Is the concept of ‘religion’ the same, and of significant importance in China as it is in the West?
Religion can be defined as “a personal set or institutionalised system of religious attitudes, beliefs, and practices.” In other words, it is understood as a “commitment or devotion to a religious faith” (Merriam-Webster, 2022). This essay will explore the purpose and significance of religion in China, while considering the possible similarities or differences in comparison to the West. Firstly, it is important to understand people offer many definitions of the concept of ‘religion’, “without much knowledge of the wide range of religious phenomena and the many different cultural manifestations of religion” (Philip A. Pecorino , 2001). Paul Griffiths suggests that “the academic study of religion…has no coherent or widely shared understanding of its central topic” (Kevin Schilbrak, 2022). Therefore, “in a multi-ethnic and philosophically diverse global culture”, unsurprisingly religion is experiencing profound “changes in its meanings and definitions” (The Indira Gandhi National Open University, 2022).
To fulfil the question, it is essential to introduce some background of religion in China. Traditional religion in China is polytheistic where “deities are worshipped in a pantheistic view where divinity is inherent in the world” (Lü Daji and Gong Xuezeng, 2014, p. 71). Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism are “the three main philosophies and religions of ancient China, which have individually and collectively influenced ancient and modern Chinese society” (National Geographic Society, 2022). Although, as China is a multi-religious country, Islam, Protestantism, and Catholicism have equally “developed into culture-shaping communities throughout Chinese history” (Fercility Jiang, 2021). However, it is important to draw attention to the fact that “China has the world's greatest irreligious population” (Rick Noack, 2015), with “the Chinese government and the ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) officially being atheist” (David Briggs, 2011). 
Contrary to Chinese religion primarily seeking to find enlightenment by looking within themselves, religion in the West is viewed as monotheistic, with the religions of Christianity, Islam and Judaism referring to the belief in one God. The particular Western tradition is to “obey God and form a loving relationship with God”. Eastern traditions see “the ultimate as something transpersonal”, to be aware and unified. Therefore, “while in Western thought the divine is a person, in Eastern thought, every person is ultimately divine”, celebrating self and “a reality that goes beyond our world” (Sanskriti Magazine, 2022). “Eastern religions offer the physical, mental, and spiritual tools to enable a person to live life more fully and deeply within one’s truest self” (Sanskriti Magazine, 2022). On the other hand, “Western religions depend upon historical events to give significance to their most precious beliefs” (Sanskriti Magazine, 2022). Therefore, it is through those historical events, such as The Crucifixion, that God would educate, redeem or punish. This idea is totally “absