 
itself produces effects.

accommodation of state institutions  
by relig ions

Actors within religions also work to position themselves within the 
state’s discursive institution of “religion.” This gives the religions the le-
gitimacy of state recognition, letting them openly conduct activities, and 
reinforces their claims for resources. David Wank examines the institu-
tional consequences of this positioning in the Buddhist community of 
Xiamen city, Fujian province. He describes the politics of organizational 
actors to control temple property and wealth. Their actions reflect com-
peting and contradictory principles in the state discourse of “religion” 
in Document 19 and other institutions, such as “self-management,” “pa-
triotism,” “religious freedom,” and “administrative guidance.” By fram-
ing their multiple claims for control in terms of these discrete principles, 
the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau,4 Xiamen Buddhist Association, and 
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temples shape their organizational attributes and interests. Their escalat-
ing conflict drew in the central state authority, which reoriented rela-
tions among the local actors and created new links to the central state. 
Paradoxically, efforts by Xiamen’s major temple, Nanputuo, to invoke the 
central state in order to enhance its autonomy from local politics brought 
the temple more firmly under central state control and conformity to “re-
ligion” and other state discursive institutions.

Adam Chau describes the Black Dragon King Temple, a well-known 
divination shrine in Shaanxi province that did not fit the state definition 
of a “religion.” Community activists promoted the shrine by suppressing 
blatantly “superstitious” activities that would attract state scrutiny and po-
sitioning its activities within state institutions of “market,” “education,” 
and “environmentalism.” The crowds of worshippers who flocked to the 
temple generated a large income that was used in ways to create signifi-
cant support for the temple. Some income was used to pay off officials in 
a variety of local state agencies to tolerate the temple. Other income was 
invested in a school for children of the villages whose members served 
on the temple committee, thereby ensuring community support. Finally, 
funds were invested in a reforestation project around the temple, gain-
ing it national recognition and even international environmental acclaim. 
Eventually the Shaanxi Province Daoist Association recognized the Black 
Dragon King Temple as a Daoist temple, securely positioning it within 
the state category of “religion.” These two chapters illustrate how ac-
tors seek legitimacy by positioning themselves within discursive institu-
tions of modern religion, and by doing so also define their attributes and 
interests. 

popular institutions and  
the politics of “relig ion”

The politics of the religious revivals is also shaped by popular institu-
tions in society. Several chapters illuminate relations between these popular 
institutions and the state’s formal institutions of modern religion. Richard 
Madsen and Lizhu Fan examine the different representations of Sheshan, a 
Catholic shrine in Shanghai dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Since the mid-
nineteenth century, different state regimes have represented Sheshan in 
distinct ways to support their authority. The French developed Sheshan’s 
imagery in the nineteenth century as a “civilizing project” to support 
their colonial authority. In the twentieth century, the Nationalist Party 
and the Chinese Communist Party remade Sheshan’s imagery to represent 
the nation. Among believers, Sheshan has long had an image of a benevo-
lent protectress. Since 1949 it has also signified to some Catholics opposi-
tion to the state-approved Catholic Church. These multiple meanings that 
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have adhered to the shrine prevent it from being dominated by any single 
one. It is visited by Catholics from both the state-registered and unregis-
tered churches, and can help diffuse tensions between Catholics inside and 
outside the People’s Republic of China. Sheshan is considered a “tame” 
shrine because it poses no problems for the state in contrast to the “un-
ruly” Dong Lü shrine in a nearby rural area, which is dominated by the 
underground church and is a site of resistance to the state.

Utiraruto Otehode’s portrays distinct intrastate elite and intrasocietal 
processes in the institutionalization of qigong. The intrastate process is 
traceable to attempts by intellectuals and officials to position traditional 
body cultivation techniques within the modern institutions of medicine, 
science, and nation, as described above. The intrasocietal process, visi-
ble since the 1980s, is the revival of qigong in practitioner groups. Many 
groups are headed by self-styled qigong masters because the earlier gen-
eration that had received state-approved training was subsequently per-
secuted in the Cultural Revolution and did not play a leading role after 
1980. Instead, a popular revival has been led by younger self-styled qigong 
masters who mix Buddhist and folk religious imagery. These inter- and 
intrastate processes overlap. Actors in the state research institutes have in-
vited self-styled qigong masters to participate in scientific experiments, 
thereby giving the qigong masters access to the state’s organizational and 
legitimacy resources. This has enabled some masters to vastly expand their 
audiences in mass gatherings and to create national networks, such as 
Falungong.

Finally, Kenneth Dean shows the limited effects of “religion” in the 
popular institutions of Daoism, which are deeply embedded in local com-
munities. Since the late nineteenth century modern ideas of organizational 
rationality and scriptural authority have put pressure on Daoist traditions, 
even threatening to eliminate them at certain times. These tensions exist 
today in the problematic fit between the discursive clarity of the Party’s 
modern definition of “religion” and Daoist rituals and modes of expres-
sion. The scriptural emphasis of the rationalized Daoist education in state-
recognized Daoist seminaries strips away the ritual experience of Daoism 
that emphasizes local communities served by masters who transmit ritual 
methods to their initiated disciples and provides a framework for local 
rituals. Therefore, the state’s modern institution of “religion,” as well as 
“culture,” only adheres to the surface of Daoism. This veneer of institu-
tionalization is also strategically enacted by Daoists to satisfy state expec-
tations while letting them conduct rituals as they see fit.

All of the chapters describe processes of institutionalizing the state’s dis-
cursive institution of “religion.” They show how institutionalization is 
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affected and shaped by the histories and forms of capital of specific re-
ligions, how this interaction shapes the characteristics of organizational 
actors and the relations of the field, and how institutionalization is also 
linked to the expansion of such other modern categories in the state as 
science, superstition, environment, medicine, education, nation, market, 
tourism, and law. Yet at the same time these chapters also acknowledge, 
explicitly (Ashiwa; Dean) or otherwise, the existence of numerous beliefs 
and rituals outside the modernist framing of “religion” that are enacted as 
part of the daily lives of people and rituals of communities. The issue of 
beliefs and their relation to “religion” lies outside this volume’s scope, but 
it is, nevertheless, important to acknowledge in order to underscore that 
the chapters are concerned with those aspects of religion that are enacted 
within the state’s modern institutions.

Conclusion

Modernity treats religion as a matter of individual belief in the context of 
secularism. At least within the modern social sciences, since Max Weber, 
individual belief and secularism have been key concepts of the study of 
religion in modernity. Social scientists have been challenging these con-
cepts of individual belief and secularism through fieldwork in and mono-
graphs on non-Western societies. However, as Talal Asad points out, even 
social scientists such as Clifford Geertz, who are extremely sophisticated 
advocates of the interpretation of cultures to capture their complexity, are 
often ignorant of their own ambiguous use of the analytical as well as de-
scriptive concepts of religion and belief when they analyze what they ob-
serve in religious practices in everyday life in non-Western societies. This 
is because the concepts of religion and belief are embedded in the modern 
way of thinking. Any understanding, therefore, that these concepts appear 
to impart is derived from their basis in the modern concept of religion. In 
this volume, although we acknowledge that the issue of individual belief 
is becoming crucial for the state and society in China, we have chosen not 
to discuss belief, but rather decided to delineate how the concept of mod-
ern religion has been, and is being, made within the process of state mak-
ing in China. It is important to note that institutions both reflect ideas 
and are ideas in themselves. In this sense, the approach of this volume is to 
analyze the framework that reflects the beliefs of the people and individu-
als in China’s modernity.

The categories behind the statistics on religion in China are part of the 
process of making religion and making the state that has been ongoing at 
all levels of the state and people’s relationship through the continuous ef-
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forts to institutionalize modernity. Every chapter in this volume argues 
that China is in the throes of this process.

Notes

1. We would like to thank Ken Dean and Carsten Vala for comments on drafts 
of this chapter. 

2. These statistics first appeared in a white paper, “Freedom of Religious Belief,” 
and have been cited in subsequent white papers: “Fifty Years of Progress in China’s 
Human Rights” (2000) and “Progress in China’s Human Rights Cause in 2003.” 
However, based on a survey conducted between 2005 and 2007, university-based 
researchers maintain that there are 300 million religious believers above the age 
of sixteen. Buddhists, Daoists, Catholics, Muslims, and Protestants account for 67.4 
percent of these believers. About 200 million are Buddhists, Daoists, or worshippers 
of the Dragon King, God of Fortune, and other figures, while about 40 million are 
Protestants (Wenweipo 2007; Wu 2007).

3. The state bureaucracy of religious management was called the Religious Af-
fairs Office from 1951 to 1954 and the Bureau of Religious Affairs from 1954 until 
1998. The current name—State Administration for Religious Affairs—was adopted 
in 1998. For ease of reference this volume uses the current name to refer to the post-
1949 bureaucracy at the national level. Local level offices of religious administra-
tion from the provincial level on down often use the word “bureau,” and therefore 
the term “Religious Affairs Bureau” will refer to the local levels, unless otherwise  
indicated.

4. The official name of the bureau is the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs 
of Xiamen (Xiamen shi minzu yu zongjiao shiwu ju). In this chapter it is shortened to 
Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. For the use of one bureau to manage both ethnic 
and religious affairs see Ashiwa and Wank (2006: 344n12).
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the socialist state’s relationship with established religions is no lon-
ger as simple as we assumed it to be in its early interventionist phase. 
Religious policies that the state adopted in the years between 1949 and 
1979 gave the impression that the state understood its historical role to be 
to restrict, dismantle, and finally eradicate religious belief systems and the 
organizations that sustained communities of believers. After 1979, the te-
leology that assumed that the people would give up their opiate once the 
social relations of production had been revolutionized was abandoned. 
The subsequent relationship between religion and the state has become 
so complex, so nonlinear, and so implicated with other political goals that 
the story told before 1979 is no longer the one we tell now. The old pos-
ture of prohibition has been replaced by a new posture that accepts the 
presence of religion in society so long as it remains subject to the supervi-
sion of the state: the posture of regulation, in other words. It is only if we 
view things from the perspective of the three decades before 1979 that the 
posture appears new. In fact, as this chapter will show, the Chinese state 
has a long tradition of regulating organized religion. The regulatory state 
has in fact been the norm throughout the late-imperial and Republican 
periods. Even so, as this chapter again will show, the prohibitionist state 
that emerged in the 1950s was not an aberration borrowed from the atheist 
strain in nineteenth-century European socialism that so appealed to Marx 
and Engels. It drew just as surely on late-imperial traditions as did the ac-
commodationist posture that has reasserted itself over the past quarter-
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century. This is not to say that nothing changes in China; rather, it is to 
say that change usually takes its contours from the shapes of the past.

The intellectual challenge of understanding how the position of reli-
gion in the Chinese polity has changed up to and through the socialist 
period is usually handled by appealing to a logic of modernization. This 
logic understands that state policies and official/elite attitudes toward re-
ligion develop in response to the adjustments that people make through 
their religious organizations to the stresses and opportunities that arise as 
capital reshapes economic relations, complexifies political interests, and 
projects these interests into multiple social fields. As these changes hap-
pen, “enlightenment” discourses of many political hues emerge to reform 
religions according to modernist imperatives or even challenge the bases 
on which they exist. This is certainly part of the story that can be told 
about the history of religion in twentieth-century China. But alongside 
this logic has to be placed a second, the logic of historical precedent. It 
hardly requires profound historical research to point out, for example, that 
the Chinese state’s response to Falungong has been continuous with the 
responses of the late-imperial state to dissenting Buddhist sects.1 How the 
contemporary state conceives of its role in relation to religious groups is 
heavily shaped by precedents for regulatory intervention undertaken by 
earlier Chinese states. Of course, the history of the state-religion rela-
tionship prior to 1911 cannot account for everything that has happened 
since then, but it can help us to recognize the key in which state policies 
are being played now, and perhaps even to anticipate chord changes yet 
to come.

The late-imperial state did not maintain a static posture with regard to 
religion, for all the continuity that I shall demonstrate. Among the range 
of responses that can be reconstructed from Ming and Qing sources, three 
main postures can be observed: patronage, prohibition, and regulation. 
Patronage is the state-religion relationship that Buddhists upheld as their 
ideal. The patron state is one that chooses to identify its moral pedigree or 
legitimacy by aligning itself with one or more religions, and that extends 
financial and symbolic support to religious institutions and personnel in 
exchange for religious ratification of its regime. Prohibition stands at the 
opposite extreme. The prohibitionist state strives to ban religious institu-
tions and religious practice as inimical to good social, political, and moral 
order. It regards religion as a hotbed of refusal and dissent that threatens 
its right to rule. Between these two positions of patronage and prohibition 
lies the posture of regulation. The regulatory state neither promotes reli-
gion nor seeks to abolish it, but acts to supervise, control, or limit the scale 
and form of religious practices in relation to its own goals for the mainte-
nance of public order and the supervision of associational life.



  Timothy Brook

All three postures can be traced in the first half-century of Ming rule. 
The founding emperor, Hongwu (r. 1368–98), inaugurated his reign as an 
emperor who adopted the pose of Buddhist patron. After a dozen years in 
power, however, he shifted to a regulatory posture that was so stringent 
as to amount almost to prohibition (Brook 1997: 161–69). As soon as his 
son took power as the Yongle emperor (r. 1403–22), however, the state’s 
relationship to Buddhism shifted from prohibition into a more moderate, 
though still firm, regulatory mode. Later Ming emperors often listed to 
the side of patronage, but their patronal gestures drew more from their 
capacity and resources as head of the imperial household than as head of 
state. None would veer off in the direction of outright prohibition, as the 
founding emperor had done; yet none dared return fully to the official 
pose of patron with which the founder had started his reign. Regulation 
thus became entrenched as the dominant (though not invariable) posture 
of the Ming state, and of all subsequent Chinese states, toward religion. 
This entrenchment was not new. The Chinese state had for the previous 
millennium assumed that religion was appropriately within its purview, 
that the work of good government included keeping religious institutions 
under supervision and even limitation, and that it had a legitimate right to 
regulate religion in the public interest as well as its own. But it was only 
in the Ming that the institutional effects of all three postures were made 
manifest within one dynasty. 

That said, the maintenance of the state’s policies toward religion did 
not begin and end with decisions the emperor made. The regulatory 
regime that the Ming state built was not sustained purely as a one-way 
project coming down from the capital. It took shape and developed the 
full extent of its social articulation through interaction with local elites. 
The gentry—self-appointed guardians of the Confucian order at the lo-
cal level—were not empowered to regulate religion on the state’s behalf, 
but they often took an active interest in the sometimes threatening vitality 
of religious activities going on around them. The few individuals among 
them who served as local officials elsewhere had even greater opportuni-
ties to align their religious preferences with the authority of the state, of 
which they were legitimate proxies. While the first part of this chapter 
addresses the formation of central state policies toward religion, the bulk 
of it is devoted to examining the tensions and arguments in local society 
about what religious activity signified and what the state’s agencies and 
representatives should do about it.

The Regulatory State

We can begin to trace the outlines of the Ming regulatory state by exam-
ining the laws touching on religion in the Ming Code. The code was the 
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core legal document of the dynasty, providing the framework for judicial 
decisions at all levels of government. Its statutes were published, read, and 
regularly referred to by judges and accused alike. The laws affecting the 
categories of action and institution that would today be considered religion 
appear in the first, fourth, eleventh, and eighteenth chapters of the code. 
The first chapter, on the laws governing state officials, includes a provi-
sion that Buddhist monks and Daoist priests serving as officials not only 
be liable for punishment if found breaking the law, but be forced to revert 
to lay status (Da Ming lü 1999: 8; Jiang 2005: 28). This law shows that the 
state accepted that members of the ordained clergy could serve the state, 
as well as that clerics invested with state office were not immune from the 
jurisdiction of the laws governing all other officials. Any appointment was 
conditional on there being monks in good standing. Furthermore, those 
appointed as officials at the county level were “not within officialdom” 
(wei ru liu): they held their posts at the pleasure of the local government 
and could not claim eligibility for promotion or transfer to service at any 
higher level of government. Nonetheless, licensed religious professionals 
were within the reach of the state and fully subject to its authority.

The fourth chapter of the code deals with household registration and 
taxable property. Buddhism comes up in this place in the state’s legal 
framework because a monastery was a fiscal tax-paying household like 
any other, and clerical status entailed defined fiscal exemptions from cor-
vée labor (Da Ming lü 1999: 46–47; Jiang 2005: 71). The regulations here, 
which originated with the Hongwu emperor, expressly ban the founding 
of religious institutions, other than when the emperor himself personally 
permitted it, and forbid individuals from entering into monastic life with-
out obtaining a state license. The state claimed a prerogative to limit the 
scale of religious institutions and exert exclusive control over access to re-
ligious life. At least formally, religious communities lay fully within the 
state’s regulatory grasp.

The eleventh chapter of the Ming Code, on sacrificial rites, includes 
two articles relevant to the state’s relationship to religion. One forbids 
individuals from sacrificing to heaven, the other from forming private 
devotional societies and conducting collective sacrifices before secret im-
ages. The first article is particularly anxious about what men and women 
might get up to under the pretense of going together to temples to burn 
incense. It also indicts monks who hold jiao masses or other devotional 
services aimed at addressing heaven or calling down destruction (that, at 
least, is the state’s hostile interpretation of appeals to alternative spiritual 
authority). The second article specifically names Maitreyanism, White 
Lotus, Manichaeanism, and the White Cloud sect as examples of the sort 
of lay devotional associations the law prohibits. The penalty for “pretend-
ing to practice virtuous deeds but actually inciting and misleading people” 
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is strangulation (Da Ming lü 1999: 89; Jiang 2005: 112). The regulatory 
Ming state was thus concerned to control not just institutions but the 
ritual practices that religious professionals might perform outside their 
walls, especially in social spaces that were out of sight of state representa-
tives. Linked to the concern about mass delusion is a provision in the eigh-
teenth chapter of the code, dealing with treason, which forbids the writ-
ing or distributing of seditious writings that “confuse people” (Da Ming lü 
1999: 135; Jiang 2005: 155). This law, which could be invoked to prosecute 
anyone who circulated popular religious tracts such as “precious scrolls,” 
complements the preceding article in the eleventh chapter by providing 
the state with legislation confirming its control over texts as well as social 
activities organizing according to religious affiliations.

The presence of religious regulation in the Ming Code falls short of 
making a general statement outlining the dynastic state’s overall orienta-
tion toward the entities and activities we identify as religious. One can, 
however, find something of the sort, very briefly stated, in the supplemen-
tary compendium of imperial legislation, the Da Ming huidian or Statutory 
Precedents of the Ming Dynasty. It is in the Huidian rather than the code that 
we find important imperial edicts on institutional religion. The closest we 
get to a general statement on the relationship between the state and reli-
gion appears in this short anonymous introduction to the second section 
of the 104th chapter in the 1587 edition:

Buddhism and Daoism have been popular among the people since the Han and 
Tang dynasties, and [would be] difficult to do away with completely. All one can 
do is to be strict about [maintaining] the restrictions and agreements and not let 
the two spread further. The relevant regulations are all there, detailed and thor-
ough in the extreme. (Da Ming huidian 1588: 104.2a–b)

The author of this text appears to work from the proposition that the ideal 
relationship of the Ming state to religion should be not regulation, but 
prohibition. He also recognizes the impossibility of imposing prohibition 
in practice, as he goes on to celebrate the regulatory state as an adequate 
second-best imposing the conditions under which Buddhism might be al-
lowed to exist. He also regrets that Buddhism is popular, suspecting that, 
left unregulated, it would become even more widely practiced among the 
people.

Should we take this statement at face value and accept that the Ming 
state’s ideal was prohibition? Given the long record of accommodation 
to religious institutions after 1398, if this was an ideal, it was not one 
that anyone ever realistically expected the state to put into practice. Who 
then was the author of this passage speaking for? My hypothesis, which 
the readings from local gazetteers that are about to become this chap-
ter’s primary sources substantiate, is that he represents a faction within 
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the Confucian establishment that feared for its authority and privilege as 
the class deserving to rule the ideal Confucian state. The Hongwu em-
peror’s early prohibitionist stance was one that this faction approved of; 
anything less made them nervous that a competing moral authority, as 
Buddhism was under the Yuan dynasty, might erode their right to mo-
nopolize power. Where this faction’s voice can be mostly strongly heard 
is not in central government documents, though Confucian activists oc-
casionally made their voices heard at court by damning Buddhism as a tax 
dodge or an opportunity to defraud the ignorant and calling on the court 
to shut down monasteries and return monks and nuns to lay life. Rather, 
it is in the local political arena, where Buddhism’s institutional presence 
as an alternative social collectivity was most keenly felt. The Huidian edi-
tor who wrote the introductory passage quoted above was not accurately 
describing the place of Buddhism within the constitution of the Chinese 
state, however much he may have wished it were like that. He nonetheless 
felt authorized to do so by his commitment to social analysis that polarizes 
the state and the people. From this perspective, the people are Buddhist 
as the state cannot be. Buddhism is something in which the people might 
“seek refuge,” in Buddhist parlance, but not the state. Since the state’s 
project is to control the people, so it must control Buddhism. 

Missing from the Huidian editor’s analysis is any mention of the gen-
try, the local Confucian-trained families who saw themselves as stand-
ing for the Confucian moral order and by proxy for the Confucian state. 
When we move our gaze down to the county-level society, the gentry do 
not show themselves to be always in perfect accord with the state’s desires 
with regard to Buddhism, however, though many share the Huidian edi-
tor’s desire for a more prohibitionist stance. There was good reason for 
this, for their everyday experience of religion and political power in often 
strife-ridden local contexts showed them that Buddhism was integrally in-
volved in the ordering of public life in ways that were indifferent to state 
regulations. As we will see shortly, ordinary people accepted Buddhist 
monasteries as legitimate institutions within and around which other le-
gitimate forms of social action took place. When prohibitionism tugged 
on gentry hearts, it did so for reasons having everything to do with their 
own power. The Huidian editor’s complaint signals that popular religion 
was a troubling element in local society among those who sought to assert 
the class dominance of the gentry. Religious institutions and festivals too 
often, in their eyes, became occasions for conflict between local leaders 
and proxies of the state. As self-appointed guardians of a Confucian moral 
order that was also politically advantageous to themselves, the gentry were 
often caught between a permissiveness that allowed Buddhist and Daoist 
institutions to exist and even on occasion flourish under their patronage, 
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and a longing for a greater degree of regulation, even prohibition, that 
would allow society to revert to entirely Confucian norms and resecure 
their own authority as its leaders. To the extent that the gentry looked 
to the state for their legitimacy as a local ruling class, they had to regard 
Buddhism as a potential challenge to their authority. The Ming-Qing 
state took a position vis-à-vis religion that was more often regulatory than 
patronal or prohibitionist, yet it largely relied on the agreement and initia-
tive of local elites to see that Buddhist and Daoist institutions and person-
nel were prevented from doing what the state most feared: posing a threat 
to its own hegemony.

Gazetteers as Sites for Representing Buddhism

The most extensive evidence of Confucian uncertainty about the ap-
propriate place of religion in society can be found in local gazetteers. 
Gazetteers were major publications that every county hoped to produce 
roughly every sixty years. Produced under the supervision of the county 
magistrate, they were compiled by local scholars to record local topo-
graphical and administrative data and celebrate the practical and literary 
achievements of county residents. Gazetteer compilers usually strove to 
highlight the best of local society, projecting an image of local conformity 
to Confucian standards, though many compilers—whom I would iden-
tify as conservative Confucians—were willing to point out lapses in local 
society that needed to be addressed to bring local life into full confor-
mity with state designs. For these conservative Confucians, the presence 
of Buddhist and Daoist practices and institutions was one such lapse, one 
such failure to conform to state norms. How the compiler of a gazetteer 
dealt, or declined to deal, with the Buddhist institutions in his locality; 
how much information about religious practices he included, and of what 
sort; into what categories he sorted or concealed this information; what 
comments he might or should append by way of introduction or conclu-
sion to expose or cover up the extent of popular religion: these were the 
sorts of intricate editorial issues over which compilers had to struggle, 
both with themselves and with their colleagues. Those decisions could 
imply much about the character and role of local Confucian order—and 
were read by contemporaries this way.2

To phrase what was at stake in a simple fashion: did information about 
the flourishing condition of the institutions and practices of the Two 
Masters (er shi, as the Buddha and Laozi were commonly known) in lo-
cal society belong in a book that could be construed as, if not a Confucian 
publication, then at least a publication that acknowledged the ideals of 
Confucian social order? How a gazetteer compiler answered that question 
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could imply an answer to another, more loaded question: were the insti-
tutions and practices of the Two Masters “within the Way”—that is, if 
Confucius stood for the true Way, could Buddhists and Daoists be squeezed 
under his moral umbrella, or should they be left out? As we shall see, some 
editors thought one way, some the other. Some argued that the spirit of 
imperial state regulations should be prohibitionist; others, accommoda-
tionist. Some argued that the ideals of Chinese historiography going back 
to Confucius required vigilant selectivity; others, that the ideals going back 
instead to Sima Qian, the celebrated court historian of the Han dynasty 
and preeminent authority on all matters concerning official history, de-
manded inclusiveness.3 Some were sure that religion degraded state author-
ity and the public interest; others, that it advanced and secured it. 

This difference of opinion excited a restless flow of political and social 
commentary in local gazetteers of the late-imperial period, from which I 
shall siphon off what I consider a few telling examples of how the regula-
tory state operated in practice down at the county level. The worrying of 
puzzled Confucian authors on these points should not, however, inspire 
us to find the right solution to their bewilderment; their concerns are not 
ours. But it can serve as an invitation to take their lack of resolution as 
evidence of a fundamental tension in the constitution of the late-imperial 
Chinese state. I shall limit my survey to the gazetteers of the metropolitan 
region in which Beijing lay, known in turn as North Zhili in the Ming, 
Zhili in the Qing, and Hebei province thereafter. The views expressed in 
Hebei gazetteers are not necessarily representative of China as a whole, 
but nor do they represent a peculiarly northern view. Still, those who 
lived or worked in proximity to the capital tended to share a conservatism 
on cultural matters, compounded by the sense that they, as tiny elites in 
less prosperous counties, had to work harder to bring their locales into line 
with the strictest interpretation of state programs and rules. Hebei mag-
istrates were anxious to keep their administrations within whatever ex-
pectations they presumed prevailed in the capital; and compilers of Hebei 
gazetteers were concerned to confine their county’s appearances to the 
models mandated by Beijing.

Every Hebei compiler was conscious of the late Hongwu restrictions, 
especially the ban on the founding of new monasteries in 1391. This edict 
created two categories of monasteries: those permitted to exist by virtue 
of already existing, and those not. A compiler hostile to Buddhism could 
take Hongwu’s antipathy toward Buddhism as an indication of best prac-
tice and exclude all monasteries from his gazetteer, though in fact that 
was to go further than the emperor himself. The more moderate con-
servative position was to record only those monasteries enjoying a legal 
right to exist, and leave the rest out. They might continue to exist, but 
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were not worthy of entering the official record of local life. An editorial 
decision in this vein was often accompanied by a negative editorial com-
ment to the effect that post-1391 monasteries could only be sites devoted 
to “licentious sacrifices” (Yongping fu zhi 1501: fanli.2b). The extreme po-
sition—that all references to religion should be totally excluded from the 
gazetteer—nonetheless found periodic favor, notably in the early decades 
of the Qing dynasty. As one compiler declared tendentiously in 1676, 
since “our kingly government has continued the [Hongwu] prohibition 
on the setting up of Buddhist monasteries and Daoist temples,” all monas-
teries should be treated as illegal institutions and left out of the gazetteer 
(Guangping xian zhi 1676: 1.28a).4 More often, Confucian conservatives 
took a less extreme position, acknowledging the legitimacy of the state’s 
restrictions on monasteries but wanting still to hold them to the severest 
letter of the law. This is what a compiler in 1749 does when he declares 
that, although privately founded monasteries exist within his county, they 
should not be recorded as they fall within “the present dynasty’s meri-
torious ban on monastic founding” (Nanhe xian zhi 1749: 3.7a). A more 
lenient editorial stance during the early-Qing period was to include any 
monastery founded before the Qing and not worry overly about whether 
the founding had taken place before or after 1391, which was sometimes 
impossible to determine in any case (Qingyuan xian zhi 1873: 18.siguan.1a). 
The exceptions, of course, were those “illegal” monasteries to which a 
Ming or Qing emperor had shown imperial favor by visiting or present-
ing a gift. 

State Regulation as Insufficient Confucian Prophylaxis

From the editorial comments that compilers inserted into their gazetteers, 
it is clear that the Hebei gentry liked to complain about the power and 
influence of religious communities and institutions in their local societ-
ies. Their complaint is of a piece with the northern gentry’s reputation as 
a dourly Confucian lot who were unsympathetic to the cultural and po-
litical enthusiasms of their southern counterparts. The southern taste for 
abbatial friendships and monastic patronage so strong among the gentry 
in the Yangzi River valley was not something most of them shared, ex-
cept during the heady days of the late Ming (Brook 1993: 94–96). A dis-
trust of such cultural indiscretion dovetailed with their grumpy attitude 
toward the richly non-Confucian world humming around them, a world 
in which popular religious practices went on out of their sight and made 
them anxiously dream of restoring a staunchly Confucian dominion of 
rites and deference. That dominion may never have existed, but appeal-
ing to it was a way of putting themselves between the people and the state, 
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and giving themselves the illusion of having a more secure place in the 
order of things.

The anti-religious, and more specifically anti-Buddhist, comments 
to be found in Hebei gazetteers are generally phrased in the language 
of Confucian self-discipline and moral prophylaxis. That self-discipline 
committed the conservative gentry to act as the defenders of orthodoxy, 
which most wanted to see enforced as broadly as possible. Buddhism could 
not be left to the masses, who might mobilize it to promote their inter-
ests. It was the first zone that lay in the path of the vigilant Confucian 
trekking his way into the cultural wilds of popular religious life. Among 
other things, that vigilance meant reminding other Confucians, whether 
they be local gentry or local officials, of what distinguished them from 
the common people. “We Confucians,” the compiler of the Jinzhou gaz-
etteer of 1690 states, “do not talk about the Two Teachings and are strict 
about heterodox ways.” He cannot declare Buddhism and Daoism to be 
heterodox, since he knows they are tolerated by the state and permitted 
within the code, but he can warn that they might become hotbeds from 
which heterodox thinking arises ( Jinzhou zhi 1690: 10.siguan.4a). In gen-
eral, compilers appeal more to Confucian values than dynastic regulations 
to justify restricting their records of the Buddhist presence in their coun-
ties, although the unfinished promise of the Chinese state to conduct itself 
as the exclusive patron of the Confucians never lurks far from the fore-
ground of the Confucian mind.

This is the position that magistrate Zhang Xun takes in the earliest sur-
viving Ming gazetteer in Hebei, the 1373 gazetteer of Zhuozhou subpre-
fecture south of Beijing, when he observes, “Confucians do not talk about 
things related to Buddha or Laozi. Using their propaganda about sin and 
fortune to transform ignorant customs is like using a torch to brighten the 
sunlight” (Zhuozhou zhi 1373: 9.2b). In 1373, this pitting of Confucians 
against Buddhists and Daoists had a particular edge, for during the re-
cently overthrown Yuan dynasty, Mongol emperors had treated all three 
alike as technicians of the invisible realm and equally worthy of support. 
Confucians did not like to think of themselves within the same category 
as Buddhist monks, but that is how the Mongol occupiers regarded them, 
no better and perhaps only a little worse than monks. Zhang’s objection 
may have had a doctrinal logic, but it more likely stemmed from his sense 
of the local market for state patronage among religious professionals. At 
this early point in his reign, the Hongwu emperor was still Buddhism’s pa-
tron. Buddhists and Confucians both may have assumed that each would 
have to compete for opportunities to participate in local manifestations of 
the state’s presence. That could not have pleased Zhang. 

The Ming state was on Zhang’s side. It elected to redifferentiate the 
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cultic streams in Chinese society and mark off Confucians for official 
state patronage and, after 1380, Buddhists and Daoists for state supervi-
sion. It rehabilitated Confucianism as the conduit of state orthodoxy, ex-
tended formal recognition to cults connected to Confucians or exemplars 
whose moral virtue complemented Confucianism, and made these cen-
tral to its official regulations governing sacrifices, the “sacrificial corpus”  
(sidian) or “ritual corpus” (lidian). This corpus did not include any Buddhist 
rituals. Accordingly, the compiler of the Wuqiang county gazetteer of 
1694, who begins by announcing that “we Confucians spurn the Two 
Teachings,” concedes that Buddhist and Daoist rituals were in wide use 
but observes that these were not the rituals conducive to propagating the 
“moral teachings” that Confucianism, through state sponsorship, brought 
to the world (Wuqiang xian xinzhi 1694: 2.24b). Many compilers make di-
rect reference to Buddhism’s absence from the state’s corpus of officially 
sanctioned sacrifices, usually to justify their unwillingness to “indiscrimi-
nately mix them” with officially sanctioned state-cult institutions (Shahe 
xian zhi 1757: 20.10b; see also Gaocheng xian zhi 1698: 2.10a; Luanzhou zhi 
1810: 9.1a). Some exploit the prohibitionist implication of this absence to 
justify cutting down the scale of reporting of local monasteries (Xinhe xian 
zhi 1679: 2.21a), a few to cut them out of the published record altogether 
(Lingshou xian zhi 1685: 2.6b).

Confucian competition thus combined with state restrictions to cast a 
shadow over the legitimacy of Buddhist monasteries, at least in the eyes of 
the gazetteer compilers. It did so in the face of considerable popular sup-
port for popular religion, as the compiler of a 1679 county gazetteer ad-
mits when he professes to be at a loss to account for the greater popularity 
of Buddhism over Confucianism:

Buddhist and Daoist monasteries, chapels, and cloisters properly have no relation-
ship to the official sacrificial corpus. Yet rural bumpkins and ignorant folk all go 
around to the monasteries to pray on their knees, and to the chapels and cloisters 
to burn incense and beg for good fortune. Why is this? Is it perhaps because the 
Teaching of the Sage isn’t as easy to comprehend as Buddhism and Daoism? Or 
is it because the ancestral tablets aren’t brightly colored as are their clay statues? 
(Xinhe xian zhi 1679: 2.21a)

The author chooses to wrestle with the fact that Confucianism had nei-
ther a reassuring message or “curb appeal” for non-elites, nor reflected the 
conditions of the lives of most people that left them vulnerable to disease, 
want, and unattended old age—and at a much higher rate than himself 
and his gentry friends. This allows him to parse their Buddhism as a lapse 
of intelligence, discrimination, and good taste, just as twentieth-century 
modernizers across the political spectrum would also be prone to do in 
their turn.
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A linked argument against Buddhist institutions and rituals was that 
they were not just gaudy but wasteful. Some compilers found it an easy 
matter to jump from brightly colored statues to expensively decorated 
ones, then declare the project of monastic patronage to be an unjustifi-
able drain on local resources. To offer an example from 1604: “Today the 
realm has reached an extreme of poverty. If we wish to economize, noth-
ing is better than cutting out extraneous expenses; among such expenses, 
nothing is more wasteful than constructing palatial buildings; and among 
palatial buildings, nothing is more wasteful than monasteries.” The com-
piler goes on to concede that doctrinally Confucian arguments against 
Buddhism, though sound, get him nowhere with popular opinion. What 
people should do is not what they do, he complains:

How can we use clear and readily understood principles to criticize them [Bud-
dhism and Daoism]? The delusions of this generation cannot be dispelled. The 
first delusion is not respecting parents at home but respecting spirits and Bud-
dhas outside the home. The second is not trembling before state regulations but 
secretly fearing to go against the Buddhist dharma. The third is not mending 
what is right in front of your eyes but instead trying to mend what is off in the 
next life. The fourth is fighting over wealth with kinsmen while giving riches to 
priests and monks. Why don’t even one or two ignorant men and women see this 
and return to orthodoxy? (Huairou xian zhi 1604: 1.42b–43a)5

The writer despairs about whether the state’s message of order and frugal-
ity will ever get through to the people. He wants the state to be tougher, 
since the free operation of religious collectivities was endowing them with 
a local priority over state institutions as the context within which public 
authority could be asserted, and therefore as the prime force delineating 
the terms within which people organized their lives. The regulatory state, 
he feared, was not in touch with this social reality. His only way to under-
mine this authority was by pointing out the costs involved—which made 
no dent in the devotion of those who willingly gave.

Conservative Confucians constantly returned to the argument that it 
was necessary that they or the local magistrate (occasionally one and the 
same person) should step in to impose prohibitionary measures, often in 
the context of bemoaning the tide of heterodoxy they felt rising from be-
low. Yet there were distinct limits to what they could actually carry out. 
“Suppressing heterodoxy and lifting up orthodoxy is the great prophylac-
tic task of government,” one prohibitionist compiler-magistrate insisted. 
He was able to boast that “therefore no Buddhist or Daoist monaster-
ies have I deigned to list” (Lingshou xian zhi 1685: fanli.1b), but he had 
little other room for action. At the end of the section in the second juan 
of his gazetteer, the section on temples where one would expect to find 
the standard list of monasteries, he observes that in the hills and upland 
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valleys of his county, “the shrines of the Two Teachings are found in pro-
fusion, awe-inspiring and magnificent, where rituals are conducted daily 
without pause.” What distressed him was that people were visiting these 
shrines and carrying out their rituals to the neglect of temples mandated 
in the official ritual corpus. He regarded this situation as a “great imbal-
ance” and called on the gentry to “promote the one and dispense with 
the other” (Lingshou xianzhi 1685: fanli.2.6b).6 Prohibition should prevail, 
thought those at the extreme conservative wing of the local gentry, but it 
could only prevail on paper, not in reality.

Most within the conservative wing of Confucian compilers adopted a 
more accommodative stance. They were aware that cutting out a signifi-
cant sector of local society from the published record might be morally 
correct but was “excessively narrow,” as another editor puts it. He com-
plains in good state-Confucian fashion that monasteries should not be al-
lowed to exist “in the villages and along the roads” where they can siphon 
off people’s wealth and lead them into heterodox ways, but he does not 
allow his disapproval to convince him that Confucian prophylaxis justifies 
removing references from the gazetteer or even eradicating the religious 
sites in the mountains to which people go, often simply for the pleasure of 
sight-seeing (Fuping xian zhi 1874: 2.35a). Religion might well be suspect, 
but regulation was all that could reasonably be hoped for. Compilers of 
an anti-Buddhist bent might fantasize about a final solution for the power 
of Buddhist institutions in local society, which would obviate the need to 
record them (Yongning xian zhi 1602: 47b), but until their statutory legiti-
macy was revoked, it was not within the gentry’s prerogative to cut them 
out. What the Hongwu emperor had allowed, however grudgingly, no 
scholar could forbid. As one resigned Ming compiler put it, reading about 
Buddhist institutions in the local gazetteer allowed one to “witness the 
doings of the Great Sage,” that is, the Hongwu emperor. “Therefore I 
have listed them in the pages of this book to show what existed in the past 
and is of no harm to the people” (Fengrun xian zhi 1570: 12.4b).

A few compilers were willing to go even further, allowing that 
Confucian mores were not always easy to propagate, and that popular re-
ligion, with its zeal to promote the good and punish the evil, might well 
complement Confucianism. As one compiler phrased his reasoning for in-
cluding monasteries in his gazetteer, “If people in fact constantly worried 
about life and death and about fortune and misfortune, then few would 
go against their superiors or make trouble. Thus the Way of the gods can 
firm up the proper Teachings” of Confucius (Shulu xian zhi 1671: 2.20a). 
The visible “remnants” of Buddhism, according to another, should not 
be ignored, for their survival “simply encourages the ignorant folk who 
believe in them to be good, not because [the state] really reveres them” 
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(Xincheng xian zhi 1617: 12.1b). Another went further, arguing not only 
that Buddhism and Daoism are not in contradiction with the Confucian 
order, but that they are essential to its maintenance:

In the age of Yao and Shun, one had only to open sluices gates and let the water 
flow off. Today, if it weren’t for thick dikes and towering seawalls, there would 
be no way to protect ourselves from the devastations of flood. Given the ways of 
this world, how are the ignorant lower classes any different from this? The Two 
Masters are truly the dikes that hold back the flood. (Anping xian zhi 1687: 3.3a)

Rather than raising a flood of heterodoxy from below, as many gentry 
feared, Buddhism and Daoism could in fact serve to quell the greater tide 
of licentiousness and insubordination that always seemed to lurk beneath 
the order over which they presided.

Buddhism in the Chinese Constitution

The disinclination among the magistrates and gentry of Hebei to pro-
vide full reports on the Buddhist institutions and practices in their coun-
ties could be taken as a sign of a widespread antipathy among the elite to 
religious institutions and practices. Seen in terms of the gazetteer genre, 
however, this may not be a complete explanation of what was going on. 
The purpose of making a gazetteer was not to produce a documentary 
that transcribed the complex reality of local society, after all; it was to 
render that reality into a textual form that conformed to the principles 
by which the state governed the realm. I would therefore like to suggest 
that disagreement over how to report monasteries reflects more than re-
ligious tastes, and points instead to what I see as a debate within the elite 
over the late-imperial constitution. As a field supporting norms and in-
stitutions that could compete with, or at least be indifferent to, state he-
gemony as Confucians imagined it, Buddhism posed a latent challenge to 
that hegemony, especially in periods when that hegemony appeared to be 
under siege.

There was no question of declaring Buddhism or Daoism illegal, in 
the sense of something that the code criminalized. Throughout most of 
the imperial period and beyond, the Chinese state recognized Buddhist 
and Daoist temples as legitimate religious institutions. Whether Buddhism 
protected the Confucian order or threatened it was not a question that this 
recognition could be taken to satisfactorily resolve. Within that irresolu-
tion laid the possibility of ongoing debate among state elites about whether 
the state was doing enough, or too much, to restrict the field within which 
organized religions might operate. Put starkly, these two tendencies rep-
resent the range of responses that state elites could imagine, and continue 
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to imagine, as the appropriate place of religion in the Chinese constitu-
tion: on one side, as corroding the norms and institutions that should gov-
ern public life; on the other, as at least indifferent to them, perhaps even 
contributing to them.

Underneath this splay of choices laid a starker social reality. The late-
imperial gentry were keenly aware of the power that Buddhism enjoyed 
in local society. The compiler of the 1732 gazetteer of Wan county under-
stood Buddhism was anything but inconsequential to the production of 
local order. He enumerates one dismaying sign after another that Buddhist 
institutions were in full flower in his county: Buddhist temples ubiquitous 
and beyond counting; the “gold and azure sparkle” of Buddhist statuary 
dazzling onlookers; fund-raisers able to collect vast sums to support these 
institutions. Most conspicuously, he is horrified by the uncontrollable and 
vibrantly human activity that Buddhist institutions house: 

How do people dare illicitly build structures that are not on the list of canonical 
shrines? Still, lay people of this generation set up temples and make statues by the 
side of the high roads or at the edge of markets without justification, [places that] 
appear reverent and yet are rife with cacophony and confusion, without even a 
wall around the outside, while the stench [of incense] billows. How potent are 
their arts! (Wanxian zhi 1732: 2.27a–b) 

This is not a religion on the margin or in decline. The Buddhism under 
the compiler’s scrutiny was richly integrated into the networks of social 
participation and communication that extended from market to market 
along Wan county’s main roads. It is not surprising to discover an anxious 
compiler a decade later explaining that he had to exclude from publication 
the numerous Buddhist sites that could be found scattered “in the rural 
wastes and the village markets” (Wanquan xian zhi 1742: 2.44a), as these 
were the very places that the people who animated the network ties in 
local society crossed and thronged. The world of movement and activity 
beyond the capacity of the state to police in which this popular Buddhism 
was implicated was separate from the one the elite self-consciously in-
habited, but it was not the irredeemable chaos that the compiler liked 
to imagine. Despite the impression of “cacophony and confusion” that 
Buddhist institutions gave to this gazetteer compiler, these institutions 
actively sustained an order that was visible and reasonable to those who 
participated in it.

Anxiety over the vital presence of Buddhism in local society exposed 
the fissures of class, privilege, and interest in the power relations animat-
ing political life from the locality to the center. These relations and fissures 
were not uniformly corrosive of elite or state power, however. Indeed, 
they might be better thought of as supporting the success with which the 
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Chinese sociopolity has reproduced itself as something like an equilib-
rium: regulatory legal systems working from above, community networks 
brokering local interests from below. Between these two, the gentry were 
uncertainly poised, eager to consolidate their position vis-à-vis the state, 
even sometimes exploiting monasteries to do so, yet always ready to back 
toward state systems and use them as bulwarks of enlightened discipline 
against the chaos that seemed poised to erode their local ground of priv-
ilege every time commoners gathered for their religious activities. For 
most everyone else, though, monasteries were part of the making and 
strengthening of the social networks through which they made their de-
cisions about what to do, whom to associate with, and where to invest in 
public and private goods. By giving people a place in the cosmic order 
that was also a place in the order of public authority and social exchange 
by which they lived, Buddhism could be regarded as grounding local so-
cial life in a reproducible equilibrium, but it could also be seen as posing 
a radical alternative to secular power. Whether religion was treated as 
orthodox—something that the state and Confucianism could tolerate—
or heterodox—something that could not be tolerated—depended on how 
people understood the composition and purpose of public life. By the 
same token, whether the state chose to act against religion had far more to 
do with local class tensions and competition for authority than with any 
characteristic or capacity that we might want to designate as “religious.” 

The Republican Continuation

The ongoing adjustment that local elites were constantly having to make 
between what existed in local society and what they believed should exist 
did not end with the close of the imperial era. The context and direction 
of change shifted as other factors and ideologies intervened to challenge 
existing social and political arrangements, but the regulatory posture—as 
well as the ever lurking threat of prohibition—continued unbroken. This 
continuity we can track by turning, again, to the gazetteers that local 
scholars continued to produce during the Republican period (1911–49). 
The genre underwent its own transformation as it adjusted to new po-
litical and cultural realities, abandoning its pretense of being an official 
administrative record and shifting to becoming more a compendium of 
statistical data and social surveys. Even so, the same ambivalence about re-
ligion, the same urge to bring it within secure categories from which its 
natural urge to err may be brought under control, can be detected.

Republican compilers rarely write about religion in quite the same lan-
guage that their late-imperial predecessors used, yet their earnest adher-
ence to modernity readily tempted them into continuing much the same 
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postures of scrutiny and disapproval. The morally dismissive epithet of 
“the Two Masters” that we found in Ming and Qing gazetteers was al-
lowed to fade from the record, but what replaced it—the Japanese neolo-
gism invented to translate the European term “religion” (sh -uky -o, which 
was read as zongjiao in Chinese)—could be made to do much the same 
classifying work and carry some of the same intellectual baggage. The 
modern-sounding “superstition” might now substitute for the old charge 
of “heterodoxy,” for instance, and yet the same anxieties about the peo-
ple’s resistance—albeit to modernity and enlightenment rather than to 
deference and Confucian ritual—poke through the descriptive entries.

One effect of the arrival of the category of “religion” was to place 
the religious collectivities already present in local society in a contin-
uum within new institutions that included Christian congregations. This 
alignment between native and non-native religions had contradictory ef-
fects. On the one hand, categorizing Buddhism and Daoism alongside 
Catholicism and Protestantism (with Islam placed ambiguously between 
them) endowed the former with a legitimacy different from any con-
ceived for them in the past. As one compiler commented who introduced 
a zongjiao chapter into his county gazetteer early in the 1930s, he neither 
supports nor understands Buddhism, but he allows that it has a place in 
his record (Daming xian zhi 1934: 25.7a–b). For another compiler at this 
time, their new status as zongjiao set them up to play the role of culturally 
marking a “Chinese” religious tradition that was distinct from but parallel 
to Islam, Protestantism, and Catholicism, which became the other three 
of China’s new “five religions” (Nanpi xian zhi 1932: 13.37b–38a). On the 
other hand, the association set Chinese religions up as targets of the mod-
ernist critique of religion as superstition, and as culprits in the doping of 
the Chinese people. By being moved into a neutral sociological category 
and placed under a different style of intellectual surveillance, Buddhism 
and Daoism could still be regarded with suspicion—no longer hotbeds of 
“heterodoxy” and “lavishness,” perhaps, but reservoirs of modern vices 
that the new enlightenment could label “superstition” and “corruption.” 
The condescension with which Confucian compilers regarded institu-
tional religion migrated with little modification into the new discourses 
of sociology and state management.

The coming of zong jiao and its attendant concept of superstition 
had another curious effect, and that was to lower the tension between 
Confucianism on the one hand and Buddhism and Daoism on the other. 
The reframing of Confucianism within this new conceptual environment 
is a complex story with roots that go back to the Jesuit encounter with 
China in the seventeenth century, but it had an immediate impact on gaz-
etteer compilers, who had not only Buddhism and Daoism but also the 
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state-cults of Confucianism to make sense of. In his insightful 1938 hand-
book on the tasks involved in producing a local gazetteer, Li Jinxi reflects 
on the difficulty of submerging the older categories of “rites” and “tem-
ples” into the new category of “religion.” While accepting that a new cat-
egory is in play, he still has to ask, “Are there not shrines and rites that are 
outside of zongjiao? The [imperial] ritual corpus concerned with honoring 
virtue and repaying goodness, attested by grand buildings and abundant 
steles, is most certainly not mere superstition, but is Confucian. Therefore, 
these are also combined into the same section [zongjiao].”7 In other words, 
the new language of zongjiao not only claimed Buddhism and Daoism, but 
the ritual and ideological tradition that upheld the authority of the state 
somewhat in opposition to them. All were now religions. Confucianism 
could no longer motivate criticism of Buddhism or Daoism, because it had 
been collapsed into the same category of things bearing the same charac-
teristics. Effectively, recategorizing Confucianism as a religion stripped it 
of its capacity for moral critique.

Even though the new categories rearranged old values, the new ter-
minology recycled old rhetoric. Reading late-imperial compilers com-
plain about financial waste (“how is it that their teachings can still con-
vince the ignorant laity that donation is good and parsimony is bad?”), 
vent their frustration over popular support (“people’s minds are easily de-
luded”), harbor suspicions about the anarchic congregating of the lower 
classes and the chaos they produce (“bringing people together in unbro-
ken succession”), and express the urge to set themselves apart (“What can 
I say? I pray only at the shrines to living officials”), one can hear the very 
same anxieties and prejudices of modernizing Republican elites who re-
garded Buddhism as a hopeless superstition unworthy of their attention 
(Guangping xian zhi 1676: 1.28a; Nanhe xian zhi 1749: 3.6b; Jinzhou zhi 
1690: 10.siguan.4a; Wanxian zhi 1732: 2.27b; Xinhe xian zhi 1679: 2.20a). 
The language of disapprobation changed, but not its intent, which was to 
marginalize Buddhism as a source of public authority that might interfere 
with the next reincarnation of elite dominance.

What rescued this critique of Buddhism from becoming itself marginal 
in the new social order was the introduction of a framework of state su-
pervision that was different from what the Ming or Qing state had im-
posed, and to which the elites of the new era allied themselves. No longer 
was the founding of new monasteries prohibited, yet tax laws were intro-
duced that would do more than prohibitions to weaken Buddhist institu-
tions. A new educational system hostile to religious training came in and 
undercut the old relationship between ritual and the state, and local of-
ficials no longer voiced the opinion that Buddhism be allowed to incul-
cate in the people a passive acceptance of their lot. Buddhism was written 
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into Republican constitutions in the form of freedom of religion, but as 
a “right” of individuals, not as a component integral to the new order.8 
The constitutions of the 1950s forward brought the Confucian condem-
nation of Buddhism to completion by compromising the newly endowed 
“right” to believe in Buddhism with the equal “right” to propagate athe-
ism, though of course without any backward glance at Confucianism.9

Conclusion

The People’s Republic of China quickly assumed the role of the regula-
tory state in its policies toward religion, veering at times to the prohibi-
tionist extreme. Indeed, no Chinese state since the end of the fourteenth 
century has asserted such powerful oversight from the center over reli-
gious personnel and institutions. Much of the 1950s legislation replicated 
the regulations that the Hongwu emperor introduced in the 1380s and 
1390s, the main difference with that era being the socialist state’s capac-
ity to impose its regulatory purposes.10 When that state moved toward re-
ligious prohibition during the Cultural Revolution, it seemed as though 
the Confucian prophylaxis, unwittingly taken on board and rephrased 
by Republican modernizers as resistance to superstition, and rephrased as 
“feudal superstition” within Communist ideology, was about to find final 
completion under socialism.

The congruence between Communist and Confucian hostilities to re-
ligion and their capacity to influence state policy is not haphazard coin-
cidence, of course. Late-imperial history has mattered enormously to the 
options that Chinese states have considered, and the choices they have 
made, in fashioning their regulatory frameworks. Without that history, 
neither the Republican nor the Communist state would have acted as it 
did, nor continue to act as it does. What I cannot decide, and I leave this 
puzzle for the reader to ponder, is whether the power of the regulatory 
state since the fourteenth century belongs to the state itself, or whether 
it should be ascribed to local elites (say, activists among the Confucian 
gentry in the Ming and Qing, and members of the Chinese Communist 
Party in the People’s Republic of China) who, in aligning themselves to 
state power, found the hostility to religion at the core of both Confucian 
and Communist ideologies a convenient weapon in their briefly success-
ful struggles to dominate local society. Whether that power belongs to 
the state at the center or to its service elites in the locality, the history of 
Chinese religion after the 1970s, like the history of religion in China af-
ter the 1390s, suggests that communities and individuals will continue to 
create networks of religious activity beyond the framework of state regu-
lation, regardless of the laws of the state or the activism of prohibitionist 
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state elites, and that religion, indifferent to the logic of the state, will con-
tinue to have a dynamic presence in local society.11

Notes

1. The classic account of the late-imperial state’s anxieties over the political po-
tential of private sectarian organizing is Overmyer (1976). The continuities with the 
contemporary state’s analysis of Falungong and its sanctions against it are striking.

2. I explore the intricacies of these editorial decisions in Hebei gazetteers in 
“Buddhism in the Chinese Constitution,” in Brook (2005).

3. Arguing that “the section on Buddhist and Daoist monasteries is intrinsic to 
the gazetteer genre,” one Wanli-era compiler names Sima Qian to bolster his argu-
ment for inclusiveness as a fundamental principle of historical writing; Nanchang fu 
zhi 1588: fanli. 2a.

4. The Qing repetition of Hongwu’s ban on private founding is in Da Qing hui-
dian shili 1886/1899: 501.2b, 3b–4a, 7b–8a, 14b.

5. For another comment on the wasteful extravagance of monastic construction, 
see Nanpi xian zhi 1680: 3.14a.

6. The latter passage is repeated verbatim in the 1874 edition.
7. Li Jinxi, Fangzhi jinyi (Contemporary proposals for local gazetteers), reprinted 

in Zhu (1983: 105).
8. On the written constitutions of the twentieth century, see Nathan (1986). 

Nathan gives freedom of religion only passing attention, reflecting the relative un-
importance of this “right” in Chinese political thought.

9. Espousing atheism was not a borrowed convention. The compiler of Qingxian 
zhi (1673) denied the existence of Buddha by citing Fan Shen’s treatise of the fifth 
century, “Wofo lun” (That there is no Buddha), as part of his argument against sup-
porting Buddhist institutions, though he included them in his gazetteer nonetheless 
(2.2a). 

10. I have speculated elsewhere that the other influence on the state regulation 
of religion in the 1950s is the regulatory framework that the Japanese imposed in the 
occupied areas of East China during the war; see Brook (1996).

11. On the capacity of local religion to evade state logic, see Dean (1997, this 
volume).
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Modernity and the Creation of the Space of Religion 

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were a time in Asia of 
shaping modernity by, actively or passively, reshaping Western modernity. 
This dynamic transformation involved various projects that demanded the 
abandonment or reform of previous ideologies, systems, institutions, and 
consciousness. One of the projects of this modernity was religion. The 
term “religion” was translated from European languages into Asian ones, 
creating such neologisms as sh -uky -o, zongjiao, and agama that spread among 
intellectuals and political elites in Asia, who quickly adapted “religion” 
into their modern thinking as a necessary space for the making of a mod-
ern state. Therefore, in seeking a modern state, a space of religion newly 
emerged as part of this indispensable apparatus of modernity. The space 
of religion was constituted mainly by two actors. One was politicians and 
state officials, who promulgated modern constitutions, laws, and regula-
tions regarding religion, often through conflicts and tensions linked to lo-
cal politics and value systems. The other was reformist religious leaders and 
laypersons, who advocated the making of modern teachings, disciplines, 
and organizations within the established world religions, such as Buddhism 
and Christianity, in cooperation with or opposition to state elites.

Hence, a space of religion emerges through modern state formation. 
This dynamic process involves the efforts to position religion undertaken 
by both religious reformers and state elites. In considering this process, 
this chapter explores several questions. How do the state and modern na-
tion system relate to and mutually compose each other? How does the 
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space of religion emerge through this process and what are its attributes? 
What influence does the process have on the beliefs of individuals? In the 
context of China the state elite has sustained a strong self-consciousness of 
modernizing from the late nineteenth century. Even today the state elite 
in the People’s Republic, including officials of the Chinese Communist 
Party (Party) and the government, has a strong consciousness of China as 
being “in the process of developing toward socialist modernization” and 
forcefully imposes it on the people. An examination of the efforts to im-
pose the modern concept of religion on Buddhism during the 1920s and 
1930s and then in the 1980s and 1990s illuminates the historically ongo-
ing process of the creation of a space of religion and the process of state 
formation.

According to Henri Lefebvre (1991), space is constituted by the in-
tegration of physical, institutional, and semiotic aspects. In the Chinese 
context of modernity, the physical space of religion refers to sites, includ-
ing land, buildings, and monuments, that have been repeatedly destroyed 
and rebuilt throughout history, especially from the latter half of the nine-
teenth century, when China entered modernity during a period of ex-
treme political turmoil. Repeated destruction and reconstruction reflects 
contestation over the modern concept of religion and attempts to impose 
it. Institutional space refers to religion in law and regulations controlled or 
defined by the state, and also religion as defined by associations, devotee 
societies, temple administration, and seminaries. Semiotic space refers to 
the meanings and discourses of religion through the practice of rituals and 
religious activities, which include beliefs. This chapter focuses on the in-
stitutional aspects linked to the physical and semiotic aspects, a focus ex-
pressed through the phrase “positioning of religion in space.” A major at-
tribute of modernity is that the space of religion emerges and is positioned 
on the platform of the modern state through projects to institutionalize 
certain principles that create, reshape, and allocate situations, peoples, and 
organizations. Thus, modernity is not a one-sided project of the state to 
discipline people’s thoughts but is a reciprocal project of religions and 
states reshaping themselves and each other. 

projects of modernity 

Earlier modernization theorists such as Talcott Parsons, Daniel Lerner, 
and Clifford Geertz posited a paradigm of an abstracted single path of 
Western modernization as an ideal, universal process. However, this para-
digm, which maintained that Asian countries are in earlier stages of this 
linear, universal modernization, has been acutely questioned and criticized. 
For example, Talal Asad (1993) has pointed out Clifford Geertz’s confu-
sion, or rather ambiguities, of linear Western history of modernization 
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and indigenous histories and cultures. Contemporary social theories in-
creasingly recognize “modernity” as multiple projects or “a series of in-
terlinked projects” that, as Asad writes, can be attained through various 
routes and processes in both Western and Asian societies. 

It is right to say that “modernity” is neither a totally coherent object nor a clearly 
bounded one, and that many of its elements originate in relations with the histo-
ries of peoples outside Europe. Modernity is a project—or rather, a series of inter-
linked projects—that certain people in power seek to achieve. The project aims at 
institutionalizing a number of (sometimes conflicting, often evolving) principles: 
constitutionalism, moral autonomy, democracy, human rights, civil equality, in-
dustry, consumerism, freedom of the market—and secularism. (Asad 2003: 13) 

Asad’s definition of modernity has two significant points. First, it is 
noteworthy that he defines the essential characteristics of modernity 
as something furthered by specific persons wielding subjective power. 
Modernity is not something that emerges spontaneously from the every-
day lives of people who are embedded in enduring styles and values, but 
instead is an amalgamation of ongoing projects furthered by politicians, 
intellectuals, capitalists, state bureaucrats, and other power elites. Second, 
he stresses that these projects of modernity intentionally aim at institu-
tionalizing such modern “new” principles as constitutionalism, industry, 
nationalism, civil rights and market economy human rights, civil society, 
and secularism. These projects are intertwined with modern state forma-
tion and the institutionalization of these principles. 

Modernity is multiple projects or, rather a series of interlinked proj-
ects, of which religion is a part. Initiated by power holders, religion is 
directly linked to state formation through the institutionalization of such 
principles as secularism. Asad mostly emphasizes the institutionalization 
of principles of secularism as the foundation of the state. In this chapter 
I will argue that this institutionalization and counterinstitutionalization 
of religion are achieved through allocations and configurations of peo-
ple, power, organizations, physical land, and property ownership through 
which the principles are represented. 

spread of relig ious space to asia

Asia entered modernity through the collapse and reorganization of pre-
vious political regimes in the context of multiplying contacts with the 
West. These contacts consisted of new interstate relations, commodity 
exchanges, and popular flows (of immigrants, adventurers, ideologues, 
businesspeople) made possible by advances in transportation and domes-
tic political turmoil. This period saw the beginnings of movements of 
large-scale globalization that connected the societies of the West and Asia 
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through the expansion of colonialism, capitalism, and mass migration. 
This triggered the emergence of unprecedented spaces. It also led to the 
establishment in Asia of many spaces that were constituted by conflicts, 
contradictions, resistance, and amalgamation, such as the absolutizing and 
relativizing of Western values and their refusal and acceptance, and imita-
tion and transformations, that were occurring under the coercive power 
of colonization, imperialism, capitalism, and efforts at modern state for-
mation in Asia.

This process can be described as the fermentation of modernity, as Asian 
elites haphazardly formed myriad ideologies from pieces that incorporated 
a wide range of modern Western thought: Enlightenment history, sci-
entism, rationalization, evolutionism, imperialism, anti-imperialism, so-
cialism, pan-Asianism, Marxism, democracy, ethnicity, secularism, asceti-
cism, spiritualism, and so on. These pieces of thought and ideologies, in 
other words sets of value systems, were combined and woven in integrated 
and contradictory fashions into numerous indigenous slogans, writings, 
and policies that composed the activities and disciplines of movements. 
Prasenjit Duara (1994) writes that some of these ideologies and move-
ments triggered bifurcated histories that were then variously suppressed, 
absorbed, or ignored by the state as it made a master narrative of modern-
ization. It is through this process that religious space was formed.

An active space of religion constituted by these multiple ideologies and 
movements rapidly emerged in this period. However, it appeared not only 
in Asian countries that were struggling to form modern states but also 
through the expansion of such discursive spaces in the West as: Oriental 
studies, the study of Eastern religions, and the separation of religious stud-
ies from theology at Chicago, Oxford, and Heidelberg universities; the 
salons of politicians, intellectuals, and entrepreneurs; the 1893 World 
Parliament of Religion at the Chicago Exposition; the numerous ecu-
menical encounters of missionaries and scholars organized by Christians, 
which included meetings of entrepreneurs, bureaucrats, intellectuals, and 
revolutionaries from the West and Asia. On the one hand, in this space 
of religion in the West there can be seen emerging a powerfully resonant 
orientalism and relativization of the values of Christianity to encompass 
non-Christian religions. On the other hand, in Asia the activities of capi-
talists, bureaucrats, intellectuals, clergy, and revolutionaries constructed 
and institutionalized the space of religion alongside such other new spaces 
as a modern economy, politics, and science.

Over this period movements in Sri Lanka, Thailand, Burma, Japan, 
China, and other Asian countries created an indigenous conceptual term 
of “religion” that was equivalent to the English word “religion.” This 
subsequently promoted the representation and acceptance of the concept 
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and the classification and reform of extant beliefs to fit the category of 
“religion.” In the case of Buddhism, its fit to the category of “religion” 
developed through imitating and adapting Christian missionary eth-
ics and techniques, and through attempts to position and institutional-
ize Buddhism within the process of state building. This led Buddhism, 
as a modern religion, to accommodate ethnocentrism, modernist clergy 
and devotees, rationalism, and anti-imperialism, and then to internalize 
them. Furthermore, in this historical process the depth of the rational-
ism, pan-Asianism, and cosmopolitanism of the emerging space of reli-
gion was as remarkable as its novelty. Intersections among the Sri Lankan 
reformer of Buddhism Anagarika Dharmapala, the Chinese Buddhist 
devotee Yang Wenhui, who proposed the modern reform of Chinese 
Buddhism, the monk Taixu, who actively pursued the modernization of 
Chinese Buddhism, and the Japanese scholarly monk Nanj-o Fumio, who 
assisted Max Muller and other Asianists, were constituted by ideas, net-
works, and encounters in Japan, Sri Lanka, North America, and Europe. 
The thoughts and understandings nourished in these interactions were 
mutually catalytic, and inspired the emergence and growth of new move-
ments in these regions. These movements were a driving force of numer-
ous projects that constituted modernity.

spread of relig ious space to china

Religion in contemporary China has been involved in a continuous 
series of such projects of modernity. Religion was in decline during the 
troubled state-building of the Republican era and the first decade of the 
People’s Republic of China. It was decisively suppressed during the de-
cade-long Cultural Revolution (1966–76). Then, following the major shift 
toward a market economy from the late 1970s, religious activities were 
officially sanctioned and swiftly reemerged (Luo 1991; MacInnis 1989). 
According to a survey by university-based researchers, China has 300 
million religious believers above the age of sixteen. Buddhists, Daoists, 
Catholics, Muslims, and Protestants account for 67.4 percent of these be-
lievers. About 200 million are Buddhists, Daoists, or worshippers of the 
Dragon King, God of Fortune, and other figures, while about 40 million 
are Protestants (Wenweipo 2007; Wu 2007).

There are various explanations for this rapid revival of religion. One 
is that the change in state policy toward religion from 1979 has released 
people’s suppressed desire for religion, and enabled them to find in reli-
gion an alternative to communist ideology (Overmyer 2003). Another 
explanation, reflecting the role of the Catholic Church in the collapse of 
communist party-states in Eastern Europe, sees the revival as a shift to a 
more liberal state with an emerging civil society brought about by a newly 
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tolerant religious policy (Madsen 1998). However, these interpretations 
are inadequate because they presuppose a sharp disjuncture of the circum-
stances surrounding religion before and after 1979. A close examination of 
the empirical details of the religious revival after 1979, such as the interac-
tion between the state and religious organizations, and the conflicts and 
accommodations of religion and political ideologies, shows that the more 
long-term accumulation of cultural, historical, and social forms of capital 
before what appears as a conspicuous change around 1979 prepared a mul-
tilayered foundation and ideological basis for the emergence of the space 
of religion. Furthermore, these capital forms have emerged almost unno-
ticed in local fields of revival with significant political meanings.

An explanation of the contemporary revival of religion should go be-
yond a focus on the period since the new state religious policies that were 
introduced in 1979 or even from the founding of the People’s Republic 
of China. The revival is imbricated in aspects of religious organization 
and teachings that predate not only the 1979 policy changes but also the 
1949 establishment of the new state. Therefore, an explanation of the re-
vival needs to be grounded in the seeds of the projects of modernity sown 
around the turn of the twentieth century from which the space of religion 
emerged.

As Asad points out, modernity is neither coherent nor totally bounded 
from other phenomena. If we assume that modernity is a continuum of 
interlinked multiple projects or if, as Duara (1995) says, bifurcated histo-
ries are hidden behind the linear history that constructs the master narra-
tive, then the contemporary revival of religion, especially Buddhism, can 
be seen as the resulting integration of parts of all these multiple projects 
or bifurcated histories. Religion in China has to be viewed as a thread of 
the fabric of modernity, the design of which began to take distinctive and 
visible form around the end of the nineteenth century.

Stirrings toward the Modern State  
and the Space of Religion

By the late nineteenth century the Qing dynasty was collapsing from 
challenges both internal (such as from the Taiping Rebellion) and exter-
nal (such as from the Opium War). There began at this time reform and 
institutionalization by the religions themselves to become modern and fit 
the space of religion, which the modern state was also struggling to create. 
From the state powerholders’ point of view, which had been inconsistent 
in regard to the positioning of religion in the state system and ideology, 
the work of positioning religion in the system was, in fact, part of a very 
careful arranging that was directly linked to the building of the modern 
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state itself. This generated various arguments and debates about religion 
that were linked to power struggles within the state but that also enabled 
the state to recognize the existence of religion, underscoring how the 
placement of religion within the state system is a crucial part of the pro-
cess of modern state formation.

Among the modernist political and cultural elites were many who 
sought a subjective amalgamation of technology and the Chinese spirit. 
These persons included intellectuals and elite government bureaucrats, 
some of whom were also political activists and revolutionaries, and most 
of whom had the experience of living and traveling in Western coun-
tries as well as Japan. They used the knowledge they acquired abroad to 
achieve a breakthrough in China’s confrontation with the chaotic situa-
tion. Many had a keen interest in Buddhism, because they saw the possi-
bility of reforming it to be a modern religion to express an essential core 
of Chineseness as an alternative to Christianity. However, Buddhism in 
the late Qing dynasty had reached a nadir as many temples were aban-
doned or inhabited by self-ordained monks and other self-styled practitio-
ners. During this time Buddhist teachings were barely kept alive among 
scattered lay-intellectual devotees ( jushi) who collected, studied, and ed-
ited Buddhist sutras.1 Buddhism faced further challenges from Christian 
missionaries who were vigorously proselytizing among people from all 
walks of life—from the worldly and powerful to the parochial and poor.

In the early twentieth century, the Republican state launched the 
Convert Temples to Schools Movement (miaochan xingxue yundong) and 
the Smashing Superstition Movement (mixin dapo yundong). These move-
ments deepened Buddhism’s dire straits, accelerating modern reform ef-
forts within Buddhism by active and enlightened monks and devotees.

the smashing superstition movement: 
demolishing superstition and  
dispositioning local power

When the Nationalist Party took power in the provinces around 
Shanghai in the 1920s, a movement to ban “superstition” and “sorcery” 
by destroying temples and idols was underway. Called the Smashing 
Superstition Movement, it was initiated by political reformists in lo-
cal Nationalist Party branches at the county level and below. A study by 
Mitani Takashi (1978) shows how this movement reflected not only the 
antipathy of “science” toward “superstition” but also the complexity of 
politics at that time. The movement’s key promoters were younger mem-
bers of local party branches influenced by the May Fourth Movement of 
1919 to uphold democracy and science, and who were also interested in 
communism. After receiving a modern education in urban centers after 
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1919 that promoted belief in democracy and science, they returned to 
their hometowns as schoolteachers and local intellectuals. They became 
the majority in local Nationalist Party branches and were the local lead-
ers of the movement to smash the shrines and idols that the people wor-
shipped. Their consciousness is evident in one of their publications.

We must make the people thoroughly understand the exercise of the rights of the 
people and propel them toward the rational way so as to completely free them 
from the trap of old conventions. Divine authority is an obstacle to the develop-
ment of the people’s rights and the societal evolution. A society based on divine 
authority can never coexist with the new society based on the Three Principles 
of the People. (Chou 1927)

These young party members viewed the masses as obstinately believing 
in divine oracles and prophets, obeying traditional authority and conven-
tions, failing to comprehend individual rights, and accepting subjugation 
by local landowners. Therefore, they viewed the destruction of temples 
and idols as necessary to enlighten, train, and guide the people, in order 
to direct them away from their false ideas and subjugation toward democ-
racy and science.

Mitani points out that the political aspects of the Smashing Superstition 
Movement ref lected the contemporary political split between the 
Nationalist and Communist parties. First, the movement was an ex-
plicit action by young Nationalist Party members to resist the conserva-
tism among some central bureaucrats in the national capital of Nanjing. 
The central state, led by Chiang Kai-shek, desperately needed the support 
of capitalists and warlords. But the young members of local Nationalist 
Party branches were idealists who, influenced by communism, sought to 
awaken the masses for radical revolution. Their condemnation of what 
the conservatives stood for led them to launch the Smashing Superstition 
Movement.

Second, the Smashing Superstition Movement aimed to undermine the 
power and prestige of the landowners and gentry class who, as major local 
power holders, were in charge of the festivals, gods, and temples that the 
movement attacked. As a result, the new authority established in the cen-
ter was expanding its control over the old power of local society. The state 
was attempting to reorganize the government administration but its weak 
local control made even tax collection difficult, while entrenched land-
owners and gentry still held power in county governments. Therefore, 
the destruction of the traditions controlled by these local power holders 
symbolically expressed the new power of the central government and the 
invasion of ideology, smashing and conquering the ideology and social 
structure of local entrenched authorities. The destruction of local beliefs, 
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organizations, and sites controlled by these old entrenched authorities ex-
posed symbolically and revealed practically the destruction of the old or-
der and the power of the new regime.

In the early stage of the Smashing Superstition Movement all reli-
gious activities were considered premodern, unenlightened superstition. 
Buddhist and Daoist temples were included as targets of attack along with 
local deities. Buddhists complained to the Nanjing government about the 
attacks, and in response the central state issued Standards for Preserving and 
Abandoning Gods and Shrines (Shenci cunfei biaojun) that decreed what could 
and could be not be attacked and destroyed. The major criteria for deter-
mining whether a site should be destroyed or preserved were historical 
importance and scientific significance. The criteria had two categories 
defining sites to be preserved. One was the sage category (xianzhelei), 
which consisted of deities that had contributed to the nation, state, and so-
ciety, possessed scholarly knowledge that had benefited the people, or had 
exhibited a loyalty, devotion, filial piety, and justice that inspired pride 
among the masses, such the agriculture god (Shennong), Confucius, and 
Guanweng. The second category to be preserved was the religious cat-
egory (zongjiaolei): it consisted of “pure and true” teachings that ordinary 
people could believe in, such as Buddhism and parts of Daoism. The next 
two categories designated sites to be destroyed. The old gods category 
(gushenlei) referred to the gods that had been worshipped before the de-
velopment of science but had since become meaningless, such as the gods 
of the sun, moon, and stars. The minor spirits category (yincilei) consisted 
of plant and animal spirits, such as the cow goblin and the snake god, 
that could also be destroyed (Mitani 1978: 10). However, these guidelines 
were not observed. They had been devised by upper class intellectuals on 
the basis of science and rationalism, but were interpreted locally as jus-
tifying the destruction of all religion. This was understandable because 
in the chaotic circumstances of Buddhism many temples were derelict 
and self-styled practitioners abounded, making it difficult to distinguish 
between Buddhist temples and those of the old gods and minor spirits. 
Furthermore, it is probable that the local people were not conscious of 
any clear-cut distinction between the categories. Therefore, the Smashing 
Superstition Movement launched in 1928 angered the masses of people 
and turned them against the central state being formed by the Nationalist 
Party and toward the Communist Party.

Two things are clear as a result of the Smashing Superstition Movement. 
One is that the actions and behavior toward religion created a space for 
it in which rationalism, scienticism, and enlightenment thinking—disci-
plines of modernity—clearly appeared in the space of religion. Second, 
the space of religion is highly vulnerable, and its manipulation and 
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institutionalization had large influences on the process of reforming and 
organizing the political structure of the new regime and exhibiting its 
power.

the convert temples to schools movement:  
the utility of relig ious facilities

A new movement was launched at the same time as the Smashing 
Superstition Movement to confiscate temple property for the construction 
of vocational schools and libraries to educate the masses. This use of tem-
ples for public education had first been advocated in a essay “Exhortation 
to Study” (Quan xue bian) written in 1901 by Zhang Zhidong, an enthu-
siastic proponent of adapting Western thought and technology to China. 
At that time it led to a movement to appropriate temples for schools that 
shook Buddhist indifference to the drastic changes occurring in society. 
The movement was revived in the late 1920s by Tai Shuangqiu, a modern 
rationalist with a doctorate in education from Columbia University who 
taught at Jiangsu University. In an article titled “The Converting Temples 
to Schools Movement” he called for the rapid dissemination of compul-
sory education. He saw the entry of children into temples to become cler-
ics as a serious obstacle to modern education, and viewed temple property 
and wealth as a huge reservoir of capital for the construction of a modern 
education system as the foundation of the state. The Convert Temples to 
Schools Movement encouraged local education bureaus and universities to 
occupy temple lands and buildings, expel the clergy and confiscate their 
wealth, and reconstitute the temples as modern schools. This movement 
spread concurrently with the Smashing Superstition Movement.

However, the Convert Temples to Schools Movement contradicted 
the Regulations for the Supervision of Monasteries and Temples issued earlier, 
in 1915, by Yuan Shikai, then president of China, which stipulated that 
“Temples should not be abandoned and eliminated” and “Temple wealth 
and property should not be subject to occupation, confiscation, and fines 
based on pretexts” (Ohira 2002). The contradiction reflects two contest-
ing themes of modern ideology. One is that the enlightened modern state 
guarantees freedom of religion while the second is that it promotes ra-
tional religion and the abandoning of premodern superstition. This con-
tradiction led to several legal cases. Ohira summarizes one such case that 
was reported in the Jiangsu Provincial Government Communiqué ( Jiangsu 
sheng zheng fu gongbao). The abbot of Yuntaishan Faqi Temple, Guanyun 
county, in Zhejiang province, was sued and arrested for his “wrong be-
havior.” The Nationalist Party county branch ordered the temple’s prop-
erty and wealth to be used for educational purposes. Central University 
(Zhongyang daxue) applied to the county government to do so, and the 
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temple’s property was duly confiscated. The county government allocated 
40 percent of the temple’s wealth for education and 60 percent for temple 
maintenance. However, the Jiangsu Buddhist Federation ( Jiangsu Fojiao 
lianhehui), which took legal ownership of the temple after the abbot’s ar-
rest, refused to accept this and demanded the return of the property, upon 
which now stood a school and agriculture research center. This caught the 
county government between the Convert Temples to Schools Movement 
and the Regulations, the former decreeing the utilization of temple prop-
erty for education, and the latter prohibiting the occupation and confisca-
tion of temple property. The local government appealed to higher levels of 
the government for a resolution to this case. However, the provincial gov-
ernment only gave an ambiguous response, which restrained hasty con-
fiscations but did not touch on the issue of the ownership of temple prop-
erty. Nevertheless, in restraining confiscations, the provincial government 
determined that the Convert Temples to Schools Movement enlarged 
the interests of the government organizations, such as the university and 
Ministry of Education, whereas the Smashing Superstition Movement was 
based on the Nationalist Party’s guidance (zhidao). The Nationalist Party 
criticized this decision with the counter argument that, “The Smashing 
Superstition Movement is not related to temple land and property. The 
provincial declaration to stop the movement and protect religion is con-
trary to the party’s policy principles” (Ohira 2002). The Nationalist Party 
criticized the government for its inadequate study of the party’s spirit. 
Despite a subsequent amendment to the Regulations, the contradiction still 
remained over the legitimacy of smashing religions labeled as “premodern 
superstition” and the confiscation of temple property for the public good, 
while, as a modern state, guaranteeing freedom of religion.

With regard to modernity, the Convert Temples to Schools Movement 
generated three important consequences. First, Buddhists voluntarily 
started to make their own organizations. In 1912 the Chinese Buddhist 
Association (Zhonghua Fojiao zonghui) was established by the monk Jing’an, 
as the first nationwide organization in China for the purpose of protect-
ing temple wealth and property. However, the state soon forced it to dis-
solve, leaving only local organizations, such as the aforementioned Jiangsu 
Buddhist Federation. During the Convert Temples to Schools Movement 
in the late 1920s, the first national meeting of the All-China Buddhist 
Representative Conference (Quanguo Fojiao daibiao huiyi) was convened 
to oppose the movement and reform Buddhism. The conference inaugu-
rated a new national Chinese Buddhist Association that had the support of 
Chiang Kai-shek. The Convert Temples to Schools Movement compelled 
Buddhists to organize as a collective entity that could negotiate with other 
forces in society to oppose confiscation of temple property. This is the 
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moment when Buddhism entered a new venue of political institutional-
ization during the process of modern state formation; Buddhism dressed 
up as “religion” that could cooperate and resist the power of the central 
authorities who were making a modern state.

Second, the Convert Temples to Schools Movement created a shared 
recognition among the new state, Buddhists, and the masses that the pub-
lic interest was a significant criterion and discourse for evaluation and le-
gitimacy. With regard to who and what constituted the “public interest,” 
however, there were differences in the modern state system according to 
which subject was making the claim. Most intellectuals viewed temples 
as feudal remnants that harmed people’s livelihood and urged that the la-
bor of clergy and temple wealth be put to public use. The state declared 
that religion could not passively orient itself to the public interest through 
rituals and beliefs but had to commit temple resources to benefit society 
through social welfare and philanthropic projects. Thereupon, Buddhists 
began to use temple property to promote the public benefit and, further-
more, to undertake a reform of Buddhist teachings that emphasized the 
benefit for people in this world rather than in the other world after death. 
Putting aside differences in the interpretations of public benefit, the rise 
of the concept of public interest underscores the significance of temple 
property, facilities, and wealth as a public space. The modern state prin-
ciple, “public, collective bodies that do not contribute to the public inter-
est should not be recognized” became established as a norm with absolute 
legitimacy, even within the reformist ideas to modernize Buddhism.

Third, the Convert Temples to Schools Movement furthered a new rec-
ognition of religion and religious sites as a key arena of contestation over 
the institutionalization of property rights, ideology, and authority in the 
modern state system. The aforementioned examples illuminate the strug-
gles over power and ideology between the center and local state, govern-
ment and party, and enlightened young elites and conservative landown-
ers. At issue were the interpretation and handling of religious issues that 
were created by juridical and administrative decision-making regarding 
property rights that reached from the local to national levels. Regarding 
religion, there were conflicts between, for example, the Ministry of 
Education and the Nationalist Party. Moreover, the conflicts involved not 
only a clash between premodern and modern ideologies but even disputes 
within the ideology of modernity. A tension between the modern prin-
ciples of individual freedom of belief and upholding the public interest 
occurred in the context of the Convert Temples to Schools Movement 
and the Regulations for the Control of Monasteries and Temples. The Convert 
Temples to Schools Movement was a modernizing project that sought a 
position for religion vis-à-vis the central state, which was in the process of 
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modern state formation. In this moment of crises, there arose a group of 
Buddhists who subjectively participated in state formation.

the reform movement of buddhism: 
modernization from within

Although Buddhism was in decline in the late nineteenth century, 
a modern reform movement was growing among a small number of 
Buddhists. Two of the movement’s representative leaders were the lay dev-
otee Yang Wenhui and the monk Taixu, both of whom were deeply aware 
of the changes in the world outside China. Yang Wenhui had lived in 
Europe as a member of the Chinese legation in the late Qing dynasty. 
There he met many people working on Buddhism, including Max Müller 
at Oxford University and Nanjio Bunyiu (Nanj-o Buny-u), the scholar-
monk of the Honganji sect who assisted Müller in editing and translating 
Buddhist sutras. In Europe Yang witnessed how Christianity was positioned 
within the system of the modern state and also how Buddhism, which had 
almost disappeared in China, was a newly established academic discipline 
in such prominent universities as Oxford. Upon his return to China, he 
resigned his government post to concentrate on collecting Buddhist texts. 
He met Anagarika Dharmapala, a prominent reformer of Buddhism in Sri 
Lanka, when Dharmapala visited China after attending the 1893 World 
Parliament of Religions in Chicago. He was impressed by Dharmapala’s 
efforts to return Buddhism to India, spread Buddhism throughout the 
world, and promote the modern reform of Buddhism. Yang edited and 
printed the scattered Buddhist sutras he was collecting, and established the 
Jetavana Hermitage (Zhihuan jingshe) for the innovative, modern Buddhist 
education of monks and devotees. His emphasis on Buddhist education, 
the modernization of Buddhism, and Buddhism’s contribution to society 
influenced enlightened devotees who became thinkers, political activists, 
and reformers. One of the first students of the Jetavana Hermitage was the 
young monk Taixu. A disciple of the monk Jing’an, who advocated the re-
form of Buddhism along traditional lines, Taixu dedicated himself to the 
modernization of Buddhist teachings, pedagogy, and the monastic system 
in the troubled years when Buddhism was under attack by the Smashing 
Superstition and Convert Temples to Schools movements during the tur-
bulent emergence of the modern state (Ohira 2000; Pittman 2001). 

Taixu made three major contributions.2 First, the he advocated 
a Buddhist reform movement that would be guided by “three revolu-
tions”: a “revolution of teaching and doctrines” ( jiaoli), a “revolution of 
institutions” ( jiaozhi), and a “revolution of religious property” ( jiaochan). 
Regarding the doctrinal revolution, Taixu believed that Buddhism should 
be concerned not with problems after death but with those of the living 
world. Thus he advocated social salvation, studying the truth of human 
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life, and contributing to the progress of human beings. Regarding the in-
stitutional revolution, Taixu worked to reform the monastic system and 
established monastery schools that were organized along modern lines. 
Instruction was to be in classrooms with standardized grading and a cur-
riculum that included not only Buddhist texts but also secular subjects, 
some of which were also just newly emerging in the West, such as Western 
history, Asian history, the history of Theravada and other Buddhist tra-
ditions, literature, mathematics, psychology, and sociology. His essay 
“Reorganization of the Sangha System” (Zhengli cengjia zhidu lun), written 
between the two waves of the Convert Temples to Schools Movement, 
advocated the rationalization of temple management and the economic 
self-sufficiency of the clergy. By the revolution of religious property he 
meant that temple property should not be privately owned by abbots but 
rather collectively shared by all the monks residing in a temple. Through 
these three revolutions Taixu envisioned the emergence of a new type 
of Buddhism that could be active in the real world: he called it “human 
Buddhism” (renjian Fojiao), contrasted it with the Buddhism that was fo-
cused on rituals and meditation, and he devoted his life to it.

Second, Taixu was oriented toward a “world Buddhism.” Influenced by 
Yang Wenhui, he had a strong vision of Buddhism as a universal religion 
that was equivalent to Western Christianity. He saw China as the center 
of Buddhism for promoting its worldwide spread.3 However, his orienta-
tion to world Buddhism was limited, because his apparent cosmopolitan-
ism was contradicted by strong Chinese nationalism and he confined his 
appeal to Chinese audiences domestically and overseas (Ashiwa 2002).

Third, Taixu cultivated a large web of personal connections, among 
Buddhists as well as in secular fields. In his youth he had steeped him-
self in new intellectual streams by reading Tolstoy, Marx, Bakunin, and 
Kotoku Shusui (a socialist anarchist), and had been involved in social-
ist activities and discussions with anarchists. His acquaintances included 
Christian missionaries, Japanese Buddhists, politicians, scholars, lay devo-
tees in business communities in China and abroad, and revolutionaries. At 
a later stage of his life he developed and maintained collaborative ties with 
central political leaders including a close relationship with Chiang Kai-
shek. Chiang dispatched him as special envoy to India and other South 
Asian countries during World War II to promote solidarity with Buddhist 
countries and gain allies against the Japanese and communists.

During the domestic political turbulence of modern state formation, 
the meaning and very existence of Buddhism was questioned and passed 
through the sieve of modernity. Some Buddhists worked for the survival 
of Buddhism by seeking to adapt it to the new conditions and ideologies 
of the modern state. Trained by intellectuals and enlightened lay devotees, 
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they started to recognize the shape of religion that the modern state system 
requires. The modern state system itself, too, was taking shape through 
many projects, one of which was positioning religion within it. Buddhists’ 
recognition of their situation was the starting point for a project to further 
the modern reform of the monastic system and Buddhist teachings by pro-
moting a human Buddhism that sought to integrate Buddhist contribu-
tions to the lay world with Buddhist teachings.

However, the ongoing political turbulence from the Japanese invasion 
in the 1930s to the founding of the People’s Republic of China hindered 
the reform of Buddhism. Taixu died in 1947, only two years before the 
creation of a communist country. After 1949 the Party issued new regu-
lations that severely restricted all religions, including Buddhism, except 
when religion suited state purposes. The space for religion that had just 
started to emerge in China was cast aside.

I stress that in this early period of modern state formation, Buddhism 
had an opportunity to reform itself by modernizing and gain a legitimate 
space to expand inside the modern state. A space for Buddhism emerged 
through such multiple projects as the Convert Temples to Schools 
Movement and reform movements within Buddhism that comprised net-
works of practical activities among Buddhist clerics and devotees, expan-
sion of social reform movements, the position of Buddhism in the laws and 
regulations enacted by the state, and the expansion of human Buddhism 
and imagination. The integration of this space with other newly emerg-
ing spaces of modernity, such as the economy, education, and diplomacy 
gradually took shape.

This space of religion, created by the critical condition of religion in 
China, was not limited to the domestic order. Clergy who were escaping 
the suppression and crackdown on Buddhism joined the flow of people 
and capital that had been moving abroad since the late nineteenth century 
and established temples in overseas Chinese communities. Many of these 
clerics were supporters of modern reform Buddhism influenced by Taixu 
yet their interpretations and practices were diverse. After a half century 
this space of Buddhism abroad based on overseas Chinese networks came 
to play a significant role in the movement for the revival of Buddhism in 
China from the 1980s (Ashiwa and Wank 2005).

Revival of Buddhism since the Open Economic Policy

The constitution of the newly established state of the People’s Republic of 
China recognized freedom of religion, despite the Party’s embrace of the 
atheistic ideology of Marxism-Leninism (Leung 1995). Article 99 of the 
1954 constitution says, “Citizens of the People’s Republic of China enjoy 
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freedom of religious belief.” This principle has remained unchanged in 
successive constitutions. However, during the Cultural Revolution (1966–
76) the state eliminated the space of religion. Religion came under at-
tack during the national campaign to eradicate the “four olds” (sijiu)—old 
habits, ideas, customs, and beliefs—that were considered cultural barriers 
to realizing socialism. Unlike the Smashing Superstition Movement, this 
time the destruction of temples was complete. There was no room for 
Buddhism to resist or negotiate with the state. The physical space of reli-
gion ceased to exist.

From the early 1980s and the open economic policy, religion started 
to revive. In the southeast coastal areas the revival has been especially 
remarkable (Birnbaum 2003; Duara 1994; Luo 1991; MacInnis 1989; 
Waldron 1998). Buddhism entered a new, vigorous stage. The 1982 con-
stitution proclaims, “The state protects legitimate religious activities. No 
person is permitted to use religion to conduct counterrevolutionary ac-
tivities or activities which disrupt social order, harm the people’s health, 
or obstruct the educational system of the country.” In this section I discuss 
the attributes of the new religious space that suddenly reopened due to the 
changes in state policy, and the continuity and discontinuity of the space 
of religion between the time of Yang Wenhui and now.

state control of relig ious space

The state established an ideological and administrative space of reli-
gion in the early 1980s for the purpose of promoting religious activities 
within limits. At first the state needed to legitimate the logic of this radi-
cal change of direction. The Party issued a document in 1982, The Basic 
Viewpoint and Policy on the Religious Question during Our Country’s Socialist 
Period, that, consistent with Marxist historical materialism, maintains that 
China is developing toward communism and that religion will naturally 
disappear once communism is attained: until that time religion must be 
acknowledged and tolerated to prevent the emergence of splits among the 
people that would hinder the development of a powerful socialist state.

A classification system was introduced that distinguished religion from 
superstition, popular belief (minjian xinyang), and feudal superstition. It 
defined religion as having such attributes as a logical system of thought 
oriented to the afterlife that is contained in scriptures, specially trained 
clergy, and fixed sites for religious activities (temples, churches, etc.) man-
aged by clergy. Based on this modern concept, the state recognized five 
religions—Buddhism, Catholicism, Islam, Protestantism, and Daoism. 
The basic condition that the state imposes on religion is “love the state, 
love religion” (aiguo aijiao), which means loyalty to the Party and govern-
ment above all else: it should never be “love religion, love the state” (aijiao 
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aiguo). Religious observances should be performed within designated “re-
ligious activity sites” and be financially self-sufficient. In addition, Party 
members are prohibited from believing in religion. Superstition consists 
of oracles and shamans, which have none of the characteristics of religion 
and are banned. In between religion and superstition there are many gods 
and deities that do not belong to the five recognized religions but are 
worshipped by people in locales: these are considered “popular belief ” 
(minjian xinyang). They often have fixed sites, but lack a logical system of 
thought and scriptures, and usually a professional clergy. However, activi-
ties involving popular beliefs that are acknowledged as having “historical” 
and “cultural” value are permitted so long as they are defined as “cul-
tural” rather than “religious.”

The space of religion in the Chinese state proceeds through the dual 
Party/government structure: the Party provides ideological guidance 
while the government furnishes administrative guidance. Religious mat-
ters are handled by both the State Administration for Religious Affairs in 
the government and the United Front Work Department (Tongyi zhanxian 
bu) in the Party.4 The State Administration for Religious Affairs has of-
fices the center, provincial, and county/city levels to implement the state’s 
religious policy. The United Front Work Department is the Party agency 
that handles relations with non-Party social groups and members and su-
pervises the religious associations of the five recognized religions, whose 
members are prominent clergy, devotees, and scholars.

Religious associations were created by the state in the 1950s to be a 
bridge between the various religions and the state. The basic tasks of the 
Buddhist Association of China are to support the implementation of re-
ligious policy, heighten Buddhists’ awareness of socialism and patriotism, 
represent the legal rights and interests of Buddhists, and organize “nor-
mal” religious activities. In practice the Buddhist Association of China 
functions to avoid direct confrontation between Buddhists and the state, 
and is the key channel for coordinating the coexistence of state and re-
ligion (Ashiwa and Wank 2006). During the first stage of the revival 
of Buddhism, local Buddhist associations worked with the local United 
Front Work Department offices to identify clerics who could represent 
Buddhists in dealings with the state and overseas Chinese, and coordinate 
efforts to reclaim temple land and rebuild temples that had been used by 
the state in the 1950s and 1960s as military posts, tourist sites, government 
offices, schools, factories, and community centers.

Buddhist temples have considerable autonomy when it comes to re-
ligious activities, such as rituals, teachings, and monastery regulations, 
although the space for religious activities is restricted to the temple site. 
While the clergy occasionally need advice from local Buddhist associations 
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regarding formalities, they have the authority to control teaching and 
temple management. Rituals are the main performances at temples. Early 
morning and evening chanting is conducted daily, large rituals and festi-
vals are performed according to the annual calendar, and numerous ritu-
als for sending merit to ancestors are frequently conducted at the request 
of lay persons. Even the “relief of fiery mouths” ( fangyankou)5 ritual that, 
anthropologically speaking, contains many elements of exorcism and pop-
ular belief, is performed in temples without any questions being asked. 
The curriculum and management of Buddhist academies, which educate 
persons to be nuns and monks, are decided by the clergy. The curricu-
lum for educating monks consists of Buddhist teachings as well as such 
secular subjects as mathematics, philosophy, foreign languages, sociology, 
psychology, and accounting. The daily routine of temples is controlled by 
the abbot or prior and based on the baizhang qinggui—the traditional regu-
lations for monks drawn up by the monk Baizhang Huaihai (720–814) in 
the Tang dynasty.

Some temples have a large network overseas. The relationship of monks 
and donors abroad with specific temples in China has been reactivated 
since the late 1970s (Ashiwa and Wank 2005). There are now flows of 
donations to temples in China and exchanges of people. Young clerics 
in temples in China migrate to overseas temples as caretakers and many 
believers from abroad visit Buddhist sites in China as pilgrims and tour-
ists. In this fashion the interaction between believers in China and with 
those abroad is expanding the space for networks of Buddhism (Ashiwa 
and Wank 2005).

Religion is performed to the maximum extent possible within the lim-
its set by the state. However, there is considerable flexibility in those limits 
depending upon the needs and power relations for implementing and im-
provising useful interpretations of regulations. By this collaboration and 
contestation, both the state and religion are actually making the space of 
“religion.”

revival of nanputuo temple

The mutual constitution of the space of “religion” can be viewed in the 
revival of Nanputuo Temple (Nanputuosi) in Xiamen city, Fujian prov-
ince. The following account of the temple’s revival is based on research 
conducted between 1989 and 2002.6 It illuminates how religious space is 
institutionalized and acquires attributes through cooperation and contes-
tation between religions and the state, and how this process has furthered 
China’s economic development policies (see also Wank, this volume).

Nanputuo Temple is one of the first major Buddhist temples in China 
to have recovered after the Cultural Revolution. The temple compound 
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has been restored and today there many more buildings than before the 
Cultural Revolution, many worshippers and tourists visit every day, and 
rituals are performed frequently. The temple’s vitality can be traced to 
Fujian province’s long history of Buddhism: as early as the Tang dynasty, 
one thousand years ago, the province was called “the land of Buddhism.” 
Xiamen was one of the first treaty ports opened to foreign trade follow-
ing China’s defeat in the Opium War (1840–42) and its entrepot economy 
flourished. Emigration from Fujian increased and today the province is 
the ancestral homeland of many overseas Chinese. For emigrants embark-
ing from Xiamen it was customary to visit Nanputuo Temple to pray 
for one’s ancestors, a safe passage, and good fortune overseas. During the 
Cultural Revolution the temple was sealed off and escaped major destruc-
tion, although a military observation post, factory, and school were estab-
lished on the temple’s land. By the late 1970s only a few monks remained, 
many fewer than the two hundred monks in the 1930s, at the temple’s ear-
lier peak. However, by the year 2002 there were about six hundred clergy 
in residence.

Several factors account for the temple’s rapid revival. First, it has thick 
historical networks with overseas Chinese and clergy that have been re-
activated since the late 1970s. Early in the twentieth century the temple’s 
abbot, Huiquan, visited Chinese communities in Singapore, Hong Kong, 
and Malaya and established temples there (Ashiwa and Wank 2005). In 
1980 a leading monk in Nanputuo Temple wrote letters to the clergy re-
siding in these temples overseas. Clergy and devotees overseas, many with 
personal ties to Nanputuo Temple, were pleased to hear of the revival of 
Buddhism in the temple and donated funds for its restoration, as well as 
the rebuilding of other of Xiamen’s temples.

Second, Nanputuo Temple was also a major site of Taixu’s modern 
Buddhist reform movement in the early twentieth century. At that time 
Xiamen was a key locus of modernity in China with many foreign resi-
dents and numerous banks, universities, churches, and the marked pres-
ence of Western culture. The temple attracted patrons among new bour-
geois youth who were interested in modernizing Buddhism and concerned 
about the spread of Christianity, which was especially visible in the treaty 
ports. By the 1920s the temple was a spearhead of modern Buddhist re-
form. Originally of the Linji sect, it became ecumenical (shifang conglin) in 
1924 and instituted a system for the democratic election of the abbot by 
the temple’s clergy. The following year the Minnan Buddhist Academy 
(Minnan Foxueyuan) with Taixu as its head was established for the modern 
education of clergy. Reform was facilitated by the lack of a strong histori-
cal tradition of Buddhism in Xiamen. By the 1920s the temple showed 
much vitality and was a center of modern reform.
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The temple’s historical link to Taixu has enhanced its legitimacy since 
the late 1970s. State religious policy has similarities to Taixu’s human 
Buddhism with its emphasis on patriotism, societal contributions, and 
anti-superstition.7 In his day, Taixu had sought to persuade the Nationalist 
Party elite that Buddhism could make a useful contribution to state build-
ing. Now the Nanputuo clergy invoke the image of Taixu to present the 
temple as having a thoroughly modern face to both the state and the peo-
ple through such actions as reopening the Minnan Buddhist Academy, 
celebrating the hundredth anniversary of Taixu’s birth, publishing special 
issues of the Minnan Buddhist Academy Journal on Taixu, and restoring the 
Taixu memorial stone and his meditation hut behind the temple. Clearly, 
Nanputuo Temple’s historical links with Taixu have been effectively used 
by the temple to gain legitimacy to revive and expand in the context of 
the current state as a modern temple of “human Buddhism” for the pub-
lic welfare. The modern reform Buddhism that Taixu promoted matches 
the need of the Party to make the state a modern one that acknowledges 
a space of religion.

The third reason for Nanputuo’s rapid revival is that the temple started 
to reproduce its human capital early on. As soon as the restoration of 
the temple compound got underway in the early 1980s, the head monk 
revived the Minnan Buddhist Academy and the first class graduated in 
1989. The same year Fujian province’s first ordination ceremony since the 
Cultural Revolution was held at Guanghua Temple. Over five hundred 
monks and nuns were ordained, most of whom were elderly clerics from 
rural areas who had been forced to return to lay life during the Cultural 
Revolution and intended to return to their rural temples after ordination. 
But in the ordination ceremony, the fresh faces of the young nuns and 
monks from the Minnan Buddhist Academy stood out. Full of eagerness 
to be clerics, they had also studied such secular subjects as accounting and 
foreign languages and were assuming important roles in rituals and ad-
ministration in Nanputuo Temple. This caused the power of actual man-
agement of the temple to shift from the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau 
to the young clerics. The rapidly growing number of young trained clerics 
also considerably raised the reputation of Nanputuo Temple by enabling 
it to conduct more rituals and send more young clergy to assume leading 
positions in overseas temples.

redisposition of the system 

The reemergence and growth of the market economy in China since 
1979 has stimulated religion while the revival of Buddhism has also spurred 
the economy. This is especially apparent in Xiamen city, which was des-
ignated a Special Economic Zone by the central state in 1980 to attract 
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business investment, particularly from Taiwan and overseas Chinese in 
Southeast Asia. The state also expected that the visible presence of religion 
would impress overseas Chinese with the openness of Chinese society, 
spurring them to invest. Expectations were especially high for Buddhism 
due to officials’ assumption that many overseas Chinese businesspersons 
were Buddhists. Also, Nanputuo Temple itself was viewed by the Xiamen 
city government as an economic resource for the local tourist industry. 
However, the temple’s success in addressing these various expectations 
soon strengthened it politically, which in turn led to conflicts between its 
clergy and the city government over the management of the temple. The 
ensuing confrontation redistributed power among the temple, city gov-
ernment, and other organizations.

At the start of the revival in the early 1980s when there were only 
a few monks in Xiamen, the monks and the Xiamen Religious Affairs 
Bureau worked closely with an elderly cleric named Miaozhan to revive 
the temple. The Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau handled the temple’s 
financial accounts and developed its commercial resources.8 However, as 
the number of administratively capable clerics increased during the 1980s 
tensions emerged between the clergy and the Xiamen Religious Affairs 
Bureau. The flashpoint was a highly profitable vegetarian restaurant in 
the temple that was managed by a layperson who had been appointed 
as temple accountant through his close tie with the chief of the Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau. This lay manager had hired several hundred 
kin and friends of bureau officials to work in the restaurant, and distrib-
uted profits among them as bonuses while giving virtually nothing to the 
monks. In 1989 Miaozhan asserted the clergy’s authority over the restau-
rant by appointing a recent graduate of the Minnan Buddhist Academy 
to manage the temple’s commercial activities. But the Xiamen Religious 
Affairs Bureau, worried about losing control of the restaurant’s rich in-
come and employment, refused to acknowledge the appointment of this 
monk. In 1990, Miaozhan appealed to the Buddhist Association of China 
in Beijing. The association dispatched an investigative team to Xiamen 
to gather testimony for consideration back in Beijing by leading mem-
bers of the Party and government. These officials affirmed the temple’s 
ownership of the restaurant but recommended that it be leased to the lay 
manager, so as to avoid, in accordance with Buddhist precepts, the direct 
involvement of the clergy. This judgment supported the temple in prin-
ciple while leaving the practical situation relatively unchanged. However, 
the appeal to the central authorities to resolve a local problem unexpect-
edly created a new direct link between the temple and the center that en-
hanced the latter’s local control.

The implications of this new link became apparent when Miaozhan 
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died in 1994. The issue of his successor as abbot created further conflict 
between the clergy and the officials of the Xiamen Religious Affairs 
Bureau, frightening other monks at Nanputuo Temple who were pos-
sible successors. The Buddhist Association of China in Beijing used this 
as an opening to nominate its own candidate, who had no connections to 
Xiamen or Nanputuo Temple. Both the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau 
and Nanputuo Temple had no choice but to accept this candidate, despite 
the fact that the local election of the abbot was a major symbol of the tem-
ple’s autonomy stemming from Taixu’s time. This new abbot was in his 
forties and a member of the first graduating class of the China Buddhist 
Academy in Beijing since the Cultural Revolution as well as vice chair 
of the Buddhist Association of China. As a new-generation cleric he had 
an excellent grasp of temple management and the position of religion in 
China’s socialist state; in fact, his graduating master’s thesis was said to be 
on temple management. The replacement of the elderly Miaozhan, who 
had devoted much of his later life to reestablishing the vigor of Nanputuo 
Temple and rekindling ties with overseas Chinese, by the younger monk, 
Shenghui, who had a modern education in the center and fully accepted 
the position of religion in the communist state, symbolized the temple’s 
realignment from a locally embedded temple to one closer to the central 
authorities. In this way, the involvement of the center in local politics re-
allocated local power relations and further implanted central control.

Nanputuo has developed itself subjectively, by utilizing its capital ac-
cumulated from the late nineteenth century, including its history as an 
enlightened temple and an important link in overseas networks, to coor-
dinate interpretations of both the state and the temple, and to endeavor to 
duplicate the religious space defined by the state in the space of Buddhism, 
which the temple wants to expand. However, as a result Nanputuo is now 
being transformed into a temple that is closer to the state ideal of a model 
temple, and moving away from the local context and believers.

The Question of Belief and Religion

The policy of religious freedom in contemporary China is a part of the 
continuing process of state building and subjective modernization that 
stretches back to the beginning of the twentieth century. It is a new stage 
in the state’s approach to religion that has been decided by the Party to 
complement its rejuvenation within the framework of the open economic 
policy. In this continuing project of modernity, which includes modern 
state building, the space of religion and its demarcation have been evolv-
ing, ever changing, and shifting according to the context of the times.
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the continuing space of modernity

The revival in Taixu and Yang Wenhui’s time and the revival occurring 
since 1980 show both continuities and discontinuities. The most evident 
difference is that there now exists a stronger central state structure. The 
Party-state clearly intends to acknowledge religion as a necessary condi-
tion of a secular, modern state such as the People’s Republic of China, and 
to include it in the state structure. The Chinese state has a clear and prag-
matic purpose for linking the vital power of religion that has reemerged 
due to the open religious policy: to stimulate the economy. It expects that 
domestic and international tourism to temples will enrich local service 
industries and that overseas Chinese devotees will bring business oppor-
tunities. These contexts of reorienting the modern centralized state and 
the open economy through waves of globalization did not exist during the 
time of Taixu and Yang Wenhui.

However, the formation of the space of religion that has emerged since 
the early 1980s reveals certain continuities and similarities with the space 
of religion that began to take shape at the end of the nineteenth century. 
First, the late nineteenth century marked the beginning of a period of 
turmoil that stimulated flows of people abroad, including Buddhist cler-
ics and devotees who had accumulated status and wealth overseas. These 
transnational flows went hand in hand with the expansion of the space of 
religion to overseas Chinese communities. This history constitutes capi-
tal for contemporary Buddhism. It has been reactivated through networks 
of people and money that have been flowing back to China (Ashiwa and 
Wank 2005). As noted above, this link between Buddhism and overseas 
Chinese is a major reason the state sees economic potential in Buddhism. 
A second continuity is that the institutionalizing of religion that involved 
the Chinese Buddhist Association in the 1920s and 1930s through its chal-
lenges to and negotiations with the state is proceeding now through the 
Buddhist Association of China. Both associations are significant linkages 
between the state and Buddhism. However, in the contemporary revival 
the Party and Buddhists are careful to avoid the kinds of earlier confron-
tations between Buddhism and the state by paying great attention to the 
formulation, interpretation, and implementation of laws regarding reli-
gion. Third, a century after Taixu’s birth, his “human Buddhism” has 
been revived and is again being held up by both the Party and Buddhist 
clergy as an ideal modern Buddhism that contributes to the formation of 
a modern society and state (ruled by the Party). One of the intentions of 
the Party in reactivating the space of Buddhism is to provide support for 
the state’s foreign diplomacy. This aim proceeds through cultural and aca-
demic exchanges with other Buddhist states, such as Japan and Myanmar, 
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and with academic and religious institutions abroad. In this phase of ef-
forts by the state and religion to rebuild the space which had once been 
devastated, the emphasis of contemporary Buddhism on continuity with 
the modern Buddhist reform advocated by Taixu is a collaboratively en-
acted heritage of intentional modernity agreed on by the state on the one 
hand, and Buddhist clergy and devotees on the other.

In addition, there are new dynamics in the contemporary revival. The 
reform of Buddhism toward a “religion under state guidance” is proceed-
ing not by the exercise of the state’s violent power as before, but rather by 
gradual transformations guided by the state and the Buddhist Association 
of China, as well as partly from within Buddhism. A centralized educa-
tional system based on the China Buddhist Academy in Beijing was es-
tablished to train clerics who could fit the needs of the modern period. 
The academy is subject to strong political guidance by the Party and col-
laborates closely with it. The academy produces elite young clerics who 
are motivated to promote Buddhism in China’s communist society. In 
the 1990s most of the elderly leaders of the religion who had survived the 
Cultural Revolution and contributed greatly to the revival of Buddhism 
in the 1980s were passing from the scene. These clergy had survived tu-
multuous times and contributed to the revival of Buddhism despite their 
old age. As living links with the past, they had enabled Buddhists to acti-
vate networks of overseas Chinese and to wield techniques for confronting 
the state that they had acquired through their earlier experiences. Among 
them was the aforementioned Miaozhan, leader of Nanputuo Temple’s 
revival, who was eighty years old when he became abbot in 1990. The 
great respect and support he received from local believers and overseas 
Chinese enabled his temple to rapidly recover and expand. It also enabled 
him to appeal to the central authorities to help solve the temple’s problems 
with the local government. However, his successor, Shenghui, represents 
a generation, in their twenties to forties, that was mostly educated in the 
aforementioned China Buddhist Academy and understands completely the 
position of “normal” religion in the state system and ideology. They are 
now becoming young abbots in local major temples and heads of Buddhist 
academies, and reproducing “modern” style Buddhism in China.

In contrast to the dynamics in the major temples described above, the 
efforts of lesser temples to gradually develop themselves by cultivating lo-
cal as well as overseas devotees and believers through their own unique 
approaches cannot be overlooked. Xiamen’s lesser temples pursue various 
strategies; some play on the concern of the local government to promote 
tourism and local leisure spots by establishing vegetarian restaurants with 
a panoramic views, photo booths, and gift shops. Others are developing 
new sources of income by building large halls to perform masses for souls 
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in hell or holding services to send merit to the spirits of the ancestors. One 
temple for lay-nuns (zhaigu) has become a weekend community center for 
female devotees who are factory workers. In Xiamen most of the second-
ary temples are maintained by clergy who come from southern Fujian 
province. They can communicate with the believers in the local Minnan 
dialect, which is highly effective in creating intimate relationships among 
clergy and local believers. At these other temples, the local believers can 
enjoy group activities such as pilgrimages and festivals organized together 
with the clerics, something that they cannot do at Nanputuo temple be-
cause most of the clergy are from rural areas in north and central China 
and speak Mandarin with a heavy accent that is difficult for local believ-
ers to understand. These lesser temples are under the control of the lo-
cal Religious Affairs and Buddhist Association offices, and are inspected 
annually. The everyday lives of people are more closely woven into the 
“popular Buddhism” practiced in these lesser temples, such as funerals 
conducted with the help of the devotee associations, rituals for sending 
merit for ancestors, and praying for success in school exams and busi-
ness deals. Even during the political turbulence of the first decades of the 
People’s Republic of China this popular Buddhism that was tightly woven 
into the people’s everyday life and customs continued to exist on a small 
scale and in underground activities, such as chanting accompanied by of-
ferings of food and flowers (Welch 1968, 1972).

Problems with Falungong in 1999 caused the government to launch a 
“movement to suppress heterodoxy.” Buddhist clergy, even in such major 
temples as Nanputuo, were very fearful that this movement would trig-
ger the suppression of Buddhism because the label of heterodoxy that the 
state applied to Falungong was partly based on the fact that its teachings 
and practices were an amalgamation of Buddhist idioms and elements. 
Therefore, after the state campaign against Falungong began, Nanputuo 
promptly decided to issue booklets and put up wall posters in the temple 
claiming that Buddhism is not Falungong but rather a pure and legiti-
mate religion recognized by the state that is firmly committed to the slo-
gan “love the state, love religion.” Small temples followed suit and started 
to pay more attention to keeping good relations with the local Religious 
Affairs and Buddhist Association offices in order to reinforce their status 
as practicing “pure” Buddhism.

the place of belief

According to Ann Anagnost (1987), in its drive for modernity the 
Chinese state continues to deploy the classifications of religion and su-
perstition in order to legitimate the leading role of the Party. This 
echoes the movement initiated in the 1930s by the Nationalist Party to 
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stamp out superstition. However, the contemporary situation under the 
Party is different. The Party is far less concerned with the “modernity/ 
nonmodernity” of religion than was the state in the 1930s. In addition 
the Party’s concern with “religion/superstition” merely follows the frame-
work of the official definition and law regarding religion. With regard to 
Falungong, the Party’s greatest fear is its power to mobilize and organize 
large numbers of people through its widespread and deep roots among the 
masses. The object of this fear is people’s “belief,” which is the source of 
Falungong’s power and is stronger than the Party’s ideology. This is evi-
dent in Falungong’s power to drive its adherents to challenge the Party. 
When Falungong was still small and local and just starting to grow, its ap-
plication to the Buddhist Association of China for official recognition as a 
Buddhist organization was rejected (Utiraruto, this volume). Yet the fact 
that Falungong could keep expanding its power to threaten state power 
despite the rejection as a legitimate religion shows that there is a space that 
“religion” as a system of legitimate institutions and organizations cannot 
control. This is the space of belief.

Although this chapter has not discussed the issue of belief, it is precisely 
belief that differentiates religion from all other projects of modernity that 
construct the state in terms of institutionalization and organization. In 
general, in the theory of modernity, belief is removed from the public 
space and sealed in an individual private space. In its aim to construct a 
modern state, the Chinese state is attempting to achieve precisely this seal-
ing off of belief. The issue that the Chinese state is most concerned about 
and seeks to avoid is confrontation with “belief” because the state knows 
full well that “belief” can be a huge source of energy that can shake the 
state to its foundations as, for example, the Taiping Rebellion demon-
strated. Therefore, any arguments about modernity and religion that focus 
only on institutions and state formation and avoid discussing belief are, 
perforce, deficient.

In the process of striving to be modern, both in the West and in the 
non-West, a crucial question is whether the state can successfully enclose 
belief within private space while expanding the institutionalization of the 
space of religion. At the same time, continuing waves of religious move-
ments, such as religious fundamentalism, have emerged in modern con-
texts. In fact, religious fundamentalism is not a product of nonmoder-
nity; religious fundamentalism and such modernized religions as reformed 
Buddhism, are both products of modernity. Valentine (2002) argues that 
both religious fundamentalism and modernized religion lead people to 
be cognizant of oneself and the world, and to consciously choose one 
“religion” and to become a “believer” of it with rational understanding 
and practice. He analytically distinguishes two types of consciousness of 
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religion—epistemological and ontological. Epistemological religion is the 
aforementioned creation of modernity that compels people to rationally 
and cognitively choose one religion rather than another. Ontological re-
ligion is the belief of “being” as a part of the culture and customs into 
which a person is born: people are “in” the religion by living their every-
day lives. Valentine argues that the introduction of epistemological reli-
gion into ontological religion in Asia during the colonial period through 
numerous projects of modernity caused, by the late nineteenth century, a 
reaction among the “awakened” believers of the non-Christian traditions 
that took shape in the reform movements of Buddhism and Hinduism. 
Since then, ontological belief has diminished and has been left out of the 
public scene. It has been either forgotten or has only existed in the every-
day customs of popular religions, such as the discursive space of “popular 
Buddhism,” “superstition,” and “culture and customs.”

It is very illuminating to see how the Chinese state institutionally deals 
with beliefs that do not fit its definition of religion. Good examples are the 
Mazu belief, which has many enthusiastic adherents in southern China, 
Taiwan, and overseas, and the Three-in-One (Sanyijiao), which has a long 
history in Fujian province (Dean 1998). As Chau (this volume) shows, ne-
gotiations among the local Religious Affairs Bureau offices and other state 
agencies and believers’ groups enable these beliefs to legitimate their ac-
tivities within state discursive institutions by positioning them as “popular 
belief” and “local customs” (difang chuantong), or in other words, as “cul-
tural” phenomena that have tourist and historical value. In this formula-
tion, the domestic and foreign pilgrims and participants who visit the sites 
revered by these beliefs are considered tourists contributing to the local 
economy or persons expressing patriotism.9

However, the populace continues to have an ontological conscious-
ness of being Buddhist and they are familiar with Buddhism as social and 
domestic customs of everyday life (which institutionalizes popular belief 
as “culture”). This leads to confrontations between people’s popular be-
liefs and the Buddhism practiced in temples. A telling example is the at-
tempt to prevent people from burning paper money in Nanputuo Temple 
on Guanyin’s Birthday because the clergy and state officials consider it a 
“superstition.” The temple has banned burning paper money in the main 
compound, requiring it be burned outside the temple. Such confronta-
tions of “belief” with modern “religion” may generate extreme mass be-
havior without any flexibility to negotiate. It could cause people to ques-
tion and challenge the Party’s inviolable principle of “love the state, love 
religion.” This questioning could then confront people with the choice 
of choosing between “love religion” and “love the state,” and place the 
former over the latter. To avoid a situation where this choice comes to be 
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seen as absolutely inevitable, religions and the state will have to make on-
going efforts. While not yet visibly expressed, the question of the strength 
or pureness of belief will eventually emerge.

Conclusion

The creation of modernity is represented in the formation of the space 
of the modern state and the space of religion. In other words, the forma-
tion of each space mutually constrains and promotes the other through 
multiple projects of modernity. In this process, both religion and the state 
seek to define themselves. This process is constituted by an inclusion that 
defines oneself, an exclusion that defines the other, and occasionally the 
creation of new third parties. These projects are never coherent, the spaces 
are not stable, and boundaries are being continuously created and re-cre-
ated by both subjects to demarcate the other. This mutual characterization 
of space is an ongoing process of conflict, negotiation, collaboration, ac-
commodation, resistance, and compromise. Because religion, more than 
other spaces, has attributes of unstable fluidity due to its specific basis of 
belief, thought, and teachings, the space of religion requires multiple in-
terpretations as well as multiple legitimacies depending on contexts and 
circumstances. The two periods discussed in this chapter, from the end of 
the Qing dynasty until 1949, and from the late 1970s to today, are remark-
able for the great efforts to legitimately include religion within the state 
system, both as organizations as well as ideologies of practice. In these mo-
ments both the state and religion have aggressively moved to create their 
systems and position themselves vis-à-vis the other through the establish-
ment of “religion” as concepts, institutions, teachings, and organizations. 

The apparatus of the modern state takes shape and is forming by pro-
cesses of selection and evaluation that institutionalize religion. Through 
projects of modernity, religions have adjusted their shape many times and 
in various ways. Religions both demand and necessitate the rearrangement 
of the state apparatus. In China, where modernization was promoted as 
the powerful master narrative for building the state, the state and religion 
are creating modernity by relating themselves to the creation of the space 
of religion.

Notes

1. The importance of lay devotees in keeping Buddhism alive is reflected in the 
term “lay devotee Buddhism” ( jushi Fojiao) that is often used to describe the Bud-
dhism of this period.

2. The study of Taixu’s contribution has grown over the past decade (see Pittman 
2001). 
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3. Complex domestic politics, fierce criticism from Buddhist traditionalists, and 
conflicts among Buddhist reformers in China further stoked Taixu’s eagerness to 
spread Buddhism abroad.

4. The state bureaucracy of religious management was called the Religious Af-
fairs Office from 1951 to 1954 and the Bureau of Religious Affairs from 1954 until 
1998. The current name—State Administration for Religious Affairs—was adopted 
in 1998. For ease of reference this chapter uses the current name to refer to post-
1949 bureaucracy at the national level.

5. Hungry ghosts have very small throats and cannot drink water. Whenever 
they open their mouths fire comes out and burns the food in front of them so they 
are always hungry. Only magic can open up their throats, extinguish the flames, and 
relieve their suffering.

6. An account of the fieldwork can be found in Wank (this volume).
7. On the historical links between Taixu and the state in the first years of the 

People’s Republic, see Welch (1972).
8. The official name of the bureau is the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs 

of Xiamen (Xiamen shi minzu yu zongjiao shiwu ju). In this chapter the name is short-
ened to Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. For a discussion of the use of the same 
bureau to manage ethnic and religious affairs see Ashiwa and Wank (2006: 344n12).

9. Ontological belief can be seen in the chapter by Utiraruto (this volume). Fa-
lungong contains elements of fundamentalism from Buddhism and is a production 
of modernity but is also linked to qigong, which is constituted by many folk beliefs 
that are outside the state’s medical establishment but widely held by the common 
people.
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toranzunashonarizumu” (The dynamics of the Buddhism Revival Movement in 
southern China: state, society and transnationalism). In Kokka-shakai tono kyōsei 
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on the top of sheshan, a hill on the outskirts of Shanghai, sits a 
shrine to the Virgin Mary that is one of the major pilgrimage destinations 
for Chinese Catholics. The shrine has been a major focus of Catholic de-
votion in the Shanghai area since it was established by French Jesuit mis-
sionaries in the nineteenth century. With the passage of time, it has gained 
national and international significance. Currently, during the month of 
May (which in the Catholic Church is dedicated to the Virgin Mary), 
at least 60,000 Catholics visit the shrine, and a steady stream of pilgrims 
continues throughout the rest of the year. Although the majority of these 
visitors are from the Shanghai area, there are pilgrims from all parts of 
China and from overseas Chinese communities around the world. Since 
the shrine’s establishment, pilgrims have reported miracles and apparitions 
of the Virgin Mary.

Mary is seen as an agent with great power and authority. She uses her 
power to heal believers and to protect Catholics from harm. She uses 
her authority to guide Catholics on morally correct paths. Catholics be-
lieve that this power and authority are manifested in a special way in the 
shrine. It is understandable that ambitious people would want to get con-
trol of Mary’s power and wrap themselves in the mantle of her authority. 
One way to do so is to control access to the sacred power incarnated in 
the shrine. Since the shrine was established, a variety of political leaders 
have tried to do this, including French colonialists, Vatican diplomats, 
Nationalist Party (Guomindang) officials, and Communist cadres. All of 
them had partial success, yet none has ever been able to monopolize the 
sacred power and authority that believers attribute to Mary, and none has 
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been able to maintain even their partial hegemony for an extended time. 
In this chapter we will show how various leaders tried to gain control over 
the sacred power of the Sheshan shrine and why the shrine has eluded 
control.

The Pilgrimage Described

First, however, let us give a fuller account of the origin of the pilgrim-
age and a fuller description of how it is carried out today. Located about 
an hour’s ride outside the center of Shanghai, Sheshan is only about three 
hundred feet high, but it is the highest place near Shanghai. It is named 
after a Master She, who may have been a Daoist hermit there. Since the 
Song dynasty, it has been a pilgrimage site. Until the late nineteenth cen-
tury there were many Buddhist and Daoist temples on the hill. As the 
highest spot in the region it was a natural place to construct temples that 
would connect heaven and earth. Pilgrims came to partake of the ben-
efits of this connection, and undoubtedly to enjoy the beautiful bamboo 
groves and scenic views. In 1720, the Kangxi emperor visited the place 
and renamed it “Blue Bamboo Shoots Mountain” (Sheshan sheji 1931; 
Charbonnier 1993: 334).

Taking advantage of the new freedoms made possible by the un-
equal treaty of Tianjin, the Jesuits started buying land on the mountain 
in 1863. The priests steadily replaced the Buddhist and Daoist temples 
with Catholic shrines. Their main shrine consisted of a painting of Mary 
housed in a pavilion on the mountaintop. The picture depicts the Virgin 
Mary wearing a crown and holding her infant Son, who also wears a 
crown. The picture has been associated with miraculous protection of 
the Shanghai Catholic community from harm as well as with miraculous 
healing of individual Catholics. In 1935, the original church and pavilion 
were replaced with a large baroque-style church, which can seat about 
three thousand. This church, and the sacred picture it contains, are the 
main goal of the Sheshan pilgrimage.

The main pilgrimage, in May, reaches its culmination on May 24, the 
feast day of Our Lady Help of Christians. There is a smaller wave of pil-
grims in October (the month of the Holy Rosary). Pilgrims come from as 
far as Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang—and also from abroad—Hong Kong, 
Taiwan, the Philippines, and even from Europe and North America. Most 
domestic Chinese pilgrims from outside of the Shanghai area travel to 
Sheshan on buses chartered by their local churches. Most of them sleep 
and eat in their buses because they cannot afford hotels in Shanghai. They 
take no more than a day for the devotions on the mountain, and then re-
turn home. (It takes about three days each way for the bus trip from Inner 
Mongolia.)
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To give a sense of what the pilgrimage today looks and feels like, we 
present in the following section a summary of field research by a research 
team directed by Fan Lizhu, who did participant observation research on 
the pilgrimage in May 2004. 

Together with Fan Lizhu, the five researchers (undergraduate and gradu-
ate students in the sociology of religion at Fudan University) reserved 
places on a bus caravan sponsored by the Cathedral of Saint Ignatius in 
Xujiahui in Shanghai. Their first challenge was getting the tickets. Each 
day the church sold tickets for one bus on the Saturday on which the re-
search team wanted to attend the pilgrimage. The office that sold the tick-
ets (for a nominal price of seven yuan) opened at 6:30 am and was sold 
out within half an hour. In the end, there were twelve buses chartered for 
that day. Most of the rest of the 120 churches in the Shanghai would have 
chartered their own bus tours.

The buses left from St. Ignatius Cathedral at 7:30 am There were no 
organized activities on the bus, just a lot of loud chatter. Most people 
attended in family groups—grandparents, parents, children—and family 
members mostly sat together and talked with one another. Nonetheless, 
some of them told the interviewers that this trip was a good opportunity 
to communicate with a wider circle of friends.

A direct bus trip from the Xujiahui district (in the heart of metropoli-
tan Shanghai) to Sheshan would take about an hour. But halfway to the 
destination, the bus stopped at a cemetery that contains the remains of 
most Shanghai Catholics. The pilgrims got out and spent a half hour visit-
ing the urns containing the ashes of their family members and praying in 
the church connected with the cemetery. Continuing on to Sheshan, the 
bus proceeded up a narrow road up the mountain and stopped at a parking 
lot near the peak. The pilgrims got out and walked several hundred feet to 
the church at the top. The church is built out of red brick and “skillfully 
unites the Romanesque and Gothic styles.”

The walk from the parking lot to the church requires climbing up a 
flight of brick stairs. Some of the pilgrims were too old or feeble to tra-
verse the stairs—some were indeed in wheelchairs—but they were carried 
up by their family members. It seemed, in fact, that the pilgrimage was 
most meaningful for the oldest people. As one researcher put it, “From the 
looks on their faces you can see that this is very significant. For some who 
are very sick, this may be their last time to come here.”

Families sat together (not as in other churches, or as in reports on the 
Sheshan pilgrimage written in the 1930s, men on one side and women on 
the other side of the aisle). The church was filled to capacity. Throughout 
the Mass, one group of people, mostly elderly, knelt in front of a side 
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chapel, in which there is a picture of Mary and her Child, and they seem-
ingly paid no attention to the priest who was saying Mass at the main 
altar.

In his sermon, the priest noted that most in the congregation were 
relatively old and female. (As estimated by the research team, on that oc-
casion, about 85 percent seemed to be over forty years old and 70 percent 
were female.) The priest encouraged the pilgrims to bring more young 
people along in the future. (Church attendance has been falling off in 
Shanghai, especially among the younger generation, who seem more in-
terested in consumerism than religion [Madsen 1998: 114–15].) Every per-
son, the priest told them, is the Blessed Mother’s Child. He asked them to 
pray that Mary protect each family and help the “parents to be benevolent 
and the children to be filial” ( fucizixiao).

After the Mass, some of the people walked down a path leading to a 
smaller church on the midlevel of the mountain. This church was built in 
1894 and to this day it functions as the main parish church for the Sheshan 
area. Inscribed around the main door are the words: “Rest a while by 
the small chapel halfway up the hill and perform your filial homage. The 
sanctuary is on the mountaintop. Climb a few steps more and implore 
the mercies of the Mother of God.” On a large chalkboard in front of the 
church are written histories of the pilgrimage and explanations of its sig-
nificance. This is meant to give instruction to the curious onlookers who 
also travel to the pilgrimage site.

Next to this midlevel church is a plaza flanked by three large pavil-
ions, about twenty feet high, containing statues of Mary, St. Joseph, 
and the Sacred Heart of Jesus. These pavilions are shaped like minia-
ture Romanesque churches, with round cupolas on top of sturdy pillars. 
Bouquets of flowers surround each statue and candles surround each pa-
vilion, covering the ground with wax. All of these structures date from 
the early years of the twentieth century. In a distinctive chanting style, 
worshippers recite the rosary over and over again at this place. The people 
leaving the church have to stand behind a group of worshippers occupy-
ing a space just in front of these statues. These are members of the “un-
derground church,” who accept the authority of Bishop Fan Zhongliang, 
a cleric who is unrecognized by the Shanghai government, instead of the 
officially approved Bishop Jin Luxin. The underground Catholics refuse 
to enter the midlevel church, because this church is under the (for them) 
illegitimate authority of Bishop Jin. They do enter the basilica on top of 
the mountain, to pray in front of the Marian picture enshrined therein. 
Even though the basilica is under the control of the illegitimate authori-
ties of the diocese, the holy picture embodying the Marian presence tran-
scends that control. The underground Catholics do not, however, attend 
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Mass in the Marian basilica, because they do not accept the legitimacy of 
the priests celebrating the Mass. They instead express their Marian devo-
tion by praying the rosary, over and over again, in front of the “Three 
Holy Statues.” According to a member of the Shanghai Public Security 
Bureau with responsibility for maintaining order at the shrine, the per-
centage of underground Catholics attending the pilgrimage is relatively 
small—less than 20 percent of the total.

Some of the people who had just left the Mass, along with some of the 
underground Catholics, also carried out the devotion of the Stations of 
the Cross. On the path leading from the Three Holy Statues toward the 
Marian basilica, there are fourteen carved images of the sufferings en-
dured by Jesus on the way to Calvary, each encased in a five-foot-high ce-
ment structure. The faithful knelt to pray in front of each of the fourteen 
stations. 

After completing their devotions, people gathered in family groups to 
eat together, mostly with homemade lunches they had brought with them 
on the bus. Then they walked around enjoying the beautiful scenery (the 
hill is still covered with bamboo forests and most of it is actually a public 
park) until it was time to board the return buses at 4:00 pm. Before get-
ting on the bus, some also stopped at one of the stalls that sell rosaries, 
statues and pictures of Mary, prayer books, candles, and other devotional 
objects.

The pilgrimage today thus brings together a very wide range of China’s 
Catholics. An administrator of the Shanghai Catholic diocese remarked 
with a certain degree of critical disapproval about the range of appeal of 
the pilgrimage: “This Marian devotion is very popular in all sectors of so-
ciety—somewhat too much, because the doctrine of the Church emphases 
Jesus more than Mary. In Shanghai during May, practically everyone goes 
at least once. They come from all walks of life. Even very lax Catholics, 
who hardly ever go to church, go on the pilgrimage. It’s a custom.” When 
asked whether intellectuals did not take the pilgrimage as seriously as un-
educated people, he replied, “When carrying out devotion to the Virgin 
Mary, everybody is equal.”

Despite drawing together such a wide range of people, including 
Catholics in the officially recognized and the underground factions of 
the Church, the pilgrimage today is an orderly affair. The diocesan ad-
ministrator said that “although so many people come, there are very few 
incidents [probably referring here to demonstrations of opposition of the 
underground church against the official church, such as those which have 
marred public celebration in other parts of China]. We ask that the city 
send a few police to keep order, but there are no big problems.” This was 
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confirmed by an interviewee from the Shanghai Public Security Bureau. 
“There is no conflict between official church members and the under-
ground in public settings,” he says. “The conflict takes place in more pri-
vate ways.” 

This orderliness represents a certain victory for the Chinese govern-
ment. Working through the officially approved church leaders of Shanghai, 
it has helped to rebuild the shrine and to facilitate access to it, while selec-
tively emphasizing those aspects of Marian devotion that encourage pri-
vate solutions to personal problems rather than collective action for public 
purposes. This has helped make the Shanghai diocese a place of relative 
harmony among Catholics rather than a source of social instability as in 
other regions. The success of the local Chinese government in making the 
Marian shrine serve its agenda is the latest in a long line of efforts to make 
the shrine serve political purposes. Like the efforts before it, however, it 
is only a partial success. The meanings ascribed to the shrine are multidi-
mensional and fluid and have always been open to dissident interpretation 
by groups opposed to the dominant authorities. Let us now review those 
previous efforts to assert control over the shrine, so we can see the conti-
nuities and differences with the current government’s efforts. 

French Colonialism and the Establishment of the Shrine

The Shanghai Catholic community had its origins in the missionary work 
of none other than the great Jesuit Matteo Ricci. In 1604 in Beijing, Ricci 
converted Xu Guangqi, a brilliant Ming scholar-official who eventually 
became the imperial grand secretary. Xu requested that the Jesuits send 
a missionary to his native Shanghai. Bolstered by the Xu family’s influ-
ence, the Catholic community grew steadily. When Xu temporarily re-
turned to Shanghai in 1621, the community flourished. Xu built a great 
church on land connected with his estate—Xujiahui—to accommodate 
the Catholics. St. Ignatius Cathedral (built in 1910) stands on the loca-
tion of this original Catholic center. By 1650, Shanghai had about 20,000 
Catholics and was “one of the most splendid Christian centers in the em-
pire” (Hanson 1980: 15–16).

After the rites controversy (in which the pope finally came down on the 
side of the opponents of the Jesuit approach of reconciling Catholicism with 
traditional Confucian rituals), the Chinese emperor declared Christianity 
to be a “heterodox religion” (xiejiao) and proscribed it. The Jesuits had to 
leave Shanghai. Local Catholic communities in the Jiangnan region carried 
on their faith through lay leadership. The Jesuits returned in 1842 after the 
First Opium War. They were now backed up by the expansion of French 
military power into the Shanghai region (Hanson 1980: 17).
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Besides having to contend with resentful local officials, the French 
Jesuits also had to overcome resistance from entrenched Catholic lay lead-
ers, who had ministered to local Catholic communities in the priests’ 
absence. The conflict between Shanghai Catholic localism and outside 
authorities—whether that of foreign missionaries or central government 
officials—has shaped much of the history of the Shanghai Church down 
to the present day.

The nineteenth century French Jesuits often blended a sense of religious 
mission with a commitment to the French colonial project—and the co-
lonial project meant that, as well as being defended against non-Christian 
elites, the local Catholic communities had to be placed firmly under the 
control of French missionaries, not local Chinese Catholics. One group of 
lay leaders that proved especially troublesome was the “virgins”—unmar-
ried women who had taken informal vows of celibacy (because Chinese 
women had not been eligible to join formal orders of nuns) and dedicated 
themselves to religious ministry. They sought to replace the virgins with 
newly established Chinese congregations of nuns, who would be more 
firmly under ecclesiastical control and devoted to specialized work—like 
care of orphans and sewing of priestly vestments—which would not com-
pete with the work of priests (Hanson 1980: 18–20).

During the Taiping Rebellion, the French Jesuits bought their first few 
acres of land on Sheshan, on which they built a sanitarium for priests to 
recuperate from the illnesses that became epidemic during that time of 
turmoil, and to which the missionaries could retreat in relative safety if 
the Taipings threatened Shanghai itself. They first built a small church 
on the midlevel of the mountain, next to the sanitarium, and later they 
erected the pavilion on the mountaintop, in which was placed a statue of 
the Virgin Mary (Sheshan shiji 1931).

At that time, the French form of Marian devotion had a distinctly mili-
tant cast. One of the predominant cults was of “Our Lady of Victories”—
imagined as a strong woman wearing the crown of a queen and holding 
her Son, who also wore a crown. It was Our Lady of Victories who had 
helped the French save European Christian civilization by defeating the 
Turks (and helped the French Canadians defeat the English). In the nine-
teenth century, the cult of Our Lady of Victories also became a symbol 
of the aspiration of the Church to roll back the evil forces of the French 
revolution and to restore hierarchy, nobility, and authority to a culture 
ruined by equality, fraternity, and liberty. In the nineteenth century, dif-
ferent French regimes were more or less willing to allow the Church to 
increase its influence within France, but they all found it useful to allow 
the Church to propagate religious authoritarianism in the colonies.

It was to Our Lady of Victories that the French Jesuits prayed as the 
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Taiping menace drew closer, and during a retreat on Sheshan they vowed 
to build a beautiful church for her if they were spared from the Taipings. 
The Taipings were defeated in 1864, and the Jesuits dedicated their new 
church on the top of Sheshan in 1871. But after the Taipings were de-
feated, the Catholic troubles continued. In the 1870s, major anti-Christian 
riots began to flare up around the country. It was in this context that the 
French acquired a large painting of Notre Dame des Victoires from Paris. 
It is very similar in form to the statue that is placed in the famous Parisian 
basilica of that name (and to the painting in the Montreal basilica of the 
same name). The French Jesuits installed this painting in the new church 
and they prayed before it, imploring Mary to deliver them from persecu-
tion. The riots did not reach Shanghai (Sheshan shiji 1931). The Jesuits at-
tributed this to Mary’s miraculous intervention. They were also helped by 
the strong presence of French gunboats in Shanghai (Hanson 1980: 20).

The reputation of the miraculous power of Our Lady of Victories grew 
steadily throughout the rest of the nineteenth century. The power of the 
Virgin was seen to be somehow concentrated in the picture from Paris. In 
times of trouble, people came to the mountain to pray before the picture. 
There were reports of apparitions and miracles. 

The establishment of the Sheshan Marian shrine was thus both an ex-
pression of a French colonizing project and a means to consolidate that 
project. The ability to buy up a particularly beautiful and portentous part 
of the Shanghai region was a demonstration of the wealth and power of 
the French Jesuits. The installation of a picture with miraculous power 
was a sign of the French commitment to protect the local church. The 
iconography of the picture symbolized the supernatural superiority be-
stowed on French Catholic culture. It could remind Chinese Catholics to 
be deferential to French authority, even as they relied on French power 
for their protection. The virginity of Our Lady of Victories was a tran-
scendentally powerful virginity that demanded subordination from the 
insubordinate Chinese lay virgins. The miraculous image of Our Lady of 
Victories symbolized all that was beneficial about the religious and politi-
cal power of the French Church over the Chinese Catholic community.

Although the French could try to define the public identity of the 
Marian image on Sheshan, they could not stop local Catholics from con-
structing their own understandings of the image. The Marian shrine might 
not have inspired the lay Catholic imagination if it had not resonated with 
the aspirations and expectations of local Chinese Catholics. Like most 
other Chinese, they would have expected mountaintops to be powerful 
(ling). The major Buddhist and Daoist shrines, after all, were located on 
mountain peaks, where Heaven and Earth came together. It was natu-
ral to expect miraculous happenings to occur there. In popular religious 
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culture, Chinese also expected—and needed—powerful deities to protect 
them; and they expected that that power could be concentrated in certain 
images and temples. A disproportionate number of Shanghai Catholics in 
the nineteenth century were poor fisherfolk, many of them concentrated 
in the Songjiang River, which flows close to Sheshan (Latourette 1929: 
334). Chinese seafarers have traditionally looked to female goddesses like 
Mazu or bodhisattvas like Guanyin to guide them through troubled wa-
ters. But fisherfolk have some difficulty looking to the Buddhist Guanyin 
because they have to accumulate bad karma through the killing of fish. 
Mary was the mother of a man who made fishermen his apostles. The 
Marian cult was especially strong among Shanghai’s fishermen. As was 
suggested to me in an interview with an administrator of the Shanghai 
diocese, Shanghai’s fisherfolk may have been attracted to the image of our 
Lady of Victories because they knew that she was also Stella Maris, the 
Star of the Sea.

Perhaps because the French missionaries themselves realized that to 
captivate the imagination of local Chinese Catholics the image of Mary 
had to be understood in more inclusive terms than as a protectoress of 
French interests, they quickly changed the official identification of the 
image enshrined on Sheshan. When the church housing the image was 
dedicated in 1871, it was dedicated to Our Lady Help of Christians—the 
help of all Christians including the Chinese and the French. This gave the 
image a more open-ended identity that could facilitate further transfor-
mations in the meaning of the Marian devotions on Sheshan, even though 
the picture itself was obviously the same as Notre Dame des Victoires.

Whatever the differences between the French missionaries and Chinese 
Catholics, both sides were willing prisoners of some powerful common 
Catholic assumptions. Unlike Protestants, they believed that the super-
natural could become powerfully embodied in tangible, localized objects: 
in a picture inside a particular church on a particular mountaintop. The 
sacred then took on the particular features of that place. It could be shaped 
and molded by the natural and historical forces that sculpt mountain peaks 
and remodel buildings and paint portraits. Grace was embodied in his-
tory. This Catholic imaginary resonates, of course, with that of Chinese 
folk religion.

The localization and incarnation of Mary’s supernatural power made 
that power partially subject to control by those who could provide access 
to the holy site and build the shrine. As the French missionaries lost their 
ability to provide such access, they lost their ability—which as we have 
seen was limited to begin with—to define the meaning of the Marian cult 
in a way that would bolster their interests.
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Our Lady Queen of China

The shrine at Sheshan remained under the tutelage of the French Church 
and the French government for almost a half century, but the tutelage be-
gan to be challenged by the first decades of the twentieth century.

The challenge came from the Vatican. In the nineteenth century, the 
French government had established a “protectorate” over the Chinese 
Church (in line with its overall colonial policy and similar to the pro-
tectorate it had established over Latin Christians in the Middle East). As 
Eric Hanson puts it, “During the nineteenth century, all communications 
between Rome and Constantinople and Rome and Peking had to pass 
through Paris. France maintained this role in the face of protests from the 
Vatican itself.” In 1886 the Vatican tried to establish direct relations with 
the Beijing government but was forced to back down by French politi-
cal pressure (Hanson 1980: 21–22). But after the weakening of France in 
World War I, the Vatican began to establish direct control over Catholic 
missionary work in China. In 1919, “Pope Benedict XV issued the encyc-
lical Maximum Illud, which deplored the effects of European nationalism 
on the Catholic Church in China and called for eventual church adminis-
tration by the Chinese clergy” (Minamiki 1985: 190). In 1922, the Vatican 
sent a delegation to establish direct communication with ecclesiastical 
and political leaders. The Vatican delegate, Celso Costantini, convened 
in Shanghai China’s first synod of bishops—an assertion of direct Vatican 
control over the Chinese Church. At the end of the synod, Costantini to-
gether with the other bishops consecrated China to Our Lady of China 
(Latourette 1929: 727). In 1926, Pope Pius XI personally ordained the 
first six Chinese bishops, men who could eventually replace the French-
dominated foreign missionary leaders. 

As the Vatican asserted control over the Chinese Catholic Church, it 
also established control over the shrine at Sheshan. That control led to a 
change in the official identity of the Marian image there. The image was 
now called Our Lady Queen of China.

Part of the demonstration of the Vatican’s new control over the Chinese 
Catholic community came from its ability to sponsor the construction 
of important new buildings. In 1924, the original church on top of the 
mountain was torn down to make way for a new church, twice as big as 
the old. Construction on the new church began in 1925 and was com-
pleted in 1935. The architect and engineer of the new church was not a 
French, but a Portuguese priest (Charbonnier 1993: 335–36). Further de-
velopment of the shrine was interrupted by the Pacific War, but after the 
war’s end the Vatican raised the shrine to a new level of glory.

In 1946, the Vatican proclaimed the shrine a “basilica.” The title of 
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“basilica” can be conferred on a church only by the Vatican and designates 
a building of special importance, not just for its locality, but for world 
Catholicism (Catholic Encyclopedia). The Sheshan shrine was made a ba-
silica at the same time that the Vatican gave the Chinese Catholic Church 
the status of a national Church, under the jurisdiction of a national con-
ference of bishops instead of the Vatican office for foreign missions. The 
designation of the shrine as a basilica was a formal recognition that a pow-
erful holy place had become embedded in Chinese soil and it gave honor 
and dignity to the whole Chinese Church. It also demonstrated that the 
Chinese Church was now thoroughly under the authority of the Vatican. 
In 1947, a ceremony representing the coronation of the Virgin Mary as 
Queen of China took place in the basilica. All of the main authorities in 
the Chinese Catholic Church were there: twenty archbishops and bishops, 
presided over by the Vatican delegate, Archbishop Ribieri, and 60,000 lay 
Catholics (Hanson 1980: 83; Catholic Church in Shanghai Today 2000).

As the Vatican asserted control over the Chinese Catholic Church, 
it also became entangled with the government. The Vatican established 
relationships with the Nationalist Party soon after the establishment of 
the Republic of China in 1927, and in the 1930s, Archbishop Yu Bin of 
Nanjing became prominent in both Nationalist Party and Catholic Church 
circles. The basis of this close alliance was both parties’ total opposition to 
communism (Hanson 1980: 25). As Queen of China, Mary would defend 
China from communism, with the help of the Nationalist Party.

However, even under these circumstances, the Marian cult was by no 
means simply an instrument of Vatican, much less of Nationalist Party, at-
tempts to maintain control over the Chinese Catholic community. Local 
Chinese Catholics themselves devoted significant resources to developing 
the Sheshan shrine and they interpreted the meaning of the Marian cult 
in ways that transcended the interests of the Vatican or the Nationalist 
Party.

A significant part of the money for building the Sheshan basilica came 
from local Shanghai Catholics. The pilgrimages themselves were orga-
nized, not so much by clerics, as by lay organizations, such as the “public 
employees activities committee,” which posted notices of upcoming pil-
grimage trips, arranged transportation, and sold tickets for 50 cents, part 
of which was supposed to go to building the new church. A document 
written in 1931 describes a trip during May organized by this commit-
tee. Buses left Shanghai at 3:45 am, stopping first at the Catholic cem-
etery, and then at the Songjiang River where the pilgrims boarded a boat 
to go to Sheshan. They then climbed up the hill, stopping to pray along 
the Stations of the Cross on the way. Catholics from different churches 
carried banners representing their churches. When they reached the top 
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of the hill, there was a great cacophony of firecrackers. They returned by 
boat and bus in the late afternoon, singing and praying together all the 
way (Sheshan shiji 1931).

Such pilgrimages increased in size after the designation of the Sheshan 
shrine as a basilica and after the coronation of Mary. Perhaps it was be-
cause of the increase in glory of the holy space, perhaps it was because 
of a deeper felt need for Mary’s protection in view of the civil war that 
would soon bring the Communists into power. In any case, the tradi-
tion of devotion organized from the bottom up would stand the Shanghai 
Catholic community in good stead after the Communists defeated the 
Guomindang and severed the Catholic Church’s formal connections with 
the Vatican.

A Resource for Resistance

After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, for-
eign missionaries were expelled, sometimes after being accused of being 
spies and subjected to show trials. Catholics were pressured into repudi-
ating their connections to foreign imperialism. The Vatican, for its part, 
demanded that Catholics resist Communist efforts to control the Church. 
The Chinese government began to arrest Church leaders who refused to 
comply with its directives. A national “Catholic Patriotic Association” was 
established to direct Church affairs. One requirement for membership in 
this association was that members renounce their ties with the Vatican. A 
few bishops joined this organization, and in 1957, ordained other bishops 
without approval of the Vatican. The Vatican condemned this. But priests 
who refused to join the Patriotic Association were forbidden to function 
as priests. Despite government repression, an underground church began 
to form (Madsen 1998: 37–38).

Soon after the Communists took over Shanghai (in May 1949), the 
Vatican appointed a Chinese bishop, Gong Shirong, to replace the French 
bishop. However, Bishop Gong Shirong fled to Taiwan to join Archbishop 
Yu Bin, with whom he had been closely connected. In 1950, the Vatican 
appointed Gong Pinmei as the bishop of Shanghai. The Chinese govern-
ment had already begun arresting Shanghai priests and laypeople. It put 
pressure on Gong Pinmei to renounce imperialism and submit to the di-
rection of the new Chinese government. Bishop Gong responded that 
“he was born in China, had never left it, and would die in China. He 
detested imperialists. He alone, however, was responsible for the 150,000 
Catholics of the diocese and in carrying out this responsibility he con-
formed to the directives of the Church.” Finally, in 1955, the government 
launched an attack on “the criminal activities of the counterrevolutionary 
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Gong Pinmei.” The bishop was arrested along with other priests and nuns 
and a large number of lay Catholics. A group of “patriotic” Catholics 
joined in denouncing Bishop Gong, but this group was relatively small. 
Although there had been many tensions within the Shanghai Catholic 
community—between Chinese Catholics and the French, between dioc-
esan priests and the religious orders, especially the Jesuits—the Shanghai 
Catholics retained a remarkable degree of solidarity against government 
attempts to control the Church. Because of local resistance, especially 
from influential extended families in the Shanghai Catholic community 
who traced their Catholic heritage back for many generations, it took lon-
ger than elsewhere—until 1960—for the Shanghai authorities to establish 
a Shanghai branch of the Catholic Patriotic Association and to put in place 
a government-approved bishop. The establishment of this association co-
incided with a mass trial in which the Shanghai Intermediate Court sen-
tenced Bishop Gong and fourteen other Chinese priests to life in prison 
(Hanson 1980: 72–82).

The Marian shrine at Sheshan played its part in the Catholic defiance. 
In May of 1953, during a lull in the persecution after the first wave of ar-
rests, Shanghai Catholics flocked to the shrine. On the first Sunday of May 
alone, 7,000 persons received communion there. The harsher crackdown 
of 1954 and 1955 then followed. As the government tightened its grip on 
the Shanghai Church, it restricted mass pilgrimages. But Catholics con-
tinued to come to the shrine, individually or in small groups. Rumors cir-
culated about apparitions of the Virgin. There was also a well circulated 
rumor about a young non-Catholic who died soon after he had posed dis-
respectfully with the image of Mary (Hanson 1980: 83).

In the eyes of Shanghai Catholics, the image on top of the mountain 
retained its power, even when Catholics had a harder time visiting her. 
Though her appearance was still that of Notre Dame des Victoires, an icon 
of French imperial power, she had become transformed into Our Lady 
Queen of China, the Patroness and Protector of the Chinese Catholic 
Church who defied the pretensions of atheist Communist Mao Zedong.

During the Cultural Revolution (1966–76), all religious activity was 
suppressed, including the pilgrimage to Sheshan. All churches were closed 
and many of them destroyed. Even those priests who had collaborated 
with the Patriotic Association were put under house arrest or into prison. 
The Marian basilica on Sheshan was closed and its interior used as a gym-
nasium for workers at the adjacent observatory (which had been originally 
built by the Jesuits, but later taken over by the city). The bronze statue of 
Our Lady of China atop the steeple was pulled down by Red Guards and 
broken apart. And the holy picture of Mary was destroyed. “Do not en-
ter” signs were put at the gate leading up to the sanctuary.
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At least in the later years of the Cultural Revolution, when lay 
Christians who expressed interest in religion did not have to fear immedi-
ate attacks by Red Guards, small numbers of Catholics quietly ventured 
up to the sanctuary. There were no guards posted at the gateway. Even 
if the basilica was locked and even if the holy picture of Mary was gone, 
they could still gain some consolation by being at the location where the 
holy things had been (Hanson 1980: 83).

From Collective Militancy to Individual Consolation

The Cultural Revolution era came to an end with Mao’s death and the 
rise to power of Deng Xiaoping. Deng’s reform and opening policy in-
cluded an opening of space for religious activities. In Shanghai, some of 
the prominent Catholic leaders who had been imprisoned in the 1950s 
began to be released as early as 1978. Restrictions on public assemblies 
for religious purposes were lifted. The reforms brought great hope and 
enthusiasm but also uncertainty, because some important limits on reli-
gious freedom remained and religious policy was subject to unpredictable 
fluctuation.

In Shanghai, the Marian shrine at Sheshan became one of the first sites 
where the boundaries were tested. Fr. Vincent Zhu Hongsheng, a Jesuit 
from one of Shanghai’s oldest and most prominent Catholic families, was 
released in early 1979 from the life sentence he had received in 1960, along 
with Bishop Gong. He became a leader of other newly freed priests in 
working to revive the Church. In 1981 he was arrested again. The indict-
ment against him claimed that, among other offenses, he had spread dan-
gerous rumors that “doomsday will come in 2000” and the “Virgin Mary 
will shine and make an appearance on the 15th and 17th of March [1980] 
on Sheshan.” “Deceived by such rumors,” the indictment says, “thou-
sands of believers from Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Jiangxi, and Henan 
flocked to Sheshan. A handful of thugs took advantage of the confusion to 
rush and smash up the church, beat up our workers [who were using the 
church as a gymnasium?] and intentionally create disturbances in order to 
disrupt the political situation of stability and unity.” In 1983, Zhu and his 
“co-conspirators” were sentenced to long prison terms (Asia Watch 1993: 
41–47).

The government clearly needed to keep Our Lady Queen of China from 
becoming a symbol of militant resistance. Attempts to destroy the shrine 
had only sown the seeds of more resistance. Efforts to completely restrict 
access to the shrine were impractical. The Communist government thus 
employed the same types of measures that the French, the Vatican, and 
the Nationalist Party had employed to make the cult serve their particular 
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interests. They tried to get credit for building up and maintaining access 
to the shrine and to use the prerogative of the builder and maintainer to 
define the identity of the Marian image venerated there. Like their prede-
cessors, the Chinese government had some real, but only partial, success.

The government’s policy toward Sheshan was part of its policy for bet-
ter controlling the rapid emergence of religious life in general—a pol-
icy of co-opting as many religious believers as possible and punishing 
those who refused co-optation. The basic policy was formulated in Party 
Central Committee Document 19, released in 1982. Document 19 allowed 
for the systematic reopening of churches and temples and for the return 
of some confiscated religious property. It also allowed more freedom to 
relevant religious bodies—for instance the Catholic Bishops’ Council—to 
make decisions about purely doctrinal and ritual matters. However, it in-
sisted that all religious activity had to be carried out in venues approved by 
the government and supervised by “patriotic associations” that were con-
trolled by the government (Spiegel 2004: 40–57).

For Shanghai Catholics, this meant that the Catholic Patriotic 
Association (and ultimately the government’s State Administration for 
Religious Affairs) would have the final word on who could have leader-
ship roles in the Catholic Church. This was the same association that had 
demanded loyalty to the government over loyalty to the pope, and the 
same government that had imprisoned, and was continuing to imprison, 
heroic clergy like Fr. Zhu Hongsheng and Bishop Gong Pinmei for refus-
ing to compromise their loyalty to the pope and their obedience to God. 
The most devout Shanghai Catholics retained deep suspicion of the new 
policies. 

At the same time, they had been encouraged by the Vatican to de-
velop the Church in defiance of the government’s restrictions. In 1978, 
the Vatican had issued secret instructions for priests and bishops who had 
maintained their loyalty to the pope in spite of government persecution. 
To meet the needs of revitalizing Church life in spite of their inability to 
communicate regularly with the Vatican, the instructions gave “under-
ground” bishops and priests discretion to make important Church policies 
without having to receive Vatican approval. Underground bishops, for ex-
ample, could ordain other bishops without having the candidate approved 
by the Vatican. Priests could set up clandestine seminaries based on what-
ever teaching materials were at hand, without having curricula approved 
by Rome. These initiatives led to a rapid development of an underground 
church that developed outside of Chinese law and without much supervi-
sion from the Vatican (Chan 1987: 438–42).

The government nonetheless offered important positive incentives for 
Shanghai Catholics to submit to the new framework. One of the first 
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gestures of goodwill was aimed at the Sheshan shrine. The Marian basilica 
was one of the first churches opened (on the feast of Our Lady Help of 
Christians, May 24, 1981). Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the Shanghai 
diocese was able to restore the shrine to much of its former glory. A copy 
of the old painting of Our Lady was created and placed in the side chapel. 
The basilica and its surrounding areas were cleaned and refurbished. The 
economic development of Shanghai led to broad new highways leading 
out to Sheshan. According to an administrator for the Shanghai diocese, 
more people now came on the pilgrimage than ever before. 

The Catholic leader in charge of this renovation and expansion was 
Bishop Aloysius Jin Luxian. A Jesuit who received his theological edu-
cation in Europe, Jin had been ordained to the priesthood in Rome, but 
returned to China in 1950—at a time when many Chinese priests were 
heading in the opposite direction. Jin became rector of the Shanghai sem-
inary, was arrested along with Gong Pinmei in 1955 and was given a long 
prison sentence. After his release from prison in 1978 (his detractors in 
the Church say that he was released early because he collaborated with 
his jailors),1 he chose a path of cooperation rather than confrontation with 
Shanghai authorities. He sought to get the Catholics of Shanghai to com-
ply with the government’s regulations on religion, even as he quietly tried 
to get officials to loosen the regulations. In 1985, the Catholic Patriotic 
Association approved his ordination as bishop. The ordination did not 
have papal approval. In that year the government released Gong Pinmei 
from prison into house arrest. In 1988, it allowed Gong to go the United 
States on “medical parole.” The Catholic Patriotic Association made 
Bishop Jin Luxian the head of the Shanghai diocese (Thiessen 2002).

From the point of view of the underground Catholic community in 
Shanghai, however, the position of diocesan head was not vacant—Bishop 
Gong Pinmei was still the only rightful bishop, and Jin Luxian was in no 
way fit to take his place. In 1985 the underground had ordained another 
bishop, Joseph Fan Zhongliang. In 1988, it declared Bishop Fan to be the 
coadjutor bishop of Shanghai—the one rightfully in charge of adminis-
trating the diocese in Bishop Gong’s absence. This appointment had the 
official approval of the Vatican. Bishop Fan, however, is not recognized as 
a legitimate bishop by the government authorities and he remains under 
virtual house arrest. Meanwhile, Bishop Jin has been able to travel around 
the world appealing for moral and material support for his diocese. The 
hard core of underground Catholics considers Bishop Jin an illegitimate 
bishop and a traitor to the Church (Thiessen 2002).

Nonetheless, Shanghai has not been wracked by the intense, even vi-
cious, conflicts between “official” and “underground” segments of the 
Church that have been seen in other parts of China. This is at least partly 
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due to Bishop Jin’s ability to get resources for his diocese. The Shanghai 
diocese is comparatively wealthy because it owns real estate that has be-
come immensely valuable in the new Shanghai economy. Once some of 
that property had been returned to it from the government, it was able to 
make some extremely profitable investments, including the development 
of an office tower next to St. Ignatius Cathedral in Xujiahui, now the 
heart of Shanghai’s commercial district. Under the leadership of Bishop 
Jin, the diocese has been able to use its resources to build or reopen 120 
churches in Shanghai, more than any other comparable city.

But more important than material development has been Bishop Jin’s 
success in getting expressions of approval from prominent Church leaders 
abroad. He can get this because, even though the Vatican did not approve 
of his ordination as bishop, he has genuinely suffered for the Church and 
he has behaved as someone who is not a completely compliant tool in the 
hands of the Chinese government authorities. Heads of major religious 
orders from Europe and the United States regularly come to visit him 
(and invite him to their countries on visits), and prominent cardinals and 
bishops, especially from Asia, have come to visit him (Catholic Church in 
Shanghai Today 2000).

From the point of view of the Vatican, however, Bishop Jin’s posi-
tion remains ambiguous. The Vatican still officially recognizes the un-
derground Bishop Fan as head of the Shanghai diocese. Yet since Bishop 
Fan is unable to carry out any administrative duties and since Bishop Jin 
seems to have genuinely made good faith efforts, under difficult circum-
stances, to promote the best interests of the Shanghai Church, the Vatican 
(or at least some influential factions within it) has been willing to work 
constructively with Bishop Jin. But since Bishop Jin is not officially recog-
nized by the Vatican, prominent cardinals and bishops have to instill some 
ambiguity into their meetings with him.

One way to do this is to say that, instead of coming to visit the head of 
the Shanghai diocese, they can say they are visiting the Marian shrine at 
Sheshan. This is what Bishop Zen Ze-kiun, the bluntly outspoken bishop 
of Hong Kong, said when he came to Shanghai in May of 2004, and met 
with Bishop Jin, on a visit with important political implications. Sheshan 
is symbolically transcendent ground; a place that Catholics from all levels 
of the Church hierarchy and within all factions can agree is holy.

Bishop Jin, for his part, tries to keep control over the holy place by at-
tending to its physical development. He oversaw the renovation of the 
shrine. In the year 2000, he blessed a new bronze statue of Mary for the 
spire of the basilica to replace the original that had been destroyed dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution. His diocesan office efficiently organizes the 
priests, seminarians, and sisters who minister to the pilgrims during the 
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busy month of May. Because of the broad new roads leading to Sheshan, 
no one in Shanghai has to get up at 3 am to make a pilgrimage, as they did 
in the 1930s. The very ease of access to the site brings out large numbers 
of relatively lax believers who overwhelm zealous adherents of under-
ground or official factions.

Through facilitating the material aspects of the pilgrimage, Bishop Jin 
tries to lay claim to its spiritual power. He presides over the solemn Masses 
that begin the pilgrimage month of May and that bring the pilgrimage 
to its culmination on the feast of Mary Help of Christians. He also tries 
to define the meaning of the pilgrimage in a way that fosters good rela-
tions with the Chinese government and maintains social stability. He has 
changed the public identity of the Mary who is venerated there. Now, 
she is no longer the Queen of China, but the Blessed Mother of Sheshan. 
The new statue atop the basilica does not wear a crown. Unlike the old 
statue, she does not crush the Serpent of Evil under her feet. As repre-
sented in the new statue, Mary, holding her Son over her head, is simply a 
mother—in fact, a mother who bears a strong resemblance to those sturdy 
peasant women depicted in socialist realist iconography (Catholic Church in 
Shanghai Today 2000).

By defining Mary primarily as a mother—and a socialist mother at 
that—the Church authorities of Shanghai encourage pilgrims to come to 
Mary for gentle healing of their personal problems, not for militant leader-
ship against the forces of evil. The pilgrims pray for good health, for heal-
ing from illness, for success in jobs or exams. Some believe that the power 
of the Virgin really does lead to improvements in their lives, although the 
Shanghai diocese (in keeping with the government’s attempts to instill a 
rationalistic, scientific worldview into its citizens) discourages them from 
being too credulous about miracles. “Even at Lourdes, the Church certi-
fies very few of the claimed healings as genuine miracles,” says the dioc-
esan administrator. Sheshan has thus been partially co-opted into the gov-
ernment’s framework for taming the forces of religious enthusiasm. The 
mountain becomes more like a public utility than a sectarian arena.

The tamed pilgrimage at Sheshan contrasts with the unruly pilgrim-
age to another great Chinese Marian shrine, at Dong Lü, a village near 
Baoding in Hebei province. The differences between Dong Lü and 
Sheshan are telling. At the center of the Dong Lü cult is a painting of 
Mary Queen of China. The huge cathedral in which this picture is en-
shrined was built in the 1980s (to replace an older church that had been 
destroyed during the Cultural Revolution) with money gathered through 
unofficial channels, not distributed from above as with Sheshan. Unlike 
Shanghai, moreover, the major ceremonies at the shrine were led by un-
derground bishops and priests (Madsen 1998: 91–95). By building the 
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shrine and dominating access to it, the underground was able to maintain 
control of its identity. The image enshrined in the cathedral remained that 
of a powerful queen. The purpose of the cult was not to provide individ-
ual healing but inspiration for collective militancy. During the May pil-
grimage in 1995, Dong Lü was the site of a major conflict between under-
ground Catholics, inspired to militancy by a collective apparition of Mary, 
and the government. The government subsequently arrested the bishops 
and priests involved in this disturbance and shut down the church.2

The potential for Dong Lü style militancy has certainly existed at 
Sheshan. The burst of collective religious enthusiasm allegedly inspired 
by Fr. Zhu Hongsheng in 1980 was an indication of that potential. If the 
government had refused to allow the Shanghai diocese to reopen and re-
furbish the shrine, the militant potential may have been realized. People 
would have come to the shrine anyway, as they did at Dong Lü, and, as 
reportedly happened at Dong Lü, they might have believed that a mili-
tant, regal Mary was rewarding them for their collective resistance to gov-
ernment restriction. Under the leadership of Bishop Jin Luxian, however, 
the Shanghai diocese has generously rebuilt the shrine while channeling 
its religious enthusiasms toward acceptance of the government’s version of 
public order.

But the potential for militancy has not necessarily been eradicated. The 
Mary venerated on Sheshan has a multilayered identity. The identity is not 
only bestowed by the shrine’s official patrons, but built up by the accre-
tion of collective memories of generations of ordinary believers. As noted 
in our description of the present-day pilgrimage at the beginning of this 
chapter, most of the pilgrims are relatively old. They certainly remember 
that the Sheshan shrine is dedicated to the Queen of China and they pass 
this memory on to their children. And the sacred picture that is the center 
of the cult, the source of its reported miracles, still carries the same fea-
tures as the picture brought to the mountain by the Jesuits in the nine-
teenth century—the features of the French Our Lady of Victories. These 
various layers of meaning are resources for challenging the official under-
standings of the Marian cult, and they could become more publicly visible 
if there is a shift in the delicate balance between political power and reli-
gious community in Shanghai.

Conclusion

The Roman Catholic tradition stresses God’s incarnation, through Christ, 
in this world. Certain institutions (i.e., the Church) and actions (i.e., the 
sacraments) embody the presence of the divine. In medieval and early 
modern Catholic piety, this incarnational vision was extended in popular 
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imagination to an embrace of sacred objects, images, and places. The no-
tion that divine power can be especially present in a certain picture or 
on a certain mountaintop resonated with powerful strands of Chinese 
folk religious tradition and helped popularize the pilgrimage to Sheshan. 
In the course of history, the Catholic incarnational vision has also been 
used—and abused—by the powerful. Political power tries to represent 
itself as religious power. Kings rule by divine right. Images like that of 
Notre Dame des Victoires served to represent and bolster French political 
power. But evocative Catholic symbols are multivocal. They have layers 
of meaning that can appeal to and be used by many different constituen-
cies. They cannot be controlled by any single powerful interest—at least 
not permanently.

When it was first built, the Sheshan shrine gave a religious embodi-
ment to French political power—Our Lady of Victories. But it was al-
ways more than that. It embodied hopes and yearnings of local Chinese 
Catholics, especially poor fisherfolk—Stella Maris. The Vatican attempted 
to control its identity, crowning it as Queen of China, and local Catholics 
saw it as their source of refuge from communism. The government in the 
People’s Republic of China tried and failed to destroy it, and in the end 
could do no more than partially tame it as the Blessed Mother of Sheshan, 
a representation of the sturdy virtues of good citizens in a socialist market 
economy. Meanwhile people from throughout China have been seeing in 
it a source of relief for their individual, private troubles in a complicated 
world.

The relative success of the diocese of Shanghai in suppressing mili-
tant versions of the Marian cult has been due in large part to the lo-
cal balance of power between official and underground Church factions 
and to the ecclesiastical and political skills of Bishop Jin Luxian. It may 
also be connected to the decline of religious enthusiasm among younger 
generations of Shanghainese due to the distractions of consumer society. 
In places like Dong Lü, where there is a preponderance of underground 
Catholics and where more confrontational leaders drove religious politics, 
and where people are relatively rural and poor, the Marian cult has been 
more unruly.

But as this chapter has suggested, the Marian cult in China embodies 
constant change within tradition. The shape of the symbols may remain 
the same, the sacred space may remain the same, but their predominant 
meaning changes with historical circumstances. Although the socialist re-
alist statue of the Blessed Mother of Sheshan dominates the steeple of the 
basilica, many Catholics still focus their primary devotion on the power-
ful portrait of Our Lady of Victories. In fact some are trying to get a new, 
authentic version of the painting from France, because they feel that the 
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Chinese reproduction “is not very good.” The tension between different 
dimensions of the Marian cult could interact with changes in the local 
balance of power to give new meanings to the pilgrimage.

The pilgrimage to Sheshan represents the capacity of the Shanghai ver-
sion of the Catholic faith to contain and mediate tensions through a multi-
valent tradition. Just after meeting with Hong Kong’s Bishop Zen in May 
2004, Bishop Jin Luxian became gravely ill. Meanwhile, the underground 
Bishop Fan had become completely incapacitated with Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Although Bishop Jin recovered from his life-threatening health cri-
sis, the pressure increased to find a successor who could be acceptable 
both to the Vatican and the government as well as the different factions 
of Shanghai Catholics. Bishop Jin promoted the nomination of a forty-
two-year-old priest, Joseph Xing Wenzhi, to become an auxiliary bishop 
with right of succession to be head of the Shanghai diocese. The Vatican 
approved this and after complicated consultations with priests and laity in 
Shanghai and with the Chinese government, all parties agreed to this ar-
rangement. Bishop Xing was ordained on June 28, 2005. Although there 
was no formal acknowledgment during the ordinary ceremony that it had 
been approved by the Vatican, everyone present knew this to be the case. 
Shanghai now has a successor bishop that all sides can accept.

The new reconciliation of forces was perhaps made possible by the in-
clusive spirit of Sheshan. The Marian cult does not straightforwardly re-
flect anyone’s interests. Foreign political powers, the Vatican, the Catholic 
Patriotic Association, and the underground all at times tried to control the 
Marian cult, but the control could never be complete. They all are drawn 
to the mountaintop, but forced to share it, even with their rivals, and per-
haps challenged to see their shared space as common ground.

Notes

1. He is accused of making tapes while in prison to persuade Catholics to sup-
port the government and of providing information about the underground activities 
of other Catholics. These accusations come from people connected with the Car-
dinal Kung Foundation, which is a strongly partisan supporter of the underground 
factions of the Church (Thiessen 2002).

2. Although the government restricted access to the Marian shrine, people braved 
hardships to come anyway. On the Feast of Mary Help of Christians in 1995, tens 
of thousands of underground Catholics gathered for a Mass concelebrated at Dong 
Lü by four underground bishops and one hundred ten underground priests. At that 
time, participants claim to have witnessed a miracle. The sun changed colors and 
moved across the sky. People believed that the “Holy Mother this year has come to 
comfort her children at Dong Lü, rewarding them for their enormous sacrifice and 
risk in taking this pilgrimage, with a spectacular, supernatural statement in the sky.” 
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The underground bishop of Baoding, Su Zhimin, expressed his belief that the Holy 
Mother has “reaffirmed that the Church who is allegiant to the Pope is the true 
Catholic Church, supported by God.” Soon after, the bishop was taken to prison, 
and the following year, a unit of 5,000 People’s Liberation Army soldiers sealed off 
the area, closed the church, arrested a number of underground Catholics, and took 
away the picture of Our Lady of China. No one can go to Dong Lü now (Cardinal 
Kung Foundation 1995).
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on any given Sunday, more than 24 million Chinese Protestants fill the 
pews of Three Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) churches registered with 
the state while at least as many flock to unregistered churches.1 In a mas-
sive upsurge of Protestantism, the Chinese Communist Party (Party) sup-
ports the training of pastors who will lead their registered congregations 
in “patriotism” (aiguozhuyi), defined in terms of “protecting the Party’s 
leadership” and obeying “national laws above religious laws.”2 But in-
stead of bolstering Party authority, the process for training “patriotic” pas-
tors appears to weaken its authority, as pastors-in-training are increasingly 
likely to reject the TSPM churches as being “false” churches.

The Party’s concern with the training of pastors is heightened by the 
huge numbers of Chinese converting to Protestantism. According to the 
state’s conservative estimates, as they only record believers who are at 
least eighteen years old and belong to state-registered congregations, the 
Chinese Protestant population grew from 3 million in 1982 to 10 mil-
lion in 1995 and 15 million in 1999, a 10 percent annual growth rate. 
In urban areas, such as Shanghai, the church-going population has bal-
looned by nearly 15 percent per year since the early 1990s (Li et al. 1999: 
204). Membership in rural areas has also grown quickly. For example, 
Henan province has seen its total Protestant population skyrocket from 
100,000 to 5 million since the late 1960s (Lambert 2006 [1999]: 249–
50). If Protestants worshipping in unregistered churches were counted as 
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well, the number of Protestants would probably be at least 40 million and 
maybe over 60 million (Li et al. 1999: 202; Lambert 2006 [1999]: 19).

To handle this burgeoning religious population, the Party attempts to 
draw Protestants into religious sites approved by the state and then ap-
points pastors to lead them. By registering groups of believers and then 
controlling the training of TSPM pastors over them, the Party hopes to 
influence the beliefs of the Protestants. Theology, the Party recognizes, is 
key to determining how believers act toward the state. As a director of a 
provincial Religious Affairs Bureau said, “Practice proves that the kind of 
theology [one has] determines the kind of political tendency and religious 
activity [one has]” (Zhou 2002: 62).3

But influencing theology requires that adequate numbers of pastors 
be trained for TSPM churches. Statistics show that while believers are 
streaming into the pews in greater numbers, few of them are ascending to 
the pulpit to become pastors. This imbalance is occurring all over China. 
For example, coastal Jiangsu province has only 98 pastors for almost a mil-
lion Protestants in 1995 (Zhou 2002: 121). In inland Henan province, 111 
pastors serve 5 million believers (Lambert 2006 [1999]: 48, 233), while 
in northeastern Heilongjiang province the ratio is even starker: there are 
only 34 pastors for 600,000 TSPM Protestants, or one pastor per 17,600 
believers in 2003 (Heilongjiang TSPM 2003).4 As a TSPM pastor put it, 
“there are many sheep but few shepherds” (Interview).5

Recent scholarship on Chinese Protestantism has neglected to exam-
ine the roots and consequences of the imbalance between the number 
of members and pastors. Tony Lambert observes that the lack of trained 
pastors has reached crisis proportions, but his focus is the extraordinary 
growth of the number of Protestants (2006 [1999]: 48, 103). Daniel H. 
Bays (2003: 496) notes in passing the lack of adequate personnel in TSPM 
churches, which he attributes to the rapid addition of millions of new 
members in the 1990s. In explaining the development of varieties of 
Protestant Christianity, Ryan Dunch does not mention the imbalance, al-
though his analysis reveals how different kinds of Protestantism have dif-
ferent leadership structures (Dunch 2001: 195–216). Jason Kindopp main-
tains that neglect of theological education during the Mao era caused a 
paucity of clergy but the result was to energize church volunteers in the 
TSPM churches (Kindopp 2004: 127). While these analyses have pointed 
out the remarkable growth in Chinese Protestant numbers, none has ex-
amined in detail the interplay of state policies toward religion and the 
leadership gap.

Given the spectacular growth of the Chinese Protestant population and 
the stunted development of leadership, this chapter examines how state 
policy and church politics affect the number of TSPM pastors. It shows 
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that state policies designed to ensure a compliant “patriotic” leadership 
paradoxically weaken state authority among TSPM pastors. To provide a 
comparative perspective on leadership pathways, the chapter contrasts the 
TSPM training with the flexible and informal training in the unregistered 
churches.

This chapter draws on grassroots fieldwork conducted on both TSPM 
and unregistered churches. While both Catholic and Protestant churches 
in China have officially sanctioned churches and “underground” (or 
house) churches, this research is focused on the Protestant churches alone. 
Officially sanctioned churches are referred to as registered churches or 
TSPM churches, because they have official authorization and are staffed by 
leaders trained or at least approved by the TSPM. I refer to the Protestant 
house churches as “unregistered churches” to emphasize their lack of for-
mal state approval. For this fieldwork, I conducted interviews with TSPM 
pastors and higher-level leaders as well as members and leaders in the un-
registered churches and seminaries from October 2002 to December 2003 
and from May to June 2006 in several cities from Northeast China to 
Southwest China.

Patriotism and Protestant Churches

From Protestantism’s arrival in China in the 1800s to the Communist vic-
tory in 1949, popular perceptions of Chinese Protestant churches have 
shifted from seeing them as a force for modernization to being foreign-
controlled organizations. When Protestantism first came to China mem-
bers of these churches led many Western missionary-founded hospitals, 
schools, and social relief services that helped modernize the country 
(Lutz 1988: 38). Other Chinese Protestants played active roles in the 1911 
Revolution and later provincial assemblies, finding in Christianity a way 
to be both patriotic and modern (Dunch 2001). Their nationalism meant 
that Chinese Protestants did not shrink from criticizing foreign missionar-
ies when Western powers were seen as infringing on China’s national in-
terests (Dunch 2001: 60, 186). According to Dunch (2001: 196), “Chinese 
Protestants, for better or worse, were integral to Chinese society and to 
the shaping of Chinese modernity.”6

Starting in the 1920s, however, as the broader population came to 
equate nationalism with anti-foreign sentiment and Christianity with cul-
tural imperialism, Chinese Protestants began to lose their public role as 
patriotic modernizers and churches fell under suspicion of being foreign 
dominated. The shifting winds of public opinion split the mainstream, 
mission-established churches, as some remained under Western leadership 
while in others Chinese believers took the lead. Meanwhile, an entirely 
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new stream of indigenous Protestant sects appeared, with a membership 
that accounted for up to a quarter of all Chinese Protestants (Bays 1996: 
307–16).

Soon after the Party took power in 1949, the new regime defined pa-
triotism as declaring loyalty to the Party and severing all ties to Western 
powers. The next year, Protestant elites penned a “Christian Manifesto” to 
declare their support for the regime, cut ties to foreign missionary boards, 
and established a “patriotic” association for Protestants who wanted to 
be “Three Self ”: self-governing (zizhi), self-supporting (ziyang), and 
self-propagating (zichuan). Under Party guidance, these Protestant lead-
ers launched mass campaigns to gather signatures nationwide for the new 
TSPM association. In the midst of these campaigns, Chinese troops en-
tered the Korean War to fight United States’ forces, heightening anti-
foreign sentiment and popular support for the regime (Meisner 1999: 70). 
Protestant congregations confronted a clear choice: reject foreign ties and 
join the regime-backed TSPM or face closure (Xu 2004: 107–21).

With foreign missionaries forced to leave the country, many mission-
founded churches chose to join the TSPM. As Philip L. Wickeri notes in 
his sympathetic account of the TSPM’s origins, Protestant leaders “helped 
to educate their congregation on the relationship between imperialism 
and the missionary movement,” and guided their flocks to sign on to the 
regime’s patriotic agenda (Wickeri 1988: 132–37). By contrast, leaders of 
the indigenous Protestant sects, who were also pressured to join the TSPM 
even though their congregations lacked direct foreign ties, chose church 
closure and imprisonment. Members of these sects (and some mainstream 
Protestants) either abandoned their faith or retreated to their homes to 
worship, solidifying a divide between mainstream TSPM churches and 
indigenous sects.

By the late 1950s, the Party had merged TSPM churches around the 
country, reducing the number in Beijing, for example, from sixty-five 
churches before 1949 to only four by 1958 (Wickeri 1988: 219). Continuing 
religious repression reached a peak in the Cultural Revolution decade 
(1966–76) when all churches were shut down and Protestants found even 
home worship difficult. Zealous Red Guards attacked TSPM leaders and 
forced them to denounce themselves and each other.7 Then, in the early 
1970s, before the Cultural Revolution ended, Chinese Protestants be-
gan to meet quietly in small and large groups in urban and rural areas, 
drawing believers from the shuttered TSPM churches and the indigenous 
sects (Wickeri 1988: 177; Lambert 1994: 20–21; Zhao and Zhuang 1997: 
228–35).8 The Party reversed its religious policy in Document 19, issued 
in 1982, to bring this expanding Protestant population inside re-opened 
TSPM churches, but some of these new Protestant groups have remained 
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suspicious of the Party and rejected church registration. Spread by itiner-
ant evangelists with little formal theological training, churches outside 
state control have formed in rural areas where no Protestant communities 
had existed before ( just as indigenous sects before 1949 had spread) and 
in urban areas where new churches attracted new Protestants and believ-
ers formerly active in TSPM or earlier mission-founded churches (Dunch 
2001: 200).

Defining Patriotism for TSPM Pastors and Members

With too few “shepherds” or pastors, the Party fears the Protestant “sheep” 
or believers may eventually reject Party leadership. To maintain control 
over TSPM churches, the Party frequently proclaims the importance of 
developing a corps of “young, patriotic religious staff,” who are expected 
to fulfill political, religious, and economic tasks (Weng and Wang 2002: 
203; Wang 2002: 315–18).

Jiang Zemin spelled out these political tasks in his 1993 “Three sen-
tences” speech, in which “patriotic” religious staff were directed to ensure 
that believers “love our country, protect the socialist system, [and] protect 
the leadership of the Communist Party.” As part of this patriotic agenda, 
Jiang asked religious leaders to “mutually adapt religion and socialism” by 
changing the “religious systems and doctrines that do not fit with social-
ism, and use the positive elements of religious doctrines, regulations, and 
morality in the service of socialism” ( Jiang 2003: 254–55).

Top TSPM leader Bishop Ding Guangxun responded by launching 
the Theological Construction Movement in 1998 to reform the “nega-
tive elements” of Protestantism (Cao 2001: 163–69). Ding specially pro-
moted “diluting” the traditional doctrine of “justification by [supernatu-
ral] faith” with an emphasis on being a “law-abiding, good citizen” (Chen 
and Gu 2002: 65–66). Protestants, in short, should obey Party-state au-
thority over religious authority. In an effort to summarize how this “mu-
tual adaptation” circumscribes religious doctrines in the name of legal 
obedience, patriotism, and Party loyalty, the leading professor for religious 
affairs cadres at the Central Party School explained, “the adaptation of re-
ligion to socialism isn’t a requirement that religious believers discard their 
theistic faith but that they warmly love their homeland, protect the social-
ist system, protect the leadership of the Communist Party, and respect the 
nation’s laws and regulations” (Gong 2003: 262).

In addition to the political and religious tasks assigned to Protestants 
(indeed to adherents of all religions), believers are also expected to con-
tribute to the country’s economic development by repairing roads and 
bridges, assisting poor households, planting trees, and caring for the 
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elderly (Li et al. 1999: 210). In this way, religious believers led by Religious 
Affairs Bureau cadres and religious leaders could “do a lot of public wel-
fare works” (Chinai 1999: 233).

In short, even though the official Party line is that economic develop-
ment will make religion obsolete, in the meantime, training TSPM lead-
ers to guide Chinese Protestants to support the Party politically, follow 
the TSPM’s religious emphasis on being a “good citizen,” and contrib-
ute to the country’s economic development serves many of the Party’s 
purposes.

The Central Role of TSPM Pastors

TSPM pastors play a key role in guiding Chinese Protestants under Party 
leadership. They serve as the apex of church leadership, congregations’ 
representatives to the state, and the fulcrum of state power in individual 
churches.

First, a pastor is the head of the church affairs organization, which com-
prises the internal structure of each TSPM church and runs each church. 
This organization is known as a “church committee” (tangwei) in many 
areas and is supposed to be elected by members from among their congre-
gation. However, in areas like the Northeast, the city TSPM committee 
appoints allies to the church affairs organization called a “small group” 
(xiaozu) to gain stronger control over individual TSPM churches. In gen-
eral, a cashier, an accountant, a pastor, and four lay members constitute 
the elected or appointed church affairs organizations (Interview).

As the top leader of each church affairs organization, a pastor wields 
considerable influence over his congregation spiritually (through ser-
mons), organizationally (through planning activities), and relationally 
(through individual advice and family visits). Pastors are usually the se-
nior church staff members to officiate at major holidays like Easter and 
Christmas, when churches are filled to overflowing. But pastors do more 
than spiritual work. One northeastern pastor established literacy classes 
and recruited a seamstress to provide unemployed congregants with job 
training (Interviews). Pastoral recommendations are also required for 
aspiring seminary applicants (as an example below illustrates). In many 
churches only pastors can baptize new members, and therefore they are 
gatekeepers for church membership growth. Also, by providing spiritual 
guidance and organizing job training, well-trained pastors can help indi-
vidual members better deal with life’s problems.

Second, the pastor represents the congregation to TSPM superiors and 
to Religious Affairs Bureau officials in such matters as when the congre-
gation wants to expand its facilities, an action that needs approval from 
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government real estate departments (Interviews). As church leaders who 
have received post-secondary education and who have ties with other pas-
tors and TSPM superiors, pastors wield greater authority than lay leaders 
in negotiations over real estate or in arranging special worship services 
with state authorities.

Third, as TSPM representatives in individual churches, pastors stand 
at the bottom of the TSPM hierarchy and act as the fulcrum upon which 
state power turns in the congregation. A pastor implements instructions 
from the higher levels of the TSPM and, by enacting state decrees, acts 
as the “face” of the state toward believers. The interests of the state and 
the TSPM do not necessarily conflict with those of the pastors, how-
ever. For example, the state worries that “cults” will draw members out of 
TSPM churches where they can no longer be monitored and may trans-
form into a challenge to state power, a phenomenon common in Chinese 
history.9 TSPM pastors worry that “cults” will spread incorrect doctrine 
and lure members away. As a pastor explained, suspected “cult” follow-
ers created doctrinal confusion in his TSPM church by persistently ques-
tioning church members on their salvation. In order to calm his anxious 
congregation and prevent their departure, he preached a series of sermons 
clarifying life-after-death issues that prompted the suspected “cult” fol-
lowers to leave the congregation (Interview).

At other times, conflict between state and TSPM interests on the one 
hand, and pastoral interests on the other hand, forces pastors to choose 
whether to obey the church or the state. When the state decreed that all 
public gatherings cease in the spring of 2003 to prevent the spread of the 
SARS virus, all TSPM churches were instructed to cease worship ser-
vices. The pastor of a TSPM church in a northeastern provincial capital 
informed his congregation that if they feared infection they could stop 
coming to church but he would continue to hold services because, as one 
of his members recalled, “the Bible says we have to keep on meeting” and 
“we are protected by God.” The pastor’s interpretation of Biblical injunc-
tions as higher than state decrees meant that he flouted state regulations 
to continue worship services. Consequently, the pastor incurred a heavy 
fine from the state but gained respect from his congregation (Interviews).

As head of the church leadership, the church’s representative to the 
TSPM and the state, a bulwark against the emergence of “cults” within 
congregations, and a respected leader who can transmit state instructions, 
highly trained pastors can be effective in serving state ends. In the analy-
sis below, however, we will see that not only are too few pastors being 
trained, but also that the state’s management of Protestant training ends up 
limiting the number and quality of those pastors. In the training and ap-
pointing of pastors, individual actors, such as church staff members, local 
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TSPM leaders, and even the aspiring pastors themselves, exert power to 
thwart the state’s effort to control who enters and completes the process. 
Finally, there is no guarantee that a pastor who completes pastoral training 
will end up being a TSPM pastor who is obedient to the state.

High Hurdles in the TSPM Route to Becoming a Pastor

The state erects several hurdles that candidates must clear to become pas-
tors. The difficulty of clearing these hurdles serves to limit the number 
of pastors produced through the state-controlled process. First, the state 
curtails the number of pastors and church workers who are trained by pro-
viding only limited funding to twenty-four national, regional, and pro-
vincial TSPM seminaries (or provincial Bible schools). Though all TSPM 
training institutions offer three years of instruction, the national semi-
nary and five regional ones have better resources and instruction, and 
graduation from them confers higher prestige. But inadequate funding 
hamstrings the provincial seminaries, which must operate on a shoestring 
budget and can only teach basic Bible literacy alongside state religious 
policies. Despite limited resources, more and more TSPM seminaries and 
Bible schools have opened since the religious policy changed in the 1980s. 
The Nanjing Union Theological Seminary, the only national seminary, 
was the first to reopen in 1982 with a class of forty-six students (Chinai 
1999: 252). By 1989, another thirteen TSPM seminaries and Bible schools 
had opened doors to 734 students (Hunter and Chan 1993: 76). Seventeen 
years later, ten more seminaries opened classrooms as total enrollment in-
creased to 2,000 students (Lambert 2006 [1999]: 48). Today twenty-four 
TSPM seminaries and Bible schools hold classes nationwide (by compari-
son the Party closed forty-three operating seminaries in 1950, when the 
Protestant population was only 2 percent of what it is today) (Bays 2003: 
490; Xu 2004: 116).

Although more training facilities have opened, most lack adequate 
funding because they depend on student tuition and donations to run. 
Probably one of the poorest TSPM institutions is in Guizhou. The 
Guizhou Provincial Bible Class can only house twenty-four of its more 
than seventy students, and these students—all females—crowd twelve to a 
small room due to a lack of adequate housing. Some students are so poor 
that they bring food in lieu of tuition (Amity News Service 2001). At 
the Heilongjiang Provincial Bible School, students’ inability to pay RMB 
2,500 for tuition leaves an annual shortfall of RMB 100,000. Energy costs 
(such as for heating, electricity, and water) add another RMB 84,000 to 
the school’s arrears (Heilongjiang TSPM 2003). If TSPM churches in the 
Northeast send students and cannot cover their tuition, appeals are made 
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to foreign Christian organizations to help cover the shortfall, while in-
tense bargaining by the seminary staff (with local coal suppliers, for ex-
ample) reduces the operating costs.

The state has greater control over the regional and national seminar-
ies because the State Administration for Religious Affairs disburses state 
subsidies to them. The national seminary in Nanjing, the premiere TSPM 
training institution, receives RMB 300,000 to 400,000 yearly while re-
gional seminaries such as Northeastern Seminary in Shenyang receive far 
less, approximately RMB 150,000 to RMB 200,000 a year (Interviews). 
By funneling funding from donors abroad to the cash-strapped seminar-
ies, the Religious Affairs Bureau can assert some influence over the in-
struction of seminary students.10

Another way to exert control is to require that seminary applicants be 
young and therefore more impressionable as students. Of course, given 
the seminaries’ limited funding, spending resources on younger students 
who are likely to give the longest service is efficient. Yet the average age 
of Protestants in China is over fifty years old, despite the growing surge 
of younger members, and older applicants would gladly apply. One man 
in his thirties in the Northeast told me that the municipal TSPM leader 
in his hometown had rejected his application because he was too old. 
National regulations also limit seminary study by age: applicants must be 
between eighteen and twenty-five years old (though local observation of 
this restriction varies) (National Religious Affairs Bureau 1999: 59).11

State Administration for Religious Affairs funding of TSPM regional 
and national seminaries provides a lever for the state to influence what 
is taught, but once students graduate they often receive no salary from 
the TSPM and rely on funds from their congregations, thereby leaving 
the state one less source of influence over the pastors. For example, some 
Nanjing seminary graduates who serve in remote and poor rural areas 
where average incomes are less than RMB 220 survive on monthly pay 
of RMB 200 to RMB 300 given directly by believers (Amity Foundation 
2004). Even in provincial capitals such as Harbin, graduates earn only 
RMB 500 per month, far less than urbanites’ average monthly wage of 
RMB 700.12

Yet neither age barriers nor the prospect of a life of poverty have re-
duced a flood of applicants that is far greater than seminaries can enroll. 
For example, in the early 1990s, eight hundred applicants competed for 
thirty-five slots at the national seminary. Although competition for ad-
mission to regional and provincial seminaries is far less fierce, still many 
more believers apply than get in: only forty-some students gained admis-
sion to Heilongjiang Provincial Bible School out of one hundred twenty 
applicants in 2002 (Interviews).
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The first real limitation that reduces the number of pastors is a lack of 
funding, because most seminaries do not have the financial resources to 
accept enough applicants to develop a sizeable corps of pastors. Although 
state subsidies mean that the national and regional seminaries are better 
off, the enrollment at these six schools is naturally limited. Half the semi-
nary students in the country attend one of the eighteen provincial Bible 
schools that receive no subsidy from the state or from the TSPM lead-
ership. Increasing enrollment would be too burdensome for schools in 
provinces such as Heilongjiang or Guizhou compared with other provin-
cial training institutions, because most of the applicants and their sending 
churches are poor.

role of the relig ious affairs bureau  
in the application process

With seminaries at all levels financially able to admit only a small por-
tion of applicants, TSPM leaders and Religious Affairs Bureau officials use 
academic and political tests to narrow the large applicant pool. The semi-
nary staff proctors entrance exams to test basic scriptural, historical, and 
political knowledge while the Religious Affairs Bureau conducts political 
background checks (zhengshen) to select politically loyal candidates from 
among the academically successful ones.

The rigorous and lengthy application process begins when students 
register for the exams with the recommendation of a pastor. Seminary 
staff members forward the files of the successful examinees to the pro-
vincial TSPM/CCC (China Christian Council), which then contacts the 
Religious Affairs Bureau. The background investigation by the bureau 
through the local government seeks to ensure that candidates have no 
record of illegal Christian activity or criminal behavior. Final Religious 
Affairs Bureau approval is passed on to the provincial TSPM/CCC, which 
notifies the applicants of successful admission.

The preceding discussion has made it apparent that there is a bottle-
neck in the application process. Because most of the TSPM churches and 
seminaries are poor, few applicants can be accepted. The surplus of ap-
plicants allows the TSPM seminaries to be very selective in their criteria 
for admission (dependent upon Religious Affairs Bureau approval). Two 
criteria are used to cull the applicant pool. Entrance tests of scriptural un-
derstanding eliminate some students because of their weak background 
in religion, while the Religious Affairs Bureau rejects others who have 
been arrested or linked with unregistered church groups. With limited 
TSPM finances reducing the number of applicants who are admitted, po-
litical considerations enforced by the Religious Affairs Bureau winnow-
ing out some applicants and TSPM educational standards barring others, 
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the full application process reduces the pool of incoming students and 
hence shrinks the corps of future church leaders.13 Yet aspiring pastors 
have no other alternative than to pass through this single pathway to lead-
ership. Without the official imprimatur of seminary certification, no be-
liever may become a pastor.

barriers to appointment for seminary graduates

Upon graduation students also face obstacles that can block their paths 
to appointment in churches and to ordination as pastors. Although semi-
narians usually receive appointment to a church in their home area, not 
all graduates can return home. Some may go elsewhere because of prob-
lematic relations with the local Religious Affairs Bureau, because a spouse 
has been assigned to another area, or because a local TSPM leader has 
moved, severing the personal ties constituting the relationship with the 
home TSPM church (Interview).

Surprisingly, even with approval by the Religious Affairs Bureau and 
the TSPM, appointment is not guaranteed for seminary graduates. The 
receiving church’s leadership must also agree to accept graduates. For ex-
ample, in a county seat in northern Heilongjiang Province, a powerful 
TSPM leader called Elder Li refused to accept a fresh seminary graduate 
named Ms. Chen as a TSPM pastor in the early 1980s.14 Elder Li had been 
greatly influenced by the late Wang Mingdao, a father of the unregistered 
church movement who founded an indigenous Protestant sect in the 1930s 
and chose prison over joining the TSPM in the 1950s.15 Staunch refusal to 
accept state-supported liberal theology promoted by the TSPM led Wang 
Mingdao to reject the TSPM as an illegitimate church. Similarly, Elder 
Li, inspired by Wang’s stance and backed by his congregation, refused the 
appointment of Ms. Chen. Even though Elder Li agreed to register his 
church, he rejected TSPM control over personnel (and therefore theologi-
cal) matters. In this case Elder Li and his congregation preferred no pastor 
at all to accepting a TSPM graduate (Interview).

Undaunted by this church rejection, Ms. Chen then turned to the 
Religious Affairs Bureau and found work there. Later, after more than 
twenty years spent monitoring religious activities, this seminary gradu-
ate-turned-bureau official was nearing the mandatory retirement age for 
state cadres. Ms. Chen decided to return to the TSPM for employment. 
Provincial TSPM leaders ordained the former Religious Affairs Bureau 
official and appointed her as a pastor in another church in Elder Li’s city 
(Interview). This transition from seminary graduate to state official and 
back to church leadership is highly unusual, yet it demonstrates both the 
TSPM’s desperate need for trained leaders regardless of their background 
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and, more significantly, the close working relationship between the TSPM 
and the Religious Affairs Bureau (Interview).16

internal tspm politics as an  
obstacle to ordination

While TSPM congregations may refuse to receive an appointed gradu-
ate, as the preceding example in Heilongjiang province illustrates, after 
appointment a graduate needs the approval of higher-level TSPM leaders 
to become ordained as a pastor. The typical process begins when a semi-
nary graduate is appointed to serve an apprenticeship lasting from two to 
five years at a TSPM church. Upon completion of the apprenticeship, he 
or she then applies for ordination. Next, the local church organization 
or two pastors recommend the candidate to the provincial TSPM leaders 
who choose three pastors to examine the candidate, while the Religious 
Affairs Bureau conducts yet another background check (China Christian 
Council and Three Self Patriotic Movement 1998). Throughout this pro-
cess, the Religious Affairs Bureau is closely involved with the ordination 
and promotion of personnel within the TSPM.

Ordination grants newly minted pastors several benefits. It boosts pas-
tor salaries, ameliorating the low pay of church leaders. More importantly, 
pastors can usher new members into the TSPM church by performing bap-
tisms (although in areas without pastors, ordained elders may also baptize 
believers) (China Christian Council and Three Self Patriotic Movement 
1998). Enlarging the TSPM membership broadens the financial base of 
the TSPM churches, increasing the ability of TSPM churches to support 
students in seminaries. Finally, ordination grants a pastor the power to or-
dain elders for churches where there are no pastors.

Higher-level TSPM leaders wield considerable influence over when 
and how these ordinations occur, thereby making the process unpredict-
able for graduates aspiring to become pastors. Although it might be as-
sumed that higher-level TSPM leaders (whether provincial TSPM leaders 
responsible for churches outside the capital or city TSPM leaders in charge 
of the provincial capitals or major cities) would be anxious to ordain these 
graduates to reduce their own and other pastors’ workload, graduates said 
that TSPM leaders might block ordination because of personality con-
flicts, mistrust, or greed. In each of the following cases, it is clear that the 
Religious Affairs Bureau must approve any TSPM ordination.

One TSPM seminary graduate recalled that his ordination had been 
held up for several years due to conflicts unrelated to him. For reasons 
unclear to the graduate, conflicts between his ally, the provincial TSPM 
leader, and his employer, the city TSPM leader, blocked his ordination 
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(Interview). Another seminary graduate confided that he had applied for 
ordination three times and been rejected each time; he guessed that his 
marriage to a foreigner (and suspected connections to foreign Christian 
organizations) caused his TSPM superiors to view him as untrustworthy 
(for example, that he might use illegally published materials from abroad, 
accept foreign financial support, or train unregistered church staff ) 
(Interview). All the recent seminary graduates in a northeastern provin-
cial capital have been prevented from being ordained, probably because 
the city TSPM leader was “greedy,” surmised one pastor, and wanted to 
use the funds for himself, making him unwilling to grant the graduates 
the required salary increases (Interview). In that capital, pastors are paid 
by the city TSPM committee, which collects offerings from all the city’s 
TSPM churches and then disburses payments to TSPM staff while keep-
ing the remaining offerings. The national norm is for individual TSPM 
churches to pay their leaders directly.

Delaying ordination, however, entails greater consequences than finan-
cial dissatisfaction for the unordained church leaders. Without ordination, 
these frustrated seminary graduates have no more power than other unor-
dained church workers (deacons and preachers) because they all are power-
less to baptize new members. Without that power, the seminary graduates 
are forced to rely on other pastors—including their TSPM superiors—for 
baptism, putting them in a dependent relationship to these higher leaders 
for one of their most important responsibilities. While inconveniencing the 
graduates, delaying ordination is useful for TSPM superiors to keep watch 
over TSPM seminary graduates as they lead churches underneath them.

Unintended Outcomes of State Efforts  
to Train Patriotic Pastors

rise of secondary leaders 

Up to this point we have seen that aspiring pastors must overcome high 
hurdles to get in the door at seminaries, to gain congregational approval 
for successful appointment, and to satisfy a TSPM superior for ordination. 
As the rate of membership growth in TSPM churches continues to out-
strip the training rate of pastors, congregations in TSPM churches turn to 
a secondary level of leadership below the pastoral level. With too few pas-
tors completing the lengthy training process, other church staff must fill 
the shoes of pastors.

Although a pastor usually leads the main TSPM churches in cities, an 
ordained church worker often leads smaller TSPM churches in urban or 
rural areas. There are two kinds of ordained workers: assistant pastors 
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( fumushi), who are also called teachers ( jiaoshi), and ordained elders (anli 
de zhanglao). Just like pastors, these ordained church workers are empow-
ered to baptize new members and administer communion. But unor-
dained church workers such as preachers (chuandao ren), who may deliver 
sermons if they have been trained, and deacons (zhishi), who are believ-
ers responsible for some area of church affairs, are not allowed to baptize 
new members, according to the Chinese Christian Church Order, which 
unified the definitions of TSPM church staff positions nationwide (China 
Christian Council and Three Self Patriotic Movement 1998).

This secondary layer of church staff has come to play an increasingly 
important leadership role, especially in rural areas where there are no pas-
tors, as well as in urban TSPM churches where pastors serve. An excellent 
example can be seen in how a set of deacons in a TSPM church overcame 
Religious Affairs Bureau objections to a highly popular and effective lay 
worker who sought to apply to seminary.

It began when the city Religious Affairs Bureau refused to allow the 
applicant to register for the entrance exam, claiming that his excellent for-
eign language skills made him a risk for emigration after seminary gradua-
tion. In fact, he had been a model Youth Communist League member and 
faced great resistance from league leaders when he became a Christian and 
cancelled his membership. Perhaps intent on preventing the embarrass-
ment of a former outstanding Youth Communist League member becom-
ing a Protestant pastor, the Religious Affairs Bureau arbitrarily demanded 
that he find two pastors—instead of the usual one pastor—to recommend 
his application.

The young man located a pastor who agreed to support his application 
on the condition that he first serve a year in the pastor’s church. One year 
later, that pastor still refused to sign his application; when pressed, he ad-
mitted that the Religious Affairs Bureau was pressuring him not to rec-
ommend the young man. At this point the deacons of the church affairs 
organization stepped in. The deacons threatened to sue the government 
if the pastor didn’t keep his word, although the legal basis for a lawsuit 
was murky because religious affairs are regulated by policies not laws. In 
order to avoid trouble, however, the pastor suggested that all the deacons 
of the church recommend him and simply signed, “I agree,” under the 
deacons’ signatures. When the Religious Affairs Bureau officials received 
the letter and saw all the signatures, they feared continued refusal of the 
application might spark negative publicity from a lawsuit. (The State 
Administration for Religious Affairs and local Religious Affairs Bureaus 
are particularly sensitive to their image abroad, especially as the Party is 
regularly criticized for curtailing religious freedom. Local offices seek to 



  Carsten T. Vala

deflect the attention of foreign religious actors from their actions toward 
the lively religious scene unfolding under their supervision.)17 In the end, 
the Religious Affairs Bureau approved the application for examination 
and the applicant became a TSPM pastor.

In this case, Religious Affairs Bureau officials exerted political pres-
sure through a variety of mechanisms to reject the application of a popu-
lar candidate. First, it set an arbitrary requirement that two pastors sup-
port the application, though the local Religious Affairs Bureau officials 
later backed down. Second, the candidate had to serve a year in a TSPM 
church before applying for the examination. Third, even after the year of 
service, the Religious Affairs Bureau continued to pressure the pastor not 
to recommend him until the deacons threatened to expose the irregular 
maneuverings of the bureau. The deacons, undeterred by the pastor’s re-
luctance and spurred by the inappropriate Religious Affairs Bureau inter-
ference, overcame this local state opposition to the candidate.

Although interviews revealed that successful resistance by secondary 
leaders is unusual because Religious Affairs Bureau disapproval usually 
carries the day, this case demonstrates that the combination of united lay 
leadership and the threat of legal action can be sufficient to get the bureau 
to back down. Lawsuits launched by the TSPM against Religious Affairs 
Bureaus are rare in China, because such disputes are usually settled out of 
court, with no publicity.18 In this case, the specter of public attention on 
the bureau for its irregular actions was as effective as winning in litigation. 
After all, the Religious Affairs Bureau might have feared the news would 
reach overseas Protestant organizations and embarrass the Party by expos-
ing the backroom pressures applied by the bureau on registered churches. 
For the deacons, their successful confrontation with the local Religious 
Affairs Bureau reveals that even in the absence of strong TSPM pastoral 
leadership, a secondary layer of TSPM leadership can prevail against state 
opposition.

This secondary level of leadership is widespread in TSPM churches be-
cause there are so few TSPM pastors. In Jiangsu province, one of the top 
five provinces in terms of Protestant populations, there were only 98 pas-
tors for nearly a million believers in 1995, as noted above. But there were 
also 174 ordained staff serving in place of pastors plus 1,050 unordained lay 
workers who assist the pastors (Zhou 2002: 121, 126). These other church 
workers (such as elders and ordained elders) provide an intermediate layer 
of leadership between the members and the TSPM higher-ups, especially 
in areas where there are no pastors (Bays 2003). In Heilongjiang prov-
ince, fewer than 35 pastors and 90 seminary graduates and elders minis-
ter to 600,000 believers (Heilongjiang TSPM 2003: 1). In Anhui prov-
ince’s 2,000 TSPM churches and meeting points, fewer than 40 TSPM 
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pastors and only 24 elders lead 3 million Protestants; other church workers 
have to pick up the slack (Lambert 2006 [1999]: 103, 236). The explosive 
growth of the Chinese Protestant population combined with the Party’s 
religious policies designed to foster a compliant “patriotic” leadership has 
led to the first unintended outcome: the rising importance of a secondary 
layer of TSPM leadership—elders, deacons, and others.

new links between tspm and  
unregistered churches

A second unintended outcome of state policy is increasing ties between 
TSPM pastors and unregistered churches, which is spurred by the depar-
ture of TSPM pastors from registered churches to work for unregistered 
churches. Pastors who leave the TSPM do so for two reasons: financial or 
theological. Most departing pastors are convinced that state interference 
in TSPM affairs makes the TSPM churches subordinate to the state and, 
in their words, no longer a “real” church.

There are a few pastors who simply abandon church work altogether, 
taking advantage of study abroad to leave the TSPM and the country. The 
TSPM/CCC representatives left behind by these pastors find it conve-
nient to dismiss the departing pastors as irresponsible or concerned only 
with bettering their own lives, and ignore the considerable pressures on 
pastors due to huge congregations, low pay, and round-the-clock work 
(An 2000). For example, the China Christian Council representative 
from Heilongjiang province’s Qitaihe city complained that the only pas-
tor for 150,000 Protestants stayed in Singapore after her theological study 
ended “because the living conditions were better [than in China].” Her 
departure left more than a hundred thousand believers without any pas-
tor (Interview). Rural pastors are typically even busier, with thousands of 
believers under their care plus additional duties as a representative in the 
local government. Financial support by rural believers is so meager that 
many rural pastors do odd jobs or till their fields to make ends meet (An 
2000). Outside of congregational offerings, these TSPM pastors and staff 
receive no financial support. Their departures add to the dearth of pastoral 
leadership in the TSPM.

Much more common in my research were pastors (and other church 
staff ) who left the TSPM because they perceived a conflict between fol-
lowing TSPM rules and adhering to Biblical authority. Over and over, in-
terviewees said that the TSPM was no longer the “real” church because it 
adhered to state policies that contradicted the former pastors’ understand-
ing of Biblical teachings. One former TSPM pastor in a southern coastal 
city told me how three short sentences led him to leave his post to work 
for unregistered churches. He had been working for the TSPM for only 
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two months in 1980 when his TSPM supervisor criticized him by say-
ing, “I’m the head of the church. Children eighteen years and younger 
are not permitted to attend church. And when you preach, I must first 
approve it.” At that time the rules against children in church and against 
unauthorized preaching had not yet been codified into regulations.19 But 
the pastor was so sure that his superior’s views reflected the whole TSPM, 
which he judged was no longer the “authentic” church, that he said, “I left 
[the TSPM] because all three sentences are against the Bible’s teachings” 
(Interview).

Whether the issue involved regulations promulgated by the central 
government, rules issued by provincial-level Religious Affairs Bureau 
offices, or guidelines set by higher-level TSPM leaders, former TSPM 
pastors decided they all reflected on the TSPM. When state rules over-
rode their biblical training, the pastors denounced the TSPM churches as 
“false.” In their view, they agreed with an early critic of the TSPM who 
said, “the head of the house churches is Christ. . . . The head of the Three 
Self churches is the government” (Lee 2001: 239).

When TSPM pastors resist these rules and regulations, they do not al-
ways choose to leave but may be forced out. This can be seen in the case 
of an elderly former TSPM pastor working in a large city in Northern 
China. He had joined the TSPM in the early 1950s and was forced to re-
tire by TSPM leaders in the 1990s because he no longer agreed to register 
new believers with the local government. He complained that while he 
agreed with the mission of the TSPM in earlier times—to break with a 
colonial past in the 1950s and to destroy remnant imperialist elements in 
the 1960s—the Theological Construction Movement in the late 1990s vi-
olated his understanding of Christian faith (Interview; Xing 1999: 64ff ).

In addition to “diluting” the doctrine of “ justification by faith” (see 
above), TSPM leader and movement founder Bishop Ding Guangxun has 
supported downplaying distinctions between believers and nonbeliev-
ers to avoid harming national unity (Chen and Gu 2002: 65–66). On 
this issue, Bishop Ding has ridiculed the notion that model Communists, 
like the soldier Lei Feng, would not go to heaven just because they were  
not Christians.20 Destinations of heaven and hell, suggested Ding, should 
not be linked too closely with whether one believes in Christianity or not 
(Ding 2001: 289–90). These ideas, said the elderly TSPM pastor, strayed 
too far from his understanding of biblical teachings (Kindopp 2004: 
132).21

So when the elderly TSPM pastor was told to follow the rules to reg-
ister the baptismal candidates with the local Religious Affairs Bureau, he 
balked because he understood how such lists had been used in the past to 
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punish believers. His decision to protect the anonymity of the new be-
lievers instead of following state rules led the city TSPM to force him to 
retire. Like others who leave the TSPM, he has lost a public venue from 
which to teach new believers but gained some latitude to use his theo-
logical training as he sees fit. Today, he visits with TSPM and unregis-
tered believers in his home, performs baptisms illegally, and writes what 
he pleases in pamphlets for the unregistered churches. And because of his 
advanced age he believes the state would not dare to throw him in jail for 
his activities (Interview).

home meetings, streams of protestantism,  
and leadership training

The single channel of TSPM training differs greatly from the multiple 
pathways of leadership development in the great variety of unregistered 
churches. To understand leadership training outside state control, we first 
need to discuss unregistered church structures. Home meetings (called 
jiating juhui by unregistered church leaders and often “meeting points,” 
juhuidian, by TSPM leaders) must be distinguished from unregistered 
churches (called “house churches,” jiating jiaohui, by both groups) by their 
different degrees of autonomy. Autonomous unregistered churches are ca-
pable of operating alone because they have their own leaders who admin-
ister the sacraments (baptism and communion) that form the foundation 
of a church. Unregistered churches may consist of a single meeting site or 
many meeting sites, either in a single location or connected in a network 
across several provinces. By contrast, home meetings, whether unregis-
tered or registered, are generally linked to churches because these meeting 
leaders are usually dependent upon church leaders higher up, who super-
vise meetings and preach messages, consult on problems, and administer 
sacraments during regular visits.

Leadership develops differently in three types of meetings that vary in 
how resistant their participants are to state linkages through the TSPM. 
First, approved meetings are formally linked to TSPM churches because 
TSPM leaders notify the local Religious Affairs Bureau that they are le-
gitimate gatherings. Elderly and sick people who cannot reach TSPM 
churches usually attend these approved meetings, although young people 
may also participate if the TSPM churches are too far away. These ap-
proved meetings may eventually increase in size until a TSPM church is 
formed and registered directly with the Religious Affairs Bureau. In other 
cases, home meetings may grow without TSPM approval (and hence state 
sanction) and only later register with the bureau, as informants described 
happening in Jilin and Anhui provinces (Interviews). In this way, home 
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meetings can transform into full-blown churches that must be registered 
formally with the Religious Affairs Bureau, at which time they may re-
ceive appointed leaders.

The second type of meeting is composed of Chinese Protestants who 
have no links to the TSPM or the state due to ignorance of religious reg-
ulations, or because they prefer to maintain informal relations with lo-
cal cadres without registration (even when the participants are aware of 
regulations, if their meetings remain small, the danger of being shut down 
and therefore the incentive to register also remain small). Both TSPM 
members and unregistered church members may attend these meetings, 
because it is a pragmatic issue, not a theological or historical one that pre-
vents affiliation with the TSPM. These meetings may constitute an un-
registered church if they are of sufficient size and have leaders capable of 
administering sacraments.

Chinese Protestants who gather in the third type of meeting refuse to 
register their meetings or churches on principle. Some believers have been 
jailed for rejecting TSPM membership in the past and continue to be sus-
picious of any TSPM affiliation. Others refuse to register with the state 
on theological grounds, because they do not want to come under TSPM 
control. Scholars disagree as to whether the second or third types of home 
meetings constitute the majority of Chinese Protestants.22

Leaders develop from within the second and third types of meetings 
(or unregistered churches). For example, a zealous Protestant who first 
leads a simple Bible study may develop a greater interest in participants’ 
lives as he prays for their problems. Eventually he may find himself act-
ing as a counselor and leader to a growing body of believers. In this way, 
home meetings can act as miniature greenhouses in which future church 
leaders sprout and develop, as in Beijing, for example, where a handful of 
university graduates who met to sing and pray grew to more than fifteen 
Protestants over several years. The leader added communion to the meet-
ing activities and started to draw up a charter for the meeting-turned-
church (Interview).

There are three historical streams of Chinese Protestantism varying by 
the degree of foreign missionary participation in leadership training that 
cut across the tripartite typology of meetings and churches (Dunch 2001: 
195–216). The first stream of mainline, mission-founded churches became 
the registered (TSPM) churches, to which the first type of approved meet-
ing is attached and that must follow state regulations curtailing foreign 
participation. The second, pre-1949 indigenous stream, which formed 
out of a rejection of exogenous control, comprises unregistered churches 
whose meetings are mostly of the third type and for whom foreign as-
sistance in training leaders may still be rejected (like the Local Church 
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of Watchman Nee).23 Some of these indigenous churches folded into the 
TSPM in the 1950s as registered churches, though many congregations of 
this stream are well-known for rejecting registration on principle.

Leadership training is shorter and simpler in unregistered churches of the 
pre-1949 stream that have rejected registration but remain resolutely inde-
pendent of foreign assistance. An example of unregistered churches of this 
type is the Local Church, which eschews foreign help of any kind because 
of its historical antagonism toward foreign control, as a meeting leader from 
Heilongjiang province made clear (Interview). These often-rural congrega-
tions use a basic curriculum that requires few resources because study ma-
terials are self-made and based only on the Bible. Training is accelerated by 
the simple teaching and by the group’s anti-education attitude. Their sus-
picion of education derives from founder Watchman Nee’s conviction that 
public schooling tainted a believer with “worldly” influences. As another 
informant related, Local Church congregations in rural Anhui province 
rarely obtain more than a fourth-grade education in part because of this at-
titude. Such an orientation obviates the need for long years of intense study 
to become a leader. In the Local Church, membership growth also spurs 
leadership development because home meetings split as they grow so that 
meetings are small enough to avoid state attention (see Vala and O’Brien 
2007 for how unregistered churches attract new members). New leaders are 
then chosen from among experienced group members (Interview).

The third stream of Chinese Protestantism comprises churches founded 
by Chinese in the 1970s as well as churches founded in the 1980s and 
later by foreign and Chinese Protestants (especially Koreans, Korean 
Americans, and Taiwanese). Lambert and Zhao and Zhuang describe 
how Chinese Protestants first formed small gatherings in the early 1970s 
that grew to unregistered churches in rural and urban areas, including 
Shanghai (Zhao and Zhuang 1997: 228–35; Lambert 2006 [1999]: 183–
87). Some of these churches are radically different from the other streams 
because they practice a form of Christianity that is focused heavily on 
direct spiritual experience (as opposed to textual bible study as in the 
TSPM) and on supernatural healing (examples include the Born Again 
Sect [Chongsheng pai] and Full Scope Church [Quanfanwei jiaohui]) (Dunch 
2001: 201). Leadership training in these mostly rural sects is less a matter 
of long hours of textual study and scholastic achievement than a demon-
stration of “supernatural power” (Balcombe 1997).

The foreign-founded part of the third stream includes urban and rural 
churches established since the 1980s that have the direct involvement of 
foreigners in training Chinese church leaders. In the Northeast, one young 
Chinese woman headed an urban congregation founded by a foreign mis-
sionary over a decade ago. Her training consisted of a series of short classes 
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in an “underground” seminary (completely unknown to authorities), pre-
paring her to pastor a 700-member unregistered congregation. In a ma-
jor North China city, foreign missionaries founded another underground 
seminary ten years ago to train pastors for unregistered churches nation-
wide. The first Chinese graduates replaced the foreign teachers and now 
train subsequent classes of Chinese seminarians, without any ties to the 
state (Interviews).

Whether the unregistered churches are part of the pre-1949 indigenous 
stream or the post-1970 indigenous and foreign-founded stream, they have 
three distinct advantages over the TSPM churches: aspiring church lead-
ers enjoy more training institutions, little state interference, and even the 
possibility of being trained in TSPM seminaries.

First, far more unregistered than TSPM seminaries and Bible schools 
operate in China. A former TSPM pastor dismissed for working in un-
registered training institutions estimates that there are over one thousand 
such institutions. These Bible schools use far simpler curricula, have fewer 
textbooks, employ teachers with lower educational attainment, and of-
fer training that lasts for several months to one year rather than the typi-
cal three years in seminaries. They also have the advantage of mobility so 
they can shut down and relocate quickly if the authorities are close to dis-
covering them (Aikman 2003: 128, 132).

Second, and perhaps most obviously, the Party-state wields less influ-
ence in the training institutions of the unregistered churches. As we have 
seen, the State Administration for Religious Affairs sets political standards 
to restrict the kinds of students who may attend TSPM seminaries while 
TSPM politics can prevent seminary graduates from being appointed. The 
state, by supporting the TSPM’s Theological Construction Movement, 
also attempts to influence what pastors study and teach.24 Though free of 
these restrictions, unregistered training institutions are still shaped by the 
presence of the Party-state in that they have to preserve secrecy, which 
means class size remains less than thirty students and mobility is a high 
priority. But the involvement of the Party-state in TSPM affairs also serves 
as a rallying point for unregistered church leaders, who deride the TSPM 
as a “false” church for hewing to Party rules and boost congregations’ 
sense of legitimacy as the “real” church.

While many of the unregistered church leaders whom I interviewed ve-
hemently denounced the TSPM as a church, individual leaders still coop-
erate informally with their counterparts on the other side of state bound-
aries, especially when there is a mutual perception that they are engaged 
in the same Protestant endeavor. An older woman who led an unregis-
tered home meeting outside Shanghai said she had been invited to preach 
monthly sermons in a TSPM church. TSPM pastors seek such cooperation 
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on a one-to-one basis by developing unofficial relationships with un-
registered church leaders because they find state regulations too restric-
tive but remain convinced they should serve in the registered churches 
(Interview). However, in this case, when the TSPM leader mentioned that 
the Religious Affairs Bureau was taking TSPM believers’ offerings to help 
Buddhists build a temple, the outraged unregistered church leader called 
it a “false” church, ended her preaching arrangement, and expanded her 
home meeting into an unregistered church (Interview).

In my interviews, I found that there is a new generation of young 
TSPM pastors who do not share the historical experiences of the older 
generation of TSPM leaders nor do they accept the Party’s requirement to 
avoid close connections with foreign believers. This new body of TSPM 
pastors that I met in Guangdong, Heilongjiang, Hunan, Jilin, and Yunnan 
provinces seeks to welcome unregistered church leaders for joint coop-
eration in training and evangelism, though often the TSPM pastors have 
been frustrated by what they interpret as the unjustified suspicion of these 
unregistered church leaders against the TSPM. Yet by persistently demon-
strating their dedication to Protestant work, these TSPM pastors have fos-
tered successful one-on-one relationships (without formal, public coop-
eration with the unregistered churches) and trained unregistered church 
staff members or placed them in TSPM training programs.

A third advantage of unregistered churches and one final pathway for 
training leadership is the TSPM seminaries. As Jason Kindopp recounts, 
young TSPM seminary students whom he interviewed said they intended 
to work in the unregistered churches rather than TSPM ones. Furthermore 
many more TSPM students, even those who planned to work in the TSPM 
churches, had at least developed contacts and even participated in training 
activities set up by unregistered church networks (Kindopp 2004: 135).

leadership training: single tspm channel  
vs. multiple unregistered pathways

The above examples illustrate that routes to leadership are much more 
varied in the unregistered churches than in the registered TSPM churches. 
Whereas TSPM pastors must pass through a single channel under scrutiny 
by the Religious Affairs Bureau, leaders in the unregistered churches rise 
up from the ranks of believers and without such attention. Unregistered 
leaders who seek seminary training have far more options, because while 
fewer than two dozen TSPM seminaries and Bible schools accept students, 
as many as five times that number of unregistered training institutions 
hold classes (Aikman 2003: 132).

Not only are there more training institutions for the unregistered 
churches, but also the process of becoming a leader is more informal and 
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varied. The rigid TSPM channel from examination to admission, educa-
tion, appointment, and ordination contrasts with the highly informal pro-
cess for unregistered church leaders in which they gradually assume more 
responsibility. Would-be pastors in the TSPM leadership process may run 
afoul of Religious Affairs Bureau investigations or upset TSPM leaders 
who are insecure about their popularity, while unregistered leaders can 
assume church leadership by upgrading and expanding home meetings, 
planting a church in a new area, or receiving training in an unregistered 
seminary.

The flexible routes to leadership in the unregistered churches allow 
nearly anyone to assume a leading role because neither TSPM approval 
nor Religious Affairs Bureau background checks limit who is authorized 
to teach Christianity to a gathering of believers. A peasant woman who 
has so little formal education that she struggles to read the Bible has de-
veloped a network of two hundred churches and meetings throughout 
the Northeast while maintaining a rural training center. She teaches what 
most Chinese Protestants would agree is orthodox Christianity, yet new 
believers are attracted by tales of miracles that occur in her gatherings. 
Peasants can receive basic training to become church leaders in the train-
ing center, which is nothing more than a simple farmhouse. Local cadres 
have commended her for hiring unemployed workers at her dairy farm 
though they are said to be unaware that it also serves as a training center 
for church workers (Interview).

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the principal hurdles that limit the expansion 
of TSPM church leadership along a single authorized channel. It has high-
lighted the lack of financial resources as the primary reason, and pointed 
to political interference at key stages of the process as further reducing the 
number of effective pastoral candidates. These barriers hinder the devel-
opment of a large and committed corps of TSPM pastors and reflect both 
the Party’s unease about Christianity’s revival and its attempts to shape the 
future of that revival.25

Controlling the flow of pastoral training reaps rewards for a state that 
has reluctantly accepted the revival of religious practice. When obedient 
pastors are trained and appointed to TSPM churches, these pastors lead 
their congregations to heed state instructions, to support the Party’s po-
litical leadership, and presumably to better contribute to the economic de-
velopment and social welfare of the country. But the barriers leave a small 
group of existing TSPM pastors to preside over congregations that are ex-
panding in size and multiplying in numbers. 
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Without trained leaders, the state has reason to worry about the mas-
sive increase in Chinese Protestants, given the historical links between 
spirituality and religious rebellion in China (Overmyer 1976; Esherick 
1987). Emperors were often in danger from self-proclaimed spiritual lead-
ers who claimed a new “mandate of heaven” and organized followers to 
contest the throne. After reading Protestant tracts, a failed exam candi-
date launched the Taiping Rebellion in the mid-nineteenth century to 
restore the “proper worship” of the Christian God, an effort that nearly 
toppled the Qing dynasty and left as many as twenty million dead (Reilly 
2004; Witek 2001: 23–24). The contemporary concerns of the Party are 
not simply historical legacies, as arrests of unregistered Christian sect lead-
ers in the 1990s make clear (Ownby 2001). In January 2004, central Party 
leaders called a National Religious Affairs conference to discuss how to 
handle the rapid rise in the number of Chinese Protestants. Heading the 
agenda was a documentary on the fervor of Chinese Protestants filmed 
covertly by a former Tiananmen Square activist now in the United States 
(Yuan 2003; Kendal 2004).

In response to this growth, the Party has approved the expansion of 
TSPM seminary enrollment. But, ironically, if educational standards be-
come less restrictive to admit more students, the State Administration for 
Religious Affairs political standards may become more obvious to ap-
plicants. Aspiring applicants who are confident of their test results and 
sure of pastoral support may come to recognize a rejection as political in-
terference by the Religious Affairs Bureau in the admissions process. So 
if, as TSPM leaders have announced, the Nanjing seminary starts to ad-
mit 500 to 1,000 students instead of its current 170 enrollees, background 
checks may draw more attention to the influence of the state in TSPM af-
fairs, as in the aforementioned case of Religious Affairs Bureau influence 
on admissions, and provoke greater disillusionment with TSPM churches 
(Amity Foundation 2000, 2002, 2004).

Even after graduation, the process of TSPM appointment and ordination 
presents more hurdles that may lead seminary graduates away from TSPM 
churches. The corps of TSPM pastors in training will become sparser and 
the state will further lose power to influence leadership training. The 
frustrated (and highly trained) pastors who are leaving the TSPM and the 
growing leadership role of elders and deacons in challenging state control 
of training reflect an assertiveness that draws on collective resources out-
side state control to limit the state’s power. In the above-described case 
of the deacons who supported a popular seminary applicant, the deacons 
drew on their collective unity, conviction that theirs was the right course 
of action, and confidence that state concerns with its international image 
would limit its responses. Lay leader Elder Li gained inspiration from the 
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defiance of other unregistered leaders and depended on full support from 
his congregation to reject the appointment of a pastor by TSPM provincial 
authorities. Disillusioned TSPM pastors are increasingly drawing on links 
to unregistered churches to pursue work in a “real” unregistered church as 
opposed to a “false” TSPM church.

Such resistance makes the training of TSPM pastors a much more am-
bivalent undertaking for the state, as training pastors increases their au-
thority in the eyes of believers but does not guarantee that the heightened 
authority will strengthen state power. State policy—including the TSPM 
training process—designed to bolster state control over Protestantism ap-
pears to paradoxically weaken state authority and strengthen lay leadership. 
It also inadvertently is helping to reestablish linkages between the TSPM 
and unregistered churches, bridging a divide made concrete through the 
state’s fifty-year support for the TSPM, as church leaders see themselves 
engaged in a common endeavor as Christians.

Notes

1. New 2005 regulations repeat earlier rules requiring that believers seeking to 
worship apply to the local government to register as a religious meeting site. Among 
other stipulations, Protestant leaders must be approved by the TSPM/CCC (Chan 
and Carlson 2005: 82). Strictly speaking, the Three Self Patriotic Movement is a 
mass organization, a religious association, and not a church. I use the shorthand 
“TSPM churches” to denote churches registered by the state with TSPM approval. 
Using TSPM membership growth figures of 3 million (1982) to 10 million (1995) 
and 15 million (1999), the national TSPM growth rate is 10 percent. Extending this 
rate of growth to 2004 produces a figure of 24 million Protestants. Including the 
unregistered Protestant population, generally acknowledged as larger than registered 
church membership, doubles this 2004 statistic to 48 million for the entire Chinese 
Protestant population. An estimate of 40 million to 60 million members therefore is 
a ballpark, and perhaps conservative, estimate, that agrees with Lambert’s assessment 
(2003).

2. As part of the push to “mutually adapt religion and socialism,” Jiang Zemin 
(2003: 254–55) explained that religious staff and believers are required to be “fer-
vently patriotic” and, as the top teacher at the Central Party school points out, it is 
the staff who lead these believers to adapt religion to socialism (Gong 2003: 303).

3. A clarification of nomenclature is necessary here. In 1998 the national-level 
Religious Affairs Bureau, which develops state policy toward religion, was renamed 
the “State Administration for Religious Affairs.” But many local bureaus at the pro-
vincial level and below, which implement the policy, have retained the word “bu-
reau” in their names. This chapter observes this distinction; “Religious Affairs Bu-
reau” refers to the state bureaucracy at the provincial level and below.

4. The spectacular growth in Heilongjiang province may be partly due to the 
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desperate economic situation of the Northeast as well as the presence of many Ko-
rean and Korean American missionaries who mix easily among the Korean Chinese 
population (concentrated in cities in Heilongjiang and rural areas in Jilin and Liao-
ning) with little fear of discovery. 

5. Seen in global perspective, these pastor-believer ratios are somewhat higher 
than in Protestant churches elsewhere, whether ethnic minority churches in Myan-
mar (1:380), Lutheran churches in Namibia (1:3,500) or Ghana (1:2,140), or Bap-
tist churches in the Philippines (1:166). From World Council of Churches archive,  
www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/who/cc2001/cc2001-e.html, accessed July 9, 2007. 

6. Such activism was not limited to Fuzhou in the Southeast (Dunch’s focus). 
Chinese Protestants in northeastern Harbin spearheaded the construction of the 
city’s most progressive middle school in the late 1910s (Carter 2002: 51–60).

7. The municipal archives in Harbin, Heilongjiang province, contain records 
from the Religious Affairs Bureau on accusations penned by TSPM provincial lead-
ers in Cultural Revolution big character posters.

8. Jonathan Chao (Zhao Tian’en) and Zhuang Yuanfang (1997) mention the re-
vival of Protestant meetings in cities such as Xiamen (Fujian province), Wenzhou 
(Zhejiang), Shantou (Guangdong), and Nanjing (Jiangsu), but especially in rural ar-
eas of Henan, Fujian, and Zhejiang provinces. 

9. Although the TSPM as an organization accepts when the state identifies a 
group as a “cult,” individual TSPM pastors differentiate between unusual Christian 
sects that are not harmful and “cults” like Eastern Lightning that use extortion and 
violence. See Lambert (2006 [1999]: 69–71) on the vagueness of cult definitions.

10. A special foreign donor gives money to support the seminaries. Personal 
conversation with Professor Kathleen Lodwick, March 6, 2004. Regulations permit 
direct foreign donations of less than half a million RMB to an individual church 
but greater sums require approval of the provincial Religious Affairs Bureau (up to 
RMB 1 million) or national (over RMB 1 million) State Administration for Reli-
gious Affairs.

11. Even though Protestants tend to be in their middle ages, young believers 
constitute a growing percentage of congregations. According to a survey of 12,000 
Chinese believers conducted by the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences, the pro-
portion of believers of all religions under the age of forty nearly doubled from 15 
percent in 1980 to 27 percent in 1990 (Li et al. 1999: 205). Shanghai’s total Protestant 
population jumped from 46,000 (1985) to 80,000 (1990) to 120,000 (1993). The 
changing ratio in Shanghai is not an exception. In addition to Shanghai, the report 
notes that the proportion of younger believers also increased in Anhui and Henan 
provinces while Protestants increased greatly in all three areas.

12. See a Beijing Review (2004) article citing urban residents’ average income of 
RMB 8,500 while, in 2003, rural residents made RMB 2,622. 

13. The Bible schools at the provincial level sometimes set aside their educa-
tional criteria because some applicants cannot even read; none of the schools—in 
my experience—can afford to disregard the political criteria. 

14. The story is real but the names are fictitious.
15. For a biography of Wang Mingdao, see Wang (2002). 
16. The respondent was a TSPM pastor who commented that the hiring of  
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Ms. Chen was atypical and reflected the TSPM provincial leader’s desire both to 
help her and to increase the number of trained pastors in the area.

17. The Party-state has made a concerted effort in the last few years to publicize 
changes in China’s religious policies. See, for example, the recent volume by national 
Religious Affairs Bureau head Ye Xiaowen (1999).

18. A search of  TSPM and foreign news sources from 1986 to 2000 in the China 
Study Journal only revealed one lawsuit (over a petty boundary dispute) involving the 
TSPM. More frequent mention is made of Religious Affairs Bureau intervention 
on behalf of the TSPM to get local governments to implement church registration 
according to policy (Yamamori and Chan 2000: 73). Recently, a group of Christian 
lawyers in Beijing has started to defend unregistered churches nationwide from il-
legal raids and in registration irregularities. See Carnes (2006). 

19. Youth under eighteen years of age are prohibited from participating in reli-
gious activities according to Section 4 of Document 19. The restriction on preaching 
appears in provincial regulations issued in 1982 and later. 

20. The Party has hailed Lei Feng as a model soldier of the People’s Liberation 
Army whose every thought and act centered on serving the Party. After his death, 
the Party staged hagiographic exhibitions to exhort the Chinese people to follow 
his example. 

21. According to Jason Kindopp (2004), the movement has had little effect be-
yond the TSPM/CCC’s base of power in Shanghai and Nanjing.

22. Lambert describes the situation of meeting registration as “quite compli-
cated” (2006 [1999]: 56), but never mentions that some Protestants do not register 
their meetings out of ignorance or to avoid trouble. Leung (1999: 51–52) maintains 
that most rural churches (which he calls “spontaneous churches”) have no objection 
to the TSPM, although he relies almost entirely on secondary sources. Other recent 
works make little concrete mention of the position of home meetings vis-à-vis un-
registered and TSPM churches. For example, Kindopp distinguishes “house church” 
Protestants in general from those under TSPM control (2004: 5), though Mickey 
Spiegel in the same volume mentions the complications of registration (2004: 46–
48). Finally, the late Jonathan Chao, an active supporter of the unregistered churches 
and prominent critic of the TSPM, argued that unregistered churches that rejected 
registration on principle were the main stream of Chinese Christianity (Zhao and 
Zhuang 1997: 280).

23. Elder Li’s TSPM church in Heilongjiang province is an example of a church 
of this second pre-1949 stream that accepted registration though not, as was seen, 
leadership by the TSPM.

24. Since long before the Theological Construction Movement in the 1990s, the 
state has attempted to shape what TSPM pastors preach, but for Religious Affairs 
Bureau cadres the movement has clarified what aspects of theology are objectionable 
and given particular expression to the general pressure they exert on the TSPM. 

25. Document 19 Section 1 states that the Party expects religion will fade away 
as economic development proceeds. For that reason, the Party does not want more 
pastors. Yet pastors are the only link connecting the believers in their religious lives 
to the hierarchy of state. If pastors become disillusioned with state support of the 



Pathways to the Pulpit  

policy of freedom of religious belief, then many believers may begin to distrust the 
state and eventually defect to join unregistered churches.
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after the cultural revolution China reentered the stream of moder-
nity that takes “religion” as a necessary category of the state.1 The consti-
tutional right to “freedom of religion” was reemphasized, and a discursive 
definition of modern “religion” that asserted the basic principles for the 
existence of religion in a “socialist” order under an “atheist” political au-
thority was issued by the Chinese Communist Party (Party) in 1982. This 
definition, called On the Basic Viewpoint and Policy on the Religious Question 
during Our Country’s Socialist Period (Document 19), stipulates the seemingly 
incongruous principles of freedom of religious belief and religion in ser-
vice to the state. To reconcile these principles, a categorical distinction is 
made in Document 19 between “normal” religious activities, which are le-
gitimated and can be active, from “superstitions,” which are not and sup-
pressed. “Normal” religions accept Party leadership, work toward state 
goals, and are therefore “patriotic.2 They have the right to “manage” their 
own religious activities in designated “religious activity sites” (zongjiao 
huodong changsuo) such as temples, churches, and mosques. In this way, the 
Party’s discursive definition of modern “religion” both asserts the authority 
of the state over religion while signifying that the Chinese state is “mod-
ern” because it is a secular one that protects freedom of religion.

This chapter traces the institutionalization of the modern discourse 
of “religion” in China’s Buddhist revival. It starts from the premise that 
modern discourses have institutional effects that are distinct from what 
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the discourse purports to achieve. For example, as James Ferguson (1990) 
shows for “development” discourse, even as attempts to enact develop-
ment failed to achieve their explicit goals, the consequences were a pro-
found rationalization of locales toward central state authority. Similarly, 
this chapter, looking beyond concerns with the degree of religious free-
dom and state control in much analysis of religion and state in China, 
considers the institutional effects of the enactment of the state’s discursive 
definition of “religion.”3 It will trace the effects of enacting “manage-
ment,” “self-sufficiency,” and other principles in the state discourse on the 
expansion of bureaucratic organization and power. In other words the en-
actment of “modern” religion is consequential not only for the revival of 
Buddhism but also constitutes modern state formation.

The concept of organizational field focuses this chapter’s analysis on the 
politics of enactment and the institutional outcomes. An organization is a 
collective actor that has interests, agendas, goals, and resources. A field is 
“those organizations that, in aggregate, constitute a recognized area of in-
stitutional life: key suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory 
agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services or prod-
ucts. It directs attention to the ‘totality of relevant actors’ ” (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1991 [1983]: 64–65). Organizations in a field all seek to rationalize 
their activities through a common discourse, such as “religion.” Their in-
teractions are political because a discourse contains contradictions and dis-
junctures that readily enable multiple interpretations to legitimate diverse 
interests. The actions of organizational actors to organize and represent 
activities as fitting principles and rules in the discursive institutions define 
the attributes and interests of organizations and link a local field to na-
tional projects and globally authoritative discourses of modernity (Meyer 
1987).4

A local field of Buddhism traditionally has a large public (shifangconglin) 
temple in terms of size, prestige, wealth with lesser public lineage temples 
arrayed under it (Gernet 1995 [1956]; Welch 1967).5 Other more recent 
actors are Buddhist academies, philanthropic foundations, devotee asso-
ciations, and overseas Chinese networks. Key state organizations are local 
Buddhist Association offices and local Religious Affairs Bureaus.6 These 
actors draw on various accumulated forms of capital, such as networks, 
history, property, personnel, and position in the state in the context of the 
local politics of enacting “religion.”

Analysis draws on a total of two years of fieldwork conducted between 
1989 and 2003.7 Data were gathered by intensive interviewing.8 In Xiamen 
we interviewed the monks in the six administrative positions in Nanputuo 
Temple, clergy in all of Xiamen’s lesser temples, including lay nun halls 
(zhaitang), the clergy and lay staff of the Xiamen Buddhist Association 
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(Xiamen Fojiao xiehui), and officers and regular members of the Xiamen 
Buddhist Lodge (Xiamen Fojiao jushilin) and dharma chanting groups. We 
also interviewed staff of county- and city-level Buddhist associations in 
the Minnan, Putian, and Fuqing regions of Fujian and, at the national 
level, staff of the Buddhist Association of China, including its vice-head in 
1996, and the head of the China Buddhist Academy. As for state officials, 
we interviewed the head of the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau,9 staff of 
the Xiamen City United Front Work Department, and staff of the Fujian 
Religious Affairs Bureau.10 All interviews were in Mandarin Chinese, 
which is the main dialect in Nanputuo Temple, as clergy come from all 
over China. We also used other data. One was our survey of all temples 
in Xiamen to understand their history and revival since 1979. Documents 
included drafts of the Xiamen Annals of Religion (Xiamen zongjiaozhi), pub-
lications by Nanputuo Temple and the Xiamen Buddhist Lodge, and state 
religious policies. Multiple data sources allowed us to crosscheck facts, 
gauge the accuracy of our understandings, and refine our analysis. The 
chapter’s next section is a sketch of Buddhism in the local field. The third 
section describes the field’s organizational actors. The fourth section de-
scribes three political phases of enacting the discursive definition of “re-
ligion” in Document 19 and other state institutions. The conclusion high-
lights the institutional effects.

The History of Buddhism in Xiamen 

The locale is Xiamen city in Fujian, a province known since the Tang 
dynasty as the “Buddhist Kingdom” (Foguo) and famous for its many 
Buddhist temples. Xiamen is an island just off the southeast coast with one 
of the best deepwater harbors in China. Upon designation as a treaty port 
in 1842 it became a thriving node of international trade with a wealthy, 
cosmopolitan merchant class. In 1980 the city was designated a Special 
Economic Zone to attract investment and technology from Taiwan and 
overseas Chinese. By 2000, its population of one and half million people 
enjoyed one of the highest standards of living in China and had numer-
ous personal and economic links with Southeast Asia, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong. There is a lively Buddhist field that contains three dozen temples 
that bustle with worshippers, tourists, rituals, and teaching.

At the apex of repute, scale, and wealth is Nanputuo Temple. Originally 
of the Linji sect, it became nondenominational in 1924, and shot to na-
tional prominence the following year with its establishment of the Minnan 
Buddhist Academy. The academy’s first head was the famous monk Taixu, 
a progressive reformer of Buddhism, who advanced the idea of a “human 
Buddhism” (renjian Fojiao), the training of clergy by modern educational 
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principles and techniques, and cultivation of ties with politicians and state 
officials.11 Through these activities the temple became an active center 
of young reformist lay devotees who were concerned about the spread of 
Christianity in China and sought to reform Buddhism to make it a mod-
ern “religion.” Additionally, there were several dozen other temples in 
Xiamen, some having thick connections with Nanputuo Temple while 
others were lineage and lay nun temples. The peak of this flourishing was 
the early 1930s when hundreds of clergy resided in Xiamen, including 
over two hundred at Nanputuo Temple.

Thereafter, Buddhism in Xiamen declined. The outbreak of war 
with Japan in the late 1930s reduced the wealth of Buddhist patrons and 
many clergy emigrated to Southeast Asia and then the founding of the 
People’s Republic of China in 1949 drastically reduced the space of reli-
gion. Independent associational activities were suppressed and the num-
ber of clergy declined as land redistribution eroded the monastic economy 
and ordinands became fewer. In the mid-1950s military and local govern-
ment agencies in Xiamen began occupying temples for use as observa-
tions posts, factories, schools, and community centers.12 The remaining 
clergy were gathered in Nanputuo Temple and then expelled when it, too, 
was shut down during the Cultural Revolution (1967–77).13 However, 
Nanputuo Temple escaped damage by the Red Guards in the destruc-
tion of the “Four Olds” (sijiu) other than the smashing of a guardian god 
at the temple gate.14 Many of Xiamen’s other temples were not so lucky 
and some were totally destroyed during the Cultural Revolution. The 
Buddhist field in Xiamen was no longer visible.

The state shift to market-driven economic development beginning 
in 1979 created a new space for religion. The overriding concern of the 
city government to attract investment from overseas Chinese pushed it to 
adopt a liberal and tolerant attitude toward religion. Therefore the state 
policy on religion was implemented quite early and thoroughly relative 
to other places in China. Temples were rebuilt and became active with 
clergy and devotees, the Minnan Buddhist Academy reopened, clergy 
were ordained, ties with overseas Chinese Buddhists were rekindled, lay 
devotee organizations were revived, a philanthropic foundation was es-
tablished, and central and local state regulatory agencies and religious as-
sociations were reconstituted.15 By 2001 all of Xiamen’s temple sites had 
been reclaimed by Buddhists and many had been rebuilt on a scale two 
to three times larger than before. By early 2001 there were over six hun-
dred clergy in residence at Nanputuo Temple with dozens of others in the 
lesser temples.
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Key Organizational Actors

Buddhist temples are under the authority of two organizational actors 
in the state in accordance with the stipulation of Document 19 that “All 
places of worship are under the administrative leadership of the Religious 
Affairs Bureau, but the religious organizations and professional religious 
personnel are responsible for their management” (Chinese Communist 
Party Central Committee 1987 [1982]: 440). The shared authority of the 
Buddhist Association of China and State Administration for Religious 
Affairs, respectively “management” and “administration,” requires their 
ongoing negotiation to establish their jurisdictions vis-à-vis the other. 
Before describing some contexts of this, let me briefly describe the two 
organizations.

The Buddhist Association of China was established in 1953 at the urg-
ing of prominent disciples of Taixu seeking a place for Buddhism in the 
Marxist-socialist order. The national association in Beijing consists of 
prominent monks and lay devotees who consider national policies and 
their implications for Buddhism and communicate them to Buddhists 
locally through meetings and publications, mobilize Buddhists to com-
ply with state policies, engage in international Buddhist exchanges, and 
publish the journal Chinese Buddhism (Zhongguo Fojiao). Local (provincial, 
county, city) associations were set up in 1957 for routine temple manage-
ment by giving salaries to needy clerics, helping temples register prop-
erty, holding study classes to instill patriotism, mobilizing Buddhists for 
economic and political campaigns, and starting productive enterprises in 
temples with clergy labor (Welch 1972). Shut down in 1966, associations 
were revived in 1979, and the Xiamen Buddhist Association was among 
the first. It was headed by Miaozhan, an elderly monk who became abbot 
of Nanputuo Temple. Its executive committee consists of priors of regis-
tered temples in Xiamen and prominent devotees and local scholars while 
the staff has a secretary, vice-secretary, and a dozen clergy and devotees.16 
During the 1980s and 1990s the association staff spent much time negoti-
ating with city government agencies and military units for the return of 
temple property.17

The Religious Affairs Bureau was established in 1954 to educate reli-
gious adherents about state ideology and policy, mobilize them to work 
toward state goals, censor foreign religious publications, monitor foreign 
religious visitors and give them the good impression that religions are pro-
tected and free in China, and nominate all religious personnel for such 
political bodies as the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 
(Welch 1972: 30–36). Local governments established provincial, county, 
and municipal offices if there were sufficient religious sites and believers 



Modern “Religion” in China’s Buddhism  

to warrant one. The personnel of these offices were for the most part 
people with little knowledge of the religions they supervised. During the 
1950s many staff members were demobilized People’s Liberation Army 
soldiers, while in the 1980s and 1990s the staff counted numerous person-
nel with problematic political backgrounds. Abolished during the Cultural 
Revolution, the national Religious Affairs Bureau (subsequently renamed 
the State Administration for Religious Administration) was resuscitated in 
1979 with roughly the same duties as before under the control of the State 
Council in the government. The Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau was 
also revived that year with a staff of ten officials in three departments.18

The two organizations negotiate ceaselessly to establish their jurisdic-
tion over temples, and, more generally, Buddhism. Their perceptions of 
possible courses of actions and justification of them reflect various princi-
ples and stipulations in the state’s discursive institutions of “religion.” The 
claim by Buddhists of management authority over temple property and 
wealth reflects the principle in Document 19 that religious associations man-
age “normal” religion, which is freely conducted in designated religious 
activity sites “without interference by any persons” (Chinese Communist 
Party Central Committee 1987 [1982]: 440). During an interview, a staff 
member of the Xiamen Buddhist Association likened the association to 
a guard inside the temple compound who ensures that it is orderly and 
well maintained while the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau is the po-
liceman who patrols outside the temple to ensure that Buddhism does not 
escape from the temple compound to be propagated in society.19 The ac-
tions of the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau reflect a different view: re-
ligion must serve state ends. This is seen in such statements in Document 19 
as: religious followers must accept the “leadership of the party and gov-
ernment” (Chinese Communist Party Central Committee 1987 [1982]: 
428), “form a united front [with atheists] in the common effort for so-
cialist modernization” (p. 438), and “center their will and strength . . . on 
building a powerful, modern socialist state” (p. 436). The actions of the 
Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau reflect the view that the tourist poten-
tial of temples and appeal to overseas Chinese are related to national state 
projects of economic development and international relations, thereby jus-
tifying the bureau’s control through “administrative guidance” of temple 
property and economic activities.

The negotiation of jurisdictions also reflects the two organizations’ 
competing interpretations of what are the “religious activities” that are 
subject to “management” or “administration.” The actions of the Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau reflect the definition of religion in the consti-
tution and Document 19 as “a private matter of religious belief.” Perforce 
it follows that the bureau’s control over temple property and economic 
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activities does not violate religious freedom because these are not mat-
ters of “individual belief” and therefore do not fall within the jurisdic-
tion of the Buddhist Association of China to “manage religious activities.” 
Instead they lie within the bureau’s jurisdiction of the “administration 
of religion” to support such state and national projects as economic de-
velopment and overseas Chinese relations. The Buddhist Association of 
China takes a broader view of the activities of religion. The secretary of 
the Xiamen Buddhist Association cited relevant parts of Document 19 in 
interviews with us: temples are “not only places of worship, but are also 
cultural facilities of important cultural value” that are maintained, safe-
guarded, and repaired by the religious associations (Chinese Communist 
Party Central Committee 1987 [1982]: 440); religious associations should 
“solve their own problems” and state officials should “not monopolize or 
do things that these organizations should do themselves” (p. 441); reli-
gions should be economically “self-sufficient” (p. 441), and clergy should 
be economically “productive” (p. 438).20 These various principles can but-
tress the claims of Buddhists for greater “self-management” authority.

Negotiations between the two organizations occur within the state’s 
dual structure of Party and government (zheng fu). The Party is in charge 
of ideology and policy making while the government is in charge of pol-
icy implementation and enforcement; furthermore the authority of the 
former trumps that of the latter at the same level of the state. However, 
the situation can be ambiguous, as is the case in Xiamen. The Buddhist 
Association of China is a “mass association” (chunzhong tuanti) under the 
authority of the United Front Work Department, the branch of the Party 
that has supervised non-Party mass social groups since the 1950s. Local 
Religious Affairs Bureaus can be an agency within the local government, 
as in Xiamen. Therefore, the situation in Xiamen is ambiguous because a 
government agency—the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau—“leads” an 
agency under Party control, namely the Xiamen Buddhist Association. 
Buddhists use this ambiguity to appeal to the Party for support.

In their negotiations, the two organizations seek recognition of their 
claims and positions from other organizations by using their distinctive 
forms of capital. One form is the symbolic capital stemming from the po-
sitions of their leaders. It is important to note here that neither religious 
associations nor Religious Affairs Bureaus are structurally part of any na-
tional ministerial system of personnel appointments (xitong). Instead local 
offices are established by local governments and Party branches if there is 
sufficient local religious activity. Yet their respective staffs possess very dif-
ferent positional capital in local negotiations. The head of a local Religious 
Affairs Bureau is only the head of that agency. The head can garner sup-
port from other government agencies in the locale because the agencies 
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might want to present a united face toward non-state actors (guanguan 
xianghu).21 In contrast, a leading cleric can hold multiple positions in the 
local field and within the state hierarchy. For example, Miaozhan, who 
became abbot of Nanputuo Temple, was also: in Xiamen, head of the 
Minnan Buddhist Academy, the Xiamen Buddhist Association, and the 
Nanputuo Temple Philanthropy Foundation; in Fujian province, abbot 
of Gushan Temple (Gushansi) and Yongle Temple (Yonglesi), head of the 
Fujian Buddhist Academy, and head of the Fujian Buddhist Association; at 
the national level, vice-chair of the Buddhist Association of China. Such 
multiple positions, which mimic the strategies of state officials to accumu-
late power, can enhance Buddhists’ prestige and flexibility in dealing with 
local governments. At the local level the multiple positions of Buddhist 
leaders enable them to negotiate with local government by making mul-
tiple claims from different the organizations that they lead. Positional ap-
pointments at higher levels of the state can help them to invoke state au-
thority to support their claims and help resolve local disputes.

Additionally, the staffs of the two organizations have different social 
capital. The personnel of local Religious Affairs Bureaus are natives of 
the locale. They have their personal connections in other agencies and 
can speak the local patois, which can create some feelings of intimacy 
and closeness. In contrast, the Buddhists who took the lead in local reviv-
als from the late 1970s were often elderly monks who had been ordained 
before 1949 and were clerics during the first decade and a half of the 
People’s Republic of China.22 Therefore, they were likely to have a per-
sonal relationship with leaders of the Buddhist Association of China, such 
as Zhao Puchu, the elderly devotee who had been secretary of the pre-
1949 Chinese Buddhist Association and head of the Buddhist Association 
of China established after 1949 until his death in 2000. This kind of per-
sonal relationship greatly enhances rapid communication between local 
Buddhist fields and central authority. In sum, the ambiguous structural re-
lation of the two organizations and their respective social capital are con-
texts for the implementation of “religion.”

Political Phases of the Reviving Buddhist Field

The change in state policy created a discursive space for religion that then 
gradually filled up with rituals, beliefs, teachings, networks, organiza-
tions, and resources. This process can be traced in Xiamen by the inter-
action of the two aforementioned organizations, as well as temples, dev-
otees and believers’ associations, overseas Chinese networks, and other 
state agencies. There are three phases of interaction from the late 1970s 
to the early 2000s, each characterized by a distinct politics of resources 
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allocations and power relations. The first, from 1979 to 1989, consisted 
of cooperation among actors to revive the moribund field by restoring 
Nanputuo Temple as its center. The second, from 1989 to 1995, saw in-
creasing conflict among the actors in the context of the flourishing field, 
leading to the direct intervention of the central authorities. The third, 
from 1995 until approximately 2001, was marked by a shift in orientation 
of Nanputuo Temple toward the central state and the realignment of the 
other actors in the local field.

reconstructing the center, 1979–1989

The first task was to revive the field’s center, Nanputuo Temple. Over 
the decade it changed from an abandoned and decaying compound to an 
active and wealthy temple. From the beginning an elderly monk called 
Miaozhan (1910–95) took the lead. Born in Liaoning province, he had 
been an elementary school principal before renouncing lay life in 1939. He 
was a disciple of Tanxu (1875–1963) and served in administrative capaci-
ties in several well-known temples before coming to Nanputuo Temple 
in 1957.23 The following year he was appointed prior of the temple. When 
the temple was shuttered during the Cultural Revolution he lived in a 
small shack next to the temple. His devotion to Nanputuo Temple and de-
termination to restore it after 1979 gave him enormous respect and good-
will among Buddhists locally, nationally, and overseas. He immediately 
began to revive the networks of devotees in Xiamen and clergy overseas 
who had left Xiamen before 1949 and worked with the Xiamen Religious 
Affairs Bureau to restore the temple compound. He was very successful in 
garnering overseas Chinese financial support, especially donations from 
monks and devotees in Southeast Asia, that quickly exceeded the state 
funds for restoration.

New organizations were created to support the revival. As noted above, 
the Xiamen Buddhist Association was revived in 1979 and Miaozhan 
was appointed as its head. Also, an entity called the Nanputuo Temple 
Administration Commission (Nanputuosi guanli weiyuanhui) was established 
inside the temple by the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau to support the 
monks in managing the temple. Its head was Miaozhan but the rest of the 
membership was decided by the bureau, which staffed it with recently re-
tired bureau officials. Also during this time, in a reflection of Miaozhan’s 
prestige, he was appointed head of the Fujian Buddhist Association and a 
member of the executive committee of the Buddhist Association of China 
in Beijing (Nanputuo Temple 1997: 97–98).

Under Miaozhan’s leadership the reconstruction of Nanputuo Temple 
proceeded apace. Land occupied during the Cultural Revolution was re-
claimed and the temple compound was restored. Abundant donations 
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from overseas Chinese financed this expansion as well as the reconstruc-
tion of Xiamen’s other temples. By the late 1980s Nanputuo Temple’s 
original compound had been restored and an ambitious project was un-
derway to expand the Minnan Buddhist Academy, and build a new me-
diation hall, library, abbot’s residence, and guest facilities. This expansion 
of Nanputuo was also made possible by the temple’s creation of its own 
financial resources. In keeping with Document 19 that religions should be 
self-supporting, several profit-making activities were established in the 
temple. An enterprise (qiye) was set up that consisted of a vegetarian res-
taurant, photo booths, and souvenir shops that generated an income, in 
1988, of RMB 240,000. The enterprise was administered by the Nanputuo 
Temple Administration Commission, and its accountant, a former Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau official who was not a Buddhist, controlled its 
income and made decisions about its daily operations and long-term plans. 
The temple facilities (shiye) also generated other income that, in 1988, to-
taled RMB 1,400,000 from gate receipts (RMB 100,000), sales of texts 
and scriptures (RMB 20,000), the donation box (RMB 500,000), and 
ritual fees and donations directly to the abbot (RMB 780,000). This in-
come was controlled by the clergy. The distinction between enterprise 
and facilities followed the wording in Document 19 that clergy could re-
ceive donations and run stores that sold religious paraphernalia. But as no 
mention was made of tourist facilities and sales of non-Buddhist materials, 
the Nanputuo Temple Administration Commission could justify separat-
ing the enterprise from the clergy’s control.

The performance of rituals also started up when the temple opened. 
Routine rituals performed in Nanputuo Temple are about the same as at 
any other temple in the region: daily morning and evening chanting, a ser-
vice for lay persons on the fifteenth of each lunar month, and a Thousand 
Buddha rituals (baiqianfo) three times a year. Others, such as funerary  
(chaodu) and ghost feeding ( fangyankou) rituals, are performed when com-
missioned by laypersons, producing a rich stream of income directly to 
the monks. Such special rituals as abbot’s ascension, ordination (shengzuo), 
plenary mass (shuilu), and ghost feeding that are not regularly performed 
were being reorganized in the 1980s. Few clergy knew how to perform 
them and so several elderly clerics in the countryside were invited to per-
form the more elaborate ones while younger monks went to Hong Kong 
and Singapore to learn them. The Xiamen Buddhist Association is im-
portant for legitimating rituals because some, such as Guanyin’s Birthday 
and ghost feeding, could be readily seen as fitting state policy definitions 
of superstition. So the Xiamen Buddhist Association prohibits the more 
blatantly superstitious aspects of these rituals such as the burning of paper 
money from being conducted inside the temple compound. This satisfies 



  David L. Wank

the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau without significantly changing the 
rituals’ significance to their participants.

The temple’s establishment for the training and education of monks was 
also revived. This was crucial because the temple was facing an extreme 
shortage of clergy. Ordinations had started up in Fujian province in 1982. 
Many ordinands in the first classes were elderly, mostly illiterate monks 
who had been forced to return to lay life during the Cultural Revolution 
and, upon reordination, returned to their rural temples. A main concern 
for Nanputuo Temple, therefore, was to train a corps of young, energetic, 
well-educated clerics for its teaching, ritual, and administrative staff. A 
preparatory class was opened in 1982 and the Minnan Buddhist Academy 
was reopened in 1985. In keeping with the tradition of Taixu, its cur-
riculum offered both religious and secular instruction. Religious instruc-
tion includes sutras, Zen practice and philosophy, Buddhist art, basic ritu-
als, monastic regulations, and the history of Chinese Buddhism. Secular 
courses include politics (modern Chinese history, basic legal knowledge, 
social science), Chinese literature (high school and college level), Chinese 
philosophy, Chinese religious policy and related law, accounting, math-
ematics, foreign languages ( Japanese and English), etiquette, acupuncture, 
and Chinese herbal medicine. The teachers are monks and nuns, Xiamen 
University professors of history, literature, philosophy, and religious stud-
ies, and intellectual devotees hired through connections with the ab-
bot and the Xiamen Buddhist Association. The only restriction is that a 
Buddhist teaches Buddhism courses.

Also, during this period, the other temples in Xiamen started to be re-
claimed from the state and their restoration got underway. Many had been 
taken over as factories or recreation halls by district governments, street 
and neighborhood committees, and collective enterprises. Some of the best 
known temples, such as Hongshan Temple and Bailudong Temple, were 
strategically located on hills overlooking Nationalist-held islands off the 
coast and had been occupied by the military since the 1950s. The Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau and Xiamen Buddhist Association worked to-
gether to negotiate with the military units and government agencies oc-
cupying these sites to smooth their transfer to Buddhists. The Xiamen 
Buddhist Association received funds from Buddhists to pay compensation 
to the state units and fund their restorations. Much of the money was do-
nated by master monks overseas who had personal ties with specific tem-
ples (Ashiwa and Wank 2006). The devotees of the Buddhist Lodge also 
obtained a site, the Yangzhenggong Temple, a former Daoist temple in 
downtown Xiamen, and began organizing members throughout the city. 
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intensifying conflict between  
local actors, 1989–1995

The second phase, from roughly 1989 to 1995, was characterized by 
conflict between the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau and an increasingly 
confident and capable Buddhist clergy. Several events signified the start of 
this phase. One was the official ascension in 1990 of Miaozhan as the first 
abbot of Nanputuo Temple since the Cultural Revolution. This position 
strengthened his authority as the leader of Buddhists in Xiamen, increased 
his stature nationally, and enhanced the profile of Nanputuo Temple as 
a rapidly reviving temple. Another event was the graduation in 1989 of 
the first class of clergy of the revived Minnan Buddhist Academy. The 
brightest were appointed to positions in the new temple administration 
that Miaozhan established in Nanputuo, which consisted of six depart-
ments ( jianyuan): precentor, business office, sacristan, rituals, enterprise, 
and education. The Xiamen Buddhist Association also acquired valuable 
personnel resources, including a former official of the Xiamen Religious 
Affairs Bureau who had served on the Nanputuo Temple Administration 
Commission. This individual had come to sympathize with the monks 
while working on the commission, and after retiring in 1989 became the 
full-time secretary of the Xiamen Buddhist Association. Although a Party 
member, he respected Miaozhan and gave him very useful advice on deal-
ing with the government.

The association’s new personnel was skilled at positioning Buddhist 
activities with reference to the state’s discourse of “religion” while at the 
same time making this palatable to the clergy. For example, immediately 
after the 1989 student movement, the state ordered Buddhists to increase 
political study to promote “patriotic religion” (aiguo aijiao, literally “love 
the state, love religion”)—loyalty to the Party and government above 
all else—because Buddhist monks had participated in demonstrations in 
Beijing. The Xiamen Buddhist Association was put in charge of this and 
its new secretary decided to teach a course a course on Chinese history 
rather then one on Marxism. This satisfied the Xiamen Religious Affairs 
Bureau that “patriotic religion” was being taught, while the clergy did not 
find the content objectionable (Ashiwa and Wank 2006: 352). 

However, this heightened capacity of the Buddhists in Xiamen fueled 
tension between the clergy and the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. 
Whereas the clergy had once welcomed the support of the Nanputuo 
Temple Administration Commission, the rapid increase in the number of 
young monks and nuns who were capable of handling temple administra-
tion now led the clergy to see the commission as interfering in Nanputuo 
Temple’s internal affairs. Commission control of the enterprise especially 
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annoyed the monks. The enterprise employees were the offspring and kin 
of Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau officials and much of its income went 
toward paying their salaries and bonuses. The commission accountant in-
vested the rest of the profits in enhancing the temple’s tourist appeal. He 
built a luxury three-story restaurant in a side compound that catered to 
overseas Chinese tourists and visiting dignitaries. He justified this action 
by claiming that it supported the city government’s overriding goal of de-
veloping the Xiamen Special Economic Zone. This further angered the 
monks, who wanted to use the money to expand temple facilities for reli-
gious cultivation and study by clergy and devotees.

Over the next few years saw escalating conflict between the Nanputuo 
Temple clergy and the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. The monk 
appointed by Miaozhan to supervise the enterprise as part of the new 
temple administration was not recognized by the Nanputuo Temple 
Administration Commission. The commission said that Buddhist precepts 
forbade monks from engaging in business. So Miaozhan then appealed to 
Zhao Puchu, head of the Buddhist Association of China in Beijing, who 
dispatched an investigation team to Xiamen. The team affirmed the cler-
gy’s ownership of the enterprise while also recommending that it be leased 
out to its lay manager. The investigation team also concluded that the 
Nanputuo Temple Administration Commission was usurping activities 
that the clergy were now capable of doing, in contravention of Document 
19. It recommended curtailing the commission’s authority and changing 
its name to Nanputuo Temple Firm (Nanputuosi shiwusuo) to indicate that 
it was no longer an administrative entity. Thus, while the clergy won in 
principle, control of the enterprise remained unchanged due to its con-
tinued operation by its lay manager, the former Xiamen Religious Affairs 
Bureau official. 

Conflict intensified when the monks discovered that the lay manager 
had, unbeknownst to them, registered himself as the enterprise’s legal rep-
resentative ( faren daibiao) with the Industrial and Commercial Bureau, 
which issues business licenses. The Xiamen Buddhist Association protested 
to the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau that this violated the recently 
agreed upon principle of temple ownership of the enterprise but the bu-
reau did not concede. So again Miaozhan appealed to Zhao Puchu in the 
Buddhist Association of China in Beijing. When the Xiamen Religious 
Affairs Bureau cadres heard of this they summoned Miaozhan to their of-
fice and tried to intimidate him. In a manner reminiscent of the previous 
political era, they forced him to write a self-criticism statement that he 
was stubborn and disobeying bureau orders. This intimidation was also 
reported to the Buddhist Association of China in Beijing and the Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau was reprimanded.
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Things became violent when the enterprise manager discovered a plan 
written by monks on how they would manage the enterprise when they 
controlled it. Thereupon the manager obtained a letter from the city gov-
ernment that acknowledged the temple’s ownership of the enterprise but 
prohibited monks from managing it. In obtaining it, the manager played 
on the concern of the city government for the safety of the numerous 
national and foreign dignitaries who dined at the restaurant when visit-
ing Xiamen by arguing that their security should not be entrusted to the 
monks. The Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau followed this up by con-
vening a meeting in the vegetarian restaurant to announce a new “three 
party management” (sanfang guanli) arrangement for the enterprise that 
involved the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau, Public Security Bureau, 
and clergy. The monks were incensed, especially the young monks study-
ing in the Minnan Buddhist Academy. They locked the officials from the 
Public Security Bureau and Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau in the res-
taurant and hung banners outside the temple listing their grievances over 
the enterprise. The officials remained locked up overnight until Public 
Security Bureau forces stormed the temple in the morning to release 
them. Afterwards the local government wanted to treat the matter as a po-
litical one by labeling the monks’ actions as “counter-revolutionary.” So 
once again Zhao Puchu and the Buddhist Association of China sent down 
an investigation team. Upon examining the banners that had hung outside 
the temple, it concluded that the monks had not criticized the government 
but only complained of their lack of control over the enterprise. The mat-
ter was dismissed. 

During the conflict the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau retaliated 
by obstructing and harassing the clergy. It blocked the monks’ plans to 
expand the temple’s religious facilities. For example, Miaozhan wanted 
to build a large meditation hall for monks and devotees. However, the 
Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau criticized the plan as wasteful, claim-
ing that lazy monks did not need a new place to sleep during the day. It 
also noted that the architect and donor had Taiwan connections, raising 
the specter of Taiwan spies. Next the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau 
opposed the abbot’s plan to build two towers in front of the temple on 
the grounds that they would destroy the frontal view of the temple for 
tourists.

Miaozhan’s greatest achievement during this second phase was the cre-
ation of the Nanputuo Temple Philanthropy Foundation (Nanputuo ci-
shan jijinhui) in 1994, China’s first Buddhist philanthropy. It was regis-
tered with the Ministry of Civil Affairs as a philanthropic foundation. Is 
membership was open to all and it provided social services in the temple 
through a well staffed medical clinic, and made large donations for social 
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welfare and disaster relief throughout China. Because it was a philan-
thropic rather than religious organization, there was no opening for the 
Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau to control it. But the foundation was 
clearly part of Nanputuo Temple as it was located on the premises and 
staffed by monks and nuns. It used the characters for “Nanputuo Temple” 
in its name and charity was disbursed by the abbot in publicized trips to 
disaster regions and poor areas. One of the foundation’s first major acts 
was to aid victims in a rural area of Yunnan province that had been dev-
astated by a large earthquake. It sent its personnel to assess the victims’ 
needs, donated cash and clothing, and established a free primary school in 
one village. In this way the monks expanded their potential to reach the 
masses of people.

The end of this second phase of Nanputuo Temple’s development was 
marked by Miaozhan’s death in 1996 and a final confrontation with the 
Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. Nanputuo monks wanted to cremate 
his body on the hill behind the temple in accordance with the practice 
for deceased abbots. But the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau, citing 
safety reasons, ordered the corpse to be cremated in a distant rural temple 
with cremation facilities. It also ordered the funeral procession to depart 
from the temple at midnight and pass through Xiamen’s streets during the 
darkness. But the monks held back until early morning and the procession 
traveled in daylight for fifty miles along roads lined with kneeling people 
who had been waiting all night. They knew of Miaozhan’s sufferings dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution and his contributions to revive Nanputuo and 
Buddhism in Xiamen and elsewhere. Coincidently, a hill behind the city 
government caught fire the next day and all the trees were burned down. 
Buddhists saw this as sign of Miaozhan’s anger at the city government.

bifurcation of the local field, 1995–2001

The death of Miaozhan in 1995 marked the beginning of a third phase. 
A characteristic of this phase was the Xiamen Buddhist Association’s 
greater distance from Nanputuo Temple. The Xiamen Religious Affairs 
Bureau had already taken steps to reduce the capacity of the Xiamen 
Buddhist Association to support Nanputuo even before Miaozhan’s death. 
According to regulations, civil associations such as the Xiamen Buddhist 
Association can elect their own leadership. However, the Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau claimed sole authority to nominate the candi-
dates who stood for election. It then presented a slate of officers that did 
not contain the capable personnel who had helped the temple challenge 
the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. The adoption of this slate removed 
key personnel who were most familiar with the state procedures and knew 
how to position the clergy’s claims in terms of Document 19 and other state 
discursive institutions. Miaozhan’s death also weakened the attachment of 
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many of the young capable monks who had been motivated by his self-
less dedication to restore Nanputuo Temple and further Buddhism. These 
monks, many of whom had occupied administrative posts in the temple, 
now began to drift away, putting the temple at a further disadvantage.

After Miaozhan’s death, the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau fur-
ther increased the distance of the Xiamen Buddhist Association from the 
Nanputuo Temple clergy, thereby affecting the leadership of the Xiamen 
Buddhist Association. From 1979 until his death, Miaozhan had been the 
leader of the association. But now the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau 
insisted that Miaozhan’s successor as Nanputuo abbot (see below) could 
not concurrently serve as head of the Xiamen Buddhist Association. This 
new arrangement reduced the possibilities for local positional power by 
Xiamen’s leading cleric, and also ended the tradition in Xiamen stretch-
ing back before 1949 of the Nanputuo abbot representing all the clergy in 
Xiamen.

Thereupon the Xiamen Religious Affairs Office sought to inaugurate a 
more compliant leadership. It did so by manipulating regional differences 
among the clergy. Let me note that there are factions in many organiza-
tions in China based on dialect and native place or origin. In Nanputuo 
there is tension between so-called northern and Fujian monks. The north-
ern monks come from Manchuria (Miaozhan was from Liaoning prov-
ince), Zhejiang, and other places outside of Fujian and are more likely 
to be from urban areas, better educated, and considered more pious by 
devotees. They dominated the Nanputuo leadership and administration. 
Fujian monks, many of whom came from poorer areas on the fringes 
of the Minnan region and from the Putian region directly adjacent to 
Minnan, were less educated, from rural backgrounds, and considered 
more pragmatic. The Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau nominated Putian 
monks to be the head and vice-head of the Xiamen Buddhist Association. 
These monks were much less likely to challenge the Xiamen Religious 
Affairs Bureau and more willing to enter into relations based on exchange 
of favors.24

The new leadership of the Xiamen Buddhist Association moved to dis-
tance itself from Nanputuo Temple. Whereas the previous association lead-
ership had welcomed Nanputuo Temple’s financial support, the new chair 
and secretary saw this as a dependency that undermined the association’s 
authority by making it appear as an office of the temple. This greater dis-
tance was signified by the move of the Xiamen Buddhist Association of-
fice from a prominent position near the temple’s main gate to a side com-
pound. No longer was the signpost of the Xiamen Buddhist Association 
the first thing that a visitor would see upon entering the temple com-
pound; the association became invisible in the temple.

Greater distance was also signified by the attempt of the Xiamen 
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Buddhist Association to diversify its income away from heavy reliance on 
the temple. To do so, it turned to Xiamen’s other temples, which were 
registered as religious activity sites and were thriving through donations 
and ritual performances commissioned by overseas Chinese and the ris-
ing local business class, and operating their own vegetarian restaurants 
and other for-profit tourist businesses. The Xiamen Buddhist Association 
demanded that all temples pay it 15 percent of their annual income and 
pay fees for permission to perform rituals. The Xiamen Religious Affairs 
Bureau reinforced this demand by decreeing that all new construction in 
temples required the permission of both the Xiamen Buddhist Association 
and Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. The implication was clear: tem-
ples that did not share revenue with the Xiamen Buddhist Association 
could be denied this permission, putting a brake on their development. 
Furthermore, the two organizations even tried to become partners in de-
veloping the real estate potential of some temples. The Xiamen Buddhist 
Association agreed to let the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau construct 
a commercial building and hotel on an old temple site in the city’s center. 
The Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau would run it for a profit, thereby 
increasing its income. It would also give the Xiamen Buddhist Association 
office space to let it move away from Nanputuo temple. However, this 
plan ran afoul of Xiamen’s master urban development plan and did not 
start up.

As the Xiamen Buddhist Association shifted away from Nanputuo 
Temple toward cooperating with the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau 
and focusing on the supervision of Xiamen’s secondary temple, Nanputuo 
became more institutionalized as a prominent national temple with ties to 
the state. This stemmed from the selection of a new abbot. The death of 
Miaozhan created a vacuum in temple leadership. As residents of a non-
denominational temple, the Nanputuo monks could elect their own abbot. 
For two years the temple’s clergy sought in vain for a successor. Miaozhan 
had died at the height of the conflict between Nanputuo and the Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau. One likely successor was so frightened by the 
conflict that he withdrew his name from contention. Other monks were 
considered too young and lacking in stature and experience to lead the 
temple. Thereupon, the Buddhist Association of China in Beijing inter-
vened. It was also seeking prominent positions for graduates of the China 
Buddhist Academy and nominated as abbot a member of its first graduat-
ing class, a monk called Shenghui. He was formally ensconced as abbot in 
an ascension ceremony in 1997.

Shenghui was in his mid-forties and considered a future leader 
of Buddhism in China. He was also seen as an expert in temple man-
agement, having written his master’s thesis on temple management 
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according to Buddhist doctrines. His prestige and power were, like those 
of Miaozhan, seen in his multiple positions. In Xiamen he was appointed 
abbot of Nanputuo Temple, and head of the Minnan Buddhist Academy 
and Nanputuo Temple Philanthropy Foundation. In his home province of 
Hunan he was abbot of Mt. Guli Temple (Gulishansi) and head of the pro-
vincial Hunan Buddhist Association. He was also vice principal in charge 
of education at the China Buddhist Academy and the Mt. Jiuhua Buddhist 
Academy ( Jiuhuashan Foxueyuan). Yet despite his prestige, Shenghui pro-
jected an entirely different image from that of Miaozhan. While the lat-
ter was widely viewed with affection as a fatherly pioneer in reviving 
Buddhism in Xiamen, Shenghui projected the imperious air of a cadre, 
and was, therefore, both respected and feared. He had been born after 
1949 and raised entirely in the People’s Republic of China, was skilled in 
bureaucratic maneuvering and knew how to project authority in dealing 
with Party and government officials, and was concerned with national 
and international Buddhism and politics. Within a few years after com-
ing to Nanputuo Temple, he would go on to participate in the People’s 
Political Consultative Conference, lead the Chinese delegation to the 
China-Japan-Korea Buddhist Friendship Exchange Conference (Zhong-
Ri-Han Fojiao youhao jiaoliu huiyi), and testify as a Chinese representative 
before the United Nations Human Rights Commission in Geneva.

As Nanputuo’s abbot he enforced discipline in the temple, insisting 
that clerics be on time for meals and not loiter in the courtyard. He also 
dealt firmly with the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. He notified the 
enterprise lay manager that he might shut down the enterprise, forc-
ing the manager to become more accountable to the monks. Shenghui 
also required all nun novices applying to the Minnan Buddhist Academy 
to have shaved heads. By conforming to the orthodox idea of a nun, he 
ended the practice established by Miaozhan of accommodating the south-
ern Fujian lay nun (zhaigu) tradition. Under his reign Nanputuo Temple 
sidelined some claims of the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau and be-
came more established as a national temple with a comprehensive admin-
istrative bureaucracy, a major Buddhist academy, and center of Buddhist 
philanthropy.

This brings the narrative up to 2001. Over the two decades of the re-
vival documented in this chapter, various organizations and persons have 
interacted to revive Buddhism in Xiamen. This revival started with a fo-
cus on Nanputuo, Xiamen’s major temple. Along with its revival, it has 
become increasingly identified with the central state and detached from 
the local organizational field. We have described how Nanputuo Temple 
became disengaged from local politics even as the Xiamen Religious 
Affairs Bureau and Xiamen Buddhist Association shifted their focus to the 
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other temples in Xiamen. This detachment can be seen not only as a sepa-
ration between central and local political orientations but also between 
Mandarin- and Minnan-speaking peoples. Nanputuo Temple is domi-
nated by persons from outside the Minnan region, and its administrative 
language and language of communication with believers and other groups 
is not the Minnan dialect but Mandarin, whereas most of Xiamen’s other 
temples are entrenched in the Minnan-speaking community. Many of the 
clergy heading the secondary temples are, with the exception of the few 
appointed by the Nanputuo abbot, Minnan speakers who interact in dia-
lect with the Minnan-speaking Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau person-
nel and local followers. Also, a dharma chanting society of middle-aged 
and retired women that had formed around the few Minnan-speaking 
monks at Nanputuo Temple and held their activities in one of the temple 
side-compounds decided in the late 1990s to build a new temple in the 
suburbs to house their activities. Finally, the southern Fujian lay nuns un-
able to enroll in the Minnan Buddhist Academy turned their attention 
to developing their own temples. This further indicates the distancing of 
Nanputuo Temple from the concerns of the local field and the reorienta-
tion and diversification of the temples and devotees.

This detachment can also be seen as a reflection of the history of the 
local field. Nanputuo is well known as a modern reform temple with an 
illustrious history linked to Taixu, who is revered by many Buddhists and 
recognized by the state for modernizing Buddhism. Therefore, the rising 
prominence of Nanputuo Temple was supported by both the clergy and 
the central state for their respective interests and purposes. The clergy had 
expectations that the temple’s rising prominence would better enable the 
temple to develop Buddhism and become disentangled from the struc-
tures and stratagems of local politics. The central state had expectations 
of Nanputuo Temple contributing to the local economy (through tour-
ism) and furthering its relations with overseas Chinese and other Buddhist 
countries. Thus, the detachment of Nanputuo temple from the local field 
also reflected a shifting alignment of interests between the state and the 
temple.

Conclusion

The change of national religious policy in the late 1970s reestablished in-
stitutions that acknowledged the existence of “religion.” This opened up 
a discursive space for its existence by asserting such principles as “self- 
management,” “religious activity sites,” and “self-sufficiency,” and iden-
tifying the key organizational actors to implement them. Although we 
have described only a small portion of its complexity, it is evident how 
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the change in state policy created a discursive space for religion that then 
gradually filled up with rituals, teachings, networks, organizations, and in-
terests. We have traced this process as the politics of a reviving local field 
where actors strive to legitimate their actions in accordance with the state 
discourse of “religion.” Nanputuo Temple was the first Buddhist temple to 
recover after the Cultural Revolution and provided much support for the 
revival of other temples in the local field. In Nanputuo Temple we can see 
the politics among Nanputuo Temple, the Xiamen Buddhist Association, 
and the Xiamen Religious Bureau and the intersection of this politics of the 
local field with central state power and overseas Chinese networks. 

Tracing two decades of the reemergence of Xiamen’s Buddhist revival 
shows several dynamics of institutionalization. Actors are constantly or-
ganizing themselves. In this process they are defining themselves and the 
attributes of the field. Key to this organizing is the state’s discourse of 
“religion.” Actors’ interpretations and enactments of its principles shape 
their organizational characteristics and relations in the field. Multiple in-
terpretations of principles among actors that are expressed in specific situ-
ations cause tensions as well as opportunities. The consequences of this 
are reallocations of power and resources. A good example is the com-
petition between the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau and Nanputuo 
Temple to control the vegetarian restaurant. This conflict produced three 
things. First, it redefined the power of Nanputuo Temple and the Xiamen 
Religious Affairs Bureau. Second, it ended an existing organization, the 
Nanputuo Temple Administration Commission, and created a new one, 
the Nanputuo Temple Firm. Third, it invited the intrusion of central state 
power, which became an active element in the field.

Roles and relations among organizations are constantly shifting and 
even producing innovative configurations as, through their interactions, 
organizations change their characters and interests. This can be seen 
in the initial local orientation of the Nanputuo Temple clergy to work 
closely with the Xiamen Buddhist Association and Xiamen Religious 
Affairs Bureau and then attempt to transcend the local field to become 
closer to the central state as its resources and interests changed. This can 
also be seen in the dramatic shift in the position of the Xiamen Buddhist 
Association. It used to be close to Nanputuo Temple as if it were the ab-
bot’s secretariat and was hostile to the Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau 
but subsequently became an ally of the bureau. None of this stems directly 
from the content of the state religious policy or from any inherent char-
acteristics of religious communities or the state administration. Rather it 
reflects the attempts of the various organizations to position themselves 
in the best possible light in the context of the state’s religious policies to 
pursue not only issues directly related to the practice of religion but also 
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to control economic resources, personnel appointments, and lines of com-
munication to the center.

Also, actors can maintain flexibility in legitimating their actions by 
spanning several spaces that are defined by the state. The Nanputuo 
Temple Philanthropy Foundation is an especially interesting case in point. 
It is licensed by the Ministry of Civil Affairs as a “philanthropic” rather 
than a “religious” organization and, therefore, is not under the author-
ity of the State Administration for Religious Affairs and its local bureaus. 
It enables Buddhists to participate in the field of philanthropy populated 
by such organizations as the China Charity Federation (Zhonghua cishan 
hui) and the Red Cross to engage in activities as Buddhists that are not 
considered religious. Yet everyone knows that the philanthropy founda-
tion is Buddhist and part of Nanputuo Temple. People donate to the phi-
lanthropy foundation precisely for this reason and its activities are even 
promoted in the state media as an example of how Buddhists are actively 
engaged in national projects of disaster management and social welfare. 
Therefore, the philanthropy foundation enables Buddhism to move out of 
the delimitations that it faces as “religion.”

Furthermore, central actions not only rationalized the local field in 
accordance with its religion policies but with other institutions as well. 
For example, competition over the temple enterprise invoked legal prop-
erty rights, a major concern of the central state in promoting the market 
economy, through questions of ownership and control over productive 
assets. Central state judgments on the issue of “self-management” in the 
religion policy also clarified the allocation of temple assets in terms of le-
gally defined property rights. Another example is the central state action 
regarding the problem of leadership succession in Nanputuo Temple after 
Miaozhan’s death. The Buddhist Association of China in Beijing took this 
opportunity to appoint a new abbot who reinforced administrative disci-
pline and regularization, a national priority in the 1990s. These examples 
show that the institutionalization of religion not only reshapes organiza-
tional boundaries and authority relations within the field but also posi-
tions it with regard to such other state institutions as property rights and 
administrative reform.

Here it is important to note that this chapter’s account of the insti-
tutionalization of “religion” in Buddhism explains only those aspects of 
Buddhism that are consciously enacted as modern “religion.” Of course, 
there also exist many popular beliefs that not oriented by toward the state’s 
modern definition of “religion” but rather are enacted as part of people’s 
daily lives. Examples can be seen in this chapter, such as the circumstances 
of Miaozhan’s funeral. The reverence of the mourners who lined his fu-
neral route and their belief that the burning trees expressed his wrath 
toward the city government are not positioned by people in the state’s 
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modernist framing of “religion.” Also, in decreeing the time and place of 
the abbot’s cremation, the Xiamen city government expressed its concern 
with state control and popular mobilization rather than Buddhism’s “mo-
dernity” per se. An analysis of these beliefs and concerns in relation to the 
state’s discourse of modern “religion” is, however, outside of the scope of 
this chapter (but see the chapters by Ashiwa and Dean in this volume).

In sum, this chapter has sought to describe the institutionalization of 
“religion” in Buddhism since the late 1970s as China entered a new phase 
of modern state building. It has done so through an institutional approach 
that conceives of Buddhism as a field of organizational actors whose activ-
ities are positioned within the state’s discursive space of “religion.” Within 
this field it has traced the revival of Buddhism in terms of a politics of or-
ganizational formation and strategic interaction to control the discourses 
of modern “religion” that reflects the Party’s interpretation of the mod-
ern value of secularism. The institutionalization of “religion” proceeds 
through the organizational bureaucratization of multiple actors who are 
enacting it. These actors come to constitute religious fields within mod-
ern “state” formation,” which, as Max Weber has argued, is an intriguing 
character of “religion” in modernity.

Notes

1. Since the early twentieth century Chinese elites have seen the modern cat-
egory of “religion” imported from the West as a necessary category of the modern 
state that they have been building (Ashiwa, this volume). The right to freedom of 
religion has been included in all four of the constitutions of the People’s Republic 
of China. However, during the Cultural Revolution (1966–76) the right was not 
observed because all religion was considered to be “superstition,” eliminating the 
space of “religion.” 

2. See Vala (this volume) for “patriotic religion.” 
3. For a discussion of tendencies in extant analyses on China’s state and religion, 

see the literature review by Ashiwa and Wank in this volume’s “Introduction.”
4. See Chau (this volume) for a compatible analysis in regard to popular reli-

gion.
5. In a lineage temple, the abbots and priors are dharma descendents of a found-

ing monk, while leadership in a public temple is more open. Large public temples 
tend to be ecumenical (shifangconglin) and open to clergy of all denominations.

6. The state bureaucracy of religious management was called the Religious Af-
fairs Office from 1951 to 1954 and the Bureau of Religious Affairs from 1954 until 
1998. The current name—State Administration for Religious Affairs—was adopted 
in 1998. This chapter uses the current name to refer to the post-1949 bureaucracy 
at the national level. Local offices of religious administration at the provincial level 
and below often use the word “bureau” in their name; therefore the term “Religious 
Affairs Bureau” refers to local levels.

7. The fieldwork was conducted together with Yoshiko Ashiwa in 1989–90 with 
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shorter periods in 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000, and 2002–3. In addition to Xiamen, we 
conducted fieldwork elsewhere in Fujian province, most notably in the Putian and 
Fuqing regions and the cities of Fuzhou, Zhangzhou, and Quanzhou. Outside of 
Fujian we visited temples in Guangzhou and Beijing and followed Nanputuo Tem-
ple’s transnational connections in field research conducted over ten years from 1993 
in the United States (Boston, Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, Seattle), Sin-
gapore, and the Philippines. We interviewed clergy whom we had originally met in 
Nanputuo Temple, as well as devotees and other clergy with ties to Xiamen and its 
temples.

8. The research was supported by grants from the Japan Ministry of Education 
Scientific Research for documentary research, and the John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation Program on Peace and International Cooperation Research 
and Writing Grant for fieldwork in 1998–2000. Additionally, Wank conducted docu-
mentary research and fieldwork while a Kukin Fellow at the Harvard Academy for 
International and Area Studies in 1992–94, and Ashiwa was supported in China by a 
grant from Kobe Yamate Women’s College in 1989–90.

9. The official name of the bureau is the Bureau of Ethnic and Religious Affairs 
of Xiamen (Xiamen shi minzu yu zongjiao shiwu ju). In this chapter it is shortened to 
Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau. For a discussion of one bureau managing both 
ethnic and religious affairs, see Ashiwa and Wank (2006: 344n12)

10. We also interviewed current and former staff members of some of these 
organizations who had emigrated to or were traveling in Southeast Asia and the 
United States.

11. On Taixu, see Welch (1968), Pittman (2001).
12. During the 1950s Buddhism was used for the state’s foreign diplomacy to-

ward Buddhist countries (for example, Japan, Sri Lanka) and large public temples 
were maintained through state subsidies as showcases of religion under socialism to 
impress foreign visitors. But the innumerable secondary temples in locales ceased 
operating while many were taken over and used by local governments.

13. We learned in interviews that the remaining clergy returned to their home 
villages and became farmers.

14. The Four Olds were old customs, old culture, old habits, and old ideas. Dur-
ing the Cultural Revolution, Red Guards destroyed anything they considered the 
Four Olds, including Buddhist temples. Nanputuo Temple was spared, supposedly 
as part of Prime Minister Zhou Enlai’s directive to protect cultural sites of national 
significance (zhongdian) from Red Guards. The destruction of the Four Olds in Xia-
men can be glimpsed in the account of the Cultural Revolution in Xiamen by a 
local Red Guard leader (Ling 1972).

15. Through conversations with overseas Chinese who frequently visit Xiamen 
we learned that even in the early 1980s tens of thousands of worshippers crowded 
Nanputuo Temple on Guanyin’s Birthday. For an account of the history of the con-
nection of Buddhism in Xiamen with overseas Chinese communities and the re-
sources they have provided for its revival, see Ashiwa and Wank (2005).

16. Only “regularized” temples with a head monk, accountant, cashier, and ad-
ministrative framework that is verified in annual inspections can be represented. 
According to the Xiamen Religious Affairs Office, by the year 2000, there were six-
teen fully “regularized” temples, about half the total number of temples in Xiamen. 
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“Local scholars” are persons with extensive knowledge of local history and customs 
who have had long careers in secondary school administration and teaching, and 
in state cultural and propaganda bureaus. During the 1980s and 1990s, they served 
as consultants to local governments, universities, and associations on the revival of 
revival of religion and popular practice. (See Chau, this volume.)

17. At monthly association meetings temples report on their situations and the 
Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau announces new policies and regulations.

18. The Xiamen Religious Affairs Bureau has three departments: Department One 
for Buddhism and folk beliefs; Department Two for Islam, Protestantism, and Catholi-
cism; Department Three for national minorities. For a Religious Affairs Bureau also 
to handle minority affairs was quite common in the 1980s and 1990s. This appears to 
have grown out of an attempt to consolidate administrative activities. The same per-
sonnel dealt with both religious and minority affairs (Sueki and Cao 1996: 77). 

19. The claim that the association’s jurisdiction was over all activities in the tem-
ple compound is only possible in the context of wealthy temples, such as those in 
Xiamen. Revenue flows in through their gates in the form of donations, tourism, 
and commissions on rituals performed within their compounds. However, temples 
in poorer areas could not make such a claim because their clergy would have to 
travel outside of the temple compound to perform rituals in the houses of devotees 
and worshippers in order to earn money. I am grateful to Kenneth Dean for point-
ing this out.

20. To help Buddhists in these negotiations, the Buddhist Association of China 
disseminates knowledge about the policy to local Buddhist Association offices. Its 
flagship publication, China Buddhism, contains sections on new religious policies and 
laws and reports on their implications. It also publishes handbooks with such titles 
as Questions and Answers on Religious Policy and Legal Knowledge (Zongjiao zhengce falü 
zhishi dawen) that contain indexed questions about religion that are answered with 
quotations from relevant sections of Document 19 and other state policy documents. 
The Xiamen Buddhist Association secretary told us that these various documents 
are very useful to support claims when negotiating with city government agencies.

21. Working in a local Religious Affairs Bureau office is not a desirable career 
because of the political sensitivity of religion and paucity of gain-seeking oppor-
tunities (for example, bribes, special fees, etc.). In a conversation with us, a scholar 
who has visited many local Religious Affairs Bureau offices called them a “dump-
ing ground” for problematic personnel. However the situation is changing through 
efforts to heighten knowledge of religions by bureau staff in intensive courses in 
religion (Stockwell 1993: 45), while younger staff members are more likely to have 
college degrees in history and philosophy and even graduate degrees in religious 
studies (Chan and Carlson 2005: 7–8).

22. Some members of the association staff, especially the lay devotees, are also 
locals. 

23. Tanxu was renowned for his seminaries for clergy education. 
24. Welch (1967: 405) notes that temples in southern Jiangsu province were 

dominated by clergy from the poorer northern part of the province who spoke a 
different dialect.
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the complex nature of institutional linkages between religion and 
ethnicity in China is dramatically illustrated by contrasting responses to 
Chinese rule by its diverse Muslim communities. China has attempted 
to “manage Islam” through a nationality policy that recognizes certain 
Muslim communities as official minority nationalities. The institutional 
links between the state and the policing of religion and Muslim identity 
politics in the People’s Republic since September 11, 2001, have become 
even more apparent as China attempts to limit the spread of radical Islam, 
prevent separatism among Muslims on its northwestern frontier, and suc-
cessfully integrate its 21 million Muslims into the broader Chinese main-
stream. How have China’s Muslims accommodated themselves to Chinese 
rule? Have Chinese institutions succeeded in integrating its Muslims? 
Is the Uyghur resistance in Xinjiang a viable threat to Chinese rule in 
Xinjiang? What about Muslim diversity in China? What are some of the 
institutions engaged in taxonomizing, monitoring, and actually identify-
ing China’s Muslims as “safe” or threats to state security? China’s Muslims 
are now facing their second millennium under Chinese rule. Many of the 
challenges they confront remain the same as they have for the last 1,300 
years of continuous interaction with Chinese society, but many others are 
new as a result of China’s transformed and increasingly globalized society, 
and especially the watershed events of the September 11th terrorist attacks 
with the subsequent “war on terrorism.” Muslims in China live as minor-
ity communities amid a sea of people who, in their view, are largely pork-

Islam in China: State Policing  
and Identity Politics
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  Dru C. Gladney

eating, polytheist, secularist, and “heathen” (kafir). Nevertheless, many of 
their small and isolated communities have survived in rather inhospitable 
circumstances for over a millennium. This chapter seeks to map, through 
heuristic interpretative schemes, the integration and nonintegration of 
Muslim groups and organizations in China today, charting the back-
ground of recent expressions of violence among some Muslim groups.

Though small in population percentage (about 2 percent in China, 1 
percent in Japan, and less than 1 percent in Korea), the Muslim popula-
tions of East Asia are nevertheless large in comparison with those of other 
Muslim states. In fact, there are more Muslims living in China today than 
there are in Malaysia, and more than in every Middle Eastern Muslim 
nation except Iran, Turkey, and Egypt (and about the same number as in 
Iraq). As Lipman (1997: 2) insightfully noted, these long-term Muslim 
communities have often been the “familiar strangers” found in small en-
claves throughout Asia. And if Kosovo and Bosnia are to serve as lessons, 
failure to accommodate Muslim minorities can lead to national dismem-
berment and international intervention. Indeed, China’s primary objec-
tion to NATO involvement in Kosovo centered on its fear that this might 
encourage the aiding and abetting of separatists, a potential problem in 
light of the fact that independence groups in Xinjiang, Tibet, and even 
Taiwan, remain a major Chinese concern.

This chapter will examine state institutions and Muslim identity poli-
tics in China, not only because it is where this author has conducted most 
of his research, but also because as the largest Muslim minority in East 
Asia, China’s Muslims are clearly the most threatened in terms of self-
preservation and Islamic identity. Most relevant to this is the thesis put 
forth that successful Muslim accommodation to minority status in China 
can be seen to be a measure of the extent to which Muslim groups allow 
the reconciliation of the dictates of Islam to the contexts of their particu-
lar socio-historical setting. This goes against the opposite view that can be 
found in the writings of some analysts of Islam in China, such as Raphael 
Israeli and Michael Dillon, who have consistently argued that Islam in the 
region is almost unavoidably rebellious and that Muslims in general are 
inherently problematic to a non-Muslim state (Israeli 1981, 2002; Dillon 
1997, 2004). Many of these analyses posit an antagonistic relationship be-
tween Islam and the state in China, failing to see not only a wide spec-
trum of accommodation among various Muslim communities, but also 
ignoring the important institutionalized relationship between ethnicity 
and religion for China’s Muslim nationalities.
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Islam in China

According to the reasonably accurate 2000 national census of China, 
the total Muslim population is 20.3 million, including: Hui (9,816,805); 
Uyghur (8,399,393); Kazakh (1,250,458); Dongxiang (513,805); Kyrgyz 
(160,823); Salar (104,503); Tajik (41,028); Uzbek (14,502); Bonan (16,505); 
Tatar (4,890).1 This represents about a 40 percent population increase 
over 1990 census figures. The Hui speak mainly Sino-Tibetan lan-
guages; Turkic-language speakers include the Uyghur, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, 
Uzbek, Salar and Tatar; combined Turkic-Mongolian speakers include the 
Dongxiang and Bonan, concentrated in Gansu’s mountainous Hexi cor-
ridor; and the Tajik speak a variety of Indo-Persian dialects. It is critical 
for this chapter, however, to point out that in China, religious member-
ship for Muslims is measured by membership in their ethnic nationality 
community. In other words, the Chinese census registers people by na-
tionality, not religious affiliation, so the actual number of Muslims is still 
unknown, and all population figures are clearly influenced by politics in 
their use and interpretation.

While there may be individuals belonging to the Hui, Uyghur, or 
Kazakh nationalities that no longer profess belief in Islam (be they Chinese 
Communist Party [Party] members, secularists, or converts to other reli-
gions, such as Christianity), their numbers do not show up in the census, 
which like the United States census, does not count religious member-
ship. In addition, nonminority converts to Islam are also not measured. 
Nevertheless, there are few Han converts to Islam, and perhaps even fewer 
members of the ten nationalities listed above who would dare to say they 
are not Muslim, at least in front of their parents. As I have argued earlier 
(Gladney 1996: 4–21), Muslim identity in China can best be described as 
ethnoreligious in that history, ethnicity, and state nationality policy have 
left an indelible mark on contemporary Muslim identity and it is almost 
impossible to discuss Islam without reference to ethnic and national iden-
tity. Here the institutionalized link between China’s nationality policy 
and religion is critical to understanding contemporary Muslim identity 
in China.

Archaeological discoveries of large collections of Islamic artifacts and 
epigraphy on the southeast coast suggest that the earliest Muslim com-
munities in China were descended from Arab, Persian, Central Asian, 
and Mongolian Muslim merchants, militia, and officials who settled first 
along China’s southeast coast from the seventh through the tenth centu-
ries. Later, larger migrations to the North from Central Asia under the 
Mongol Yuan dynasty in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries added 
to these Muslim populations by gradually intermarrying with the local 
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Chinese populations, and raising their children as Muslims. Practicing 
Sunni, Hanafi Islam, and residing in independent small communities clus-
tered around a central mosque, these communities were characterized by 
relatively isolated, independent Islamic villages and urban enclaves, who 
related with each other via trading networks. However, these scattered 
Islamic settlements shared a common feeling of belonging to the wider 
Islamic community (umma) that was validated by origin myths and folk-
tales, and continually reinforced by traveling Muslim teachers known lo-
cally as ahung.2

Hui Muslims and Islamic Accommodation to Chinese Society

Islam in China has primarily been propagated over the last 1,300 years 
among the people now known as Hui, but many of the issues confronting 
them are relevant to the Turkic and Indo-European Muslims on China’s 
Inner Asian frontier. Though Hui speak a number of non-Chinese lan-
guages, most Hui are closer to Han Chinese than other Muslim nationali-
ties in terms of demographic proximity and cultural accommodation. The 
attempt to adapt many of their Muslim practices to the Han way of life has 
led to criticisms amongst some Muslim reformers. In the wake of modern 
Islamic reform movements that have swept across China, a wide spectrum 
of Islamic belief and practice can now be found among those Muslims in 
China referred to as the Hui.

The Hui have been labeled the “Chinese-speaking Muslims,” “Chinese 
Muslims,” and most recently, as “Sino-Muslims.”3 However, this terminol-
ogy is misleading since by law all Muslims living in China are “Chinese” 
by citizenship, and there are large Hui communities who speak primar-
ily the non-Chinese languages dominant in the areas where they live. 
To paraphrase Aihwa Ong, in this case, citizenship, like religious mem-
bership, is rather inflexible in China.4 This is the case, for example, with 
the Tibetan, Mongolian, Thai (Daizu), and Hainan Muslims of China, 
who are also classified by the state as Hui. These “Hui” Muslims, speak 
Tibetan, Mongolian, and Thai as their first-languages, with Han Chinese 
the national language that they learn in school, along with the Arabic and 
Persian that some of them also learn at the mosque. Interestingly, since 
Tajik is not an official language in China, for the Tajik of Xinjiang (who 
speak a Darian branch language, distantly related to old Persian, and quite 
different from the Tajik languages spoken in Tajikistan) their children at-
tend schools where the language of instruction is either Turkic Uyghur or 
Han Chinese.5

Nevertheless, it is true that compared to the other Muslim nationalities 
in China, most Hui are closer to the Han Chinese in terms of demographic 
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proximity and cultural accommodation, adapting many of their Islamic 
practices to Han ways of life. However, this type of cultural accommo-
dation can also become the target of sharp criticism from some Muslim 
reformists. In the past, this was not as great a problem for the Turkic, 
Mongolian, and Tajik groups, as they were traditionally more isolated 
from the Han and their identities not as threatened, though this has begun 
to change in the last forty years. As a result of the state-sponsored nation-
ality identification campaigns launched in the 1950s, these groups began 
to think of themselves more as ethnic nationalities, as something more 
than just “Muslims.” The Hui are unique among the fifty-six identified 
nationalities in China in that they are the only nationality for whom a re-
ligion (Islam) is the only unifying category of identity, even though many 
members of the Hui nationality may not actively practice Islam. Indeed, 
in Yang Shengmin’s (Yang and Ding 2002: 35) ethnography of China, the 
Hui are included with the Han in the section dedicated to “Han language 
nationalities” (hanyu minzu). In addition, there are nearly a million “un-
identified” (moshibie minzu) nationalities, listed in Yang’s (Yang and Ding 
2002: 435–38) section, including such transnational groups as the Sherpa, 
Khmer, Deng, and Baima peoples (the last two already belonging to the 
Tibetan nationality but continue to seek separate nationality status).6

The Nationalist Party’s “nationality” policy identified five peoples of 
China, dominated by the Han. They included Uyghurs under the general 
rubric of “Hui Muslims,” which referred to all Muslim groups in China 
at that time. The Communists continued this policy and eventually rec-
ognized fifty-six nationalities. Uyghurs and eight other Muslim groups 
were split out from the general category “Hui” (which henceforth was 
used only with reference to Muslims who primarily spoke Chinese or 
did not have a separate language of their own). As a policy of ethnic con-
trol, this owed much to practices that the Soviet state had applied earlier 
to Central Asia. It proved to be an effective means by which the Chinese 
Communists could integrate the western regions into China.

The state institution most responsible for delineating the official nation-
alities and overseeing the establishment of the autonomous region system 
is the State Ethnic Affairs Commission (Guojia minzu shiwu weiyuanhui). 
Set up by the Organic Law of February 22, 1952, and with roots in the 
Qing dynasty’s Bureau of Mongol and Manchu Affairs, the State Ethnic 
Affairs Commission continues to wield enormous power and influence 
in the border autonomous regions.7 Indeed, the entire evolution of the 
officially recognized ethnic groups as minzu (the Chinese term that can 
be translated “nationality,” “ethnicity,” “nation,” “people,” etc.) has been 
a subject of great debate within and without China, with most experts 
agreeing that it refers only to those fifty-six enumerated ethnic groups 
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that receive special state recognition under the auspices of the State Ethnic 
Affairs Commission.8

Since the extension of Chinese administration and control over the re-
gion of Xinjiang is profoundly influenced by China’s overall policy on na-
tionalities, it is critical to understand the origins of that policy in the years 
prior to 1949. The Communist Party formulated the nationality policy of 
the future People’s Republic of China during the 1930s for the strategic 
purpose of enlisting the support of peoples disgruntled both with Qing 
rule and with Chiang Kai-shek’s nationality policy, which deemphasized 
ethnic difference in favor of the unity of all peoples as members of the 
Chinese race. This policy took shape during the Long March from the 
Southwest to the Northwest, an arduous trek that led the Communists 
through the most concentrated minority areas. It was then that the Chinese 
Communist leaders became acutely aware of the vibrant ethnic identities 
of the Muslims and other peoples they encountered. The fathers of the yet 
to be born Chinese Communist nation were faced with a stark choice be-
tween their own extermination or promising the minorities—specifically 
the Miao, Yi (Lolo), Tibetans, and Hui—that they would receive spe-
cial treatment. The Communists set up the first Hui Muslim autonomous 
county in the 1936 in Tongxin, southern Ningxia, as a demonstration of 
their goodwill toward the Muslim Hui.

Mao vehemently lectured troops of the Eighth Route Army to respect 
Hui customs, lest the soldiers offend the Hui and provoke conflicts. Mao 
(1936: 1–3) appealed to the Northwest Hui to support the Communists’ 
cause, even exhorting China’s Muslims to learn from and emulate the re-
naissance of Turkey that occurred under Ataturk’s rule. Snow noted a slo-
gan (1938: 320) posted by Hui soldiers training under the Communist 15th 
Army Corps, which read: “Build our own anti-Japanese Mohammedan 
Red Army.” Later Party documents (dangshi wenshi ziliao) that have come 
to light from the Long March reveal that up to 1937 Chairman Mao ex-
plicitly promised “self-determination” to the minorities. Not only did he 
offer them privileges, but also the right to secede from the Communist 
state, as Stalin had provided to Soviet minorities in his constitution of 
1937. However, this right was withdrawn by 1940 and replaced with guar-
antees only of a limited regional “autonomy.” The transition in Chinese 
terminology from “self-determination” (zizhu) to “autonomy” (zizhi) 
may not seem great, but for the minorities themselves it represented a ma-
jor shift in policy. Even though the right of secession was written into the 
constitution of the Soviet Union, the Soviet state never hesitated to use 
force against groups that actually sought to exercise it. In China no such 
right exists, and any individuals or groups aspiring to secede are regarded 
simply as criminal. This, along with the “anti-ethnic strife” law (Sautman 
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1999), provides the legal basis for Beijing to consider all Xinjiang activ-
ist groups pushing for independence as separatists and to execute their 
members. As Walker Connor (1984: 89) observed, “a request that pre-
revolutionary promises be honored became counterrevolutionary and 
reactionary.”

Though the Party promised autonomy, it quashed any illusions of sepa-
ratism in the hope that by this means it would preserve “national unity.” 
The contradiction between policies that promote ethnic autonomy and 
policies that promote ethnic assimilation continues to vex China’s nation-
ality policy. As June Dreyer (1976: 17) has observed: “The Communist 
government of China may be said to have inherited a policy of trying 
to facilitate the demise of nationality identities through granting self-
government to minorities. It has in fact been struggling with the conse-
quences to this day.”

Thus, the Communists assigned a high priority to the integration of 
Muslims into the system of Chinese socialist control long before they 
moved into Xinjiang. Even before they gained control there, they had 
charted out the pattern for ethnic control that was to have a dramatic im-
pact on the Uyghurs and other ethnic groups in the region. That Xinjiang 
came to figure so prominently in the history and evolution of early 
Communist policy toward Muslims and nationality identification may 
have been strongly influenced by the fact that Chairman Mao’s brother 
had been killed in Xinjiang in 1942, in the midst of struggles fed by inter-
ethnic and intra-Muslim factionalism (Forbes 1986: 157–59).

Another institution responsible for monitoring Muslim activities in 
China is the China Islamic Affairs Association (Zhongguo Yisilanjiao xie-
hui). This association, founded in 1956 at the same time China formed the 
“Three Self Patriotic Movement,” which is responsible for monitoring all 
Protestant activities, makes the final recommendations to the government 
regarding the establishment of new mosques, formation of Islamic schools, 
and general policy regarding the legality of certain Islamic practices (such 
as outlawing headscarves in public schools), and plays an increasingly im-
portant role in China’s Middle Eastern international affairs (see below).

In the Northwest, in addition to allowing from two to four students 
(halifat) to train privately in each mosque, the government approved and 
funded several Islamic schools (yixueyuan) throughout the region. In 1988 
the state provided funding to establish a large Islamic seminary and mosque 
complex outside the West Gate of Yinchuan near Luo Village. Similarly, 
in Urumqi the Islamic College was established in 1985 and other regional 
and provincial government’s have followed suit. This indicates a “region-
alization” of state-sponsored Islamic education, which until the 1980s had 
been officially concentrated at the China Islamic Affairs Commission in 
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Beijing, located near the Oxen Street Mosque in the Xuanwu district in 
southwest Beijing.

The increased promotion of exchange with foreign Muslim coun-
tries is exposing more urban Hui to international aspects of their reli-
gious heritage. Though in the past media coverage of the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict was rather minimal, increased coverage of the first Gulf 
War raised Muslim awareness of political and religious conflicts in the 
region. Widespread coverage of the war in Iraq has exposed Muslims in 
China like never before to the many tensions in the Middle East. Among 
urban Hui, Islamic knowledge tends to be higher than in rural areas, per-
haps because of increased educational levels and more media exposure. 
Unlike the vast majority of Hui in rural areas, many urban Hui inter-
viewed keep up on international affairs, and they often read the maga-
zine published by the China Islamic Affairs Association, Zhongguo Musilin 
(China’s Muslims). Few were aware of and interested in the sectarian dis-
putes in the Iran/Iraq conflict, but most knew of Shi’ism.

Institutions engaged in managing China’s Muslims, and the Muslims 
themselves, have all been strongly affected by Middle Eastern affairs over 
the last two decades. The People’s Republic of China, as one of five per-
manent voting members of the United Nations Security Council, and as a 
significant exporter of military hardware to the Middle East, has become 
a recognized player in Middle Eastern affairs. With a temporary but pre-
cipitous decline in trade with many Western nations after the Tiananmen 
massacre in June 1989, the importance of China’s Middle Eastern trading 
partners (most of them Muslim, since China did not recognize Israel until 
1992), rose considerably. This may account for the fact that China estab-
lished diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia on July 21, 1990, with the 
first direct Sino-Saudi exchanges taking place since 1949 (Saudi Arabia 
canceled its long-standing diplomatic relationship with Taiwan and with-
drew its ambassador, despite a lucrative trade history). In the face of a 
long-term friendship with Iraq, China went along with most of the United 
Nations resolutions in the war against Iraq. Although it abstained from 
Resolution 678 on supporting the ground war, and did not endorse the 
United States–led coalition war against Saddam Hussein in 2003, China 
continues to enjoy a fairly “teflon” reputation in the Middle East as an 
untarnished source of low-grade weaponry and cheap reliable labor (see 
Harris 1993; Shichor 1984). In the words of the late Hajji Shi Kunbing, 
former lead imam of the famous Oxen Street Mosque in Beijing, whom I 
interviewed during Ramadan in 1985: “With so much now at stake in the 
Middle East, the government cannot risk antagonizing its Muslim minor-
ities.” At the same time, China maintains good relations with Israel, hav-
ing established formal diplomatic relations on January 24, 1992.
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Interestingly, although China’s government did not endorse the United 
States–led coalition war against Iraq, and only voiced “strong concern” 
about the possible collateral injury of civilians, urging a peaceful resolu-
tion, its Muslim population was ahead of the government in publicly con-
demning the United States–led war. In a statement issued on March 23, 
2003, by Chen Guangyan, vice president of the China Islamic Association, 
he said the following:

We strongly condemn the United States and its allies for attacking Iraq and not 
turning to diplomacy to resolve this conflict. . . . We side with the war protest-
ers in the US and elsewhere around the world. We strongly urge the US to stop 
its campaign and to return to the negotiating tables to resolve this issue. War is 
wrong. (Cited in Cheng 2003)

The next day, Hajji Muhammad Nusr Ma Liangji, lead imam of the Great 
Mosque in Xi’an, which boasts 70,000 members, made the following 
statement: “Though we don’t go to the Middle East that often, we are all 
part of the same brotherhood. . . . Mr. Bush’s invasion of Iraq is an incur-
sion of Iraq’s sovereignty. Islam is a religion of peace and the US shouldn’t 
do this. No one in the world agrees with this and we in the Muslim 
community in China absolutely object to this” (cited in Cheng 2003). I 
was able to visit the headquarters of the China Islamic Association in the 
Niujie district of Beijing shortly after these statements were made, and 
Hajji Yu Zhengui, president of the China Islamic Association, confirmed 
that Muslims across China were deeply angered by the United States–
led war, and had been asking the government for permission to engage 
in public street protest. As of late March 2003, permission had not been 
granted by the government for the Muslims to protest, though there were 
rumors of small Muslim protests in Changzhi (Shanxi), Tianjin, Nanjing, 
Beijing, and Shandong. The Chinese did give permission for some lim-
ited protests by foreigners and students in late March and early April, but 
perhaps out of fear that a Muslim protest might get out of hand, possibly 
disturbing social stability, or even worse, disrupting improving China–
United States relations, the Muslims were never allowed to protest the 
war in Iraq. These examples illustrate the increasing international role of 
institutions and individual Muslim leaders engaged by the state in helping 
to manage (and in some cases, police) China’s Muslims.

Managing Islamic Diversity in China

The state has had to address a host of issues related to the various schools 
of Islam that have spread gradually throughout China over the course 
of the last 1,300 years. Following the general spread of traditional Islam, 
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Sufism began to make a substantial impact in China proper in the late sev-
enteenth century, arriving mainly along the Central Asian trade routes 
with saintly shaykhs, both Chinese and foreign, who brought new teach-
ings from the pilgrimage cities. These charismatic teachers and tradesmen 
established widespread networks and brotherhood associations, includ-
ing most prominently the Naqshbandiyya, Qadariyya, and Kubrawiyya. 
Unlike Middle Eastern or Central Asian Sufi orders, where one might 
belong to two or even three brotherhoods at once, the Hui belong to only 
one. Among the Hui, one is generally born into one’s Islamic order (men-
huan), or converts dramatically to another. In fact, this is the only kind of 
conversion I encountered among my sojourn among the Hui. I never met 
a Han who had converted to Islam in China without having been married 
to a Hui or adopted into a Hui family, though I heard of a few isolated in-
stances. Fletcher records the conversion to Islam of twenty-eight Tibetan 
tribes as well as their “Living Buddha” by Ma Laichi in Xunhua, Qinghai, 
in the mid-eighteenth century (Trippner 1961: 154–55). After the 1784 Ma 
Mingxin uprising, the Qing government forbade non-Muslims from con-
verting to Islam, which may have had some influence on the subsequent 
rarity of recorded Han conversions. This goes against the common as-
sumption that Islam in China was spread through proselytization and con-
version. Islamic preachers in China, including Ma Laichi, Ma Mingxin, 
Qi Jingyi, and Ma Qixi, spent most of their time trying to convert other 
Muslims. Islam in China for the most part has grown biologically through 
birth and intermarriage.

The tensions and conflicts that led to the rise and divisions between 
various Islamic orders (menhuan) in China, and subsequent non-Sufi re-
forms, are impossible to enumerate in their complexity. An overview of 
major developments can, however, give evidence of the ongoing struggles 
that continue to make Islam meaningful to Hui Muslims. These tensions 
between Islamic ideals and social realities are often left unresolved. Their 
very dynamism derives from the questions they raise and the doubts they 
engender among people struggling with traditional meanings in the midst 
of changing social contexts. Questions of purity and legitimacy become 
paramount when the Hui are faced with radical internal socioeconomic 
and political change, and exposed to different interpretations of Islam 
from the outside Muslim world. These conflicts and reforms reflect an 
ongoing debate in China over Islamic orthodoxy, revealing an important 
disjunction between “scripturalist” and “mystical” interpretations.

In a similar fashion, the study of Southeast Asian Islam has often cen-
tered on the contradiction and compromise between the native culture of 
the indigenous Muslims and the shari’a of orthodox Islam, the mystical 
and scriptural, the real and the ideal.9 The supposed accommodation of 
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orthodox Islamic tenets to local cultural practices has led scholars to dis-
miss or explain such compromise as syncretism, assimilation, and “sinifi-
cation,” as has been described among the Hui. This fails to note the wide 
variety of accommodation of China’s Muslims to the Chinese cultural ter-
rain as well as the Chinese state. An alternative approach, and one perhaps 
more in tune with the interests of Hui themselves, sees this incongruence 
as the basis for ongoing dialectical tensions that have often led to reform 
movements and conflicts within Muslim communities (Eickelman 1976: 
10–13). Following Max Weber (1978), one can see the wide variety of 
Islamic expression as reflecting processes of local world construction and 
programs for social conduct whereby a major religious tradition becomes 
meaningful to an indigenous society.

In the competition for scarce resources, these conflicts are also prompted 
by and expressed in economic concerns. For example, Fletcher notes that 
one of the criticisms of the Khufiyya order in China was that their reci-
tation of an Islamic religious text entitled the Ming Sha Le took less time 
than the normal Quranic suras as read by non-Sufi clergy and, therefore, 
their imams were cheaper to hire at ritual ceremonies. Fletcher suggests 
that this assisted their rise in popularity and contributed to the criticism 
they received from traditional religious leaders (Fletcher 1996: 21). In a 
similar manner, the Chinese Muslim reformists referred to as the Yihewani 
criticized both traditional Muslims and Sufis for only performing ritu-
als in believers’ homes for profit, and condemned the practice altogether. 
They summarized their position on such matters in the oft-repeated ax-
iom, “If you recite, do not eat; if you eat, do not recite” (nian jing bu chi, 
chi bu nian jing).

Tendencies toward Acculturation and Purification

The tensions arising from the conflict of Chinese cultural practices and 
Islamic ideals have led to the rise and powerful appeal of Islamic move-
ments among Hui Muslims that have a direct effect on Muslims’ rela-
tion with the state. In China there have been many attempts to reconcile 
Chinese culture with Islam, leading to a range of alternative practices. 
At one extreme there are those who reject any integration of Islam with 
Chinese culture, advocating instead a return to an Arabicized “pure” 
Islam, often moving against or away from the state. Conversely, at the 
other extreme, there are those traditionalist Chinese Muslim leaders who 
accepted greater degrees of integration with traditional Chinese soci-
ety. Likewise, Ma Qixi’s Xi Dao Tang stressed the complete compatibil-
ity of Chinese and Islamic culture, the importance of Chinese Islamic 
Confucian texts, the harmony of the two systems, and the reading of the 
Quran in Chinese.
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In between, one finds various attempts at changing Chinese society to 
“fit” a Muslim world, through transformationist or militant Islam, as il-
lustrated by the largely Naqshbandiyya-led nineteenth-century Hui up-
risings. The Jahriyya order sought to implement an alternative vision of 
the world in their society, and this posed a threat to the Qing as well as 
to other Hui Muslims, earning them the label of “heterodox” (xie jiao) 
and persecution by the Chinese state. By contrast, other Hui reformers 
have attempted throughout history to make Islam “fit” Chinese society, 
such as Liu Zhi’s monumental effort to demonstrate the Confucian moral-
ity of Islam. The alternative advocated by the Qadariyya order in China 
represents resolution of this tension through ascetic withdrawal from the 
world. A shaykh of this order, Qi Jingyi, advocated an inner mystical 
journey where the dualism of Islam and the Chinese world is resolved 
through grasping the oneness of Allah found inside every believer. These 
various approaches in Chinese Islam represent sociohistorical attempts to 
deal with the relationship of relating the world religion of Islam to local 
Chinese culture.

The hierarchical organization of these Sufi networks helped in the mo-
bilization of large numbers of Hui during economic and political crises 
of the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries, assisting widespread 
Muslim-led rebellions and resistance movements against late Ming and 
Qing imperial rule in Yunnan, Shaanxi, Gansu, and Xinjiang. In the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Wahhabi-inspired reform move-
ments, known as the Yihewani, rose to popularity under Nationalist and 
warlord sponsorship, and were noted for their critical stance toward tra-
ditionalist Islam, which they viewed as being overly acculturated to non-
Muslim Chinese practices, and to forms of popular Sufism such as saint 
and tomb veneration.

Beyond such internal Muslim critiques, the Chinese state has also 
launched its own criticisms of certain Islamic orders among the Hui. The 
stakes in such debates have often been economic, as well as ideological. 
For example, during the Land Reform campaigns of the 1950s, the state 
appropriated mosque and waq f (Islamic endowment) holdings from tradi-
tional Muslim religious institutions. These measures met with great resis-
tance from the Sufi menhuan that had accumulated a great deal due to their 
hierarchical centralized leadership.

Islam and Chinese Nationalism

In the twentieth century, many Muslims supported the earliest Communist 
call for economic equality, autonomy, freedom of religion, and recog-
nized nationality status, and were active in the early establishment of the 
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People’s Republic of China. However, many of them later became disen-
chanted by growing critiques of religious practice during several periods 
in the People’s Republic of China beginning in 1957. During the Cultural 
Revolution (1966–76), Muslims became the focus for both anti-religious 
and anti-ethnic nationalist critiques, leading to widespread persecutions, 
mosque closings, and at least one large massacre of one thousand Hui 
following a 1975 uprising in Yunnan province. Since Deng Xiaoping’s 
post-1978 reforms, Muslims have sought to take advantage of liberal-
ized economic and religious policies, while keeping a watchful eye on 
the ever-swinging pendulum of Chinese radical politics. There are now 
more mosques open in China than there were prior to 1949, and Muslims 
are allowed to go on the hajj to Mecca as well as engage in cross-border 
trade with coreligionists in Central Asia, the Middle East, and increas-
ingly, Southeast Asia.

With the dramatic increase in the number of Muslims traveling back 
and forth to the Middle East came new waves of Islamic reformist thought, 
including criticism of local Muslim practices in China. Through similar 
channels, other Chinese Muslims have also been exposed to various types 
of new, often politically radical, Islamic ideologies. These developments 
have fueled Islamic factional struggles that have continued to exacerbate 
China’s Muslims’ internal divisions. For example, in February 1994, four 
Naqshbandi Sufi leaders were sentenced to long-term imprisonment for 
their support of internal factional disputes in the southern Ningxia region 
that had led to at least sixty deaths on both sides and People’s Liberation 
Army intervention.

Increasing Muslim political activism on a national scale and rapid state 
responses to such developments indicate the growing importance that 
Beijing attaches to Muslim-related issues. In 1986, Uyghurs in Xinjiang 
marched through the streets of Urumqi protesting against a wide range of 
issues, including the environmental degradation of the Zungharian plain, 
nuclear testing in the Taklamakan district, increased Han immigration to 
Xinjiang, and ethnic insults at Xinjiang University. Muslims throughout 
China protested the publication of a Chinese book, Sexual Customs, in 
May 1989, and a children’s book in October 1993, that portrayed Muslims, 
particularly their restriction against pork, in a derogatory fashion. In each 
case, the government responded quickly through the Chinese Islamic 
Association and the State Ethnic Affairs Commission, meeting most of 
the Muslims’ demands, condemning the publications and arresting the au-
thors, and closing down the printing houses.

These developments have influenced all Muslim nationalities in 
China today. However, they have found their most overtly political ex-
pressions among those Hui who are most directly faced with the task of 
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accommodating new Islamic movements within Chinese culture. By 
comparison, among the Uyghur, a more recent integration into Chinese 
society as a result of Mongolian and Manchu expansion into Central Asian 
has forced them to reach different degrees of social and political accom-
modations that have challenged their identity. In terms of integration, the 
Uyghur as a people are perhaps the least integrated into Chinese society, 
while the Hui are, due to several historical and social factors, at the other 
end of the spectrum.

One way to examine this range of alternatives is to generalize about the 
Muslim nationalities themselves. In this scheme, the Uyghur can be seen 
to be much more resistant to accepting integration into Chinese society 
than other Muslims groups, in that they are the only Muslim minority in 
China expressing strong desires for a separate state, which they may some-
times refer to as Uyghuristan, or more often as East Turkistan. However, 
it is by no means clear that all Uyghur desire such independence. At the 
other extreme, it could be argued that the Hui are the most integrated of 
all the Muslim minorities into Chinese society and culture. This is both 
an advantage and a disadvantage in that they often have greater access to 
power and resources within the Chinese state, but at the same time risk 
either the loss of their identity or the rejection of other Muslim groups in 
China as being too assimilated into Chinese society, to the detriment of 
Islam. In between there is a range of Muslim nationalities who are closer 
to the Uyghur in resisting Chinese culture and maintaining a distinct 
language and identity (Uzbeks, Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, and Tajiks), and those 
who are much closer to the Hui in accommodation to Chinese culture 
(Dongxiang, Bonan). Much of this difference is due to historical inter-
action and locale, and can also serve as a heuristic way of examining the 
challenges faced by each Muslim minority in their daily expression of 
identity and Islam in Chinese society. It must be clearly noted, however, 
that there are many exceptions to this overly generalized pattern. For ex-
ample there are some Uyghur, such as Party officials and secularists, who 
are quite integrated into Chinese society, while at the same time there 
are also some Hui, including some religious leaders and rebellious youths, 
who live their lives in strident resistance to Chinese rule.

Increased Muslim activism in China might be thought of as “nation-
alistic,” but it is also a nationalism that may often transcend the boundar-
ies of the contemporary nation-state, via mass communications, increased 
travel, and the internet. Earlier Islamic movements in China were precipi-
tated by China’s opening to the outside world. No matter what conserva-
tive leaders in the government might wish, China’s Muslims’ politics have 
reached a new stage of openness. If China wants to participate in an in-
ternational political sphere of nation-states, this is unavoidable. With the 
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opening to the West in recent years, travel to and from the Islamic heart-
lands has dramatically increased in China. In 1984, over 1,400 Muslims left 
China to go on the hajj to Mecca. This number increased to over 2,000 in 
1987, representing a return to pre-1949 levels, and in the late 1990s, offi-
cial hajj numbers regularly surpassed 6,000, with many others traveling in 
private capacities through third countries. Several Hui students are pres-
ently enrolled in Islamic and Arabic studies at the Al-Azhar University in 
Egypt, with many others seeking Islamic training abroad.

Encouraged by the Chinese state, relations between Muslims in China 
and their co-religionists in the Middle East are becoming stronger and 
more frequent. This appears to be motivated partly out of a desire to estab-
lish trading partners for arms, commodities, and currency exchanges, and 
partly by China’s traditional view of itself as a leader of the Third World. 
Delegations of foreign Muslims regularly travel to prominent Islamic sites 
in China, in a kind of state-sponsored religious tourism, and donations are 
encouraged. While the state hopes that private Islamic investment will as-
sist economic development, the vast majority of grants by visiting foreign 
Muslims have been donated to the rebuilding of Islamic mosques, schools, 
and hospitals.

Uyghurs, Muslims, and Chinese Citizenship

The links between Islam, ethnicity, and the state in China are nowhere 
more apparent than in Xinjiang, where China faces the so-called Uyghur 
problem. As part of China’s continuing efforts to maintain national unity 
and police separatist movements at home and abroad, on December 14, 
2003, for the first time in its history, China’s Ministry of Public Security 
released a list of four organizations and eleven individuals that they 
deemed to be terrorists. This list included the East Turkistan Islamic 
Movement (ETIM), which was identified as an international terrorist 
organization by the United Nations in 2002 after Chinese and United 
States prompting (see below), as well as the East Turkistan Liberation 
Organization (ETLO), the World Uyghur Youth Congress (WUYC) 
and the East Turkistan Information Center (ETIC). The eleven identified 
“East Turkistan” terrorists were: Hasan Mahsum, Muhanmetemin Hazret, 
Dolqun Isa, Abudujelili Kalakash, Abudukadir Yapuquan, Abudumijit 
Abduhammatkelim, Abudula Kariaji, Abulimit Turxun, Huadaberdi 
Haxerbik, Yasen Muhammat, and Atahan Abuduhani (“China Releases” 
2003). Interestingly, included in the list was a Mr. Hasan Mahsum, the re-
puted leader of East Turkistan Islamic Movement, who had been reportedly 
previously killed in a Pakistani raid on an al-Qaida camp in Waziristan 
on October 2, 2003 (Radio Free Asia 2003). On November 10, 2003, I 
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had actually met Mr. Dolqun Isa, a young Uyghur living in Munich, who 
was also included on the list as one of eleven identified international ter-
rorists, and the elected president of the World Uyghur Youth Congress 
(also listed as one of four terrorist organizations). During that meeting he 
claimed that he had nothing to do with terrorism, that such violence was 
contrary to his devout faith in Islam, and handed me a printed anti-ter-
rorism brochure of the East Turkistan (Uyghuristan) National Congress 
that was entitled: “Help the Uyghurs to Fight Terrorism” (East Turkistan 
[Uyghuristan] National Congress 2003).

In 1997, bombs exploded in a city park in Beijing on May 13 (kill-
ing one person) and on two buses on March 7 (killing two persons), as 
well as on February 25 in the northwestern border city of Urumqi, the 
capital of Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (killing nine persons). 
Though sporadically reported since the early 1980s, such incidents have 
been increasingly common since 1997 and are documented in a recent 
scathing report on Chinese government policy in the region by Amnesty 
International (1999). A report in the Wall Street Journal of August 11, 1999 
( Johnson 1999), on the arrest on of a well-known Uyghur business woman 
named Rebiya Kadir during a visit by the United States Congressional 
Research Service delegation to the region, indicated China’s early concern 
with the Uyghur separatism issue and relative unconcern about Western 
criticism of such measures. Despite Rebiya Kadir’s release and exile to the 
United States in March 2006, China continues to arrest members of her 
family and any other Uyghur deemed to be a threat to the state. While 
religious practice is allowed in Xinjiang, and the mosques are increasingly 
filled with young Uyghur men, any political activism is not tolerated. 
Here the state seeks to drive a strong wedge between ethnic activism that 
might claim independence and sovereignty, and religious practice.

As we consider the interaction of Uyghur Muslims with Chinese soci-
ety, we must examine three interrelated aspects of regional history, econ-
omy, and politics. First, Chinese histories notwithstanding, most Uyghur 
firmly believe that their ancestors were the indigenous people of the Tarim 
basin, which did not become officially known in Chinese as “Xinjiang” 
(“new borderland”) until 1884. Nevertheless, I have argued elsewhere the 
constructed “ethnogenesis” of the Uyghur, in which the current under-
standing of the indigeneity of the present people classified as Uyghur by 
the Chinese state is a rather recent phenomenon related to Great Game 
rivalries, Sino-Soviet geopolitical maneuverings, and Chinese nation-
building (Gladney 1990: 3). While a collection of nomadic steppe peoples 
known as the “Uyghur” has existed since before the eighth century, this 
identity was lost from the fifteenth through the twentieth centuries. In the 
historical record we find the beginnings of the Uyghur empire following 
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the fall of the Turkish khanate (552–744 c.e.) when Chinese historians first 
mention a people called the Hui-he or Hui-hu. At that time the Uyghur 
were but a collection of nine nomadic tribes, who initially, in confedera-
tion with other Basmil and Karlukh nomads, defeated the Second Turkish 
Khanate and then dominated the federation under the leadership of Koli 
Beile in 742.

Gradual sedentarization of the Uyghur, and their defeat of the Turkish 
khanate, occurred precisely as trade with the unified Tang state (618–
907) was becoming especially lucrative. During that time sedentariza-
tion and interaction with the Chinese state was accompanied by sociore-
ligious change: the traditional shamanistic Turkic-speaking Uyghur came 
increasingly under the influence of Persian Manichaeanism, Buddhism, 
and eventually, even Nestorian Christianity. Extensive trade and mili-
tary alliances along the old Silk Road with the Chinese state developed 
to the extent that the Uyghur gradually adopted many cultural, and even 
agricultural, practices of the Chinese. Conquest of the Uyghur capital of 
Karabalghasun in Mongolia by the nomadic Kyrgyz in 840 led to fur-
ther sedentarization and crystallization of Uyghur identity. One group 
of Uyghur moved out to what is now Turpan. There they took advan-
tage of the unique socioecology of the glacier-fed oases surrounding the 
Taklamakan to preserve their merchant and limited agrarian practices, 
gradually establishing Khocho or Gaochang, the great Uyghur city-state 
that lasted for four centuries (850–1250).

From that time on, the people of Turpan-centered “Uyghuristan” who 
resisted Islamic conversion until the seventeenth century were the last to 
be known as “Uyghur.” Uyghurs who converted to Islam or settled in 
the region were no longer known as “Uyghurs,” but were referred to ei-
ther by the name of their local oasis settlement or by the generic term 
of “Turki.” Thus, with the further spread of Islam in the region, the  
ethnonym “Uyghur” faded from the historical record. It was not until 
1760 that the Manchu Qing dynasty exerted full and formal control over 
the region, establishing it as their “new borderland” (Xinjiang). This ad-
ministration lasted for a century before it fell to the Yakub Beg rebellion  
(1864–77) and expanding Russian influence (see Kim 2003). With the re-
sumption of Manchu Qing rule in the region, the area became known for 
the first time as Xinjiang, the “new borderland,” in 1884. The end of the 
Qing dynasty in 1911 and the rise of Great Game rivalries between China, 
Russia, and Britain saw the region torn by competing loyalties and marked 
by two short-lived and drastically different attempts at independence: the 
establishment of an “East Turkistan Republic” in Kashgar in 1933, and an-
other in Yining in 1944 (Benson 1990). As Andrew Forbes has noted, these 
rebellions and attempts at self-rule did little to bridge competing political, 
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religious, and regional differences among the Turkic people who had only 
became known as the Uyghur in 1921 under the Nationalist Party gover-
nor, Sheng Shicai, who was catering to Soviet nationality “divide-and-
rule” strategies of recognizing groups such as Uyghur, Uzbek, and Kazakh 
as separate Turkic nationalities (Forbes 1986: 29). Furthermore, Justin 
Rudelson’s (1997) research suggests that there remains persistent regional 
diversity along three, and perhaps four macroregions of Uyghuristan: the 
northwestern Zungaria plateau, the southern Tarim basin, the southwest 
Pamir region, and the eastern Kumul-Turpan-Hami corridor.

Uyghur Indigeneity and the Challenge  
to Chinese Sovereignty

The minzu policy under the Chinese Nationalists identified five peoples 
of China, with the Han in the majority. The recognition of the Uyghur 
as an official Chinese “nationality” (minzu) under a Soviet-influenced 
policy of nationality recognition contributed to a widespread accep-
tance today of the idea of a continuity with the ancient Uyghur king-
dom and their eventual “ethnogenesis” of the concept of “Uyghur” as a 
bona fide nationality. This policy was continued under the Communists, 
who eventually recognized fifty-six nationalities, with the Han occupy-
ing a 91 percent majority in 1990. The “peaceful liberation” of Xinjiang 
by the Chinese Communists in 1949, and its subsequent establishment as 
the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region on October 1, 1955, perpetu-
ated the Nationalist Party policy of recognizing the Uyghur as a minority 
nationality under Chinese rule (Shahidi 1984). However the designation 
of the Uyghur as a “nationality” masks tremendous regional and linguis-
tic diversity. For it also includes groups such as the Loplyk and Dolans 
that have very little in common with the oasis-based Turkic Muslims that 
had come to be known as the Uyghur. At the same time, contemporary 
Uyghur separatists look back to the brief periods of independent self-rule 
under Yakub Beg and the East Turkistan Republics, in addition to the 
earlier glories of the Uyghur kingdoms in Turpan and Karabalghasun, as 
evidence of their rightful claims to the region.

Today a number of Uyghur separatist organizations exist, based mainly 
in foreign cities such as Istanbul, Ankara, Almaty, Munich, Amsterdam, 
Melbourne, and Washington, DC, and, while they may differ on their 
political goals and strategies for the region they all share a common vi-
sion of a unilinear Uyghur claim on the region that has been disrupted by 
Chinese and Soviet intervention. The independence of the former Soviet 
Central Asian republics in 1991 has done much to encourage these Uyghur 
organizations in their hopes for an independent “Turkistan,” despite the 



Islam in China  

fact the new, mainly Muslim Central Asian governments all signed proto-
cols with China in the spring of 1996 that they would not harbor or sup-
port separatists groups.

Within the region, though many portray the Uyghur as united around 
separatist or Islamist causes, Uyghur continue to be divided from within 
by religious conflicts, in this case competing Sufi and non-Sufi factions, 
territorial loyalties (whether they be oases or places of origin), linguistic 
discrepancies, commoner-elite alienation, and competing political loyal-
ties. These divided loyalties were evidenced by the attack in May 1996 on 
the imam of the Idgah Mosque in Kashgar by other Uyghurs, as well as 
the assassination of at least six Uyghur officials in September 2001.

It is also important to note that Islam was only one of several unifying 
markers for Uyghur identity, depending on those with whom they were 
in cooperation at the time. For example, to the Hui Muslim Chinese, the 
Uyghur distinguish themselves as the legitimate autochthonous minor-
ity, since both share a belief in Sunni Islam. In contrast to the nomadic 
Muslim peoples (Kazakh or Kyrgyz), Uyghur might stress their attach-
ment to the land and oases of origin. In opposition to the Han Chinese, 
the Uyghur will generally emphasize their long history in the region. 
It is this contested understanding of history that continues to influence 
much of the current debate over separatist and Chinese claims to the re-
gion. The multiple emphases in defining their identity have also served 
to mitigate the appeal of Islamic fundamentalist groups (often glossed as 
“Wahhabiyya” in the region), such as the Taliban in Afghanistan, among 
the Uyghur.

Alleged incursions of Taliban fighters through the Wakhan corridor 
into China where Xinjiang shares a narrow border with Afghanistan led 
to the area being swamped with Chinese security forces and large mili-
tary exercises, beginning at least one month prior to the September 11 
attack. These military exercises suggested growing government concern 
about these border areas much earlier than 9/11. Under United States and 
Chinese pressure, Pakistan returned one Uyghur activist to China, appre-
hended among hundreds of Taliban detainees, which follows a pattern of 
repatriations of suspected Uyghur separatists in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
and Uzbekistan. During the war in Afghanistan, United States forces ar-
rested as many as twenty-two Uyghurs fighting with the Taliban, who 
were incarcerated in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Amnesty International has 
claimed that Chinese government roundups of so-called terrorists and 
separatists have led to hurried public trials and immediate, summary ex-
ecutions of possibly thousands of locals. Troop movements to the area, re-
lated to the nationwide Strike Hard campaign against crime launched in 
1998 that includes the call to erect a “great wall of steel” against separatists 
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in Xinjiang, were reportedly the biggest since the suppression of the large 
Akto insurrection in April 1990.10

International campaigns for Uyghur rights and possible independence 
have become increasingly vocal and well organized, especially on the inter-
net. Repeated public appeals have been made to Abdulahat Abdurixit, the 
Uyghur People’s Government chairman of Xinjiang in Urumqi. Notably, 
the former chair of the Unrepresented Nations and People’s Organization 
(UNPO) based in the Hague was the Uyghur Erkin Alptekin, son of 
the separatist leader Isa Yusuf Alptekin, who is buried in Istanbul, where 
there is a park dedicated to his memory. In spring 2004, Erkin Alptekin 
was elected by several international Uyghur organizations as the head of 
a newly formed World Uyghur Congress. In 2007, he was replaced by 
Rebiya Kadir as the elected leader of the World Uyghur Congress. The 
growing influence of “cyber-separatism” and international popularization 
of the Uyghur cause concerns Chinese authorities, who hope to convince 
the world that the Uyghurs do pose a real domestic and international ter-
rorist threat.

While further restricting Islamic freedoms in the border regions, at the 
same time the Chinese state has become more keenly aware of the im-
portance that foreign Muslim governments place on China’s treatment of 
its Muslim minorities as a factor in China’s lucrative trade and military 
agreements. The establishment of full diplomatic ties with Saudi Arabia 
in 1991 and increasing military and technical trade with Middle Eastern 
Muslim states enhances the economic and political salience of China’s 
treatment of its internal Muslim minority population. The official proto-
cols signed with China’s Central Asian border nations beginning in 1996 
with the group known as the “Shanghai 5” (China, Russia, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan) and expanded in 2001 to include Uzbekistan, 
underlines China’s growing role in the region and concerns over trans-
national trade and security. The increased transnationalism of China’s 
Muslims will be an important factor in their ethnic expression as well as 
practiced accommodation to Chinese culture and state authority. Here we 
see a direct institutional link between Islam and the state in China in that 
one of the main goals of the Shanghai Cooperative Organization that was 
proposed by China and is now based in Beijing is to fight Islamic separat-
ism in China as well as in Central Asia.

With respect to its “autonomous” status, Xinjiang falls under the same 
laws as other autonomous regions, prefectures, counties, and villages. 
Nevertheless, domestic and international factors strongly influence how 
these laws are applied. Thus, the International Campaign for Tibetan 
Independence and the Dalai Lama’s government in exile shape how 
China’s law on autonomy is applied in Tibet. In the same way, Xinjiang’s 
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proximity to the dissolving Soviet Union during 1991, the increasing im-
portance of its oil reserves, and its 2001 war on terrorism, influence the 
implementation of laws on autonomy in Xinjiang.

Financial support for these Islamic organizations and websites come 
mostly from private individuals, foundations, and subscriptions (though 
these are rare). While it has been reported that wealthy Uyghur patrons 
in Saudi Arabia and Turkey, who became successful running businesses 
after migrating to these countries in the 1940s, have strongly supported 
these organizations financially in the past, there is no publicly available in-
formation on these sources. Many Uyghur who migrated to Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey in the 1930s and 1940s became successful in the construction 
and restaurant sector, and were thus in a much better position to support 
Uyghur causes than more recent Uyghur émigrés. Uyghurs in Central 
Asia and in the West who have been able to migrate from Xinjiang in in-
creasing numbers in the last twenty years or so have generally been much 
poorer than the earlier émigrés to the Middle East. This is starting to 
change, however, as they and their children become better established in 
the United States, Canada, Europe, and Australia. 

As noted above, the East Turkistan Islamic Movement was recognized 
by the United States and the United Nations in October 2002 as an inter-
national terrorist organization responsible for domestic and international 
terrorist acts, which China claimed included a bombing of the Chinese 
consulate in Istanbul, and assassinations of Chinese officials in Bishkek 
and Uyghur officials in Kashgar who were suspected of collaborating with 
Chinese officialdom. This designation, however, created a controversy in 
that China and the United States presented little public evidence to posi-
tively link the East Turkistan Islamic Movement with the specific inci-
dents described (People’s Daily 2001; Eckholm 2002; Hutzler 2002). In 
2001, the United States Department of State released a report that doc-
umented several separatist and terrorist groups operating inside the re-
gion and abroad, agitating for an independent Xinjiang (McNeal 2001).11 
Clearly, the Chinese state is getting some international support in its move 
to institutionally limit Islamic radicalism in China through encouraging 
and supporting efforts to list terrorist organizations.

The real issue for this chapter, however, is that despite the designa-
tion of the East Turkistan Islamic Movement as an international terrorist 
organization, there are active Uyghur-related activist groups that can be 
said to support terrorism, but have never been proved to be directly impli-
cated in any specific incident. State institutions such as the Islamic Affairs 
Association, the State Ethnic Affairs Commission, and state security forces 
routinely monitor and support crackdowns on anyone suspected of sup-
porting or being affiliated with these organizations.
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Chinese authorities are clearly concerned that increasing international 
attention to the treatment of its minority and dissident peoples has put 
pressure on the region, with the United States and many other Western 
governments continuing to criticize China for not adhering to its com-
mitments to signed international agreements and human rights. In 2003, 
China ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights. Article One of the covenant says: “All peoples have the 
right of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely determine 
their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 
development.” Article 2 reads: “All peoples may, for their own ends, freely 
dispose of their natural wealth and resources without prejudice to any ob-
ligations arising out of international economic cooperation, based upon 
the principle of mutual benefit, and international law. In no case may 
a people be deprived of its own means of subsistence.” Although China 
continues to quibble with the definition of “people,” it is clear that the 
agreements are pressuring China to answer criticisms by Mary Robinson 
and other high-ranking human rights advocates about its treatment of mi-
nority peoples. Clearly, with Xinjiang representing the last Muslim region 
under communism, large trade contracts with Middle Eastern Muslim na-
tions, and five Muslim nations on its western borders, Chinese authorities 
have more to be concerned about than just international support for hu-
man rights. China has thus institutionally sought to address Islamic issues 
through agreeing to these protocols, but it has not yet followed through 
on them.

China’s Uyghur separatists are small in number, poorly equipped, 
loosely linked, and vastly out-gunned by the People’s Liberation Army and 
People’s Police. It should also be noted that that China’s nine other official 
Muslim minorities do not in general support Uyghur separatism, although 
they are sometimes disgruntled about other rights’ and mistreatment issues. 
There is continued enmity between Uyghur and Hui (Tungan) in the re-
gion. Few Hui support an independent Xinjiang, and one million Kazakh 
in Xinjiang would have very little say in an independent “Uyghuristan.” 
Local support for separatist activities, particularly in Xinjiang and other 
border regions, is ambivalent and ambiguous at best, given the economic 
disparity between these regions and their foreign neighbors, including 
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, and especially Afghanistan. Memories 
in the region are strong of mass starvation and widespread destruction 
during the Sino-Japanese and civil war in the first half of the twentieth 
century, including intra-Muslim and Muslim-Chinese bloody conflicts, 
not to mention the chaotic horrors of the Cultural Revolution. Many lo-
cal activists are not calling for complete separatism or real independence, 
but generally express concerns over environmental degradation, nuclear 
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testing, restrictions on religious freedom, over-taxation, and recently 
imposed limits on childbearing. Many ethnic leaders are simply calling 
for “real” autonomy according to Chinese law for the five Autonomous 
Regions that are each led by first Party secretaries who are all Han 
Chinese controlled by Beijing. Freedom of religion, protected by China’s 
constitution, does not seem to be a key issue, as mosques in the region are 
full and pilgrimages to Mecca are often allowed for Uyghur and other 
Muslims (though some visitors to the region report an increase in re-
strictions against mosque attendance by youth, students, and government 
officials). In addition, Islamic extremism does not as yet appear to have 
widespread appeal, especially among urban, educated Uyghur. However, 
the government has consistently rounded up any Uyghur suspected of be-
ing “too” religious, especially those identified as Sufis or the so-called 
Wahabbis (a euphemism in the region for strict Muslim, not an organized 
Islamic school). These periodic roundups, detentions, and public condem-
nations of terrorism and separatism have not erased the problem, but have 
forced it underground, or at least out of the public’s eye, and increased the 
possibility of alienating Uyghur Muslims even further from mainstream 
Chinese society. During the 2001 Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) meetings in Beijing, it was widely reported that Uyghur travel-
ers were not allowed to stay in hotels in the city and often prevented from 
boarding public buses due to fear of terrorism.

The history of Chinese-Muslim relations in Xinjiang has been one 
of relative peace and quiet, broken by enormous social and political dis-
ruptions, sparked by both internal and external crises. The relative quiet 
of the last few years does not indicate that the ongoing problems of the 
region have been resolved or opposition dissolved. Interestingly, a re-
cent neibu (internal circulation only) collection of articles discussing the 
“Xinjiang problem” and the challenges of separatism and terrorism (with 
the terms often conflated), recognizes that there have been no incidents 
since the year 2000, and blames the tensions between Han and Uyghur 
in the region on the “internationalization” (guojihua) of the issue (see Ma 
2003: 128).12

The opposition to Chinese rule in Xinjiang has not reached the level of 
Chechnya or the Intifada, but similar to the Basque separatists of the ETA 
in Spain, or former IRA in Ireland and England, it is one that may erupt 
in limited, violent moments of terror and resistance. And just as these 
oppositional movements have not been resolved in Europe, the Uyghur 
problem in Xinjiang does not appear to be one that will readily go away. 
The admitted problem of Uyghur terrorism and dissent, even in the 
diaspora, is thus problematic for a government that wants to encourage in-
tegration and development in a region where the majority population are 
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not only ethnically different, but also devoutly Muslim. How does a gov-
ernment integrate a strongly religious minority (be it Muslim, Christian, 
or Buddhist) into a Marxist-capitalist system? China’s policy of intoler-
ance toward dissent and economic stimulus has not seemed to resolve this 
issue.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued for a wide variety of Muslim responses to Chinese 
rule and a spectrum of adaptation, both between the official Muslim na-
tionalities, and within their various religious and political groups. Clearly, 
the configuration of Islamic communities has been directly influenced by 
the state’s ethnic and religious policies. Due to China’s minzu policy, it is 
nearly impossible to distinguish ethnic from religious identities among 
China’s Muslim minorities, and elsewhere I have argued it is best to de-
scribe these as “ethnoreligious” identities.13 Hui, Uyghur, and other mi-
nority groups in China are fully aware of the use the state is making of 
their identities in both international relations and the construction of na-
tional identity, which allows for the justification of internal control over 
not only individual politics, but cultural and religious difference as well. 
Through several protests—I witnessed a Uyghur march against a Han ex-
hibition of “minority art” at the Overseas Hotel in Urumqi in fall 1987 
that the Uyghur found to be denigrating and degrading—Uyghur have 
often attempted to object to their National Geographic–like portrayals as 
“happy, sensual natives.” It is doubtful that today, despite widespread civil 
protests throughout China, Uyghurs in Xinjiang would be allowed to 
engage in such a public protest. Clearly, state recognition of the “East 
Turkistan separatists” and the “Xinjiang problem” have indicated a will-
ingness to recognize the ongoing tensions in the region that fifty years of 
minority special treatment, economic development programs (such as the 
Great West Development Program), and harsh crackdowns (such as the 
four-year Strike Hard campaign), have yet to resolve.

At the same time, Uyghur and other minorities are taking advan-
tage of their official minority status and objectified identities, ill-fitting 
or not, to promote their own religious, political, and personal interests. 
Opportunities to study and travel abroad are hard to come by, even for 
Han, and the Uyghur are eager to take advantage of every little crack in 
the Chinese system. When the state allows those cracks to appear, albeit 
for very specific foreign policy and economic goals, it may not be able 
to anticipate the many unintended results—results that might include a 
strengthened transnational Uyghur identity, both Turkish and Muslim.

China is not immune to the new tide of religious nationalism and 
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“primordial politics” sweeping Europe, Africa, and Asia in the post–Cold 
War and post-9/11 periods. Much of it is clearly due to a response to glo-
balization in terms of localization: increasing nationalism arising from the 
organization of the world into nation-states. No longer content to sit on 
the sidelines, the nations within these states are playing a greater role in 
the public sphere (Habermas 1989). In most of these nationalist move-
ments, religion, culture, and racialization play a privileged role in defin-
ing the boundaries of the nation. In China, as elsewhere, Islam will con-
tinue to play an important role in defining the nation, especially when 
nationality is defined by a mix of religion and ethnicity.

Notes

Portions of this chapter were previously published in the article “Islam in China: Ac-
commodation or Separatism,” in Religion in China Today, edited by Daniel L. Over-
myer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) (China Quarterly special issue, 
n.s., no. 3).

1. For an analysis of the 2000 population statistics, see Yang and Ding (2002).
2. For a study of Muslim origin myths and their relevance for contemporary 

identity politics, see Gladney (2004: 99–115).
3. For the debate over the definition of Hui and reference to them as “Sino-

Muslims,” see Lipman (1997: xxiv), and Gladney (1996: 21–35).
4. See Ong (1999: 23). Uyghurs waiting for an independent Uyghuristan find 

Chinese citizenship the least flexible, especially when threatened with extradition 
while in the diaspora, while Hui have rarely challenged Chinese citizenship. Simi-
larly, membership in the Muslim community in China is legislated by birth, in the 
sense that once born a Hui, always a Hui, regardless of belief or even membership 
in the Party.

5. Tajiks are the only official nationality still lacking a script, and must learn in 
either Uyghur or Han Chinese in their own Tajik Autonomous Country of Tash-
kurgan (Tashkurgan county chairman interview, August 25, 2001). Yang Shengmin 
has indicated that Uyghur cadres opposed granting a separate written language to 
the Tajiks (personal communication December 4, 2003); however, political concerns 
over links to Iran and Tajikistan through the promulgation of a Persian script are 
clearly an important factor.

6. Interestingly, although the Deng and Baima regard themselves as separate na-
tionalities, and they have minority status under the Tibetan nationality, it is Tibetan 
cadres who do not wish them to be separately recognized, so as not to diminish 
total Tibetan population numbers (Yang Shengmin, personal communication). The 
State Ethnic Affairs Commission in 1994 ruled out the possibility of recognizing ad-
ditional nationalities, some believe, in order to avoid having to recognize too many 
new nationalities, including the Chinese Jews, which might alienate Middle East 
trading partners (see Gladney 2004: 103, 168).

7. For more information on the State Ethnic Affairs Commission, see Gladney 
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(1996: 261–88), Dreyer (1976: 95–96), and Sautman (1999: 53–55). In the late 1990s, 
the State Ethnic Affairs Commission changed the English translation of its name 
from “State Commission for Nationality Affairs” to the “State Ethnic Affairs Com-
mission,” reflecting evolving debates in China about the translation of the term 
minzu into English and state policy toward minorities. See Gladney (1996: 84–87).

8. The debate over the translation and meaning of minzu has become an intel-
lectual industry in and of itself. See Duara (1995), Dikötter (1992), and Gladney 
(1996: 6–20).

9. This distinction was most fully articulated by Roff (1985).
10. This was the first major uprising in Xinjiang that took place in the Southern 

Tarim region near Baren township, which initiated a series of unrelated and sporadic 
protests.

11. See also Scott Fogden’s (2002) excellent Msc. Econ thesis.
12. “Since the first half of the year 2000, the situation in Xinjiang has been 

peaceful ( pingjing), despite my earlier description of the seriousness of this issue, and 
should be accurately described as dramatically changed since the internationaliza-
tion of the Xinjiang problem (Xinjiang wenti guojihua)” (Ma 2003: 128).

13. On “ethnoreligious” identity in China, see Gladney (1996: 112–18).
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holmes welch’s Parting of the Way: Lao Tzu and the Taoist Movement, 
written in 1957, outlined what the author saw as a sharp divide between 
the mystical Daoist philosophy of the classical period and the debased re-
ligious Daoism of later dynasties. This vision of the decline of Daoism 
has now been overturned by several decades of scholarship on the Daoist 
religion (see Seidel 1990; Schipper and Verellen 2005).1 Most scholars 
now date the institutionalization of the Daoist religion to the second cen-
tury ad and the founding of the Zhengyi Tianshi Dao (Orthodox Unity 
Celestial Master) movement in Sichuan by Zhang Daoling and Zhang Lu. 
A second major parting of the way is often drawn between the Orthodox 
Unity movement and the Quanzhen (Complete Perfection) school of mo-
nastic Daoism, founded by Wang Zhe (1113–70) in the Song dynasty. The 
Complete Perfection school borrowed heavily from monastic Buddhism, 
while the various branches of the Orthodox Unity school for the most 
part maintained a hereditary ritual tradition with close ties to local com-
munal religion.2 New revelations and new ritual traditions were a regu-
lar feature of Daoism. Continuous partings were an intrinsic aspect of the 
Way, despite state and clerical efforts at systematization and appropria-
tion.3 Recent fieldwork has shown that in addition to the two main cur-
rents of Daoism mentioned above, a wide range of localized Daoist ritual 
traditions are currently practiced across China, including the Lüshan rites 
practiced throughout a wide stretch of southern China, the Duangong 

Further Partings of the Way: The Chinese State 
and Daoist Ritual Traditions  
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ritual and theatrical traditions of Sichuan, and the Thunder rites of Hunan, 
amongst others.4

Given the preliminary state of research on the vast range of different 
forms of local communal religion in China, not to mention the paucity 
of research into the ritual activities of both Zhengyi ritual masters and 
Quanzhen monks and nuns in relation to their multiple local contexts, it 
is extremely difficult to broach an institutional analysis of Daoism.5 Due 
to the complex, intricate ties between Daoist ritual traditions and local 
communal religion, one could argue that it is impossible to clearly dis-
tinguish the space of Daoist ritual from the constantly changing informal 
rules of local level Chinese society concerning religious, or should we say 
communal ritual activity. In fact, it is misleading to separate out a specifi-
cally “religious” space from other aspects of communal life at this level. 
Such analytic distinctions may themselves be seen as part of the project of 
modernity.6

Talal Asad (2003: 13) defines the project of modernity as “a project—or 
rather, a series of interlinked projects—that certain people in power seek 
to achieve.” While discounting the universalist claims of modernization 
theory, he notes that the teleologically charged project of modernity has 
had real impacts on everyday life and experience around the globe. The 
Chinese state could certainly be said to have been engaged in such a proj-
ect for over a century, vigorously attempting to impose formal rules and 
definitions of religion over a complex web of local, informal rules gov-
erning social ritual practices. In combination with the impact of capitalist 
forces, the Marxist and Maoist attacks on temples, Daoist ritual masters, 
and structures of everyday ritual life in China have had a devastating im-
pact. A vast number of temples have been destroyed and countless lives 
have been ruined. The long-term combined impact of these forces can be 
seen in the institutionalization of principles such as consumerism, freedom 
of the market, and secularism, which are especially evident in China’s cit-
ies, where an earlier dense network of neighborhood and ward temples, 
most celebrating Daoist rites, has been largely destroyed. But an examina-
tion of Daoism solely from the point of view of its response to state leg-
islation or the forces of modernization would be to tell only one side of 
a complex, multifaceted story. For over the past twenty-five years, in the 
villages and temples of rural China, especially in the south, temples have 
been restored and Daoist rituals are again being celebrated at key points in 
the lives of individuals, families, and communities.

Asad (1993: chs. 1, 2) also provided a genealogical analysis of the con-
cepts of religion and ritual. He argues that the very concept of religion as 
an abstract system of beliefs is marked by its development out of Western 
Christian theology, and that there is no possible transhistorical, universal 
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definition of religion. This suggests that there are no pure natural pools 
of religiosity beyond the reach of the state or clerical or other cultural in-
stitutions. Asad calls instead for the study of different historically consti-
tuted modes of practical knowledge, of disciplinary practices rather than 
representational practices. He sees ritual as a range of modes of disciplin-
ing bodies within specific regimes of knowledge, power, and discourse. 
This approach calls our attention to the years of training in ritual perfor-
mance, dance, gesture, meditation, and visualization techniques involved 
in becoming a Daoist ritual master. The performative dimension of Daoist 
ritual, and the vital relationship between Daoist rites and larger commu-
nal festivals, is also central to this approach.

Asad (1993: ch. 6) furthermore questions mainstream practices of “cul-
tural translation” within anthropology, arguing that the inequality of lan-
guages in the current world order and the implicit model of psychoana-
lytic interpretation of the “other” transform cultural translation into an 
act of appropriation. He argues instead for a mode of translation related 
to Walter Benjamin’s call for an effort to create within one’s own lan-
guage the troubling effects of difference and otherness. With this call in 
mind, an effort is made in the concluding section of this chapter to “trans-
late” the ritual view of the role of cosmo-political forces within contemporary 
Daoist and communal ritual events.7 

Close Links between Daoism and Local Communal Religion

Two recently discovered sources help illustrate the links between Daoism 
and local communal religion. The first is a stone inscription I located in 
Leshan ward of Hui’an city in Fujian, carved in 1909, and entitled “Stele 
Displaying an [Official] Prohibition in Leshan Ward.”8 This inscription 
records the Hui’an district magistrate’s decision in favor of a group of gen-
try who had defied a local Daoist ritual master named Zhang Fu, who 
maintained that he had hereditary rights as the local shizhu (master of dis-
pensations) to perform rituals in all the temples and homes of the Leshan 
ward. The gentry had raised funds and hired an outside Daoist to per-
form the rites, after heeding complaints that Zhang Fu was arrogant and 
charged too much. That a district magistrate would find it necessary to 
carve an inscription and erect a stele in the ward denying the Daoist’s 
claims to the territory gives an indication of the power of local Daoist rit-
ual masters in this region.

The second source is a manuscript recopied in the late 1980s by a local 
Daoist ritual master in the Fengting region of Xianyou county, just north 
of Hui’an county. This manuscript lists the birthdays of the gods of the 
most important temples in the area. Arranged chronologically, it covers 
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over 200 gods celebrated in over 150 temples, all within 100 square kilo-
meters. These were the dates of Daoist rituals of celebration to which the 
Daoist ritual master and his fathers before him had been invited for gener-
ations. The Daoist ritual master told me that almost one hundred of these 
temples had been restored over the past twenty years, and that as a result, 
he was very busy performing rituals. 

Several scholars have demonstrated the key role of local temples in both 
village and urban life in late imperial and Republican China (Schipper 
1993; Duara 1988; Naquin 2000; Goossaert 2007). A number of scholars 
have also emphasized the key role of Daoist ritual within the ritual events 
of local communal religion (Schipper 1993; Lagerwey 1987; Dean 1993). 
Regardless of whether one argues that: (1) the Daoists were promoting a 
hierarchical relationship with the gods with themselves as the necessary 
mediators (Hymes 2002); (2) their participation was a process of the uni-
versalization of local cults through the writing of the local cult into liturgy 
and scripture and an identification of the local gods as transformations of 
higher Daoist deities in their ritual performances (Dean 1993); or even  
(3) Daoist ritual was one key node (center of attraction and emergent or-
ganization) within the multi-centered, complex ritual events of Chinese 
local religion (Dean and Lamarre 2003), the close link between Daoist rit-
ual specialists and local cults and village temples cannot be denied. Thus 
any attack on the role of the local temples of local communal religion 
would inevitably constitute an attack on the basis of the way of life of the 
Daoist ritual masters.

As mentioned above, Daoist ritual masters can be divided into 
Quanzhen Complete Perfection monks based in monasteries or nunner-
ies, or a variety of locally based, hereditary ritual masters loosely derived 
from the Zhengyi Tianshi Orthodox Unity Celestial Master movement. 
Over the Yuan, Ming, and Qing dynasties, Quanzhen orders spread from 
North China across the empire, to Sichuan (Qingchengshan), Hunan, and 
Guangzhou (Luofushan), and more recently to Hong Kong (Qingsongshan).9 
Quanzhen and Zhengyi Daoism were unlikely to both be strong in the 
same areas. However, in recent years, temples with a mixed population 
of Quanzhen and Zhengyi Daoists (such as the Baiyunguan in Shanghai 
in the early 1980s) have struggled to work together. In this context, it is 
important to note that despite their different institutional settings, both 
Quanzhen and Zhengyi ritual masters perform variations of what is in 
fact a common core of Zhengyi Lingbao (Spiritual Treasure) Daoist ritual 
for their clients. It is interesting to note that in the Qing, even Quanzhen 
monks and nuns were seldom concentrated exclusively in large monastic 
centers; instead, they were often widely dispersed in smaller monasteries, 
nunneries, and temples in close proximity to local society.10 In addition to 
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performing rituals in their monasteries, they would on occasion travel to 
participate in rituals held in temples that sponsored major regional temple 
fairs.

Whereas Quanzhen monks and nuns live and practice within Daoist 
monasteries, specifically Zhengyi Daoist temples are far more dif-
ficult to single out from the mass of temples dedicated to popular dei-
ties across China, especially in the south. Most cities and major towns 
prior to the Republican reforms or the establishment of a state by the 
Chinese Communist Party (Party) had City God temples in which either 
Quanzhen or Zhengyi Daoist ritual masters were often based. These City 
God temples functioned as a kind of hinge between the official sacrifi-
cial system and the local hierarchy of the cults of the gods (Taylor 1990). 
Many cities and towns also had Daoist guan (temples, or belvederes) with 
Zhengyi or Quanzhen ritual masters in residence. Most cities or towns 
also had a temple to the Eastern Peak in which could be found Daoists 
specializing in funerals, requiems, and guided spirit medium encounters 
with the dead. These three or four ubiquitous kinds of temples had a 
stronger Daoist presence than the host of other temples dedicated to lo-
cal gods. Some of these temples have been restored, such as the Beijing 
Dongyuemiao and the Shanghai City God temple, but most are not fully 
under the control of Daoist ritual specialists any longer. Many have in-
stead been turned into tourist attractions or museums.

In contrast to the Quanzhen monks and nuns, the Zhengyi Orthodox 
Unity Celestial Master tradition, and that of the multiple alternative Daoist 
ritual traditions mentioned above, generally take the form of Daoist rit-
ual specialists who work out of their homes, where they maintain altars 
dedicated to Lord Lao(zi) (or another deity associated with their particu-
lar ritual tradition), and usually claim some allegiance to Zhang Daoling, 
founder of the Daoist religion. The practitioners of the primarily southern 
tradition of Zhengyi and that of other local Daoist traditions are often re-
ferred to as huoju (hearth dwelling) or sanju (dispersed dwellers) Daoists. 
They have had a much more contentious relationship with the Religious 
Affairs Bureau in the People’s Republic of China. 

This is primarily because there is no single institutional framework for 
these ritual specialists. These Daoist ritual masters transmit their liturgi-
cal texts and practices to their sons and disciples in discrete, local lines of 
transmission. Such transmissions culminate in ordinations, now presided 
over by collections of local Daoist ritual masters, although some ordina-
tion certificates still make reference to Longhushan, the hereditary center 
of the Zhengyi Tianshi Celestial Masters. Many such local Daoist ritual 
masters maintain troupes of acolytes who perform rituals as a team. They 
may also have long-standing connections with sets of local musicians. It is 
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also common for the Daoists to play a variety of instruments, particularly 
the drum, which sets the rhythm for the entire oratorio-like liturgy. They 
are also expected to sing, chant, and dance, and to write in a range of cal-
ligraphic styles, including talismanic writing.

As shown above, long-established relations between such localized 
Daoists and nearby temples sometimes solidify into proprietarial claims 
over elements or levels of the local ritual marketplace. A local hierarchy 
of Daoist ritual troupes tends to develop over time in each locale, serving 
different classes of clients. Depending on their particular liturgical tradi-
tion and the cultural area in which they operate, the ritual services of local 
Daoists include the observances of communal sacrifices ( jiao) at local tem-
ples dedicated to the gods of the local pantheon, funerals and requiem ser-
vices for individual families, and minor rites for individuals and families 
(blessing of marriage, exorcism of demonic disease vectors, improvement 
of fate, healing rituals, etc.). The elite Daoist ritual master was considered 
a member of elite circles, whereas the less well trained and less proficient 
Daoists served a less well off clientele. Daoists rites could be performed in 
highly extended, complex forms over several days, or in dramatically sim-
plified form, in a single afternoon, depending on the needs of the sponsors. 
In addition to Daoist ritual specialists, temples, families, and individuals 
could also turn to Buddhist monks and other local ritual specialists (such 
as spirit mediums or the Three in One Scripture Masters in the Xinghua 
region). Marionettists, puppeteers, and carpenters also performed rituals, 
and ritual was required to consecrate the stage prior to operatic perfor-
mances as well. Most major communal ritual events involved the simulta-
neous performance of many such groups of ritual performers.

Clearly, further research is needed on the history of the forms of lo-
cal organization, management, and mobilization within village organiza-
tions (including lineage formations and temple networks) that developed 
over time and in different parts of China. In a provisional description of 
the state of current religico-social activities in coastal Fujian, I character-
ized the networks of local temple systems and village lineages active in 
this region as “China’s second government,” in that they have over the 
past several hundred years provided a growing range of social and cul-
tural services and infrastructural improvements at the local level whenever 
and wherever central government control or intervention declined (Dean 
2001). These organizations sponsor Daoist rites as part of their celebrations 
of local communal rites. In recent years, people living in some of these ar-
eas could attend ritual performances (including opera) 250 days out of the 
year. At this level, communal ritual events are simply an intensification of 
the ritual core of everyday life. Each household is mobilized to participate 
in village ritual events, but this is based on the fact that each household is 
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already a ritual unit, with its own altar dedicated to ancestors and gods, 
and its daily, monthly, seasonal, and annual rites. Social and gender rela-
tions are highly ritualized as well. These rites and ritualized relations are 
intensified in communal observances.

However, other regions of China present a very different picture. In a 
recent (2004) trip to Shanxi, I met with local Quanzhen Daoists in Linfen 
county who explained that the restoration of popular temples and the 
holding of temple fairs with Daoist rituals had just begun in parts of that 
province, twenty years after similar processes began in Fujian. It remains 
to be seen whether this long gap in ritual practice will prove insurmount-
able for the transmission of earlier ritual traditions.

The role of Daoism in relation to local communal ritual activity in 
China has to be seen in historical perspective. In general, what one can 
see developing in many regions of China from at least the mid-Ming on-
wards are new modes of subjectivation within emerging forms of local 
power.11 Some of the institutional arenas for the capture of the forces of 
these new forms of local power in this process were the varieties of lin-
eage formations, the expanding temple networks, and the sectarian move-
ments. Official elite models such as community compacts, model neo-
Confucian lineages, or local academies or poetry associations were often 
absorbed and adapted to local needs by emerging social groups. Most of 
these models were centered on ritual performance. Some of these rituals 
involved Daoist ritual specialists. Others involved primarily local lisheng 
(masters of ceremony). Ritual forms and specializations were invented or 
modified in an effort to channel and contain emergent social and cosmo-
political powers. This entire process could be characterized as the rise of 
a new form of power, parallel but distinct from what Michel Foucault de-
scribed as “pastoral power” in Western Europe.12 Perhaps one could refer 
to this new form of power in increasingly autonomous local networks as 
“ritual power.”

These local organizations and their new modes of power and discourse 
responded very creatively to state initiatives in the realms of taxation, 
household registration, and ritual ordering. But local society did more 
than just adapt to state institutional pressures and cultural hegemonic ini-
tiatives. Changes to what I have termed the “syncretic field” of Chinese 
ritual experience were also initiated at the local level, based on emerg-
ing social needs and social forces, and justified by the notion that li yi yi 
qi (ritual arises from the meaning of the participant’s intentions). Local 
society was a hotbed of creative cultural involution, generating worlds 
of difference within local communal ritual events (see Conclusion). It is 
also important to consider that along with the changing consistency of 
the syncretic field and its local social elements, the nature of the state also 
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shifted dramatically over time, especially from the viewpoint of the local 
communities.13

Brief Overview of State Attitudes toward Daoism

During the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), the court maintained close ties 
with the Longhushan Tianshifu (Headquarters of the Celestial Masters), 
and several descendants of the Zhang Daoling lineage and their associates 
held important positions of power at court. The Ming court also patron-
ized the Daoist temples of Wudangshan and promoted the cult of Xuantian 
shangdi. The founder of the Ming, Zhu Yuanzhang (Ming Taizu) estab-
lished the Daolusi (Bureau of Daoist Registration) within the Ministry of 
Rites in 1371. At the provincial level, he set up Daozhengsi (Bureaus of 
Political [Supervision] of Daoists), and the Daohuisi (Bureaus of Daoist 
Assemblies) at the district level. Some 96,000 Daoists were listed in 1373. 
Ming Taizu also set up and staffed with Daoists the Shenyueguan (Temple 
of Divine Music) in 1379, an independent office responsible for court ritual 
music. This office supplied Daoist ritual specialists to Ming noble house-
holds across the empire, perhaps contributing to the Daoist conversion of 
certain minorities such as the Yao in South China. He furthermore insti-
tuted the Zhouzhice (All-knowing register) to list the Daoists in monaster-
ies across China and to keep track of their movements (de Bruyn 2000).

While Zhu Yuanzhang supported Daoism at one level, at another level 
he was deeply concerned about its links to local communal organization 
and potential rebellious movements. He banned certain popular Daoist 
festivals in 1372, instituted an empire-wide cult of Confucius, and es-
tablished a consciously archaic system of altars to the soil and the har-
vest throughout the empire to promote Confucian values such as loyalty. 
Many local cults were forbidden, and they were excised from the imperial 
Register of Sacrifices. The system of official altars at the sub-canton level 
soon mutated into new forms of hybrid popular temples and localized rit-
ual networks (Dean 1998b). Despite this tendency, zealous, if not fanatical 
neo-Confucian local administrators periodically attempted to eradicate 
local cults they deemed licentious or unorthodox. This tendency would 
increase during the Qing dynasty.

Several Ming emperors were ardent practitioners of Daoist self-culti-
vation techniques and promoted Daoist rituals at court. Some Ming em-
perors took on Daoist titles, and welcomed successive Celestial Masters 
to court, where they were honored with high rank and entitled Zhenren 
(Perfected Being). The Ming Yongle emperor (r. 1403–24) sponsored the 
compilation of the Ming Daoist Canon under the supervision of the forty-
second Celestial Master, Zhang Yuqing.14 Cracks in imperial support 



Further Partings of the Way  

began in 1568, when the Celestial Master was un-inivited to court, and 
suffered demotion in rank. But this policy was partially reversed un-
der Shenzong (r. 1572–1619), who sponsored the publication of the Xu 
Daozang (Supplement to the Daoist canon). At the popular level, the an-
nual festival of Yanjiujie in Beijing was celebrated in the first lunar month 
by Daoist rites featuring over 40,000 Daoist ritual masters. The festival of 
the Temple of the Eastern Peak on the twenty-eighth of the third lunar 
month, and the pilgrimage to Miaofengshan in the fourth lunar month 
were all major festivals with considerable Daoist ritual participation.

The Qing dynasty (1644–1911) seems to have been highly suspicious 
of popular level Daoism. The Qing shigao (Draft history of the Qing) in-
cludes a 1673 decree stating that “shamans, Daoist ritual masters, and spirit 
mediums who exorcise ghosts and drive away demons in order to delude 
the hearts of the people should be put to death, and those who invite 
spirit mediums should also be charged with a crime” ( juan 117, zhi 90). In 
1676, it was decreed that the Bureaus of Buddhist and Daoist Registration 
throughout the empire should enforce this law (cited in Schipper 2002: 
148).

Despite court suspicions, in the first half of the Qing dynasty represen-
tatives of the Celestial Masters were still allowed to set up regular ordina-
tion platforms in certain areas of China, where they would stamp ordina-
tion certificates and collect fees.15 One such ordination certificate issued 
by the Longhushan Celestial Masters in 1704 has recently been found in 
the possession of a Daoist ritual master in a remote region at the Jiangxi-
Hunan border (Liu 2000: 263). The right to confer ordinations in this way 
was ultimately suspended by the Qianlong emperor in 1739 (Xu wenxian 
tongkao, juan 99, quoted in Schipper 2002: 148; Goossaert 2000). In 1740, 
Mei Gucheng (d. 1763), an imperial censor, memorialized that “Daoists 
are mean people, and it is not appropriate that they besmirch court audi-
ences,” whereupon the fifty-seventh Celestial Master was prevented from 
attending court (Qing shigao, juan 115, zhi 90, quoted in Schipper 2002: 
149). In 1742, the Qianlong emperor had Confucian ritualists replace 
Daoists as Music Masters in the Court of Imperial Sacrifices, where they 
had served since the Ming dynasty. And in 1752, the Qianlong emperor 
demoted the Celestial Masters from Rank 3 to Rank 5. They were not 
allowed into court audiences and could not request titles. Nor were they 
any longer considered the general administrators of Daoism.

Although later Celestial Masters were occasionally welcomed back to 
court by his successors, the prestige of Daoism continued to decline, un-
til in the Daoguang period (1821–50) the relationship between the court 
and the Celestial Masters appears to have come to an end, when the Jiajing 
emperor terminated the quintennual visits to court (Esposito 2000; Xun 
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2004: 98). Court support for Quanzhen Daoist monasteries in the capi-
tal came from local officials and court eunuchs, and later from Dowager 
Empress Ci Xi (Xun 2004). Many of the Daohuisi (Offices of Daoist 
Associations), which had since the Ming dynasty maintained self-regu-
lation of Daoist activities at the local level, with a renowned local Daoist 
made responsible for the activities of other Daoists in his district, appear 
to have been disbanded by the late Qing dynasty. In general, the ability of 
Daoism to provide a key liturgical framework to Chinese popular religion 
was enough to arouse the suspicions of the Chinese state, especially after 
the rise of religious rebellions in the late eighteenth century. Paradoxically 
enough, the Tianshifu of the Celestial Masters, which had been restored at 
Qing imperial behest in 1731, would be burned by the Taiping rebels.

Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century Challenges

This long historical process of the emergence of a variety of forms of rela-
tive local autonomy, featuring increasing self-regulation, self-governance, 
and cultural self-definition, and the important role within this historical 
process of Daoism, forms the essential backdrop to an understanding of 
the last 150 years of attacks on Daoism (and Chinese clericism in general) 
and on local communal religion. One of the most striking early manifes-
tations of this attack took the form of the Taiping Rebellion, which took 
aim at local cults, temples, and ritual networks, smashing god statues and 
razing temples across a wide area of South China. The Tianshifu of the 
Celestial Masters was just one of thousands of temple complexes destroyed 
by the Taiping armies. Philip Kuhn has demonstrated that the Taiping 
administration developed a much stronger hierarchy linking the Taiping 
court to local administration in areas under its control than had existed 
under the Qing administrative order. The Taipings’ revised order of gov-
ernance grew out of their profound awareness of the key role of the cults 
and local temples in local self-governance.

Although the Qing court recognized and rewarded through canoniza-
tion a great many local gods of those that had supported the court against 
the Taiping rebels and many other localized rebellions (Dean 1993), other 
forces continued to undermine the role of local communal religion. In a 
series of judgments from 1861 to 1872, the Zongli Yamen supported the 
Catholic minority in villages in Shanxi in their demand to be exempted 
from village temple fees, the principle form of funding for local com-
munal organization required of all village residents. The Zongli Yamen’s 
decisions in favor of Catholic communities in North China effected a 
modernist divide between “culture,” now isolated as a sphere of aesthetic 
activity, and “religion,” now defined as a set of actions and institutions 



Further Partings of the Way  

defined by specific beliefs (Litzinger 1996; Thompson 1996). This divi-
sion profoundly challenged the communal nature of local religion.

In even more striking ways, conditions of extraterritoriality in Shanghai 
and other treaty ports presented a new model of modern nation-state–
society relations. New understandings of state-society relations, and the 
right of the extraterritorial state to regulate society, led in Shanghai in the 
mid-nineteenth century to the registration of hundreds of hitherto infor-
mal local-level social organizations (as shown in Brook 1997). By asserting 
the power of the state to regulate local cultural institutions, the autonomy 
of local life, and the ability of local ritual events to generate worlds of dif-
ference, were fundamentally compromised.

Anti-religious discourse went through several transformations in the 
late Qing. In 1898 Kang Youwei attacked Daoism, Buddhism, and lo-
cal communal religion, proposing instead a cult of state Confucianism 
that would be based in Confucian academies in converted temples. This 
can be seen as one of several experiments in designing a modern nation-
state, with ideological institutions all the way down to the village level. 
Traditional fundamentalist Confucian anti-clericism aimed at Buddhists, 
Daoists, and the spirit-mediums of local communal religion here began 
to combine with modern nation-state cultural nationalism. When Liang 
Qichao introduced the terms and discursive field of a Western conception 
of religion as an area distinct from other aspects of culture and society in 
1901, the discourse changed from narrowly anti-clerical to broadly anti-
religious, and the target broadened from the priesthood and the spirit me-
diums to the basic structures of local communal organization, the temple 
networks. The collapse of the Boxer Rebellion exacerbated the critique 
of local communal religion and local forms of self-organization. By 1904, 
the turning point in the movement against the temples of Chinese local 
communal religion had been reached when the Ministry of Rites refused 
to canonize any more local gods.

The anti-religion, anti-superstition campaigns of the early Republican 
period have been studied by Duara (1995), Goossaert (2001), and Nedostup 
(2001). The degree of success of or resistance to these campaigns varied 
greatly. But changes at the local level may have been even more significant 
than government reform campaigns. Transformations in the form, struc-
ture, and nature of local chambers of commerce and the establishment 
of local parliaments provided new areas of activity and new discourses of 
capitalism and modern nation-state building for the educated elite. Temple 
committees fought back, but these new discourses and new institutions 
were too powerful in most areas. After a series of laws calling for the con-
fiscation of temples and their transformation into schools (or police sta-
tions) by the late Qing and Republican governments, by 1937 it has been 
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estimated that half of the temples in China had been destroyed (Goossaert 
2003a), although the extent of the destruction varied regionally.

The People’s Republic and Daoism

The rise of Marxist critiques of Chinese class society added the patriarchal 
lineage and the religious monastery to the list of targets, attacking the ma-
jor forms and resources of local self-governance in Chinese society. The 
complex interlinking of lineage, monastery (or network of ritual special-
ists), and local cults in the many different regions of China is too complex 
to summarize here. Suffice it to say that throughout the Anti-Japanese 
War and the civil war that followed, the Party developed a comprehen-
sive critique of the lineage along with Buddhist and Daoist monasteries, 
and the temples of local religion. Central to their critique was a Western 
(Marxist) conception of religion.

Article 36 of the Chinese constitution states that “citizens of the People’s 
Republic of China enjoy freedom of religious belief. . . . The state protects 
normal religious activities” (Potter 2003: 19). Implied in this statement is 
a denunciation of “unacceptable religious activities.” These are listed in 
one 1986 news report: “indiscriminate building of temples . . . invoking 
immortals to exorcise evil spirits, praying for rain, divining by the eight 
trigrams, telling fortunes . . . practicing physiognomy and geomancy are 
feudal superstitious activities which should be resolutely banned . . . reso-
lutely suppressed” (Dean 1993: 174).16

Unfortunately, all these activities are integral aspects of local commu-
nal religion, and all have intimate connections with the ritual practices of 
Daoism. Daoism has been officially recognized as one of the five religions 
of China, even though it is difficult to characterize it according to the 
definition of religion espoused by the state. According to that definition, 
a religion should have a doctrine, an organization and leadership, rules of 
conduct, and rituals expressing its beliefs (Dean 1993: 173–76). However, 
despite the efforts of the court and the Longhushan Celestial Master or-
ganization, Daoist ritual traditions were dispersed across China without 
a unified organization or religious leader. Daoist ritual provided one of 
many central liturgical frameworks for local communal rituals dedicated 
to local gods, but doctrinal elements are not emphasized, and thus no clear 
set of beliefs need be articulated. Although one can extract a cosmologi-
cal model out of Daoist ritual, this is not presented as a rationale behind a 
set of rites representing the beliefs of the participants at the rite. Rather, 
the Daoist ritual masters preserve the details of their own ritual visual-
izations, and present only the outer aspect of their liturgy to the partici-
pants at local communal rituals, many of whom are drawn into the ritual 
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performance in some capacity. In requiem services and exorcistic rites as 
well, the performative element prevails over the expression of specific be-
liefs. There is no exposition of the meaning of scriptures, or interpretation 
to the public of the features of liturgy. All this is even truer of most forms 
of local communal ritual practice.

Thus the imposition of conceptions of religion rooted in Western 
historical experience intensified the process of the destruction of local 
communal religion by adding an ill-fitting conceptual framework, one 
that encouraged misunderstanding by state authorities and led to wan-
ton destructiveness. Vincent Goossaert (2003a) suggests that half of all 
China’s local temples had been destroyed by the end of the Republican 
period. Tens of thousands of the remaining temples were destroyed over 
the second half of the twentieth century, particularly during the Cultural 
Revolution. A full account of the destruction of temples, the physical at-
tacks on Daoist ritual masters and other ritual specialists, the burning of 
scriptures and the smashing of icons, etc., in each region of China would 
fill many volumes. Nonetheless, the resilience of local communal religion 
in China is extraordinary, and the restoration, reinvention, and recycling 
of ritual traditions in the context of local communal ritual practice has 
been documented by several scholars in different parts of China (Siu 1989; 
Dean 1993, 1998a, 2003; Feuchtwang 2001; Chau 2006).

Daoism and the Chinese State after 1979 

The National Daoist Association was originally established in 1911. 
A number of its branches and local leaders are described in the Huabei 
zongjiao nianjian (Yearbook of North Chinese religion) published by the 
Japanese Xinya Religious Association in the early 1940s. It was reestab-
lished in 1957. After a period of savage repression of Daoism during the 
Cultural Revolution, the Daoist Association was reestablished for a third 
time in 1979. By 1999 the Daoist Association claimed to have formed 133 
branch organizations across China to supervise the restoration of tem-
ples, the ordination of Daoist ritual masters, and the ritual activities of 
the latter.17 A series of specific laws of the Chinese state touch on as-
pects of the freedom of religion, such as Article 77 of the Civil Law of 
1986, which calls for the protection of the property of religious organiza-
tions. The National Daoist Association, which is made up of Daoist ritual 
specialists, only has authority under the auspices of the Religious Affairs 
Bureau. In this capacity, it has also issued regulations. The principal reg-
ulations affecting Daoism include two issued in 1992, namely “Methods 
for Administering Daoist Temples” and “Tentative Methods Related to 
the Administration of Daoist Ritual Masters Who Live at Home.” Two 
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more regulations were issued in 1994: “Rules about the Transmission of 
Precepts for the Quanzhen Order” and “Rules Related to Conferring 
Registers of Ordination for the Zhengyi Ritual Masters” (Lai 2003: 111; 
see the texts of these regulations in Li 2000: 107–12).

The Religious Affairs Bureau of each province and major city is em-
powered to issue local regulations on the control of religion. These pro-
vide provisions for state supervision over religious affairs, registration and 
supervision of religious organizations, personnel, places of worship, and 
religious activities, education, and property (Potter 2003: 17). Thus most 
temples in Fujian now display a certificate of authorization as a place of 
religious practice (zongjiao shiyong changsuo), often alongside a set of regu-
lations banning foreign intervention and control of religious activities and 
organizations. Televised broadcasts in early 2002 showed members of the 
Fujian Bureau of Religious Affairs working on regulations for the fis-
cal regulation of local temples. This has become a major issue in Fujian, 
with the investment of considerable sums for the restoration and develop-
ment of key temples. This is true elsewhere in China as well. Lai (2003) 
notes that the Maoshan Yuanfu Wanninggong Daoist temple receives over 
650,000 pilgrims and tourists each year, and makes over RMB 6.5 mil-
lion a year.

Parallels with the history of the growing regulation of religion in 
Taiwan under the Nationalist Party after 1945 may be instructive. The 
Nationalist Party government found itself at odds with Taiwanese popu-
lar religion, and initially attempted to restrict and limit religious ritual, 
especially that of the seventh lunar month Pudu Universal Deliverance 
(of the Hungry Ghosts) festival. However, Chiang Ching-kuo and other 
Nationalist Party leaders gradually realized the importance of popular re-
ligion and temple networks within Taiwanese society for local organiza-
tion as well as for vote purchasing. Over several decades, a set of regula-
tions was developed for the official registration, financial oversight, and 
supervision of the activities of the popular temples. The Zongjiao lisu faling 
huibian (Collected statutes on religions rites and practices), published by 
the Taiwanshengzhengfu minzhengting in Taipei in 1984, gathers 145 reg-
ulations together, along with official commentaries. Some relate to the of-
ficial cult (of Chinese cultural nationalism), such as the rites of Confucian 
temples, date back to the 1930s, and are still maintained at official temples 
to Confucius in Tainan and Taipei. Some regulations outline the invented 
rituals of modern nation-states (i.e., new forms of medals, awards, and 
honors for service to the state). Others show an increasing acceptance of 
the need for fiscal oversight and legal property rights for popular temples 
and local cults. This process of increasing legalization and regulation of 
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local communal religion and related Daoist ritual appears to be underway 
in China in the early twenty-first century.

A recent overview article by Lai Chi-Tim (2003) notes that signifi-
cant numbers of Daoist temples have been restored since the Cultural 
Revolution. Twenty-one temples were restored in 1982, 400 were officially 
opened by 1992, 1,200 in 1995, and 1,600 by 1998. A total of 1,722 Daoist 
temples were declared to have been opened by 1996 by Li Yangzhen, as-
sociate director of the National Daoist College, in his Zhongguo Dangdai 
Daojiao (Contemporary Chinese Daoism), published in 1997. Several ma-
jor temples have been visited by outside scholars and described in a range 
of publications ( Japanese accounts include Hachiya Kunio’s 1995 two-vol-
ume reports on several renowned Daoist temples; see also the newsletters 
of the Hong Kong Daoist Studies Association, and the web announce-
ments of the Save Daoist Sites organization). According to Li Yangzheng, 
in 1996 there were 7,135 Daoist ritual masters resident in Daoist temples 
at that time, with 4,139 Quanzhen monks, 2,311 Quanzhen nuns, and 685 
Zhengyi ritual masters. Li further claimed that there were approximately 
20,000 Zhengyi Daoist ritual masters “living at home” across southern 
China and in Sichuan. Lai Chi-Tim (2003) notes that several provincial 
Daoist associations provide other figures: over 4,000 in Quanzhou, Putian, 
and Jinjiang in 1989, 1,000 in Shanghai (1990), 1,605 in Wenzhou (1992), 
1,200 in Gansu (1993), over 4,000 in Jiangsu (2000). These regional fig-
ures suggest that the overall figure of 20,000 is far too small for China as a 
whole. Whether the numbers have attained the level of 200,000 at the end 
of the Qing is, however, doubtful.

Lai (2003) points out that Quanzhen Daoist ordinations were begun 
anew in at the Beijing Baiyunguan in 1989 for 45 monks and 30 nuns. 
A second Quanzhen ordination was held in 1995 at Qingchengshan for 
400 monks and nuns. The Quanzhen tradition has accommodated fairly 
readily to supervision through the Daoist Association of the Religious 
Affairs Bureau since 1949. Several major Quanzhen monasteries have 
been restored, and Daoist Academies have been established in Beijing’s 
Baiyunguan and in Shanghai’s Daoist School.18

As mentioned above, the right to confer Zhengyi Daoist ordinations 
was held for many centuries by the Celestial Master Zhang lineage based 
in Longhushan in Jiangxi. More recently, the sixty-third Celestial Master, 
Zhang En-pu (1904–69), fled to Taiwan. According to Ding Huang (2000), 
a grandson of the Zhang lineage was trained at the Beijing Baiyunguan 
in the 1980s, but later was asked to resign. No successor to the line of 
Celestial Masters has been recognized by the state. Only in 1995, for the 
first time in over a hundred years, did the National Daoist Association it-
self stage ordination ceremonies in the newly restored Celestial Master 
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Headquarters on Longhushan for 200 Daoist ritual specialists, in a mod-
ernized version of the shoulu (transmission of the register) ceremony (see 
Lai 2003: 116 for details). Thus while some ordinations have resumed, the 
politics of legitimation of contemporary Daoism are complicated by the 
refusal of the state to allow any restoration of the independent position of 
the Celestial Master.

Yang Der-Ruey (2003) has recently written a dissertation on the 
Shanghai Daoist School and the gradual reabsorption of its graduates 
back into what he characterizes as a traditional ritual marketplace com-
posed of “freelance” Daoists, trained as apprentices in the outlying regions 
around Shanghai by a surviving older generation of Daoist ritual masters. 
Whereas the Daoist School graduates were placed in government jobs in 
Daoist temples within Shanghai, most of the over 600 freelance Daoists 
operating in the greater Shanghai area either performed rituals illegally in 
private homes or in outlying temples dedicated to local gods. As govern-
ment subsidies diminished, the Shanghai Daoist temples had to raise more 
and more of their own funds through payments for rituals performed in 
their temples. Yang notes the frustration of the young seminarians with 
their mode of training, which gave them theoretical knowledge of a ho-
mogenized Daoist theology, along with Party political education, but little 
practical ritual performance skills. Only occasionally in music class did 
they feel themselves entering the field of Daoist ritual experience, with 
its unique modes of wordless transmission and its alternative “animistic” 
temporalities. Younger ritual masters started working with middlemen to 
join troupes of Daoists performing at temples and in homes. Enterprising 
temple directors rented out their compounds to free-lance troupes. Yang 
points out that the drive to modernize under Maoism “rarely signifie[d] 
freedom and pluralism but often connote[d] uniformity and State con-
trol.” By contrast, “the retreat of the State and the penetration of various 
types of foreign economic forces during the past two decades has resulted 
in a more active folk society, which has already and will continue to ar-
ticulate its autonomy through certain archaic forms such as lavish ritual 
expenditure.” This statement could be said to apply to many forms of local 
religious activity in contemporary China (Yang 2003: 233).

The Revitalization of Daoist Ritual Traditions  
across Contemporary China

Daoist ritual specialists in many parts of China have struggled to rebuild 
fragmented ritual traditions (see Dean 1993, 1998a for this process in 
Fujian). However, Yang’s analysis suggests a sharp divide between “tra-
dition” and “modernity,” albeit with a certain powerful return of the 
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repressed. I would prefer to frame the role of Daoist ritual in contem-
porary China within a broader historical process of the establishment of 
(temporary) zones of autonomy in an ongoing negotiation with the forces 
of the state and capital. As suggested above, this history can be traced back 
to the mid-Ming, if not before. This has clearly not been a continuous 
process or an uninterrupted curve, rather, the intensity of state control 
has shifted dramatically at different times, and the admixture of modern 
nation-state institutions and discourses of modernization has fundamen-
tally altered the relationship of state and society. Thus any consideration 
of contemporary Daoist ritual cannot ignore the gap between, on the one 
hand, the cosmological discourses and sporadic, if sometimes savage, cam-
paigns of destruction of “licentious cults” in the late imperial times, and 
on the other hand, the enlightenment discourse of the destruction of su-
perstition alongside far more comprehensive institutional mechanisms for 
the destruction of temples, including the imprisonment and “reeducation” 
of Daoist ritual specialists, temple leaders, and spirit-mediums in post-
1949 China. The entire syncretic field of Chinese religion has been shifted 
and deeply affected by the rise of this modernist field of discourse and the 
imposition of these modes of state control.

Nonetheless, continued further cross-fertilization and invention of rit-
ual traditions (both from within China and from overseas) is always pos-
sible in contemporary Daoism. In recent years, informal visits from groups 
of Taiwanese Daoist ritual specialists have begun in Fujian. Troupes of 
Daoists have been invited to Singapore from both the Baiyunguan in 
Beijing and from Taiwan. Unlike the situation in Taiwan, which officially 
registers all temples that are not specifically Buddhist as being Daoist, 
Singapore religious policy does not recognize Daoism as an official reli-
gion. However, there is an active Daoist ritual scene in Singapore, with 
performances by Hokkien, Guangdong, Hakka, and Hainan Daoists for 
their respective communities. The leaders of this scene have staged elabo-
rate international Daoist ritual events and conferences of Daoist scholars 
to highlight the inequities they are forced to live with as a result of these 
official classifications. Most serious of these is their inability to bid for the 
spaces set aside for religious property in the “model cities” being built 
across Singapore. Daoists across Asia are beginning to become aware of 
each other’s political situations and limitations.

Other smaller sub-ethnic communities, such as the Xinghua immi-
grants of Singapore, who celebrate a decennial Pudu (Rite of Universal 
Deliverance) in commemoration of the defeat of the Japanese army, have 
also invited Daoist and Buddhist ritual masters and opera performers from 
Putian to conduct the ceremonies and to perform the Mulian Saves His 
Mother mystery opera/ritual at the fifth decennial celebration in 1994. The 
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problem was that these plays had been outlawed in China since 1949, and 
thus the Chinese actors had to base their performance on the Singapore 
script and local amateur performance tradition. When the troupe returned 
to China, they were nonetheless received as the embodiment of an ancient 
performance tradition, newly authenticated by their successful foreign 
tour. They began to perform the Mulian plays at large religious festivals 
in the Putian area. Similarly, the Singapore temples have also been very 
active in reintroducing to Putian a tradition of collective training of male 
spirit mediums and their altar assistants, complete with Daoist diplomas 
and Daoist rites of predeath attainment of immortality—a local tradition 
that they claim was transmitted to Singapore from Putian in the 1920s (see 
Dean and Zheng 1993a for a detailed account of these rituals in Jiangkou 
township of Putian county in Fujian; see Dean 2003 for an account of the 
process of infinite mirroring and reinvention of “ritual tradition” under 
conditions of transnational diaspora). Such transnational flows of ritual 
tradition and reinvented local communal religious traditions demonstrate 
the limits of state control over Daoism and local culture.

One of the temples that held a Mulian opera in the Xinghua region in 
1995 was the Linshan Temple in Fengting, which represents a ritual alli-
ance of thirty-eight villages. Across from the temple on a nearby hill called 
Tadoushan (Stuppa Mountain) stands a 20-foot-high square stone stuppa 
built a thousand years ago in the Song dynasty, with carved Buddhist im-
ages on each side. The Linshan temple committee leaders began in 2003 
to plan to build a Yuhuang Jade Emperor Temple under this Song stuppa 
to rival another major mountaintop temple in the region, the Lingfeng 
dian, which draws pilgrims from throughout the Xinghua region. In or-
der to get permission to proceed with this project, the temple committee 
formed a Fengting Local Historical Association, under the auspices of the 
local government.

The temple committee absorbed local, district, and city government 
levels of support and brought in local entrepreneurs, who paid tens of 
thousands of yuan to become deputy directors of the association. These 
entrepreneurs note that the new temple will bring in more than its con-
struction costs in no time if it proves efficacious. But these same entrepre-
neurs are also involved in many other local development projects, includ-
ing the building of docks on the coast and a new industrial park being 
developed across from the site of the new dock. They are also thinking 
about the new railroad station planned at the base of Mt. Tadou, and the 
major natural gas works planned for further up the Meizhou Bay.

At the meeting held in the late summer of 2004 in the local government 
office building to announce the formation of the local historical associa-
tion, the position paper of the leader of the association (and a major figure 
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in the local temple alliances) described the need to protect local cultural 
artifacts. His paper also described the need for self-awareness in the face 
of modernization. He stated that the local leaders of the temples need to 
feel responsibility for their heritage. He further claimed that this sense of 
responsibility arises from the realization that the temple committee plays a 
vital role in the transmission of the past. His comments showed an aware-
ness of the role of the temples in the negotiation of the forces of moder-
nity. He also adroitly mentioned cultural tourism and financial returns for 
cultural investment. This provided, obviously, an alternative modernity 
discourse for the local government representatives to expound upon.

Local government representatives demanded the development of one 
or two “cultural icons” for the Fengting area along the lines of the Eiffel 
Tower, Niagara Falls, or the Egyptian Pyramids (behind them was a logo 
bearing an image of the Song stuppa). They pointed out that this was the 
first local historical association of its kind established in Putian, and com-
pared Fengting’s lack of cultural development with nearby Quanzhou’s 
lucrative claims to be part of the “silk road of the sea,” and immediately 
complained about the lack of economic development of Fengting as com-
pared to Quanzhou. This lament became a leitmotif, as they reiterated 
over and over on the need to cash in on “local culture,” going so far as 
to claim that it is culture itself that is holding back development. In the 
most extreme self-contradictory statement by a local government official, 
“culture” was portrayed as inherently backwards and in need either of 
complete transformation into a cash cow, or elimination, as if that were 
possible. Such officials want to profit from “local culture,” which they 
view as a potential source of development and as yet at the same time the 
source of current underdevelopment. Until “culture” is commercialized, 
they consider it backward.

Despite the disparity between the views of the government officials and 
those of the temple leaders, one senses that it is the former who are out of 
step with events, and especially with the forces of self-organization of the 
community. Even though the local Party secretary shouted himself hoarse 
at the meeting, and the city level officials still command the respect of the 
authority of the Party, the entire event seemed to swallow them up in a 
prearranged ritual of government authorization of a preexisting sociocul-
tural force. One is reminded of the series of “conferences of the gods” that 
were held in the Minnan and Xinghua area through the 1980s and early 
1990s (Dean 1998a). These were sponsored by temple committees, backed 
by overseas Chinese funding, and attended by local scholars and govern-
ment officials. The latter harangued about the dangers of falling back into 
feudal superstition, and cautioned the scholars to restrict their comments 
to the historical facts concerning the deities in question. But the fact that 
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the conferences were held at all was a testimony to the growing strength 
of the temple networks. The main difference with the Fengting Historical 
Association was that now the temple association had in a way joined the 
government, and had a foot in the door. This quasi-official status would 
facilitate continued control over the development of the temple site by the 
temple committee.

At the meeting the entire paper trail of the establishment of the associa-
tion with government permission, including petitions, documents granting 
permission, and the constitution and rules of the association, along with 
the entire membership of the board of management and the consultant spe-
cialists were read out loud, and rapid votes by hand were held to present a 
image of democratic process to a prearranged decision. Letters of congrat-
ulations from every level of local government, academics, and media dem-
onstrated the range of forces the temples were able to mobilize.

During the speeches by the Party and government officials, local art-
ists collectively painted a mural-sized traditional Chinese painting of pine 
trees and plum flowers for the new association office. Gifts of calligraphy 
and couplets were presented to the leaders of the association by local art-
ists, playwrights, and calligraphers. The association paid for the luncheon 
held after the meeting, in which several hundred were fed.

By contrast with the growing strength of the temple associations, the 
overextension of the township level government—which is vastly in debt 
and in many areas does not pay out salaries for months at a time—is in-
creasingly evident. The costs of various jobs (township and district leader, 
etc.) are coldly analyzed in terms of the bribes necessary to attain the po-
sition, and the bribes needed to be collected from the people in order to 
recover the personal investment. The reduction of the local government 
to a tax collecting and policing organization is noted. Also noted is the 
propensity to sell off public assets such as land, water (for electricity), etc., 
to cover the lack of local finances and to obtain personal profits from po-
sitions of authority. Tax collection quotas are set at the district level with 
little regard for the ability of specific regions to pay. Local officials are 
forced to resort to extortion to meet the limits and ensure their careers. 
Fewer and fewer officials are invited to the endless round of meals and 
drinks associated with the collective joint-investment nature of local busi-
ness. At the village level, local leaders are increasingly unwilling to serve 
as selected/elected representatives. By contrast, membership in the temple 
committees is a mark of prestige in the community. Temple committees 
in this area now include many retired district mayors and vice mayors, as 
well as Party commissars. Wealthy entrepreneurs pay significant sums to 
win acceptance into these committees. All this is indicative of the trend 
to growing local autonomy of the temple networks and the commercial 
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networks as they build into a kind of second level of local government (see 
Dean 2001).

In early 2004, the Temple of the Jade Emperor was opened with a 
Daoist ritual featuring a large troupe of Daoist priests from throughout the 
area, as well as performances of marionettes, opera, and communal wor-
ship. A new node in the local network of temples had been established, 
and legitimized through the performance of Daoist rituals as much as by 
the granting of government permits.

Theoretical Explorations: The Generation of Worlds  
of Difference in Daoist Ritual Events

This final section provides a brief response to Talal Asad’s call for cultural 
translation mentioned above—“an effort to create within one’s own lan-
guage the troubling effects of difference and otherness” when thinking 
through the ritual experiences of other cultures. This section explores 
the role of cosmo-political forces within contemporary Daoist and communal 
ritual events.19 I will argue that ritual events generate distinct worlds with 
alternative spatial and temporal parameters of experience. Extraordinarily, 
these seemingly impossible worlds coexist with the worlds of increasing 
capitalism and modernization, at least as long as ritual retains a certain au-
tonomy. Consider this a thought experiment.

The post-1979 softening of the pejorative official attitude toward “reli-
gion” indicates only a partial reconsideration of the state’s modernization 
paradigm. In some sectors, there is a growing awareness of the possibility 
of some kind of role for religion as a marker of Chinese culture in a narra-
tive of potential Chinese “alternative modernity” (Yang 2004). Such a vi-
sion of alternative modernity would reclaim Daoist ritual and the temples 
of local communal religion as elements in a selective reworking of tradi-
tion, one that would complicate and multiply the origins of modernity but 
that would nonetheless ultimately converge with other capitalist moderni-
ties in a totalistic social formation containing all the essential elements of 
the modern.20 In such analyses, there is a tendency to return to concepts 
such as civil society and the public sphere. Only in place of a dissident in-
telligentsia (who failed to appear as predicted by more politically inflected 
post-1989 versions of the civil society theory), the sphere of local commu-
nal religion is instead put forth as the potential seedbed of modernization 
and democracy. The evidence from Southeast China however, raises seri-
ous doubts as to the applicability of modernization theory or alternative 
modernity theory to this aspect of Chinese experience (Dean 1997). What 
other perspectives are then available?

It is undeniable that the modern gaze (both that of ethnographers/
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social scientists and the modern state) frames ritual practices and intro-
duces epistemological divides and domains that have an impact on the 
practices themselves (Fabian 1983). In areas where ritual life is active, how-
ever, the temple leaders seem adept at deflecting or refracting that gaze, 
with various practices of recording, observing, and incorporating outside 
observers (state observers, heritage tourists, and Chinese and Western eth-
nographers), folding them into the ritual process.21

There is a continuing tension in the intersection of the forces of the 
communist state and global movements of capital within ritual practices. 
It is an uneasy encounter in which ritual practices seem ever in danger 
of being captured, being caught between the state apparatus and global 
capital. For example, one could point to a number of temples in various 
parts of China, especially in urban centers, which have been reduced to a 
mummified, museum-like existence, selling tickets to tourists, with little 
open interaction with the surrounding community or any active internal 
ritual or contemplative life. The mutual capture of ritual by state and capi-
tal would frame ritual practices in such contexts, once and for all, as some-
thing like heritage, local color, or traditions. This process is underway in 
many locations in contemporary China.

Alternatively, in areas of China with vibrant local communal ritual 
events, one sees that by acknowledging and re-inscribing these frames (of 
state and capital), the temple leaders have successfully broken the fram-
ing that strives to contain ritual forces. In other words, temple leaders are 
working with something like alternative modernity (as in the discussion 
of the Fengting Local Historical Association above) perhaps only in or-
der to allow ritual activities to produce their own, singular, effects. In this 
view, temple leaders are not simply restoring or preserving ritual activities 
as traditions but giving ritual forces time and space to operate—in order 
to produce something else, something incommensurable with the mod-
ern. Temple leaders know that ritual practices strive to produce another 
world, a world of difference.

Daoist and communal ritual events produce what we could call a “ritual 
view.” This ritual view reveals that local powers are differentiated expres-
sions of immanent cosmological forces. Temple leaders and ritual masters 
are acting together (but differently) on a set of cosmo-political relations.

In order to take the logic of this field of ritual practice seriously, we 
need to come to terms with its own, unique, forms of temporality. Daoist 
rituals and the local communal rites in which they are embedded pro-
vide an occasion to think in terms of “a-modern” temporalities.22 Daoist 
rituals include both the reversal of time in a return to the undifferentiated 
Dao in the meditative visions of the ritual master, as well as an acceleration 
of cosmic cycles in the revelation of scriptures and the placing of talismans. 



Further Partings of the Way  

Through the overcoding of the altar and the visualizations of the ritual 
masters, the space of the ritual is charged with cosmological powers and 
transformed. The celebration of Daoist rites on the birthdates of the local 
gods simultaneously reinterprets these deities as avatars of higher emana-
tions of the Dao, and at the same time unleashes the unstable forces of the 
local pantheon by sending these gods into motion through and around the 
community, often leading to spirit possession of mediums by these gods. 
The spatio-temporal parameters of spirit medium possession open up ad-
ditional worlds.

One of the most extraordinary features of these ritual events is the ta-
boo on doctrinal contradiction, which allows for the simultaneous mani-
festation and worship of different versions of the same deity, or multiple 
deities, as well as the parallel performance of very similar rites addressed 
to different deities within the same overall ritual event. Such ritual events 
can be characterized as the workings of a positive collective unconscious, 
which is also seen in the mobilization of the entire population of the lo-
cale during the ritual event.

Within these ritual events there is one center (the temple with its gods), 
but this center is at the same time intrinsically multiple. Not only can there 
be more than one deity, but also each resident deity is multivalent, em-
bodying and emanating different qualities, which shift over time. These 
deities are at heart unstable, or, more precisely, they are metastable.23 As 
a consequence, moving a deity from its perch in a temple is a powerful 
act, one that potentially alters an entire field of forces. Summoning a de-
ity opens its fundamental asymmetry or instability. The question then is, 
what happens to this cosmological difference? How does it work in ritual? 
Is the goal of ritual ultimately to contain cosmological difference, to as-
sure that, in the end, everything returns to what it was? Can one even 
return to a metastable state? Or do rituals unleash and attempt to chan-
nel cosmo-political forces to generate simultaneous but different worlds 
within/alongside the worlds of capitalism and nationalist modernity?

After extensive preparations, the ritual event begins with the Daoist 
ritual specialists setting up portable altars in the temple and in the temple 
courtyard in order to generate spaces heavily overcoded with symbol-
ism—the altars are arranged in accordance with ritual patterns, and the 
ritual specialists dance and run between and around the altars in various 
cosmological configurations. This is the prelude to summoning forth the 
deities from within the temple—a shift in their situation that serves to 
transform their “instability” into a force. The carefully coded space is de-
signed to prevent a chaotic, undirected release of that force.

The movement of the deities inscribes a loop (in and out of the temple, 
around the village, around the courtyard, and so forth), generating nodes 
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that spin minor resonant loops—some planned, others spontaneous—that 
become minor worlds in the sense that they are performative sites with 
coherent viewing positions (the points of view of individual worshippers, 
of the temple committee, of crowds moving as one, groups watching op-
era, shifting centers of attraction and attention within the unfolding ritual 
event, even the pantheon of the gods overseeing the event from above). 
The multiplicity of these nodes of perception and affect reveals the im-
manence of ritual power, underlying all aspects of the event and mobiliz-
ing all involved through their range of participatory roles and particular 
points of view.

Because it is the immanent unity of a multiplicity of points of view, the 
ritual event is open to all kinds of temporal difference. For each node (or 
point of view) has great potential for autonomy in relation to other nodes 
and the deities. This is precisely why ritual activities in Fujian province 
are able to serve as conduits for, and refractors of, state capital, global capi-
tal, and local economies.

Local, state, or global formations will continue to attempt to exploit 
the autonomies of the ritual event in order to frame and flatten the multi-
ple temporalities of these events. The best one could hope for under those 
circumstances would be a form of alternative modernity. This is because 
the power of capital also lies in its immanence, its ability to increasingly 
infiltrate and subsume social relations. The movement of capital tends to 
generate contradictions in the ritual space of noncontradictions, which 
then usually demand resolution in the form of local or national identity. 
For example, in some areas of western and southwestern China, entire 
monastic complexes have been contracted out to business entrepreneurs, 
responsible for the hawking of incense and religious paraphernalia and 
tourist trinkets, leading to conflicts between ritual communities that for-
merly shared the site without contradictions. In other areas, temples dedi-
cated to transnational cults such as Mazu’s cult are exploited for nation-
alistic purposes. Command ritual performances are sometimes performed 
for tourists in Han Chinese temples or in temples of “minority” peoples. 
Clumsy attempts to capitalize on ethnic exoticism have alienated wor-
shippers at many contested temple sites in regions where local ritual prac-
tices have not succeeded in generating a degree of local autonomy.

Capitalism operates as a powerful expanding immanent logic within 
the realm of everyday life in contemporary China, as in many other parts 
of the world, but the immanence of local, Daoist ritual need not neces-
sarily give way to the immanence of capital. This is not to position ritual 
events nostalgically or romantically as acting in opposition or resisting 
the logic of capitalism. For the ritual event is not simply an obstacle to 
the movement of capital or a contradiction within it. It is a different kind 
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of movement altogether. This multilectical movement is a kind of fabula-
tion or creative involution, leading to the generation of worlds of differ-
ence.24 Ritual events are the site of an ongoing negotiation of the forces 
of modernity.

Conclusion

The current relationship between the Chinese state (at both national and 
local levels) and Daoism is thus immensely complex and locally differen-
tiated. In those regions where Daoist ritual is continuing to provide one 
key node (a minor world or performative site with a coherent viewing 
position) within the ritual events of evolving local communal religion, 
one can speak of the continued contribution of Daoism to the creation of 
worlds of differences marked by alternative temporalities and spatialities. 
A full-scale analysis of the ritual practices of even one local tradition such 
as the Minnan Daoist ritual tradition is unfortunately beyond the scope 
of this chapter. Each of these nodes or openings (of distinct local Daoist 
ritual traditions) would have to be analyzed in situ, and understood in re-
lation to its local or regional historical trajectories. This would require a 
careful historical survey of the relationships between coexisting ritual tra-
ditions (Daoist, Buddhist, sectarian, spirit-possession, sacrificial, etc.) in 
any given area, and between these ritual traditions and their local commu-
nities, as well as with the state and its agencies. In many areas Daoist rites 
have already been absorbed into public spectacles in mass-mediated events 
suffused with flows of capital. In even more places, Daoist ritual practices 
have collapsed almost entirely, and only the barest rudiments of collective 
ritual life live on. Yet the Way continues to part—and the pathways con-
tinue to trace their way into multiple worlds of local difference.

Notes

Portions of this chapter are based on “Ritual Matters,” by Kenneth Dean and 
Thomas Lamarre, in Impacts of Modernity, edited by T. Lamarre and Kang Nae-Hui 
(Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2003), pp. 257–84.

1. In this chapter, the term “Daoist” refers to a ritual specialist initiated into a 
Daoist ritual tradition. Daoists in their own self-definition drew no such distinction 
between Daojia (Daoist philosophic texts) and Daojiao (Daoist religion), as is evi-
dent from the incorporation of Daoist and other philosophic works into the Daoist 
Canon, and from the important role of passages and concepts from these texts within 
Daoist individual cultivation texts, scriptures, and liturgy. 

2. It is important to recall, however, that other monastic forms of Daoism pre-
ceded the Song. See Kohn (2003).

3. The Zhengyi tradition had by the Tang incorporated early Celestial Master 
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texts and ritual practices with the Shangqing and Lingbao revelations of the fourth 
and fifth centuries into a multileveled hierarchy of grades of initiation, with different 
scriptures, registers of gods, and ritual texts. Later revelations in the Song led to new 
ritual traditions such as the Tianxin zhengfa, Jingming xiaodao, Shenxiao, Leifa, and 
Qingwei schools. Each of these was absorbed into Zhengyi Daoism, as led since the 
Song by the putative descendants of Zhang Daoling, the Celestial Masters, based in 
Longhushan in Jiangxi. This Daoist center also recognized and granted ordinations 
to a wide range of practitioners of local Daoist ritual traditions (including Lüshan 
rites), all the while encouraging Daoist masters from these traditions to practice 
more orthodox forms of Daoist ritual. 

4. For materials on Lüshan ritual traditions, see Berthier (1988) and Ye Ming-
shen (1999). For Duangong traditions, see Lagerwey (2002a and 2002b). For Hunan 
Thunder rites, see Fava (2006).

5. See Goossaert (2007) for a detailed and stimulating study of Daoist masters 
and institutions in the “sacred city” of Beijing.

6. Critics of “comparative religion” such as Fitzgerald (2000) have built on the 
work of Asad to raise serious concerns about the very applicability of the notion of 
“religion” to non-Western cultural contexts. Others, including the editors of this 
volume (see Ashiwa and Wank, and Ashiwa), argue that it is nonetheless impor-
tant to examine the contesting definitions of religion applied by different groups 
in modern China, along with the institutions they attempt to create, control, or 
struggle to maintain within the constraints imposed by these new discourses and 
related discourses of nationalism and modernity. By using the term “local communal 
religion” to raise the issue of the enormous number of local organizations (temple 
committees, regional ritual alliances, lineage associations, spirit-medium cults, etc.) 
that mobilize entire village and regional communities across rural China, with num-
bers far in excess of any count of the adherents of the five “official religions” of 
China, I hope to show that these questions have only just begun to be examined in 
the Chinese context.

7. The concept of cosmo-political forces in this chapter draws on the works of 
philosopher and historian of science Isabelle Stengers in her Cosmopolitiques, 7 vols. 
(Paris: La Decouverte, 1997, 2003), where she defines cosmo-politics as a political 
struggle between different cosmologies, replete with suprahuman and nonhuman 
entities and forces, and based in different understandings of the nature-culture con-
tinuum quite distinct from the “mono-naturalism” of the Western sciences.

8. Dean and Zheng (2003: vol. 2, Inscription No. 781, p. 784).
9. Based on 1736–39 census data from the Qianlong Ministry of Rites, Goossaert 

(2000) estimates that there were over 45,000 Daoist ritual masters listed in China at 
that time. Through comparison with a 1930s survey of Buddhist clergy, he suggests 
the Qianlong figures should be doubled to over 90,000. Half of the Daoist clergy 
were Quanzhen monks and nuns, and half were Qingwei Lingbao (apparently reg-
istered or based in monasteries) or huoju (hearth-dwelling) Daoists. In a more recent 
estimate, Goossaert (2007) suggests a figure of 200,000 Zhengyi Daoists active at the 
end of the Qing, but goes on to say that this figure does not include a much larger 
number of local ritual masters and spirit mediums, some of whom were linked to 
local Daoist ritual traditions. Goossaert also notes that there were also large numbers 
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of Buddhist monks and nuns, as well as a smaller number Confucian ritual special-
ists (lisheng) drawn from the ranks of the 5 million or so students and graduates of 
the civil service examination system. All these religious practitioners interacted in 
complex ways within the multiple, different local cultures of China.

10. During the late Qing, the Quanzhen tradition maintained some twenty or-
dination centers (Goossaert, 2003b, quoting Yoshioka Yoshitoyo, Dōkyō no kenkyū 
[Kyoto: Hozokan, 1952: 221]). Yoshioka noted that thirty-one ordinations had been 
held at the Beijing Baiyunguan from 1808 to 1927 for 5,469 Daoists. An additional 
1,740 Daoists were ordained between 1823 and 1909 at the Tiqinggong in Shenyang. 
Another important Quanzhen center in Beijing was the Dongyuemiao (Temple of 
the Eastern Peak). Although Quanzhen monks were found in all provinces covered 
by the survey, their numbers were greater than those of Zhengyi and other Daoists 
only in Shandong and Hunan, and by a slim margin in the greater Beijing area.

11. “Subjectivation” is a term used by Michel Foucault (1980) to describe the 
creation of a historically bounded form of subjectivity through the operations of 
particular relations of power.

12. Michel Foucault succinctly outlines the workings of “pastoral power” in his 
essay “Omnes et Singulatim: Towards a Critique of Political Reason,” Tanner Lectures 
on Human Values, vol. 2, ed. by S. M. McMurrin (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1981).

13. For a brief statement on the “syncretic field” of Chinese religion, see Dean 
(1998); for further discussion, see Davis (2001). The concept of cultural involution 
is drawn from Deleuze and Guattari (1987). It should be noted that this interpreta-
tion of the rise of locally differentiated ritual power from the mid-Ming onwards is 
in contrast to much recent scholarship on the hegemonic effects of imperial cultural 
policy.

14. Most local Daoist ritual specialists are unaware of the existence of a printed 
Daoist Canon. They work instead with liturgical manuscripts and scriptures handed 
down and recopied within lines of hereditary transmission.

15. The Qing Manchu court tended to patronize the reconstructed Quanzhen 
tradition based in the Baiyunguan (White Cloud Monastery) in Beijing, and gradu-
ally demoted the Celestial Master tradition (see Xun 2004; Goossaert 2007).

16. In March 2005 the Chinese government issued a set of forty-five new regu-
lations governing religious activity. For the most part, these regulations continue 
earlier approaches, but include greater supervision of the financial, educational, and 
ritual activities of religious organizations. It is too soon to tell how they will be 
implemented.

17. The sixth congress of the National Daoist Association was held in 1998. Ming 
Zhiting was elected chairman, and nine others were elected vice-chairmen.

18. Yoshioka (1979) wrote a study of the Quanzhen Baiyunguan in Beijing, and 
more recently other Japanese scholars have discussed this temple. This is a highly 
significant tradition within Daoism that is only recently receiving scholarly attention 
(Kohn 2000, 2003; Goossaert and Katz 2001; Goossaert 2007).

19. For the concept of cosmo-politics see Stengers (1997–2003).
20. Theories of “alternative modernity” are discussed and critiqued by Stuart 

Hall (1995) and Thomas Lamarre (2003, introduction). 
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21. See Dean and Lamarre (2003) for further elaboration of these arguments.
22. The concept of the “a-modern” is raised here as a means to think differ-

ent historical trajectories and different modes of spatiality/temporality. This concept 
draws upon theories of “a-modality” in recent neuroscientific research on sensation, 
perception, and synaethesia.

23. A physical system is said to be in metastable equilibrium (or false equilib-
rium) when the least modification serves to break the equilibrium. Any system in 
a metastable state harbors potentials that are incompatible insofar as they belong 
to heterogeneous dimensions. This is why systems in a metastable state can only 
perpetuate themselves by dephasing, that is, by a change in the state of the system. 
On metastablity see Muriel Combes, Simondon. Individu et collectivité (Presses Univer-
sitaires de France 2000), pp. 10–12. On dephasing (change of state) see Ian Stewart, 
Nature’s Numbers: The Unreal Reality of Mathematics (Basic Books, 1995).

24. A multilectical movement is one that does not polarize into a dialectic, or 
fall prey to the immanence of capital or to reappropriation by the state. Its very 
multiplicity is its strength. Such movements can be described as forms of collective 
invention and experimentation, or fabulation. The entire process of the increasing 
complexification of local culture through the performance of ritual events can be 
described as a process of creative cultural involution. 
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the space of religion in China today is in a crucial way a byprod-
uct of the Chinese state to construct a modern image for the nation and 
for the political regime (see Ashiwa and Wank, this volume). Caught be-
tween two conflicting criteria to appear modern, i.e., being rational and 
scientific on the one hand and being respectful of the freedom of and right 
to personal belief on the other, the modern Chinese state in the twentieth 
century (regardless of political leaning) constructed a space for religion and 
thus the space of religion. Yet constructing the space of religion is as much 
a process of inclusion as a process of exclusion. The religious policies of 
the People’s Republic of China grant freedom of religious belief as long as 
one belongs to one of the five officially recognized religions (Buddhism, 
Daoism, Catholicism, Protestantism, and Islam). On the other hand, these 
policies consign a wide range of popular religious practices to the cate-
gory of feudal superstitions ( fengjian mixin), which the state prohibits (see 
Anagnost 1987). In other words, these so-called superstitions do not be-
long to the space of religion proper. Yet ironically, during the reform era 
the state’s control over the five recognized religions remains firm, whereas 
its grip on popular religion is relatively loose.1 The result has been that 
popular religious practices have enjoyed considerable revival and growth 
from the early 1980s onward. A “space of popular religion” exists in con-
temporary China and is rapidly expanding.

Popular religion has enjoyed a momentous revival in China, especially 
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in many parts of the countryside. New temples have been built and old 
temples restored; local opera troupes crisscross the countryside perform-
ing traditionally themed opera pieces for deities and worshippers at temple 
festivals (miaohui); fengshui masters (geomancers) are busy siting graves 
and houses and calculating auspicious dates for weddings and funerals; 
spirit mediums, Daoist priests, gods, and goddesses are bombarded with 
requests to treat illnesses, exorcise evil spirits, guarantee business success, 
and retrieve lost motorcycles; before anti-Falungong suppressions began in 
1998, qigong sects of all manners competed for followers not only in the 
cities but in rural areas as well.

This chapter examines how popular religious temples in contemporary 
rural China engage in various strategies to expand the space of popular re-
ligion and to ensure legitimacy for temple activities. It is based on a case 
study of the Black Dragon King Temple in Shaanbei (northern Shaanxi 
Province) in northcentral China.2 It looks at the zone of interaction be-
tween the temple and outside social actors, especially various local state 
agencies, to show how reviving village temples and expanding the scope 
of temple activities serve as a locus of local elite and communal activism, 
and it explores the sociopolitical implications of this activism. It focuses 
especially on how nonreligious activities provide heightened legitimacy 
for the temple.

Despite the problematic and simplistic binary opposition between 
“high” and “low,” scholars have traditionally understood Chinese religion 
(excluding Christianity and Islam) as consisting of two levels: the first 
of elite practices, such as sutra translation, scripture commentaries, and 
meditation; and the second of popular practices, such as beseeching deities 
for divine assistance or sponsoring a spirit medium séance. By and large, 
popular religious practices put emphasis on the efficacy (ling or lingying) of 
divine assistance in solving practical problems. In late imperial times, not 
only the Confucian scholar-officials but also the elite Buddhist and Daoist 
establishments regularly condemned and attempted to eradicate or re-
form religious practices at the popular level. The majority of local temples 
were built without the state’s approval and enshrined deities or spirits that 
were not part of the imperially approved pantheon. However, so-called 
licentious worship (yinsi) thrived despite official sanction. In other words, 
many popular religious practices had struggled with issues of legitimacy 
for centuries before the modernist regimes (Republican, the Communist 
on the mainland, or the Nationalist on Taiwan) began their efforts to sup-
press them. By legitimacy (zhengdangxing) I mean primarily acceptability 
in the eyes of the ruling elite or political regime, often in terms of legal-
ity (hefaxing, e.g., in the form of registration with the authorities). In the 
eyes of the authorities, degrees of legitimacy constitute a sliding scale, 
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ranging from the very illegitimate (e.g., antiregime sectarian movements), 
to the tolerably illegitimate (e.g., many popular practices such as fortune-
telling and temple festivals), to the legitimate (e.g., worship in registered 
temples). Of course the criteria for distinguishing the legitimate from the 
illegitimate vary across regimes and often across time within each regime. 
For example, during the radical leftist years of the Cultural Revolution all 
religious activities became illegitimate and faced suppression.

Because legitimacy has long been a problem popular religion has to 
grapple with, one might understand popular religion as consisting of two 
broad categories of religious practices depending on their degree of ac-
ceptability to the authorities. And I will limit my discussion to the situ-
ation in the People’s Republic of China. The first category of practices 
can be called “intolerable superstitions.” These are activities that the state 
is unlikely to ever accept as legitimate. Examples in this category include 
fortune-telling, spirit mediumism, exorcism, fengshui siting, and sectarian 
proselytizing. Yet these activities are being conducted widely, and not al-
ways clandestinely, and will not be easily eradicated. The second category 
of popular religious practices can be called “tolerable superstitions.” These 
are activities that the state might accept as legitimate and decide to reg-
ister and regulate rather than to eradicate. In other words, once deemed 
tolerable, superstition can pass as religion;3 a portion of the space of pop-
ular religion has been allowed entrance into the space of religion. Many 
rural, local temples and their accompanying activities such as temple fes-
tivals have fallen under the “tolerable superstition” rubric in the reform 
era, largely through a process of collusion of interests between the temples 
and the local authorities. Seeking protection under the law as legitimate 
(i.e., officially recognized) religious institutions, local temples apply to 
the Religious Affairs Bureau (Zongjiaoju) to be affiliated with either the 
Buddhist Association or the Daoist Association. At the same time, they 
also resort to many other strategies to heighten their legitimacy (i.e., ac-
ceptability) in order to win the approval of the authorities, or at least their 
acquiescence.4 For example, in their self-representation to the authorities, 
local temples downplay practices that are clearly objectionable (e.g., ani-
mal sacrifice, divination, magical curing, spirit possession) and highlight 
socially beneficial activities funded by temple income (e.g., the building 
of roads and schools, charitable work, providing periodic entertainment to 
the masses). From the perspective of local state agencies (i.e., the authori-
ties) that come into interaction with local temples, the revival of popular 
religion presents many benefits such as increased revenue for the agencies’ 
coffers (e.g., through charging taxes and fees on businesses at temple fes-
tivals) and the voluntary improvement of local infrastructure by temple 
funds. In other words, the local state justifies its acceptance of popular 
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religious activities by their functional utility understood in secular terms. 
The local state therefore permits or even actively encourages local temple 
activities as long as doing so does not appear to higher authorities to be 
encouraging superstition (hence all the more incentive for the local state 
to “upgrade” local temples from the category of superstition to the cat-
egory of religion).

In this chapter I introduce two related conceptual frameworks to exam-
ine the dynamic interactions between local temples and the outside world: 
“local temple activism” and “the politics of legitimation.” By local temple 
activism I mean the various religious and nonreligious activities that lo-
cal temples are engaged in, thus making temples a motor of social mobi-
lization. Temples and other traditional social institutions (e.g., lineages, 
crop-watching societies) were important elements of the “cultural nexus 
of power” in late imperial China, only to be challenged and suppressed by 
the modern state in the twentieth century (Duara 1988). During the post-
Mao years some of these traditional social institutions have been revived 
to form the basis of local social mobilization. Temple-based social activism 
exemplifies what Mary Rankin has called the “outward thrust of locally 
based social initiative” (Rankin 1986: viii), which contrasts sharply with 
the downward thrust of Party-state initiative typical during the Maoist 
era. That popular religious temples can serve as such intense nodal points 
of social mobilization indicates that the contours of the agrarian social 
landscape have changed in fundamental ways in the reform era. 

The activists in our story are not the Maoist activists who expressed 
their ideological enthusiasm in political campaigns, often sacrificing local 
interests in blind pursuit of central state directives; rather, they are com-
munal activists whose social influence derives from their staunch local-
ist orientation through the idiom of local temple activism.5 Some schol-
ars have called temple-based popular religion “local communal religion” 
(Dean 2003) or “local temple religion” (Weller 1999), both emphasizing 
the “local” and the “communal” focus of popular religion, and both high-
lighting the capacity of local temples to harness social energy. Kenneth 
Dean has suggested that the range and intensity of social activities orga-
nized by and around local temples make the temples and temple networks 
a “second tier of local government” (Dean 2003: 338). Robert Weller has 
documented the role local temples play in locale-specific protest move-
ments against the encroachment of environmentally harmful industries 
(Weller 1999: 116–17). Jun Jing has shown how the revival of a lineage 
temple in rural Gansu provided the impetus for not only a flurry of lin-
eage-based activities (e.g., the rebuilding of a destroyed lineage hall, the 
reconstruction of the village genealogy, the remembering and restaging 
of rituals) but also the basis for social protest to redress past and current 
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injustices perpetrated against the village community ( Jing 1996, 2000). 
Stephan Feuchtwang and Wang Mingming have examined the crucial 
role of local charismatic leaders in building and reviving temples and forg-
ing a moral community around these folk institutions (Feuchtwang and 
Wang 2001). Lily Tsai has shown how temples and lineage halls are effec-
tive idioms through which funds are raised for village public service proj-
ects such as road-paving (Tsai 2002). All of these studies demonstrate the 
political potential of local temples and how local leaders engage in social 
activism based on their role as popular religious leaders. Yet one needs to 
distinguish temple-based social activism from ideologically driven politi-
cal activism familiar to scholars of social movements; though socially ex-
pansive, local temple activism will remain locale-specific in the current 
political climate in China.6

The expansiveness of local activists’ imagination and activism extends 
the Black Dragon King Temple’s functions beyond the ostensibly religious 
(i.e., those depending on the Black Dragon King’s divine efficacy) into 
nonreligious realms that are important to the local communities: agricul-
ture, commerce, education, entertainment, and reforestation. The tem-
ple’s functional expansiveness and concerns of legitimacy necessarily draw 
in social forces beyond the village. These translocal maneuvers include 
forming inter-village alliances, securing support and protection from local 
state agencies, attracting media attention, and engaging with cosmopoli-
tan and even foreign non-governmental organizations. These translocal 
maneuvers are an important component of the politics of legitimation, as 
they all contribute to bolstering the temple’s legitimacy and assisting the 
temple activists to negotiate local power struggles. By focusing on local 
temple activism and the politics of legitimation, we learn more not only 
about the dynamism of Chinese popular religion in the modern era but 
also the shifting state-society relationships in rural China today.

The chapter is divided into several sections. The first briefly describes 
the popular religious landscape in Shaanbei. Then attention turns to the 
problem of temple registration in light of the incongruence between reli-
gious practices on the ground and religious policies. The next section in-
troduces the Black Dragon King Temple by tracing the story of its revival 
in the reform period and explicating its organizational structure. I use lo-
cal temple activism as a conceptual framework to understand the social 
expansiveness of the temple (i.e., the expansion of temple activities within 
the efficacy-related religious domain as well as from the religious domain 
to various nonreligious domains). This framework for studying state- 
religion interactions complements the analytical move that begins with ex-
amining state religious policies. The chapter then looks at the key episodes 
in the temple’s expanding social activism. It examines in particular how 
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over time frequent interactions and a web of mutually dependent relation-
ships developed between the temple and various local state agencies.

This chapter will show that even though local temple activism is, by 
definition, based on the local temple, a popular religious institution, the 
contents of this activism need not be related to religion (even though the 
operations of these nonreligious activities are funded by the temple’s in-
cense donation money that the deity’s reputation for divine efficacy at-
tracts). In fact, these kinds of temple-based nonreligious activities often 
serve as a legitimating shield against a possible government crackdown on 
religious activities, because the core, religious activities are likely to be al-
ways categorized as illegal superstitions according to official religious pol-
icy. Furthermore, even though the activities center on the temple that is 
by definition rooted in a particular locale, the locus of this activism need 
not be confined to the locale. For the Black Dragon King Temple and 
many other temples, translocal processes have become an intrinsic part of 
their existence.

The Revival of Popular Religion in Shaanbei

Amongst the broad range of disparate phenomena under the umbrella 
term “popular religion,” temple-based religious activities are the most ex-
citing and most enjoyed in Shaanbei. Shaanbei people build temples for 
their gods and goddesses because they think the deities deserve a beautiful 
abode and out of communal pride. A beautiful and well-maintained tem-
ple and “red and fiery” (honghuo) temple festivals reflect the strength and 
state of blessedness of the community. A government agency in Shaanbei’s 
Yulin Prefecture estimated that by the mid-1990s there were well over ten 
thousand temples in the prefecture alone (Fan 1997: 98). Most of them are 
village-level temples with very local appeal, though some enjoy regional 
fame.7

The most common religious activities at local temples are divination 
and magical curing (through magical talismanic medicine or a spirit me-
dium’s exorcistic ritual). Temple festivals on the other hand comprise a 
wide range of activities, including performances by folk dance troupes 
(yangge) and musical bands and storytellers, folk opera, “offering presen-
tation” processions, animal sacrifices, agricultural fairs, various types of 
amusements, and so forth. Because of Shaanbei’s increasing prosperity, 
temples and temple festivals in the region today are often many times 
larger than they were in the past. All temple operations are funded by in-
cense donation money (bushi) from the worshippers. Worshippers visit the 
temples with their problems and promise the deities that they will donate 
a certain amount of money if the problems are eventually solved with the 
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divine assistance of the deities. The worshippers typically come to bring 
the donation money during the temple festivals. This monetary promise 
and its repayment are called xuyuan (making a promise) and huanyuan (re-
paying on the promise). 

A Shaanbei saying goes: Wherever there are temples there are temple 
festivals (you miao jiu you hui). This saying also implies that the physical 
structure of a temple is a necessary precondition for the staging of tem-
ple festivals. Temple festivals by definition always take place on temple 
grounds, as the opera performances are in principle for the deities to en-
joy and the most important activity for people is “paying respect to the 
deities” ( jingshen). Temple festivals are occasions not only for worshippers 
to give thanks to the deity, to watch opera performances, and to partici-
pate in the production of fun and excitement (honghuo), but also for mer-
chants, peddlers, traders, and all kinds of professional entertainers to con-
duct business. In other words, the temple grounds and the annual fixed 
dates of the temple festivals provide the spatial as well as temporal param-
eters for staging temple festivals, the most exciting and vibrant folk event 
productions in today’s rural landscape in Shaanbei.

The form (organizational framework) of temple-based popular reli-
gion is relatively simple: there are no elaborate and symbolically compli-
cated rituals; there are no intricate theological maneuvers; there is typi-
cally no priesthood. One can even characterize popular religious temples 
as minimalist religion. However, even though the form is simple, the con-
tents need not be. Under unfavorable conditions, popular religion survives 
in its minimalist, barebones state, almost hibernating. Elaborate temples 
and statues are replaced by secret home altars and small, carved statuettes; 
long chants accompanied by bells and drums are replaced by a few muf-
fled murmurs. Under favorable conditions, however, popular religion ex-
pands, elaborates, and no degree of exuberance is unimaginable. Many of 
Taiwan’s temples and their festivals attest to popular religion’s expansive-
ness. Temples, temple oracles, temple associations, temple festivals, opera 
troupes, and worship and pilgrimage all go together to form a cluster of 
mutually constituting and reinforcing popular religious cultural idioms 
or elements. Because of this close interconnectedness, the revival of one 
cultural idiom necessarily sparks off a chain-reaction of the revival of the 
other cultural idioms. Throughout Chinese history, popular religion has 
waned and waxed, minimalized and elaborated, and thus what we have 
witnessed over the past half century is simply one cycle in the long course 
of its changing fortunes. 

The temple festivals and other temple activities are organized by temple 
associations, which comprise a small group of responsible and generally 
respectable adult men (called huizhang, literally, association heads) whose 
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leadership roles are based on communal acceptance and approved by the 
deity by divination. Each temple association customarily has a leader (da-
huizhang, literally, big association head)—that is, the temple boss—who is 
usually the person who is most capable, as well as most respected by mem-
bers of his community. Most temples are managed by ordinary villagers 
and do not have any resident clergy. Some temples have affiliated spirit 
mediums, though most of these work out of their own homes. Unlike 
popular religious temples in southeastern China (see Dean 1993, 1998), 
local temples in Shaanbei do not hire Daoist priests or other religious spe-
cialists to conduct elaborate rituals at temple festivals.

The rebuilding of temples and the staging of temple festivals and other 
popular religious activities constitute the most basic forms of local temple 
activism because these activities are products of a kind of systematic so-
cial mobilization that was strictly forbidden and unthinkable during the 
Maoist high-socialist era (roughly between the period of the Socialist 
Education Movement in 1964 and the end of the Cultural Revolution in 
1976). This activism is a synergy between the popular religiosity of the 
village masses, the leadership and ingenuity of the temple organizers, i.e. 
the members of the temple associations, as well as the generally liberalized 
economic sphere that has allowed the manufacture of religious parapher-
nalia (e.g., incense, spirit money) and all kinds of commercial activities. 
It is no exaggeration to characterize temples as the motor of popular re-
ligious revival and a major locus of peasant cultural productions, and the 
temple association as the most significant institutional player in Shaanbei’s 
peasant cultural revival.

Popular Religion and Temple Registration

Freedom of religious worship is protected by the constitution of the 
People’s Republic of China, but superstition is not. It is up to the state to 
categorize one activity as proper religion (zhengdang zongjiao huodong) and 
another as feudal superstition ( fengjian mixin). Much of Shaanbei popular 
religion hovers in the huge gray area between legitimate religion and il-
legitimate (thus illegal) superstition. After the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949, the Yulin and Yan’an Prefecture Civil Affairs 
Bureaus (Minzhengju), which have branches in the county governments, 
were responsible for overseeing religious affairs in Shaanbei. Recently, a 
separate Religious Affairs Bureau has been established in reaction to the 
growing prominence of religion in Shaanbei society.8 Theoretically, it is 
the officials of the local Religious Affairs Bureau who make the distinc-
tions between legitimate religion and illegitimate superstition, following 
directives and religious policies set by their superiors (in the Religious 
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Affairs Bureau offices at the provincial and central levels) and by the cen-
tral government. The same bureau is responsible for supporting proper re-
ligion by registering and supervising religious institutions and personnel, 
leaving it to the local police to crack down (daji) on superstition. However, 
in specific instances on the local level, the decisions distinguishing proper 
religion from superstition are not easily made, nor do such distinctions 
easily translate into government action. To my knowledge, there has been 
no effort targeting superstitious activities in Shaanbei since the 1980s—a 
laxity that partly accounts for the vibrant popular religious life there—
even though much of Shaanbei popular religious life (divination, medi-
umism, rain prayers, symbolism of hell and divine retribution, etc.) would 
qualify as superstition according to criteria of the Maoist era.9

The criteria used to distinguish superstitions from “proper religion” are 
still the same, but the behavior of the local state has changed. Nowadays 
the relevant agents of the local state (e.g., officials of the Religious Affairs 
Bureau and the Public Security Bureau) are not interested in taking action 
against superstition, because they derive no benefit from doing so. Unlike 
during the Maoist era, being fervent ( jiji) in stamping out superstition 
is no longer a sign of political rectitude and good political performance 
(zhengzhi biaoxian). In fact, a fervent anti-superstition attitude is so con-
nected in people’s minds with the ultraleftism of the Cultural Revolution 
era (which has been officially declared as aberrant and wrong) that it earns 
its holder a bad political reputation. And it is quite plain to everyone in 
the local state that to crack down on popular religion, no matter how su-
perstitious in appearance, will meet with popular disapproval and even re-
sistance; it “will not win people’s hearts” (bude renxin).

The shift away from radical antitraditionalism to regulatory paternal-
ism is best demonstrated by the registration of temples by the prefectural 
Religious Affairs Bureau. In theory, only temples that are legitimately 
Daoist or Buddhist can become institutional members of the official na-
tional Daoist Association or Buddhist Association. However, in practice 
it is extremely difficult to ascertain the Daoist or Buddhist qualities of 
different temples. The overwhelming majority of Shaanbei temples do 
not have clergy or an easily identified set of doctrines. And the range of 
religious activities at any one temple can be quite wide and confusing 
to anyone who is looking for some pure Daoist or Buddhist character-
istics. Even historically Daoist or Buddhist temples have accommodated 
elements that are “impure.” In a word, most Shaanbei temples are what 
scholars of Chinese religions have called folk or popular religious temples, 
exhibiting a hodgepodge of different practices that have their origins in 
different traditions. 

Adding to the problem of apparently indiscriminate Daoist and 
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Buddhist syncretism is the presence at many temples of clearly “supersti-
tious” activities such as spirit mediumism, which is condemned by not 
only the Religious Affairs Bureau but also the official Daoist and Buddhist 
associations. Despite these apparent difficulties, the process of temple 
registration was in full swing in the 1990s, probably to catch up with 
more than a decade of their mushrooming growth. The Religious Affairs 
Bureau was also supposed to carry out the state’s religious policies (guanche 
zongjiao zhengce). In 1999, an official of the Yulin Prefecture Religious 
Affairs Bureau was named a province-level model worker for his out-
standing work in the effort—a far cry from the high socialist era, when a 
cadre would have been praised for smashing a lot of temples, not for regis-
tering them.10 As I spoke to temple officers of different temples that were 
applying for registration, I found that this process always took some time 
and a lot of effort. Typically, a temple association has to treat the official 
representatives of the local state—from the Religious Affairs Bureau and 
other related bureaus and offices—as guests of honor at temple festivals, 
at banquets, and on other occasions. The local state and the temples have 
thus developed a patron-client relationship: officials support temples that 
pay them respect and tribute. 

Jean Oi (1999), studying the political economy of reform-era rural 
China, has highlighted the active role of the local state in enabling lo-
cal economic growth. She calls this phenomenon local state corporatism. 
I suggest that the behavior of the Shaanbei local state toward the tem-
ples can be interpreted similarly: temples are like enterprises that generate 
prosperity for the local economy (especially if they are regional pilgrim-
age centers) and income for the local state. It is thus in the interest of the 
local state to protect local temples as it would local enterprises. The lo-
cal state’s new, regulatory relationship with local society is characterized 
by practical mutual dependence. Registering temples and thereby mak-
ing “superstitious” local cult centers into respectable, official Buddhist or 
Daoist “venues for religious activities” (zongjiao huodong changsuo) is an act 
of indulgence, granting these local temples protection against any possible 
future anti-superstition campaign coming from the central government.11 

The Black Dragon King Temple (Heilongdawang ci),  
the Dragon King Valley Complex (Longwanggou),  
and Local Temple Activism

Shaanbei people resort to many deities for divine assistance when they 
have the need. However, the dragon king (longwang) is the agrarian deity 
par excellence, especially in drought-prone north China. He is the pro-
vider of the most important agricultural resource, water (in the form of 
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rainfall). There are many dragon kings in Shaanbei, each with a different 
origin story and separate turf. Heilongdawang (the Black Dragon King) 
has been a local rain god administering the Zhenchuan township vicin-
ity.12 Compared to the throng of village dragon kings, Heilongdawang is 
considered a much more powerful god because he has an imperially con-
ferred official title, the Marquis of Efficacious Response (Lingyinghou).13 In 
the past, peasants in nearby areas who had failed to obtain rain from the 
lesser dragon kings came to Heilongdawang for help. In the past as well as 
today, believers come to Heilongdawang to pray for divine assistance not 
only for rain but also for all kinds of other problems. In the past decade 
or so, however, more and more people ask Heilongdawang to help them 
with their businesses, to bless them so they will get rich.

Torn down completely by the villagers themselves during the Cultural 
Revolution and rebuilt from scratch in 1982, the temple has been ex-
panding in grandeur ever since.14 Its fame really took off in the mid- and 
late-1980s, when stories of Heilongdawang’s efficacy spread widely in 
Shaanbei, and when the Heilongdawang Temple began to host by far the 
longest, the most diverse, the best, and the most expensive opera perfor-
mances in Shaanbei. The temple coffers swelled as its fame grew phenom-
enally. It is now the richest nongovernment-managed temple in Shaanbei, 
receiving a few million RMB in donations from worshippers each year.15 
Though the temple is hidden away in a long, narrow valley, its recently 
constructed carved-stone grandiose main entrance gate (pailou) stands 
right on the east-side curb of Shaanbei’s only north-south thoroughfare 
that connects Baotou in Inner Mongolia and Xi’an, the provincial capital 
of Shaanxi.

The new Heilongdawang Temple perches majestically on the edge of 
a cliff on one side of Longwanggou (Dragon King Valley). Similar in 
setup to most Chinese temples, the temple main hall houses a statue of 
Heilongdawang and those of his attendants, divination instruments, a do-
nation box, incense pots, an exquisitely carved mural lauding the deity’s 
divine power, a stele recounting the legend of the deity and the rebuild-
ing of the temple in the reform era, and numerous plaques and banners 
donated by worshippers praising Heilongdawang’s efficacy. Next to the 
temple is a natural spring in which the dragon king is supposed to dwell. 
The spring is believed to have magical curing power and is sought af-
ter by many visitors. Like most village-level temples in Shaanbei, the 
Heilongdawang Temple is a popular religious temple run by ordinary vil-
lagers and does not have any professional clergy or elaborate ritual rep-
ertoire. Even though the temple was granted Daoist status by the Yulin 
Prefectural Religious Affairs Bureau in 1998, this change was only in 
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name and the temple did not change its popular religious makeup in its 
management personnel and modes of operation (more on this below).

Local temple activism in the reform era typically follows two stages, 
as the revival of the Heilongdawang Temple illustrates. The first stage is 
the building or rebuilding of the temple structure and its grounds (often 
including an opera stage, temple offices, etc.). Depending on the political 
climate, sometimes the rebuilt temples began as very modest and make-
shift structures but later expanded to become larger and permanent. The 
second stage is the resumption of temple activities including those that are 
ostensibly religious (efficacy related) and some that are nonreligious.

As mentioned earlier, temples are the foundation of temple-based pop-
ular religious activities. Temples are cultural monuments around which 
social labor and meanings coalesce (Gates 2000: 316; see also Goossaert 
2000; Yang 2004). At the most fundamental level, it takes considerable ac-
tivism to build or rebuild the physical structure of a temple. Traditionally 
the process of building a temple follows a definitive pattern. A deity ap-
pears to a villager either in a dream or through a medium asking the vil-
lagers to build a temple for him (or her), or a villager feels grateful for the 
help given by a particular deity and decides to build the deity a temple in 
his own village, or a deity decides to make a villager his spirit medium 
by possessing the latter. Whether or not a temple will be built depends on 
whether or not other villagers are convinced of the importance of the task 
and the availability of resources. The maintenance and expansion of the 
temple would then depend on how efficacious the deity proves himself to 
be in responding to the villagers’ requests. If the deity becomes less effi-
cacious over time, his following and temple donations will dwindle, and 
eventually the temple will fall into disrepair and the cult will disappear. 
The same cult can revive, however, after years of relapse, if another vil-
lager makes a convincing case for the deity.

More often than not, the initiation of the rebuilding of the temples in 
the reform era has depended on a miraculous (re)appearance of the de-
ity to the villagers. In the case of the Heilongdawang Temple, in 1980 
a villager dreamt that Heilongdawang wished to come back to dwell in 
Longwanggou, and a small group of elderly men began the planning of 
rebuilding the temple. Once the idea of rebuilding the temple took shape, 
an unstoppable cascade of activities followed. A temple association was 
formed and leadership elected; funds were raised from each village house-
hold; construction plans were drawn; building materials were secured; 
tools and equipment were bought; different portions of the construction 
were contracted out to different labor gangs; artisans and craftsmen were 
sought and hired; volunteer helpers were mobilized and coordinated. 
In the short span of a few years, the original site of the Heilongdawang 
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Temple, which was little more than complete ruins, metamorphosed into 
a beautiful temple complex that includes the temple main hall, an opera 
stage, a grand audience stand conforming to the contour of the hillside, 
one large stone gate at the mouth of the valley and another even bigger 
one at midsection between the temple and the first gate, an additional 
hall dedicated to Heilongdawang’s four dragon king brothers and their 
mother (a fertility goddess), a three-story dormitory building, a primary 
school (first housed in the temple dormitory and later having its own 
building separate from the temple site), and a reforestation and botanical 
project called the Longwanggou Hilly Land Arboretum that encompasses 
more than 1,200 mu of hilly land surrounding the temple with hundreds 
of species of trees and other plants.16 Construction never seems to stop 
at the temple; each year some new features were added to further em-
bellish the temple site. I call this entire amalgam of physical features the 
Longwanggou Complex or simply Longwanggou. All the operations of 
this complex are funded by the incense money donations to the temple by 
worshippers.

Shaanbei people’s enthusiasm for reviving popular religion is most evi-
dent in their willingness to contribute money and volunteer labor to help 
rebuild temples. Most village temples are modest in size and are relatively 
uncomplicated to build. They typically comprise one hall, a few simple 
statues, a couple of simple murals, an incense pot, a donation box, a divi-
nation set, and a small courtyard. However, a certain number of temples 
that were of some stature in the past all aspired to resume if not surpass 
their former grandeur. The Heilongdawang Temple is a prime example 
of this expansionary vision; the number of its component parts as well as 
their size far exceeds those of an average village temple and those of its 
previous incarnation before the Cultural Revolution.

What I have just described are only the physical infrastructural features 
of the Heilongdawang Temple. Many social activities transpire on or off 
the temple grounds that are direct products of expansive temple activ-
ism, the most obvious of which are the exuberant temple festivals. Just as 
other popular religious temples in Shaanbei, Longwanggou stages temple 
festivals twice a year, one during the Lunar New Year (on the fifteenth of 
the first lunar month) and the other for Heilongdawang’s birthday (for six 
days culminating on the thirteenth of the sixth month).17 

The recognition of temples as economic institutions in addition to be-
ing religious institutions is important to our understanding of their mode 
of operation, as all temple projects involve monetary expenses. In princi-
ple, the incense money donated to a temple is for the general upkeep of the 
temple and the temple festivals. Worshippers who donate a sizable amount 
might say that the donation is for “writing” (i.e., contracting, purchasing) 
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a piece of opera performance for the deity, which is why sometimes the 
donation is also called “money for writing operas” (xie-xiqian), under-
scoring the direct relationship between donating incense money and the 
temple festival. Traditionally temple festivals are occasions when all the 
donation money would have been spent. However, a temple such as the 
Heilongdawang Temple receives much more in donations than it could 
possibly spend on hosting festivals. The surplus has to be spent in ways 
that are acceptable to the worshippers and the villagers, and look legiti-
mate to the authorities (more on this below). At Longwanggou, this large 
donation surplus has been one of the most important driving forces behind 
the temple’s branching out into nonreligious domains of social activism. 
This nonreligious social activism includes most notably the Longwanggou 
Primary School and the Longwanggou Hilly Land Arboretum, but the 
temple has also initiated irrigation, road building, water control, and 
other projects, and sponsored local folklore research, sports events, and 
social welfare.

The motivations for popular religious temples such as Heilongdawang 
Temple to expand their functions beyond the purely religious realm are 
multifold. This functional expansiveness is a product of both traditional 
idioms of grassroots level self-organization and self-help and conscious 
concerns over legitimacy. For example, temple-funded schools are estab-
lished partly in reaction to the state’s lack of financial support for village 
schools. On the other hand, the channeling of incense donation money to 
legitimate causes such as education, reforestation, irrigation, road build-
ing, and welfare lends legitimacy to the religious activities that can still 
be construed as superstitious (e.g., divination, magical curing, etc.). This 
instrumentalist reading of the temple association’s maneuvers should not 
of course distract us from the fact that the villagers also genuinely wished 
to have a better school or a reforestation project for their own sake. And 
equally important, temple associations want to make sure that they spend 
and reinvest all the incense donation money rather than having a sizable 
surplus lying idle, which might invite unwanted predatory attention from 
the local state (even though various local state agencies pay predatory at-
tention anyway). 

Temple Organization at Longwanggou

Traditionally the Heilongdawang Temple was run by three adjacent vil-
lages: Chenjiapo, Hongliutan, and Batawan. Chenjiapo was the rich-
est and biggest village and dominated temple affairs before Liberation. 
Chenjiapo thus was the “First Association” (yihui) and Hongliutan and 
Batawan together formed the “Second Association” (erhui). The two 
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associations alternated yearly responsibilities for the temple and its fes-
tivals. After the Chenjiapo landlords were eliminated during the Land 
Reform, the management of temple affairs became more equalized among 
the three villages. During the Smash the Four Olds Movement in 1966, 
all three production teams (corresponding to the three villages) shared the 
task of tearing down different parts of the temple, following instructions 
from the commune government. But because the temple now sits on hilly 
land that belongs to Hongliutan, Hongliutan villagers have become the 
major players in the temple’s revival since 1980. Hongliutan in principle 
owns the temple. This shift in temple ownership and leadership is partly a 
historical accident, because the land where the temple sits on used to be-
long to Chenjiapo but was given to Hongliutan by the commune in the 
1960s to apportion the size of land according to the population of the pro-
duction teams. Some Chenjiapo villagers resent the fact that Hongliutan 
“stole” their temple, but there is nothing they can do to reclaim it. But as 
the original villages that have historical ties to the temple, both Chenjiapo 
and Batawan are strong supporters of the temple’s revival.

At the very beginning of the revival of the temple in the early 1980s, 
six more villages were added to the temple association: Liuwan, Gaoliang, 
Zhuzhai, Heshang, Yangzhuang, and Huaqu. The nine villages altogether 
used to belong to one brigade (shengchan dadui) during the commune era 
and now constitute an administrative sub-district, the “southern spread” 
(nanpian), of the Zhenchuan Township. Adding the other six villages was 
a strategic move on the part of the then temple association leaders in a 
time of dire need for labor and monetary resources for rebuilding and of 
great vulnerability in the face of uncertain official attitudes.18 However, 
representatives from the original three villages, especially Hongliutan, 
still form the core of the temple association, and now only one formal 
association runs the temple, with no more rotation of responsibilities be-
tween different associations/villages as in the past.

The larger temple association (dahui) is comprised of a core manag-
ing committee and three representatives (usually the village Party secre-
tary, village head, and accountant) from each of the nine participating vil-
lages. All members of this larger association meet only a few times a year 
for elections and other extremely important matters. Otherwise, the core 
members of the managing committee take care of all temple operations. 
Members of the core managing committee include temple boss Lao Wang 
and six other temple officers, who were all experienced men in their for-
ties or fifties during my fieldwork in 1997–98.19 These seven men con-
stituted the brain of Longwanggou and they were always seen together, 
engaged in heated discussions over temple matters or just idle bantering. 
It is worth noting that even though the idiom of the temple association 
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is traditional, the organizational structure and the officer positions of the 
managing committee are clearly influenced by the management structure 
of the production teams of the commune era and that of the village com-
mittee in today’s rural China and bear little resemblance to the informal 
structure of temple associations of traditional times.

Besides the managing committee members, there are almost two dozen 
people who are regular employees of the temple. These include the main 
temple hall caretaker; the divine message interpreter; the caretaker of the 
new temple halls in the back of the main hall; the forestry technician who 
manages the Longwanggou Hilly Land Arboretum; the arboretum watch-
man who watches against thieves (there are many fruit trees in the arbo-
retum) and chases away the occasional hunters of small game; the general 
laborer for doing all kinds of chores; the gardener; two cooks; the ten 
teachers of the Longwanggou Primary School. On top of this long list of 
people who are regular, paid employees—Lao Wang is the only person 
in Longwanggou who does not receive any salary, which is his choice—
a number of other people are hired whenever the need arises: a computer 
operator, a bulldozer operator, an artistic director and “court literatus,” an 
auditor, an opera contractor, not to mention a small army of day laborers, 
craftsmen, and volunteers when there are large temple building projects. 

In about two decades, Longwanggou evolved from a village temple to 
become a large and complex corporate body with multiple functions and 
the ability to mobilize diverse resources. Even though religious activities 
are still at the core of the temple’s identity, it is the other, major nonre-
ligious undertakings such as the primary school and the arboretum that 
have emerged as indispensable components of the temple. 

Local Temple Activism Meets the Local  
State’s Regulatory Paternalism

Now I turn to an analysis of the role local state agencies and agents play 
in the revival of popular religion in Shaanbei. While the reform era (be-
ginning in the early 1980s) has unleashed social energy in local society 
in the form of local temple activism, among other things, it has also pro-
vided opportunities for local state agencies to act more independently of 
central state policies and to interact with local society in a more accom-
modating manner. Some central policies, e.g., birth control policies, are 
not flexible and local state agencies must carry them out seriously. Some 
other policies are more flexible and allow considerable room at the local 
level for negotiation and mutual accommodation between policy and local 
desires. The treatment of popular religion is a prominent example of such 
accommodation.
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The local state, in contrast to the central or the provincial state, refers 
to the government of the prefectural, county, and township levels. Each 
local state is composed of several dozen local state agencies, though the 
organizational complexity of local states varies across China. In Shaanbei, 
for example, each county government normally consists of about three or 
four dozens different bureaus ( ju) and offices (bangongshi).20 As the eco-
nomic reform deepens, the local state at different levels in rural China 
becomes increasingly unwilling as well as unable to fulfill its fiscal obliga-
tions to its subsidiary agencies. This results in the widespread phenomenon 
in Shaanbei of backed-up salaries in most local state agencies.21 Sometimes 
the salaries are four or five months overdue, causing massive dissatisfaction 
among local state employees (especially school teachers, factory workers, 
staff at peripheral bureaus). And many local state-owned enterprises have 
had to close down as they could not turn a profit and subsidies eventually 
dried up. As the local state takes care of its agencies less and less, the latter 
in response become less and less politically and fiscally accountable to the 
local state. This has resulted in the disintegration of the previously unitary 
local state through a process of compartmentalization: different local state 
agencies have become more autonomous from one another and from the 
local state’s leadership. 

In this context of local state financial atrophy, each local state agency 
has subsequently begun to treat its own jurisdiction as “backyard profit 
centers” for rent seeking (Lin and Zhang 1999). Many agencies set up for-
profit enterprises that can benefit from the special resources and power of 
the parent agencies, e.g., through commodifying agency-owned proper-
ties, expertise, networks, and agency personnel. These enterprises include 
construction and real estate companies, hotels, restaurants, karaoke bars 
and dance halls, retail stores, factories, entertainment troupes, and so on. 
The profit they gain or income they extract from these backyard profit 
centers contribute to these individual agencies’ slush fund to pay for sala-
ries, bonuses, or other benefits such as housing, banquets, vacation trips, 
and the like. Of course some local state agencies are better situated than 
others in terms of possible sources of backyard revenue. Those better sit-
uated are in taxation, commerce, trade, education, banking, the postal 
service, telecommunications, transportation, construction, the police, the 
traffic police, etc. Inevitably, the revival of popular religion has created 
a new space in which local communities interact with agents of the lo-
cal state. The reemergence of temples and temple festivals has presented 
some local state agencies with new opportunities to intervene, regulate, 
squeeze, co-opt, and even cooperate. 

As many local temples expand their sphere of activities beyond the di-
vine efficacy-related religious realm, the interactions they have with the 
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local state also become more complicated. Local state agencies have been 
involved with aspects of the popular religious revival from the very begin-
ning. The first local state agency the temple associations had to deal with 
was the local Public Security Bureau (Gonganju). According to the law, the 
police are supposed to crack down on superstitious activities (i.e., any reli-
gious activities not registered with and approved by the Religious Affairs 
Bureau), yet except in the very beginning of the temple revivals in the 
early 1980s where there were some sporadic crackdowns and arrests, the 
police quickly worked out a way to benefit from the temple activities.22 
Or rather, the threat that the police could crack down on temple activi-
ties gave them the leverage to extort contributions from the temples under 
their jurisdiction. The typical way to do this is to make sure that during 
temple festivals the police are invited to maintain order and be thanked 
for their “hard work” with gifts, free food, drinks, cigarettes, and “subsi-
dies.” On the other hand, temple festivals do benefit, perhaps minimally, 
from the presence of the police to ward off potential troublemakers.23 And 
the temple associations can rest assured that the police will not inten-
tionally meddle with their festivals. At the annual Longwanggou temple 
festival the temple association has to invite the police from not only the 
Zhenchuan Public Security Post (Paichusuo) but also the Yulin county and 
Mizhi county Public Security Bureaus, as the latter two also want a piece 
of the pie. To ensure an amicable relationship with the local police force, 
Longwanggou has also sponsored the Zhenchuan Public Security Post to 
purchase electric batons, uniforms, motorcycles, and a police car.

To divert official attention from religious activities (incense-burning, 
beseeching the deity for divine assistance, divination, magical curing, 
animal sacrifice, offering processions, exorcism, etc.), the Longwanggou 
temple festival at first took place under the guise of an agricultural fair  
(luoma dahui, literally “ass and horse big congregation”), in which thou-
sands of horses, cattle, pigs, and goats changed hands. As an economic ac-
tivity, the fair attracted the intervention of the Zhenchuan Town Industry 
and Commerce Bureau (Gongshangju) and Taxation Bureau (Shuiwuju). As 
the scale of the festival expanded over the years to include hundreds of 
small temporary stalls selling all kinds of goods and a dozen or so perfor-
mance and exhibition tents (song and dance troupes and even freak shows), 
the revenue for these bureaus increased exponentially. Cadres from these 
bureaus came to the festival and levied fees and taxes upon all the busi-
nesses, including the old ladies walking around with their baskets selling 
incense and spirit money. Traditionally, commerce had always been an im-
portant part of temple festivals, even though the temple association’s choice 
of labeling the festival initially as an agricultural fair indicated a deliberate 
attempt to highlight its socially and politically acceptable aspects. Later on, 
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as the temple festival became clearly acceptable to the authorities, the label 
changed to the straightforward “temple festival” (miaohui), though often 
modified by the words “old” (gu) or “traditional” (chuantong) to mark it as 
harmlessly folkloric. The agricultural fair aspect of the festival is still kept 
today, even though the religious festival aspect (e.g., processions, divina-
tion, exorcism) has become far more prominent and explicit.

Let me briefly describe the presence of different local state agencies 
at a typical Longwanggou annual temple festival. At the mouth of the 
valley, members of the Yulin County Traffic Police Brigade ( Jiaojing 
dadui) help direct the heavy and chaotic festival traffic. Members of both 
the Zhenchuan and Mizhi Public Security Bureaus are stationed at stra-
tegic nodal points on the festival grounds to help ensure law and or-
der.24 Members of the Zhenchuan Industry and Commerce Bureau and 
Taxation Bureau mill among the stalls with their folders and forms, regis-
tering them and exacting fees and taxes. All stall owners complain about 
how voracious these Gongshang shuiwu officials are. To avoid paying high 
fees and taxes they have to bribe the officials and feed them or let them 
sample their merchandise for free. At the temple association headquarters a 
few members of the Zhenchuan and Yulin Cultural Station (Wenhuazhan) 
help with writing the opera performance advertisements to be posted in 
nearby towns.25 Clerks from the Mizhi Town Credit Union (xinyongshe) 
come daily to accompany designated temple association officers bring-
ing the large amount of donation money to be deposited at the bank. The 
presence of local state agencies at the temple festival is so strong primarily 
because it is during this time that the temple and its activities are the most 
“squeezable” (because they had an abundance of cash).

Legitimation through Many Channels:  
Temple–Local State Interactions

Even though popular enthusiasm from villagers and worshippers was an 
important source of legitimacy for the temple, it was not enough to en-
sure that the temple could survive another anti-superstition campaign, 
such as those during the Maoist era. Official endorsement from the gov-
ernment was a must for such an assurance. So temple boss Lao Wang and 
his associates at Longwanggou endeavored to secure official institutional 
status for the temple from the very beginning of the temple’s revival to 
legitimize the whole enterprise. These endeavors required that the temple 
officers go beyond their home turf and interact with local state agents at 
the county and prefectural levels and other social actors from even far-
ther afield. Alongside their application to the Religious Affairs Bureau to 
be recognized as a Daoist temple (the only reasonable religious affiliation 
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the temple could aspire to), the temple associations engaged in various 
significant nonreligious institution building around the temple. Arising 
partly out of real need and partly out of concern about the temple’s legiti-
macy, these nonreligious activities brought the temple proper recognition 
from various local state agencies, media attention, and symbolic capital (in 
terms of status). From the perspective of the temple, there was nothing 
unnatural or contradictory in expanding the influence of the temple to 
these diverse nonreligious realms such as irrigation, education, and refor-
estation; from the perspective of the local state, these community efforts 
to improve local infrastructure were to be applauded and encouraged, a 
model of turning something undesirable (i.e., superstition) into something 
desirable (i.e., communal benefits). Below I chronicle the various phases 
of Longwanggou’s initiatives and the major official statuses that it has ac-
crued over the years to show how its legitimacy got consolidated over 
time.

In 1982, the recently rebuilt temple was blessed by the Cultural Relic 
Management Committee (Wenwu guanli weiyuanhui) of Yulin County 
with the designation of a county-level cultural relic (xianji wenwu). The 
Longwanggou Cultural Relic Management Office (Longwanggou wenwu 
guanlisuo) was established as a result. The temple could garner this “cul-
tural relic” (wenwu) status not because of the newly constructed temple 
site, despite its magnificence, but because of the beautiful Republican-
era stone temple gate that was spared destruction during the Cultural 
Revolution. This was the temple’s attempt to protect the temple by claim-
ing its cultural-historical and artifactual value. Even though strictly speak-
ing this status only protected the stone gate, not the entire temple, at least 
the temple now had an officially sanctioned status.

In 1988, with help from government forestry bureaus, the temple initi-
ated a reforestation project as a strategy to lend additional legitimacy to the 
temple’s activities: the incense donation money is used to plant trees, an 
obviously meritorious act. The Yulin Prefecture Forestry Bureau (Linyeju) 
subsequently granted the project an official name: the Longwanggou Hilly 
Land Arboretum (Longwanggou shandi shumuyuan). The significance of this 
project has to be seen in the larger context of rising national environmen-
tal concerns in the reform era and Shaanbei’s harsh environmental setting. 
Yulin County and many other of Shaanbei’s northern counties, being part 
of the Maowusu Desert of Inner Mongolia that extends southward into 
Shaanbei, face the constant threat of desertification and dust storms, and 
because of its long history of human settlement and dry climate Shaanbei 
has a severe tree shortage. As a result reforestation has always been a high-
profile issue in Shaanbei. The Longwanggou reforestation project cap-
italized on the moral virtue of environmentalism and quickly gained 
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regional, national, and even international attention as the first civic (non-
governmental) hilly land arboretum in China. Newspapers reported on 
the arboretum; officials and foreign dignitaries visited it; botanists, for-
estry specialists, and other scientists came to bestow their approval and 
marvel at this folk initiative; environmentalist groups from Beijing and 
NGO groups from Japan came to plant trees. One cannot overestimate 
the aesthetic and emotional appeal of the green hills around the temple set 
against the often parched landscape of the Shaanbei loess plateau. Because 
the reforestation project would not be possible without the money from 
donations to the temple, the arboretum justified the superstitious activities 
of the Heilongdawang Temple. The success of the arboretum was a huge 
boost to the official status and image of the temple, and the temple had 
been riding on this success ever since. In the 1990s a few other Shaanbei 
temples had followed suit in using temple funds to initiate reforestation 
projects.

In 1996 the temple association, working with the Hongliutan village 
committee, founded the Longwanggou Primary School (funded by temple 
incense money) to replace the original Hongliutan village school (funded 
by village fees). Neighboring Batawan village was only happy to close 
down their small and dilapidated village school and send all their children 
to the new Longwanggou Primary School. The classrooms and teachers’ 
offices of the new school were housed on the third floor of the new and 
spacious three-story temple dormitory building, and the children used the 
large temple courtyard as a playground. The temple is situated midway be-
tween the two villages so the children had to walk a little more than they 
had to before, but that was a small price to pay for a much better school. 
Founding the school involved getting approval from the Yulin County 
Education Bureau ( Jiaoyuju). All school expenses were covered by temple 
funds. Except for two teachers who were on government payroll (guan-
pai), all the rest of the dozen teachers were so-called people-run (minban) 
teachers on the temple’s payroll. The parents of the school children needed 
only to pay a minimal fee for tuition and books. Because of the better and 
well-funded conditions at the Longwanggou Primary School compared to 
other local schools, it quickly became the best primary school in the entire 
Zhenchuan township in academic achievement, even outdoing the long-
established and well-equipped government schools in Zhenchuan town. 
(The school instituted cash prizes for teachers and students as rewards for 
high achievement.) The Longwanggou Primary School is a nongovern-
ment operated (minban) school. As China’s reform-era educational poli-
cies allowed increasingly more “societal forces” (shehui liliang) to support 
education, the founding of the school was capitalizing on a national trend. 
The school’s accomplishments would not have been possible without 
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temple funds.26 As a result, the school provided ample justification for the 
temple activities, despite the apparent incongruence between secular ed-
ucation—the students are taught to look down on superstition—and folk 
religious tradition.

Though important in the legitimation of the Heilongdawang Temple, 
the above-mentioned official endorsements of the temple had been indi-
rect. None was really granted to the temple per se. However, in 1998 a 
long-awaited blessing finally came: the Yulin Prefectural Religious Affairs 
Bureau granted Longwanggou the official status of the “Longwanggou 
Daoist Shrine Management Committee” (Longwanggou daoguan guanli wei-
yuanhui). In other words, the Heilongdawang Temple was now officially 
a Daoist temple and Heilongdawang a Daoist deity. From then on the 
temple itself was finally legitimate and enjoyed the legal protection of the 
constitution of the People’s Republic of China. As popular religious dei-
ties, dragon kings have traditionally hovered at the edge of official Daoism 
and were not quite members of the Daoist pantheon. But these were just 
minor details that both the temple association and the Religious Affairs 
Bureau officials were willing to ignore. To turn messy reality (i.e., popu-
lar religious practices on the ground) into a few simpler categories (i.e., 
Daoism or Buddhism) is a process James Scott has called “seeing like a 
state” (Scott 1998). The “Dao-ification” of the Heilongdawang Temple 
and other similar popular religious temples in a way made these temples 
“legible” to the state even if it involved a willful misreading.

Conclusion

Obtaining the above-mentioned official statuses and endorsements was the 
Longwanggou temple association’s cunning dissimulation strategy to pro-
tect the temple by highlighting its cultural-artifactual, environmentalist, 
educational, and official-religious aspects. In other words, these officially 
sanctioned statuses were a clever cover for temple activities that would 
otherwise be condemned as superstitious (e.g., provisioning divine spring 
water and divination, two of the temple’s key appeals). Anthropologists 
studying popular religion in Taiwan have noted Taiwanese people’s in-
genuity in cleverly disguising their rituals to make them more palatable 
to the authorities that intended to repress or reform them (Ahern 1981, 
Weller 1987). Similar techniques have also been at work in China, where 
some compromise was struck between complete submission to Party-state 
ideological control (presumably atheism) and total assertion of popular re-
ligious autonomy. The temple officers willingly subjected the temple to 
state regulation only so as to be able to do what they liked. The local state 
agents, on the other hand, permitted what was permissible and turned a 
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blind eye to what was not. Both parties came out of the transaction happy. 
In this way local state agencies and temples entered into a mutually depen-
dent, symbiotic patron-client relationship (see Wank 1999). 

I have hoped to show in this chapter the amount of social labor involved 
in the revival of popular religion in contemporary rural China. This labor 
is not only expressed in the construction of temples and the production of 
temple festivals but also in the forging of multivillage alliances, the expan-
sion of temple functions into nonreligious realms, the dealing with local 
state agencies, and the capturing of useful social forces from far beyond 
the locale (e.g., media attention, cosmopolitan and foreign NGOs, etc.). I 
have called this multifaceted labor local temple activism. 

Yet I have also attempted to show that local temple activism is not a 
sign of complete local communal autonomy from the state. Local state 
agencies have quickly responded to local temple activism and the temple’s 
expansion into diverse realms such as infrastructural development (e.g., 
building roads and irrigation networks), commerce, cultural production, 
education, forestry, and tourism. The local state’s regulatory paternalism is 
a form of local state activism, whereby local state agents also actively seek 
ways to expand their resource and profit base. For example, the establish-
ment of the Longwanggou Hilly Land Arboretum exemplifies the nego-
tiation, mutual co-optation, and cooperation between Longwanggou and 
local state agencies in the forestry sector. 

The Longwanggou case study shows that even though the temple is 
theoretically a “religious” institution, its actual activities have gone far be-
yond those that relate directly to divine efficacy. Therefore it is not ade-
quate to consider only the state’s religious policies and examine how local 
temples react to these policies. Instead, we also need to look at what local 
temples and local state agencies do. The Heilongdawang Temple’s various 
religious and nonreligious domains of activities have all induced the vari-
ous branches of the local state to descend upon Longwanggou. Of course 
Longwanggou often invited the presence of these local state agencies out 
of a concern for legality and legitimacy. Elsewhere I have called this dense 
web of interaction between popular religious temples and local state agen-
cies the “channeling zone” (Chau 2005). Other scholars have argued that 
this kind of “state embeddedness” is not necessarily bad or unproduc-
tive for social organizations (see Chamberlain 1993; Saich 2000; Weller 
1999). As these vertical ties between different local state agencies and pop-
ular religious temples multiply and thicken, the legitimacy of the temples 
increases, as no single local state agency alone (not even the Religious 
Affairs Bureau) can determine the fate of these temples. This functional 
expansiveness of popular religious temples demonstrates that the emerging 
space of religion in today’s China is often shot through with institutional 
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arrangements and practices that are non-religious, and often these non-
religious aspects play the role of legitimating the religious aspects of the 
temples. This is particularly true in the case of popular religion as com-
pared to the officially recognized five religions because of the status of the 
former as theoretically illegal feudal superstition. With the registration of 
thousands of popular religious temples in China, the space of popular reli-
gion is rapidly expanding into the space of religion. Will this development 
spur changes in the state’s understanding and legislation of “religion”?

Notes

This chapter is based on materials collected during eighteen months of ethno-
graphic fieldwork in Shaanbei between 1995 and 1998. I gratefully acknowledge 
the following agencies and organizations for funding my field research in Shaanbei 
and its write-up: the Mellon Foundation, Stanford’s Center for East Asian Stud-
ies, the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research, the Committee 
on Scholarly Communications with China, and the China Times Cultural Founda-
tion. I am most grateful to my dissertation committee members for guidance and 
help: Arthur P. Wolf, Hill Gates, and Andrew G. Walder. Many ideas in this chapter 
emerged from numerous discussions with Luo Hongguang, of the Institute of So-
ciology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, who pioneered the anthropological 
study of Shaanbei. I also thank the organizers of and participants in the Politics of 
Religion in Contemporary China Conference held at Stanford University in spring 
2004, especially Yoshiko Ashiwa, David Wank, and my discussant Richard Madsen. 
The detailed comments on an earlier draft by David Wank and Yoshiko Ashiwa were 
crucial for improving the clarity of the chapter. I also received input from Liu Tik-
sang, Hideko Mitsui, Elizabeth Perry, and Robert Weller. Finally, I thank the many 
wonderful Shaanbei people, especially temple boss Lao Wang of the Black Dragon 
King Temple. The reader is directed to an article of mine that appeared in the jour-
nal Modern China in 2005 entitled “The Politics of Legitimation and the Revival 
of Popular Religion in Shaanbei, North-central China,” of which this chapter is a 
companion piece. A number of passages in this chapter are drawn from the Modern 
China piece.

1. That the recognized religions are organized and institutionalized makes it 
easier for the state to exert control and supervision, whereas most popular religious 
activities are dispersed and thus less amenable to state control. In other words, the ef-
fort to make a particular religion (e.g., Daoism, Buddhism) become recognized, and 
thus protected, by the state also makes it vulnerable to state control.

2. Administratively, Shaanbei comprises Yan’an and Yulin prefectures. My prin-
cipal fieldsite was in Yulin County, one of the twelve counties of Yulin Prefecture. 
Yulin City is the seat of both the Yulin county and prefecture governments. The 
loess plateau and cave dwellings of Shaanbei were made famous when the Central 
Red Army, led by Mao Zedong, made Yan’an the capital of their revolutionary base 
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area from 1935 until 1945 (my fieldsite in Yulin was under Nationalist rule during 
that period). Even though my research focused on the Heilongdawang Temple, I 
visited dozens more temples and their festivals and spoke to Shaanbei people from 
all walks of life on diverse occasions. Because I engaged informants in casual conver-
sations rather than formal interviews, I have not provided citations to the interviews. 
I conducted the fieldwork without being accompanied by officials. In addition, par-
ticipant observation was important for data collection. For a fuller view of the char-
acteristics of Shaanbei popular religion, see Chau (2003, 2004, 2006).

3. In fact, given the Communist Party-state’s atheist ideology, all religions, in-
cluding the five recognized religions, are really tolerable superstitions. The criteria 
for what counts as religion are based on a modernist epistemology that originated 
in the Western experience and are quite arbitrary and ill-fitting to Chinese religious 
practices on the ground, which are products of an entirely different historical tra-
jectory (see Asad 1983). The current religious policy presents the curious situation 
where “feeding hungry ghosts” (a standard Buddhist ritual) is considered proper 
religious activity as long as it is conducted within the confines of Buddhist temples 
while beseeching a fertility goddess for a son is considered superstition; yet both 
activities operate upon comparable “unmodern” and “unscientific” assumptions.

4. Many temple association officers in Shaanbei are clear about their temples’ 
vulnerability as unregistered temples. They are also aware that some temples in other 
provinces had been torn down, as these incidents were sporadically reported in the 
newspapers and on television and the radio. The sporadic official anti-superstition 
actions are what Ann Anagnost calls the state’s “fetishized demonstrations of political 
efficacy” (1994: 244). 

5. The politics of legitimation refers not only to the efforts of popular religious 
temples to gain the recognition of and protection from the state but also the efforts 
of local temple activists to gain acceptance and support from their communities. The 
political aspect of popular religion has long been noted by scholars (e.g., Duara 1988; 
Rohsenow 1973; Seaman 1978). In reform-era rural China, however, we witness 
the reemergence of a site of local political contest and negotiation that had been 
completely suppressed during the Maoist era. The political possibilities promised 
by the realm of popular religion may have motivated local activists like temple boss 
Lao Wang (head of the Black Dragon King temple association) to revive and enlarge 
this realm and to compete for the tangible and intangible benefits that it yields. Yet 
the growth of this realm also brings about contestations over resources and power 
struggles. Hence the abundance of what F. G. Bailey has called the “small politics 
of reputation” (quoted in Strand 1990: 230). For a more detailed analysis of power 
struggles surrounding the Heilongdawang Temple, see Chau (2005). This chapter 
focuses, however, on the interactions between the temple and local state agencies. 

6. Regarding the locale-specific characteristics of ritual networks in Fujian, Ken-
neth Dean has written, “Local geographic features frame most ritual networks. An 
ecology of local power holds ritual networks back from direct confrontation with 
the state. Instead, the networks expand and become more complex within effective, 
appropriate levels and niches in the continually evolving, agonistic relation with 
state power” (2003: 357). This locale-specific tendency contrasts sharply with the 
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alocal and translocal characteristics of qigong sects, whose networks float indepen-
dently of local topographies and communities.

7. Of these temples, 300 to 500 (i.e., less than 5 percent) had supralocal or su-
pracounty influence, about 1,000 (about 10 percent) were at the township or rural 
district level, and the rest (85 percent) were village-level temples (Fan 1997: 98).

8. In Shaanbei, the Religious Affairs Bureau has no county-level offices and op-
erates only at the prefectural level.

9. The nationwide campaign against Falungong beginning in 1998 targeted only 
translocal qigong sects but left alone popular religious expressions such as the temple 
activities mentioned in this chapter.

10. Much like the current practice in the People’s Republic of China, all popular 
religious temples in Taiwan that are not obviously Christian, Muslim, or Buddhist 
are identified and registered as Daoist by the government ( Jordan and Overmyer 
1986: 243).

11. While the imperial government attempted religious control by frequently 
granting majestic-sounding titles to individual deities (e.g., Mazu, Guandi; see Wat-
son 1985), the same strategy is not available to the secular state today. But in register-
ing the temples in order to regulate them if necessary, the modern state is employing 
a control strategy long used by the late imperial state.

12. Zhenchuan is the township at the southern end of Yulin County, bordering 
Mizhi County to the south. Zhenchuan is a town of major commercial significance 
in Yulin Prefecture, second only to Suide, 50 kilometers to the south. Nicknamed the 
“little Hong Kong of Shaanbei” (Shaanbei xiao Xianggang), Zhenchuan is about three 
li to the north of the Black Dragon King Temple. The fate of the Black Dragon King 
Temple has been intricately tied to Zhenchuan’s commercial strength. Many of the 
petty capitalist entrepreneurs who donate large sums of money to the temple today 
have extensive business dealings in Zhenchuan. 

13. I have not been able to verify the historical authenticity of this title. Genuine 
or spurious, the title is used in the cultural construction of Heilongdawang’s divine 
power and legitimacy. Temple records trace the origin of the Heilongdawang Temple 
to the Zhengde reign (1506–21) of the Ming dynasty.

14. Many temples were torn down by the villagers following directives from 
the communes, which allowed the reuse of many of the building materials such as 
timber and bricks.

15. The Daoist White Cloud Mountain (Baiyunshan) in a nearby county remains 
the most famous and most visited religious site in Shaanbei, but is completely under 
the county government’s control. 

16. The temple dormitory can house up to 600 people during the temple fes-
tival, including members of four or five opera troupes, local officials and visiting 
dignitaries, Public Security Bureau officers, temple association officers, and volun-
teer helpers. It also includes a large kitchen capable of feeding thousands of visitors 
daily during the temple festival. An average village temple typically has a few rooms 
attached to the temple for temporary housing during the festival, and one or two 
makeshift stoves that would be constructed for cooking. Opera troupe members and 
other visitors would be housed in villagers’ homes. 
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17. For a description and analysis of the temple festival as a folk event produc-
tion, see Chau (2004).

18. These other six villages all had their own temples in the past but they were 
also destroyed during the Cultural Revolution. Their initial willingness to join forces 
with the three Longwanggou villages to rebuild the Heilongdawang Temple was 
primarily a gesture of submission to the power of Heilongdawang because in the 
past they had begged for rain at the Heilongdawang Temple. All six villages subse-
quently rebuilt their village temples as well with some financial subsidy from Long-
wanggou.

19. These six officers included an accountant, a treasurer, an electrician, a custo-
dian, a purchasing agent, and a driver.

20. To give the reader a sense of the structure of the local state, I list below the 
names of the bureaus in a typical county government: county general affairs, civic 
affairs, labor and personnel, cadre affairs, county gazetteer, county archive, jurispru-
dence, public security (police), planning, statistics, finance, grain, industry, commerce, 
provisions, construction, economics, transportation, science, education, sports and 
cultural affairs, hygiene and health care, family planning, broadcasting, agriculture, 
irrigation and water conservancy, forestry, animal husbandry and herding, village and 
township enterprises, land administration, public morality advocacy, tobacco sales, 
environmental protection, mining, foreign trade, structural reform, etc. See Shue 
(1995) on the phenomenon of “state sprawl” in post-Mao China. See also Blecher 
and Shue (1996) for a description and analysis of the expansion of a county-level 
local state in Hebei Province.

21. Shaanbei is not unique in this aspect. Most rural areas have the same prob-
lem.

22. See Dean (1993: 103–14) for a detailed account of how the local religious 
community clashed with the local police at a temple festival in southern Fujian in 
the early 1980s. The police do not need to work with the Religious Affairs Bureau 
to crack down on superstitious activities because all religious activities taking place 
outside of approved venues for religious activities (zongjiao huodong changsuo) are in 
theory illegal.

23. Fights occur frequently at temple festivals due to excessive drinking, the 
chance meeting of enemies, and disagreements over purchases.

24. The temple has many volunteers who serve as security guards and control 
traffic and parking. They have red armbands with the word “order-keeping “ (zhian). 
Interestingly, the temple purposefully hires a few half-wit young men as security 
guards because their fierce and crazy demeanor frightens people into listening to 
them.

25. One local official cultural worker is Mr. Ren, the temple’s official literatus 
consultant for many years. He is well educated and the same age as temple boss Lao 
Wang (mid-fifties in 1998), and they were primary school classmates. He works 
for the Zhenchuan Town Cultural Station, collecting folklore and writing articles 
and plays. Because of their old school ties, Mr. Ren agreed to help Lao Wang with 
temple affairs whenever his literary and performing arts talents were needed. Mr. 
Ren’s contributions include writing the text of the temple reconstruction com-
memorative stele and choreographing the Longwanggou Primary School yangge 
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dance troupe, which performs at all Longwanggou temple festivals. His involvement 
with the temple is an excellent example of a government cultural worker and of-
ficial socialist propagandist defecting to folk cultural production. During the Maoist 
era the government subjected these grassroots cultural elites to socialist cultural pro-
paganda while mobilizing them to transform peasant customary traditions. Surpris-
ingly, however, many were also the first to revive local traditions as soon as their role 
as symbolic-ideological missionaries was temporarily forsaken.

26.  Funding village schools is a priority for many villages that derive sufficient 
income from either village enterprises (Ruf 1998: 140) or temples.
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the reemergence of qigong since the 1980s is viewed by scholars as 
an important social phenomenon in China’s economic reform and social 
liberalization. There are two competing interpretations of its reemergence 
among scholars in China. One, by historians of qigong who consider it 
a Chinese traditional medical treatment or a traditional culture, sees its 
reemergence as reflecting widespread popular interest in pursuing good 
health and well-being after the exhaustion of the Cultural Revolution 
(Ma 1983; Zhao 1987). The other interpretation claims that the term 
qigong is being used as a cover of respectability for superstitious (mixin) and 
antiscientific (weikexue) activities (Zhang 1996; Yu 2000). This interpreta-
tion became the state’s position in 1999 with the crackdown on Falungong 
as both a qigong group and a cult (xiejiao).1 Among scholars in Japan and 
North America there is convergence on the view that qigong’s reemer-
gence reflects changes in Chinese society since the late 1970s. Hishida 
Masaharu (2000) sees it as part of the broader emergence of new reli-
gions as communist ideology weakens and the value system diversifies. 
For Nancy Chen (1995) and Jian Xu (1999), qigong’s reemergence sig-
nifies the appearance of private space in urban China, and the declining 
power of politics and growth of individual power.

The views of both Chinese and non-Chinese scholars are based on 
highly selective and partial observations that fail to grasp qigong’s reemer-
gence in broader context. The view of qigong as an historical phenom-
enon reflecting the retreat of the state from society ignores how its initial 
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formation and shifting position have been intertwined with the state from 
the founding of the People’s Republic of China. The interpretations of 
qigong and its position in the 1950s are quite different from those since the 
1980s. To understand this, it is necessary to locate qigong within both the 
overarching modernization policies of the state and Chinese Communist 
Party (Party) and the specific political, ideological, and social contexts of 
each period.

This chapter eschews categorical definitions and characterizations of 
qigong as these are variable and have been moving between the dichoto-
mies of science/religion, modernity/tradition, and materialism/idealism 
in the different contexts over the past fifty years. Instead, it illuminates 
these shifts by examining the dynamic institutionalization of qigong in 
two periods: in the 1950s during the first decade of the People’s Republic 
of China and during the introduction of a market economy and social lib-
eralization since the late 1970s. The analysis pays special attention to the 
roles of high-level officials and qigong-related organizations that operate 
behind the scenes and are crucial to the way that qigong has developed 
and relates to religion in each period.

The first part focuses on institutionalization in the 1950s. It describes 
how qigong therapy (qigong liaofa) emerged from traditional body culti-
vation practices to become known as a national medical heritage (zuguo 
yixue yichan), and analyzes the modernization of qigong by tracing its his-
tory and positioning vis-à-vis modern science. The second part looks at 
the period from the late 1970s to the 1990s when qigong was legitimated 
anew, grew into a broad social movement, and most recently has returned 
to its original Buddhist and Daoist sources. The conclusion summarizes 
the understandings that can be gleaned from the different interpretations 
of qigong and its institutionalization over the second half of the twentieth 
century.

The data mostly come from qigong literature collected in China in 
2002. Several key journals are: New Chinese Medicine (Xin zhongyiyao) 
(1950–58), one of the most important academic journals of traditional 
Chinese medicine;2 Qigong and Science (Qigong yu kexue) (1982–93), spon-
sored by the Guangzhou City Qigong and Science Research Association 
(Guangzhoushi qigong kexue yanjiu xiehui), the best-known qigong journal 
in the early 1980s; Chinese Qigong Science (Zhongguo qigong kexue) (1994–
2000), a national journal with comprehensive coverage of qigong re-
search and news; Chinese Somatic Science (Zhongguo renti kexue) (1990–97), 
a major academic journal of the science of the human body sponsored by 
the Chinese Academic Association of the Science of the Human Body 
(Zhongguo renti kexue xuehui) and Shanghai Jiaotong University. A large 
number of other sources dating from 1914 to 2004 are also referenced on 
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the topics of Buddhist and Daoist body cultivation, Chinese traditional 
medicines, and qigong.

Emergence and Institutionalization of  
Qigong Therapy in the 1950s

qigong’s changing status: from body 
cultivation method to national  
medical heritage

The pursuit of modernity in China began in earnest in the early twen-
tieth century as many traditional values were revisited and restructured. 
Old bodily practice methods, such as zuochan, liandan, shoushen, fuqi, and 
neigong that originated from Buddhism, Daoism, Confucianism, medicine, 
and martial arts were labeled as cultivation methods (xiulianfa) and prac-
ticed as religious activities, for medical treatment, and as bodily training. 
Despite different definitions due to their various origins and techniques, 
they all fell broadly within the value systems of Buddhism, Daoism, or 
Chinese traditional medicine. With the increasing influence of such mod-
ern concepts as science and religion in the early twentieth century, these 
largely religious practices faced an imperative to redefine themselves.

Well-known examples of this redefinition are Meditation ( Jingzuofa) 
by Jiang Weiqiao (1873–1958) and Chen Yingning’s Study of Unworldliness 
(Xianxue). Jiang was active from 1901 in the Society of Chinese Education 
(Zhongguo jiaoyuhui) in promoting modern education in China. In 1912, 
he became chief secretary of education in the Provisional Government of 
the Republic of China (Zhonghua minguo linshi zheng fu). He understood 
Japanese, and visited Japan several times to study Japan’s modern edu-
cational system (Chen 1986). Influenced by a popular body cultivation 
practice in Japan called Seizah -o developed by Okada Torajiro, Jiang wrote 
Yinshizi’s Meditation Method (Yinshizi jingzuofa) to record his experience of 
Buddhist body cultivation. His book was very popular and was reprinted 
twenty-one times between 1914 and 1927. Chen Yingning (1880–1969) 
was a famous Daoist thinker. In the Republic of China (1912–), he de-
veloped xianxue, which focused on body cultivation and he was active re-
forming Daoism and establishing organizations to propagate it.

Intellectuals, especially in Shanghai, were greatly interested in these 
books that used popular language and scientific interpretations to de-
scribe old practice methods from Buddhism and Daoism. Most of these 
books were translations of publications from Japan, itself a model of mo-
dernity for China. For instance, books describing Okada Torajirō and 
Fujita Reisai’s Meditation ( Jingzuofa), very popular in Japan from the late 
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Meiji period, were translated into Chinese and read extensively in China.3 
Jiang’s Yinshizi’s Meditation was one of many books styled after Okada’s 
book Seizah -o and was widely appreciated for its vernacular text, mod-
ern appeal, and production in China. Through the huge reception of his 
book, Jiang transformed the body cultivation practice originating from 
Buddhism into jingzuofa (meditation) by stressing its “scientific nature” 
(kexuexing). A similar work was Chen Yingning’s Xianxue (The study of 
unworldiness), which evolved from Daoist body cultivation to position it-
self as a special science (teshu de kexue) (Yin 1917; Yao 1990).

Jiang and Chen were both keenly aware of the relationship between 
body cultivation practice and modern science. Jiang was impressed by the 
scientific quality of Okada-style Seizah -o and reinterpreted Buddhist body 
cultivation using scientific terms and sought to prove its value through 
modern scientific approaches. As for Chen, his endeavor to save Daoism 
from decay led him to redevelop Daoist body cultivation as a “special sci-
ence” that was equivalent to modern science. This shows how indigenous 
body cultivation practices were restructured by both accepting the au-
thority of modern science and seeking to cast their values and institutions 
as equivalent to modern science.

Attempts to relate traditional body cultivation practice and modern sci-
ence continued in the People’s Republic after 1949. The names and in-
terpretations of indigenous body cultivation practice were reformed and 
legitimized as methods of medical treatment and physical training. Such 
newly invented terms as deep breathing therapy (shenhuxi liaofa), breath-
ing massage (huxi anmo yundong), breathing therapy (huxi yangsheng fa), 
meditation therapy ( jingzuo liaofa), and qigong therapy (qigong liaofa) were 
introduced as medical gymnastics (yiliao tiyu) and preventive medicine 
(yufang yiliao) in New Chinese Medicine and other journals. Among them, 
“qigong therapy” as a technical term was retained and its methods were 
extensively developed and integrated into the state’s medical system. Ma 
Jiren (1983) has pointed out that the terms “qigong” and “qigong therapy” 
were rare but could be found in the records of Daoism and martial arts, as 
well as Republican-era medical books.4

However, the term “qigong therapy” that appeared in the 1950s and 
was institutionalized within the state’s medical system had no connection 
with its previous usage and contexts. Previously qigong had been used 
mainly in martial arts and was called both yangqi and lianqi. The former 
referred to a Daoist training method and the latter a martial arts training 
method (Ma 1983). In the 1950s the term qigong acquired a completely dif-
ferent interpretation and positioning through the restructuring of body 
cultivation practice into a medical treatment. An individual called Liu 
Guizhen and his personal experience of coping with illness greatly influ-
enced the new state’s medical and modernization policies.
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Liu played an important role in introducing qigong as a body cultiva-
tion practice popular among the common people to state organizations. 
Liu was a local government official in Nangong county of Hebei prov-
ince. In 1948, he was diagnosed with gastric ulcer, pulmonary tubercu-
losis, and neurasthenia. Despite receiving various medical treatments he 
did not recover. He finally went back to his rural hometown hoping to 
recuperate and there he happened to hear from an old villager of a body 
cultivation practice called neiyanggong. After only three months of practice 
he was completely cured of all his illnesses. The following year, he was as-
signed to be secretary of a local cadre sanitarium and began teaching body 
cultivation to the cadre patients. Their rapid recoveries confirmed its high 
therapeutic effectiveness and attracted the attention of other officials and 
the local health office.

With this new support, Liu started to conduct research on neiyanggong 
and other methods of body cultivation in order to document them as med-
ical treatments. He referenced numerous old body cultivation practices 
and incorporated knowledge of Chinese traditional medicine (zhongyi) 
and Western medicine (xiyi) to document the specific methods of cultiva-
tion and give them names. An example is “health maintenance training 
method” (baojiangong). Liu drew on the indigenous cultivation methods 
of neigong, daoyinfa, and shier duanjin to compile a qigong practice method 
consisting of eighteen movements. This qigong practice method was sub-
sequently endorsed by a Soviet professor of sports medicine at Beijing 
Medical University (Beijing yixueyuan) as according with the structure of 
the human body. The professor added three movements and thereafter this 
practice method with twenty-one movements became known as baojian-
gong (Liu 1957). Liu ascribed the term “qigong therapy” to this traditional 
body cultivation practice because he considered it to be a medical treat-
ment. It was this baojiangong that was later compiled and recorded in the 
Outline of Chinese Traditional Medicine (Zhongyixue gailun) as a qigong ther-
apy with “a long history” (Nanjing zhongyi xueyuan 1959).

Liu claimed that numerous methods of body cultivation popular among 
the people were prototypes of qigong, and he sought to remove their “su-
perstitious and bad elements” (mixin zaopo) by analyzing them from a 
medical perspective and calling them qigong therapies to signify their ap-
plicability as medical treatments (Liu 1957). He removed the superstitious 
and bad elements through a series of reforms that included: replacing the 
spells and words derived from Buddhism and Daoism with modern terms 
and Chinese traditional medicine terminology; permitting body cultiva-
tion to be taught to women; and shifting the teaching of body cultiva-
tion from an oral tradition and apprenticeship system to printed materi-
als and modern educational methods. Specifically, Liu removed religious 
terminology and Buddhist and Daoist rituals and interpretations, leaving 
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only the instructions for body cultivation that he then explained in medi-
cal terms. These changes successfully integrated qigong with the state’s 
key policy agenda to “study and develop the national medical heritage” 
( jicheng he fayang zuguo yixue yichan) by transforming it into a legitimate 
“national medical heritage” and establishing body cultivation as a form 
of medical treatment. This policy agenda promoted a practical role for 
Chinese traditional medicine in the national public health sector and the 
scientization of medical theories and the modernization of medical insti-
tutions. It especially encouraged efforts to study and develop traditional 
medical knowledge while raising the status of the practitioners of Chinese 
traditional medicine and their organizations. These national policies ex-
erted a strong influence on Liu Guizhen’s qigong therapy.

Liu was a pioneer in institutionalizing qigong in the national medical 
system. His research work and medical activities on qigong from 1949 grad-
ually gained recognition and garnered praise from officials in local govern-
ment health offices and other agencies. With the support of the Tangshan 
city government and health office, Liu rented a place in a city-run work-
er’s sanitarium (Tangshanshi gongren liaoyangyuan) and founded the Tangshan 
City Qigong Sanitarium (Tangshanshi qigong liaoyangsuo). Operating under 
the auspices of the Tangshan City Health Office (Tangshanshi weishengju), 
the sanitarium was the first qigong organization in China. It was not only 
a clinic for patients seeking qigong therapy, but also a key site for com-
municating knowledge of qigong. It activities expanded as patients started 
coming from Beijing, Tianjin, and other big cities and the range of illnesses 
treated by qigong therapy increased. Twice a year Liu was dispatched to 
Beijing by the city health office to give a report on the qigong sanitarium 
to the Ministry of Health, in order to highlight its contribution to the de-
velopment of the national medical heritage.

Various outreach activities further disseminated knowledge of qigong. In 
September 1954 the health office, in accordance with the new national pol-
icy of “Western medicine studying Chinese medicine” (xiyi xuexi zhongyi), 
invited many doctors of Western medicine to study qigong therapies at the 
Tangshan Qigong Sanitarium. A similar activity in May 1955 brought doc-
tors of Western medicine from many sanitariums to the Tangshan Qigong 
Sanitarium for three months’ training in qigong therapies. These doctors 
went on to introduce qigong therapies to their own sanitariums and soon 
sanitariums all over China started to use qigong, including such prestigious 
ones as the Haibin Central Government’s Sanitarium (Haibin zhonggong 
zhongyang zhishu xiuyangsuo), and Beijing 124 Sanitarium (Beijing yaoersi li-
aoyangyuan). In this way the Tangshan Qigong Sanitarium and its qigong 
activities became nationally renowned.

In 1950 the first National Conference on Public Health established the 
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basic principle that traditional medicine and modern Western medicine 
should be harmonized.5 In 1954, Mao Zedong and other national lead-
ers praised the contributions of traditional medicine to public health and 
ordered the development of the national medical heritage. This led to, 
among other things, increased status and pay for doctors of traditional 
Chinese medicine and their increasing employment in hospitals, the ex-
panded use and development of Chinese herb medicine, the documenta-
tion of Chinese traditional medicines, and the establishment of many re-
search institutes on Chinese traditional medicine.

In December 1955, the Tangshan Qigong Sanitarium received an award 
at the founding ceremony of the China Academy of Traditional Chinese 
Medicine (Zhongyi yanjiuyuan), the top research institute of traditional 
medicine and directly under the Department of Health. The award cited 
the sanitarium’s qigong activities as an “important contribution to re-
search on the national medical heritage.” The ceremony itself was a large 
affair, attended by four hundred people, including high-level officials, in-
tellectuals, medical technicians, and medical professionals from the Soviet 
Union and Vietnam (Hua 1995). This state recognition not only furthered 
research on qigong but also the dissemination of knowledge about it. 
From 1956, papers on qigong therapy were regularly published in national 
and local journals of Chinese traditional medicine, such as New Chinese 
Medicine (Xin zhongyiyao) and Shanghai Chinese Medicine (Shanghai zhongyi-
yao). The national Ministry of Health and local health offices organized 
qigong seminars throughout the country. The following year the national 
Ministry of Health mandated the establishment of the Shanghai Qigong 
Sanitarium (Shanghai qigong liaoyangsuo), which provided systematic train-
ing to become a qigong master.6 Trainees, who came from all over the 
country, were mostly doctors of traditional medicine but some doctors of 
Western medicine attended as well. After training they returned to their 
own hospitals and clinics to practice qigong therapy. All of this dramati-
cally deepened the institutionalization of qigong.

Thus far, I have described how the indigenous body cultivation tech-
niques practiced by a common villager were communicated to a local 
official who reformulated them as qigong therapy, which became insti-
tutionalized in the state’s national medical system. Key to this institution-
alization was the legitimation of qigong theory through its transformation 
into a “national medical heritage,” which enabled it to obtain recognition 
from the state’s modern medical system, thereby creating a space for it to 
be active.
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revision of qigong’s “history” and elaboration 
of qigong’s “theoretic proof ”

To be institutionalized in the modern state’s medical system, qigong had 
to conform to two expectations. First, it needed a proper history as a “na-
tional medical heritage.” Second it needed theoretic proof of its efficacy. 
The revision of qigong history and its theoretical elaboration started in the 
1950s along with the development of the Party’s view of history and its 
modernization policy. Qigong quickly conformed to the state maxim that 
“the great Chinese people are creators of history and therefore the main 
actors on the historical stage.” To achieve this conformity it was necessary 
to sever the links to Buddhist and Daoist body cultivation practices.7 The 
connection with Buddhism and Daoism was problematic because the state 
linked religion to superstition and idealism and labeled it a product of the 
“feudal class.” Thus doctors of Chinese traditional medicine promoted 
new views of qigong therapy that denied the link to religion. One view 
located it in the working class by maintaining that “qigong therapy was 
born from the knowledge of the great working people but, unfortunately, 
was exploited by Buddhism and Daoism and cloaked in superstition and 
mystery” (Xu 1954: 26). Another simply covered the religious connec-
tion by noting that “qigong’s origin is no longer verifiable” (Zeng 1954: 
23). In this way, qigong therapy was recognized by the state as part of the 
Chinese traditional medicine establishment.

During the process of institutionalization, qigong’s origins were inte-
grated with that of traditional medicine in order to give it a history ap-
propriate for a national medical heritage. The state’s policy to develop 
a national medical heritage in the 1950s focused mainly on traditional 
medicine. The state emphasized that local health offices should “sift the 
national medical heritage” (zhengli zuoguo yixue yichan) to discern and clas-
sify secret formulas popular among the people. Viable ones were identified 
and entered into the Encyclopedia of Chinese Medicine (Zhongyao yaodian). 
During this process, qigong therapy together with secret formulas (mifang) 
of producing medicines were recognized and tagged by local health of-
fices as “national medical heritages.” Qigong therapy was further catego-
rized as a component of Chinese traditional medicine and its “history,” 
it was claimed, was documented in Huangdi neijing, the earliest classic of 
Chinese traditional medicine, and all subsequent famous works of tradi-
tional medicine.8 Thus, the medical treatment named “qigong” by Liu 
Guizhen acquired a long literary record of more than two thousand years, 
the same time span as that of traditional medicine.

At the same time qigong therapy also acquired a theoretical basis that 
was “appropriate” for a modern state’s medical system and that reflected 
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the state’s approach to modernizing traditional medicine. Pavlov’s theory 
(Bafuluofu xueshuo) was invoked to provide a modern and scientific the-
ory basis for qigong. This stemmed, in part, from the national movement 
underway in the 1950s to “learn from the Soviet Union” (xuexi Sulian), 
which involved, among other things, the extensive study and wide appli-
cation of theories of Russian scientists in the medical field. For example, 
the Ministry of Health (Zhongyang weishengbu) and the Chinese Academy 
of Sciences (Zhongguo kexueyuan) sponsored a 35-day Pavlovian theory 
study workshop (Ministry of Health, Pavlov Theory Study Association) 
in Beijing in fall 1953 for twenty-two professors, researchers, and doctors 
of physiology, psychology, and clinical medicine. It proclaimed Pavlovian 
theory to be a “great and materialist physiology and the only right theory 
leading the development of medical science in the New China” (Ministry 
of Health 1954).

Another reason for the use of Pavlov’s theory is that the mechanism 
of qigong therapy could be “properly” explained by the Pavlovian theo-
ries of conditioned response (tiaojian fanshe xueshuo) and hypnosis (cuimian 
xueshuo). The effectiveness of qigong for treating neurasthenia was attrib-
uted to the stimulation and restraining of the cerebral cortex through the 
therapy’s breathing and exercise techniques. Also, just as Pavlov’s hypnosis 
theory claimed that doctors’ words stimulated the cerebral cortex of pa-
tients, so it was claimed that movements caused by qigong in the respi-
ratory system and internal organs stimulated the cerebral cortex (Chen 
1958). Thus, Pavlov’s theories provided scientific “proof” for qigong ther-
apy, further sweeping away all possible connections with Buddhism and 
Daoism (Chen 1958). So it was that qigong therapy acquired a scientific 
explanation as part of the state’s huge modernization project, thereby fur-
ther institutionalizing it in the state’s medical establishment.

The process begun in the 1950s by Liu Guizhen of the Tangshan 
Qigong Sanitarium, Chen Tao and Jiang Weiqiao of Shanghai Qigong 
Sanitarium, and others to furnish qigong with a “correct” history and 
“appropriate” theory also reflects how China re-created itself as a modern 
state. Phenomena that embody the attributes of “national” and “Chinese” 
on the one hand, and “scientific” and “modern” on the other hand, are an 
ideal of modern China envisioned by the Party. Within this framework, 
qigong was reborn, drawing on traditional Chinese medicine’s history for 
the former and Pavlov’s theories for the latter. Furthermore, in order for 
qigong to retain its uniqueness and be differentiated from such modern 
sports as radio gymnastics, its advocates had to constantly revisit qigong’s 
Buddhist and Daoist sources and revise its practices, as the next section 
discusses.
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Revival of Qigong in China from the Late 1970s

During the Cultural Revolution radicals criticized qigong therapy as feu-
dalistic and superstitious ( fengjian mixin) and suppressed it. Those who had 
propounded qigong therapy were thrown into prison and qigong-related 
organizations were either shut down or merged with other organizations. 
The initiator of qigong therapy, Liu Guizhen, was called the “creator of 
the ‘poisonous’ qigong” (qigong daducao chuangshiren) and his book criti-
cized as “a tool for publicizing bourgeois obscenity” (xuanchuan zichan-
jieji yinhui sixiang de daducao). Liu himself was expelled from the Party and 
sent to a reform-through-labor (laodong gaizao) camp while the Tangshan 
Qigong Sanitarium was closed (Liu 1984; She 1999).

Despite this, qigong swiftly revived after the Cultural Revolution both 
in the state and in society. Liu Guizhen and other qigong practitioners 
who had been persecuted during the Cultural Revolution were rehabili-
tated and they once again began their qigong activities. Qigong’s health 
and therapeutic effects caught the public’s attention and people started 
practicing qigong in parks and other public places. Meanwhile, a heated 
debate broke out among high-level officials in the central state on the im-
portance of qigong research with the revival of qigong-related organiza-
tions forcefully advocated by a group of influential Party members. In this 
new phase of its development, the institutionalization of qigong therapy 
proceeded not only within the state and but also increasingly began to 
involve more organizations and individuals in society. New connections 
brought private qigong organizations under direct state supervision and 
private groups that had thus far been outside of qigong fields came to be 
part of its development. Qigong thus entered a dynamic period of insti-
tutionalization characterized by organizations and activities in both the 
state and society, and dissemination throughout the country, leading to its 
full-scale revival in the early 1990s, when it was claimed there were 100 
million qigong practitioners. This section will introduce qigong’s legiti-
matization process in the state realm, its institutionalization and popular-
ization in societal and private areas, and its return to Buddhist and Daoist 
sources.

legitimatization of qigong’s status  
in the realm of the state

The biggest challenge for the state following the Cultural Revolution 
has been to address the kind of modernization that it should pursue and 
the priorities and emphases in its modernization agenda. Qigong was lo-
cated in these debates through the issues of the modernization (xiandaihua) 
of Chinese traditional medicine and the government’s position on the re-
search of supernatural power (teyi gongneng).
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As mentioned above, modernizing Chinese traditional medicine 
through the application of science and technology was state policy in the 
1950s and remained so all through the Cultural Revolution. After the 
Cultural Revolution, the question of how to achieve the modernization of 
traditional medicine came to be openly discussed among doctors of tradi-
tional medicine. The national policy of “integrating Chinese and Western 
medicine” (zhong xi yi jiehe) that was formulated in the 1950s was now 
challenged as possibly leading to the “Westernizing” (xiyihua) of tradi-
tional medicine, a fate depicted as tantamount to its demise. A search be-
gan for a Chinese style of “modernization” or “scientification” without 
influence from the West. Important in this quest was Lü Binkui, a famous 
practitioner of traditional medical and director of the State Administration 
of Chinese Medicine and Pharmacology (Guojia zhongyiyao guanliju), the 
highest government authority of traditional medicine and directly un-
der the State Council. Lü proposed the introduction of the latest con-
cepts from modern science and technology, including physics, chemistry, 
and biology to modernize Chinese traditional medicine and legitimize a 
“Chinese-style modernization” (Zhongguoshi de xiandaihua) (Lü 1980). His 
goal was to build a new theoretical system to replace traditional medi-
cine’s indigenous theories of dialectical dualism (yinyang) and the five ele-
ments (wuxing)—metal, wood, water, fire, and earth.

Lü attached much value to an experiment in 1979 by a physics re-
searcher from Shanghai that confirmed that the qi emitted in qigong ther-
apy is an actual substance. For Lü this experiment embodied the sort of 
progressive steps needed to document the scientific nature of traditional 
medicine in terms of physics and biology. He lobbied leading officials of 
the State Council, Ministry of Health, and Chinese Academy of Sciences 
on the importance of qigong research and proposed the establishment 
of qigong research institutes in the national medical system and science 
research institutes. While his efforts did not lead to the revision of the 
national policy of integrating Chinese and Western medicine, they did 
establish a link between qigong research and the modernization of tradi-
tional medicine and led to the state attaching importance to qigong re-
search. In 1980, the Ministry of Health took the lead in setting up qigong 
institutes. The central state approved detailed proposals to establish qigong 
research offices and laboratories inside various state organs and to set up 
national qigong academic bodies. Accordingly, the first national qigong 
academic body, the All-China Association for Chinese Medicine Qigong 
Science Research Institute (Zhonghua quanguo zhongyi xuehui qigong kexue 
yanjiuhui), was founded the next year with Lü as its head.

Another context in which qigong emerged on the agenda of the central 
state was a debate over supernatural power (teyi gongneng). The debate be-
gan in 1979 and involved many journalists, intellectuals, high officials, and 
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such important state organs as People’s Daily (Renmin ribao), the Ministry of 
Propaganda (Xuanchuanbu), and the State Council. It centered on whether 
or not clairvoyance—specifically the capacity of ears to recognize written 
characters—existed. At stake were two key issues. One was whether re-
search on supernatural power should be considered idealistic or materialis-
tic. This debate reflected the fundamental issue of the extent to which ma-
terialism could be adhered to as the basic ideology of the communist state. 
The other debate was whether research on supernatural power should be 
conducted inside national scientific research organizations and whether 
the research activities and results should be publicized in the mass media. 
This latter debate transformed into questions over the extent of scientists’ 
freedom of research and freedom of the press. Heated debates contin-
ued for four years until the Ministry of Propaganda approved guidelines 
that stipulated “no promoting,” “no criticizing” and “no encouraging” re-
search on supernatural power (Ministry of Propaganda 1982). Commonly 
referred to as the “Three No’s Policy” (sanbu zhengce), the guidelines were 
seen as a compromise between the two opposing views of supernatural 
power (Shen 2001).

With this compromise in place, supporters of supernatural-power re-
search, including such high-ranking officials as the celebrated military 
scientist Qian Xuesen and the famous general Zhang Zhenhuan, appealed 
to the head of the Ministry of Propaganda and the general secretary of 
the Party for the removal of all restrictions on research on supernatural 
power.9 Permission was granted to some researchers for small-scale activi-
ties. The Ministry of Propaganda also permitted the findings from this 
supernatural-power research to be disseminated among interested scien-
tists and researchers for review and discussion. However, other rules and 
regulations against such research remained in place and so supernatural-
power research, while tolerated, still lacked legal protection and clear pol-
icy support.

To enhance the status of the research as legitimate Qian sought to re-
inforce the links between supernatural power and qigong and Chinese 
traditional medicine. First, he advanced a new definition of qigong that 
maintained that it not only was efficacious in curing diseases and manag-
ing health but also gave people supernatural power. He broadly grouped 
qigong into two categories. One is extrasensory perception (ESP) as in 
the “ability to recognize words by ear” (erduo renzi). The other category, 
psychokinesis, involves, for example, the “ability to overcome the bar-
rier of space” (tupo kongjian zhang’ai). With a connection between qigong 
and supernatural power established by this new definition, Qian created 
a new category of science called human body science (renti kexue) that 
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integrated the three research fields—research on “supernatural power,” 
research on qigong, and research on Chinese traditional medicine (Qian 
1988). Around 1985, an expert Committee on Science of the Human Body 
(Renti kexue zhuanjia xiaozu) was set up under the direct control of the 
State Council, and subsequently two organizations were established: the 
China Academic Association on Science of the Human Body (Zhongguo 
renti kexue xuehui), under the supervision of the Commission of Science 
Technology and Industry for National Defense (Guofang kexue jishu gongye 
weiyuanhui); and the China Qigong Science Association (Zhongguo qigong 
kexue yanjiuhui), under the National Economic Restructure and Reform 
Commission (Guojia jingji tizhi gaige weiyuanhui).

Two aspects of the above description of the institutionalization of 
qigong in the realm of the state need to be emphasized. First, the creation 
of a human body science dissolved structural conflicts between supernat-
ural-power research and the state’s fundamental principle of materialism, 
thereby further legitimizing research on supernatural power within state 
organizations. Second, by bringing together qigong, Chinese traditional 
medicine, and supernatural-power research, human body science moved 
close to the space of popular culture by bringing myths of immortality 
and eternal soul widespread among the people into this new category of 
science. These myths then became part of the redefinition and reinterpre-
tation of qigong.

the institutionalization of qigong in society

Qigong’s institutionalization proceeded in both the state and society 
after 1979 when qigong research was first proposed to the central state 
authorities. Within the state, institutionalization proceeded in the tradi-
tional medical establishment through the creation of qigong research in-
stitutions, qigong clinics, and courses added to the curriculum of Chinese 
traditional medicine. However, due to its origins in body cultivation prac-
tices, qigong was constrained by a paucity of intellectual and human re-
sources and its institutionalization in the state was limited. Although new 
links developed between qigong activities in the state’s medical system and 
groups in society, these links were weak and so qigong’s institutionaliza-
tion in the state has few implications for the growth of qigong as a popular 
movement.

The institutionalization of qigong in society developed in qigong prac-
titioner groups and academic organizations. An example of the former 
is Guolin New Qigong (Guolin xinqigong), a practitioner group enjoying 
much national popularity in the early 1980s. Guolin New Qigong was 
formed by a professional artist, Guo Lin (1909–84), and got its start in 
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Beijing in the 1970s. Guo Lin was diagnosed with uterine cancer and op-
erated on several times. In the 1960s she started to seriously practice the 
body cultivation she had learned as a child from her grandfather, a Daoist 
priest (chujia daoshi). Based on this knowledge and her own practice, she 
formed the movements of her Guolin New Qigong and in 1970 began to 
teach it in Beijing’s Dongdan and Ditan parks to people suffering from 
various ailments (Guo 1980). Many were cured and they began to teach 
Guolin New Qigong to colleagues and relatives in their offices and home-
towns. The number of practitioners rose sharply and they spontaneously 
began to set up training classes and study groups in the public parks of 
many cities.

These training classes and study groups were the prototype of the 
qigong practitioner groups that emerged in the early 1980s. Organizers of 
those groups often were once very ill and then had been cured by qigong 
practice. Such groups have neither legal status nor official registration. 
Although groups appear regularly for qigong practice in specific parks, 
they are characterized by rapid membership turnover. In this way, qigong 
practice groups organize and develop swiftly, facilitating extensive connec-
tions among enthusiastic practitioners of various professions—Party mem-
bers, bureaucrats, soldiers, workers, and others. These practitioners and the 
groups they formed played a key role in disseminating qigong among pri-
vate individuals. An account of this found in Guo Lin’s essay (1983) “A 
Collection of Examples of New Qigong Therapy Cures” (Xin qigong liaofa 
zhiliao bingli xuanjie) is the case of an engineer called Huang Huaizhang 
from Xi’an who was diagnosed with breast cancer on a business trip to 
Beijing in 1975. After failing to recover following Western medical treat-
ment, she began to learn qigong practice directly from Guo Lin. Her ill-
ness soon stabilized and she returned to work in Xi’an in 1980 where the 
story of her recovery from cancer was published in the Xi’an Evening News 
(Xi’an wanbao). Many cancer patients began to beseech her to teach them 
Guolin New Qigong. She was permitted to organize Guolin New Qigong 
training classes in her factory and was assigned as the trainer. Over the next 
three years more than 1,500 people participated in a dozen training classes. 
Another example is Wan Niwen, a junior high school teacher in Chengdu, 
who was diagnosed with breast cancer. She started to practice Guolin New 
Qigong in 1979 and then returned to Chengdu to start a training class with 
the approval of Guo Lin. Over the next two years she trained more than 
seven hundred people. She then established a Guolin New Qigong study 
group (Chengdu xinqigong yanjiuzu) composed of practitioners with the ap-
proval of the Chengdu Institute of Chinese Traditional Medicine (Chengdu 
zhongyi xuehui), and with the cooperation of the Chengdu College of 
Traditional Medicine (Chengdu zhongyi xueyuan) and Sichuan Medical 
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College (Sichuan yixueyuan). This study group supported research on the 
use of qigong to treat gastritis and cancer.

Shortly thereafter, qigong researchers from universities and research in-
stitutes also quickly began to establish academic associations. Key were 
the Beijing Qigong Institute and the All-China Association of Chinese 
Medicine Qigong Science Research Institutes. These associations con-
nected doctors of traditional medicine, qigong practitioners, university re-
searchers of qigong, and government officials in nationwide networks. The 
members who are researchers conduct their qigong research in the orga-
nizations that employ them, including universities and research institutes, 
thereby expanding sites of qigong research within the state’s educational 
and research sectors. These associations developed rich links with high of-
ficials that gave qigong access to state resources to disseminate qigong in 
society. The composition of the second-term board members of the All-
China Association of Chinese Medicine Qigong Research Institutes in-
dicates these high level links: it included the former ministers of Public 
Security and Public Health, the director of the Institute of Research on 
Religion of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, the vice president 
of the National Navy Hospital, the vice-director of the National Sports 
Committee, and other high officials, as well as well-known scholars from 
the Party, government, and army. In addition to these high level links, 
associations also developed links with the aforementioned study groups 
and their qigong masters who became important collaborators in qigong 
research and were invited to universities and research institutes to partici-
pate in experiments. This greatly enhanced the social position and repu-
tation of the qigong masters and gave them access to new resources in the 
state to propagate their qigong far and wide in society.

The career of one local qigong master, Yan Xin (b. 1950) from Sichuan 
province, illustrates the link between local practitioner groups and the as-
sociations in the dissemination of qigong in society. Yan studied Chinese 
traditional medicine at the Chengdu College of Traditional Medicine from 
1973 to 1977 and started to work at the Chongqing Research Institute of 
Traditional Medicine (Chongqing zhongyi yanjiusuo) in 1981. He started us-
ing qigong therapy in his clinical practice and developed a reputation in 
the area as a qigong master. His reports on his activities in 1985 in the 
journal Qigong and Science (Qigong yu kexue) brought him to the attention 
of qigong researchers in Qinghua University (Qinghua daxue) who invited 
him to participate in experiments there. The results of the experiments 
were subsequently reported at length in the leading newspaper Guangming 
Daily (Guangming ribao). Yan became famous overnight. He was then en-
couraged by General Zhang Zhenhuan, chairman of the China Qigong 
Science Association, to travel around the country giving speeches on his 
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qigong practice in large stadiums and auditoriums and even to speak in 
Japan and the United States. This significantly enhanced his visibility and 
reputation and aided the rapid dissemination of his publications on his 
qigong training methods among the people.

These associations were very active and successful in promoting these 
new methods of qigong practice by documenting the training techniques 
of masters and then establishing practitioners’ groups to spread them. A 
closer look at the Beijing Qigong Institute (Beijing qigong yanjiuhui) illus-
trates this. It was set up jointly in 1979 by the Beijing Municipal Trade 
Union (Beijingshi zonggonghui) and Beijing Science and Technology 
Association (Beijingshi kexue jishu xiehui). In the following ten years, it 
started fifty-six qigong practitioner groups as its sub-branches all over the 
country and trained more than 10,000 qigong masters in China’s twenty-
eight provinces, autonomous regions, and centrally administered munici-
palities (Zhongguo qigong kexue 1994, 12: 2). In December 1980 it also orga-
nized the first national qigong training class (diyici quanguo qigong fudaozhan 
peixunban) in which 144 participants from all over China received training 
in the qigong technique of yiquan zhanzhuang gong at the Beijing Workers 
Stadium (Beijing gongren tiyuchang) (Zhongguo qigong kexue 1994, 12: 3). 
This training class also reveals an interest convergence at work among the 
various organizations and officials. The class was actually commissioned 
by the All-China Trade Union (Zhonghua quanguo zonggonghui), whose of-
ficials were on the board of the Beijing Qigong Institute. This enabled the 
Beijing Qigong Institute to have access to this public resource while the 
trade union received some of the profits taken in as management fees.10 In 
this manner, such qigong academic organizations as the Beijing Qigong 
Institute constituted a system that was highly organized and wide in scope 
and that used the media and training classes to disseminate qigong train-
ing methods nationally.

The associations also further rationalized qigong training methods. The 
qigong training methods that originated from Buddhism and Daoism were 
registered as the Qigong Research Team (Gong fa yanjiuzu) in the Beijing 
Qigong Institute. This Qigong Research Team contained such practitio-
ners’ groups as the Daoist group (dayan qigong), the Buddhist group (hui-
liangong), and Tibetan cabalistic group (mixiugong). Those qigong practi-
tioners’ groups and their masters taught qigong to people from all walks of 
life in parks, squares, private residential areas, and school sports grounds. 
Some practitioners’ groups even established offices and built comprehen-
sive organizational structures to quickly convey new methods of qigong 
practices to a wide range of people. The well-known Falungong group, 
with its extensive organizational structure, is one of the most prominent 
examples of this trend. Falungong was registered with the China Qigong 
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Science Association in 1992 and then developed into a huge qigong orga-
nization that claimed hundreds of millions of practitioners.

The crucial point in the foregoing discussion is that it was the qigong 
academic associations that provided administrative legitimacy for the ac-
tivities of the qigong practitioners’ groups. That this was possible stemmed 
from policies adopted in the 1970s that enabled private associations and 
organizations to emerge. Thanks to this policy, their scale and numbers 
increased dramatically in the 1980s. This, in turn, created an increasingly 
pressing policy issue for the state of how to position and regulate private 
groups and associations. However, until the 1998 “Regulatory Measure on 
Social Groups” (Shehui tuanti guanli tiaoli), the registration and supervision 
of private groups and associations was unclear and involved many differ-
ent government agencies—the Ministry of Civil Affairs (Minzhengbu), the 
Party’s Central Committee (Dang zhongyang weiyuanhui), various ministries 
and offices of the State Council, and the National Economic Restructure 
and Reform Commission. Furthermore, private groups and associations 
with good connections to a state agency could register with that agency 
and be supervised by the agency as an agency branch. Examples of this ar-
rangement are the Beijing Qigong Institute and China Qigong Science 
Association. Their members are mostly state officials who retired from 
ministries that managed the qigong organizations, with many having been 
responsible for managing them. In their efforts to spread qigong more rap-
idly these qigong associations created sub-branches that were registered 
with the parent organization, thereby offering them administrative le-
gitimacy as well as some management expertise and access to various re-
sources. Thus, even without explicit permission from the state, the reg-
istration of a qigong practitioners’ group with a qigong association was 
tantamount to a license to operate the group. This simple registration pro-
cedure enabled the wide spread of countless qigong practitioners’ groups 
throughout the country.

qigong’s return to orig inal sources

One of the most important characteristics of the qigong reemergence 
in the 1980s is its return to its Buddhist and Daoist origins. This has oc-
curred through two trends. One is the reorientation of the government’s 
religion policy from suppression to recognizing aspects of qigong as an 
expression of a country with an emerging market economy. The other 
trend is the shift in the development and documentation of new meth-
ods of qigong practices from a state monopoly to societal organizations. 
Although qigong’s newly acknowledged link to religion is explicitly rec-
ognized by both state and societal organizations, there are big differences 
in their interpretations.
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The first trend is seen in a new interpretation that religion is an im-
portant component of qigong. The state’s shifting religion policy from 
suppression to accommodation has been accompanied by a reevaluation 
of the history of religion. For example, the scholar Zhang Honglin of 
the Qigong Research Division of the Academy of Chinese Traditional 
Medicine (Zhongyi yanjiuyuan qigong yanjiushi) writes, “Qigong is an im-
portant part of China’s traditional medicine” and has a close historical rela-
tionship with Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, and martial arts (Zhang 
1996: 1). He also writes, “to be objective, parts of Buddhist doctrines and 
practice have had a profound influence on the development of qigong” 
(Zhang 1996: 214). This trend can also be seen in Qigong Study in Chinese 
Traditional Medicine (Zhongyi qigongxue), a textbook used in traditional 
medicine schools that categorizes qigong into six groups: medical qigong 
(yijia qigong), Confucianist qigong (rujia qigong), Daoist qigong (Daojiao 
qigong), Buddhist qigong (Fojia qigong), qigong martial arts (wushu qigong), 
and popular qigong (minjian qigong) (Song 1994). It is clear that historical 
religious influences are now fully recognized in the state’s qigong research 
sector and also considered part of the explanation of qigong in educational 
materials. In other words, the state now acknowledges religion as a critical 
element of qigong’s historical development and considers classic Buddhist 
and Daoist texts as part of its historical documentation.

The second trend is intertwined with the first but differs by not involv-
ing formal documents and classic texts but rather forms of practice that 
are more approachable to common people as so-called folk belief (minjian 
xinyang). As we have seen, the efforts to promote qigong practice meth-
ods and document them as “modern” and “scientific” shifted from the 
state in the 1950s to societal organizations in the 1980s. Qigong academic  
organizations and members of qigong practice groups took part in state-
sponsored qigong research activities in furthering its development. To 
prove qigong’s scientific character and popularize it, experienced qigong 
masters were needed. However, by the 1980s the masters who had been 
trained in the state qigong organs in the 1950s had either passed away or 
were frail and elderly. Therefore, the researchers turned to masters who 
were members of qigong practitioner groups and active in qigong aca-
demic organizations. Many of them had begun practicing body cultiva-
tion techniques on their own through Daoist and Buddhist training meth-
ods in the 1950s and even earlier. Unlike the professionally trained qigong 
masters active in the 1950s, these practitioners had not been visible either 
on the public stage or in the state medical establishment. Being outside the 
professional qigong organizations enabled them to escape the persecution 
experienced by the recognized qigong masters during the Sweeping-out 
Superstition movement in the early 1950s and the subsequent Crashing-
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down on Religion movement during the Cultural Revolution and to sim-
ply carry on in secret with their training. In the 1980s they participated 
in qigong practitioner groups where, due to their advanced techniques, 
they were recognized as qigong masters by many qigong research organi-
zations and qigong academic associations and became very active in pro-
moting qigong to the population at large. Examples of such masters are 
Tian Ruisheng, founder of xianggong, and Yan Xin, initiator of Yanxin 
qigong. They were the best-known qigong masters in the 1980s and re-
garded as indispensable talents of the China Qigong Science Association. 
Their qigong practice methods became increasingly popular.

In this manner, in the 1980s practitioners of Buddhist and Daoist train-
ing methods gradually attracted attention and came to be acknowledged 
as qigong masters. None of them had received any professional qigong 
training nor were they disciples of Buddhism or Daoism or members of 
groups affiliated with these religions. Instead they presented their own 
idiosyncratic methods and emphasized their efficaciousness. These new 
qigong masters did not seek to clarify the complex philosophic doctrines 
of Buddhism and Daoism but rather made highly original and colorful 
stories based on their own experiences of qigong practice to explain the 
origins of their methods. Some older masters represented themselves as 
successors of training methods long popular among the people. For ex-
ample, Ma Litang, the initiator of Ma Litang yangqigong, learned liuzi-
jue yangsheng fa, a training method, from Puzhao Laoren of the Beijing 
Confucian Group (Beijing kongjiaohui). After decades of practice, Ma de-
veloped a new method, called yangqigong, which was very popular in the 
1980s (Ma 1985). The stories of these masters on the origins and develop-
ment of their qigong training methods can be traced historically to some 
extent since they include actual historical figures, events, and records.

Other, mostly younger masters who had learned qigong in the early 
1980s represented themselves as the founders of new qigong methods. 
After several years of practice, they declared themselves the founder of 
one or another qigong training method and created many stories about it 
to embellish its “greatness” and “long history.” Such stories are often im-
possible to document historically. A prominent example is Li Hongzhi, 
a qigong master and leader of the Falungong qigong group. He regards 
his practice method as reflecting the core of Buddhism and Daoism and 
the true nature of human beings. In order to return to an original pure 
state, one needs to apply the key principles of Falungong—truth (zheng), 
thoughtfulness (shan), and tolerance (ren)—in one’s daily life (Li 1994). 
It is easy to see the links between this story and philosophy and many 
characteristics of folk belief—the idea of the unity of the three religions 
(sanjiao heyi), the connection of Buddhist and Daoist practices with daily 
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life, and the brevity of doctrines and rich use of popular imagery.11 In this 
manner, the qigong that came to be practiced widely in society recaptured 
a “religious” character that is very close to people’s daily life.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed how qigong, generally considered part of 
Chinese “traditional medicine” or part of its “traditional culture,” was ac-
tually a new concept that was created in the 1950s, and has been given dif-
ferent interpretations that have become institutionalized. In this process, 
the state has managed to impose it’s dominating ideology. The various key 
actors promoting qigong in different periods have had to reconcile it with 
such principles and doctrines held by the Party and Chinese state as mate-
rialism, scientism, and socialism. Therefore qigong, variously recognized 
by its promoters as a religious way of practice and as a supernatural power, 
had to be legitimized and justified with regard to the various state policies 
of each period, such as “sustain and modernize Chinese traditional medi-
cine through scientific approaches,” “learn from the Soviet Union,” and 
“promote Chinese style modernization,” so as to create a space for itself 
in the state as well as in society. The focus on the two different periods of 
the 1950s and after 1980s has illuminated the degree to which the above-
mentioned national policies have changed or not since the market reform 
and social opening up since the late 1970s, and how they have influenced 
the interpretation of qigong and its institutionalization.

The chapter’s intent has been to present a more complete picture of 
qigong in the state realm and popular society. In the realm of the state, 
qigong was institutionalized inside the national medical system from the 
1950s as a “national medical heritage” and “a component of Chinese tra-
ditional medicine.” This process emphasized searches among historical  
records and grounding in scientific interpretations to fit the state’s mod-
ernization policy. Both the policies of learning from the “Soviet model of 
modernization” in the 1950s and pursuing “Chinese style modernization” 
in the 1980s have exerted important influences over scientific interpreta-
tions of qigong in each period. Furthermore, qigong’s institutionalization 
came to be firmly positioned in the national medical system as a compo-
nent of Chinese traditional medicine and has been reproduced in the na-
tional medical education system. Since the 1980s, graduate programs in 
qigong leading to the master’s degree have been started in universities, 
further reproducing it in the state’s medical system.

It is also clear that institutionalization since the early 1980s has di-
versified qigong due to its popularization in society. For comprehend-
ing qigong, people are more concerned with qigong’s “effectiveness” 
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rather than its “scientific credibility.” In order words, the common peo-
ple demand neither the “scientific proof” nor the “modern” nature of 
qigong that the state does. Instead, they value qigong as an intuitively ap-
pealing experience that brings them health and happiness. They accept 
qigong masters’ religious interpretations of qigong that are excluded from 
the state realm but that broaden the societal base of qigong supporters. 
Additionally, with the indirect management by qigong academic associa-
tions from the early 1980s private qigong practice groups have enjoyed in-
creased autonomy in their activities. However, as this autonomy was only 
guaranteed by particularistic administrative understandings with specific 
agencies, it lacked a legal basis. Consequently, qigong groups were easily 
targeted for suppression and dismantling when the regulatory framework 
for societal groups was tightened in the late 1990s.

Finally, it must be emphasized that qigong’s reemergence since the 
early 1980s is not a transient phenomenon. On one hand, the state has 
continuously suppressed and reformed qigong groups since 1996 while, on 
the other hand, it has gradually strengthening its legal and administrative 
supervision of qigong activities in society. This helps legitimize qigong 
activities, enriching the soil for the growth of qigong groups all over the 
country that are acceptable to the state and the rejuvenation of qigong ac-
tivities among common people. Now in the new qigong practice methods 
and therapies that have recently been approved by the Qigong Division of 
the National Ministry of Sports (Guojia tiyu zongju) qigong is defined as 
a “sport”: it is easy to see qigong as playing an important role in promot-
ing the new state slogan of “healthy and wholesome.” Thus, more schol-
arly attention should be paid to the space being developed and secured by 
qigong with a strong religious element in the context of this new slogan 
and the state’s stance in coping with this development.

Notes

1. Exposing the cult-like nature of Falungong became both the main concern of 
academic research, especially in the social sciences, and an important aspect of the 
state’s suppression of Falungong.

2. Its launch date of March 17 commemorated a 1929 protest in Shanghai by 
doctors of Chinese traditional medicine against the policy to abolish Chinese tradi-
tional medicine in the Republic of China.

3. Two examples of translations of Okada Torajirō’s meditation are Meditation for 
Three Years ( Jingzuo sannian) translated by Hua Wenqi in 1916 and Okada-Style Medi-
tation Psychology (Gangtianshi jingzuo xinli) translated by Lei Tongqun in 1920. Har-
monization of Body and Mind (Shenxin tiaohefa), translated by Liu Renhang in 1916, is 
a translation that introduced Fujita Reisai’s meditation method. Jiang Weiqiao wrote 
the prefaces to all three books. 
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4. Attempts to relate bodily cultivation practice and modernity after 1949 were 
spearheaded by some of the same individuals active earlier. For example, Jiang be-
came advisor to the Shanghai Qigong Sanitarium (Shanghai qigong liaoyangsuo), which 
played a large role in propagating qigong in the 1950s, while Chen became president 
of the China Daoism Association (Zhongguo Daojiao xiehui), founded in 1957.

5. Ever since the Republican era, when China took its first steps in becoming a 
modern nation-state, there has been a heated debate among politicians, intellectuals, 
and medical workers as to whether to continue or end Chinese traditional medicine. 
Ralph Croizier (1968) has argued that although the debate was ostensibly about a 
medical issue, it reflected perceptions of modern China in terms of science, progress, 
modernity, the authority of tradition, and cultural nationalism. In this sense, the con-
tinuation of Chinese traditional medicine through its tolerance and even promotion 
in the People’s Republic of China is of great interest in understanding “modernity” 
as the Party and the new state conceive of it. 

6. However, the training program seldom offered licenses as a qigong master. 
Cheng Zhonglu received a license as a qigong Master (qigong yishi) from the Public 
Health Bureau of Tangshan (Tangshanshi weishengju) in October 1954, which was the 
first state-issued qigong license (Zhongguo qigong kexue 1996, 2: 28.) 

7. Those involved in propagating qigong were quite aware of this link. Accord-
ing to Chen Tao of the Shanghai Qigong Sanitarium: “Most qigong therapies in 
the 1950s came from religion” (Chen 1957: 48). He further claimed that “most of 
the practitioners had some religious connection with Buddhism or Daoism” (Chen 
1958: 50).

8. Huangdi neijing does not mention qigong but records a bodily cultivation 
called daoyin tuna, which is seen as very similar to the qigong therapy proposed by 
Liu Guizhen. Thus, the claim that qigong therapy has a history of more than two 
thousand years mainly lies in the similarity of bodily cultivation methods of the 
two. 

9. Qian Xuesen (b. 1911) studied at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
and the California Institute of Science and Engineering and received Ph.D. degrees 
in aviation and mathematics in 1939. After returning to China in 1955 he became a 
leader in developing science, technology, and national defense. He pioneered Chi-
nese research on rockets and missiles and wielded much influence, especially in the 
military. Following the market reforms in 1979 he took great interest in promoting 
research on “supernatural power.” Zhang Zhenhuan (1915–94) joined the revolu-
tionary movement in the 1930s and directed military actions. After 1949, he became 
a major general in the People’s Liberation Army and a member of the Commis-
sion of Science Technology and Industry for National Defense (Guofang kexue jishu 
gongye weiyuanhui). He organized China’s first test of a nuclear explosion. In the early 
1980s, he became interested in supernatural power and, with his old colleague Qian 
Xuesen, active in promoting qigong research. 

10. This shows how sponsorship by a state organ gives qigong promoters re-
sources controlled by the state while letting the state organ capitalize its public 
resources to generate income, an increasingly important task for local states in the 
market economy. A similar example is the opening ceremony of the “Qigong Work-
shop Series Contributing to the Upcoming Asian Sports Games” (Ying yayun zuo 
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gongxian qigong zhishi xilie jiangzuo) held by the Beijing Qigong Institute in the 
Capital Stadium in 1990. The vice-mayor of Beijing and other top officials made 
speeches at the ceremony. The workshops invited well-known qigong masters to 
give speeches to a large audience of about 100,000 people and then collected dona-
tions of RMB 110,000 for the upcoming Asian Sports Game in Beijing. It is clear 
that the Beijing Qigong Institute had access to state facilities and other resources 
due to a close relationship with state organizations. It brought together qigong mas-
ters and common people in various activities while providing the Beijing municipal 
government and its officials some extrabudgetary income.

11. Yang Fucheng has observed that many of the qigong practice methods since 
the 1980s bear some similarities to folk belief in their theories, doctrines, transmis-
sion forms, and associations with religions (Yang 1994).
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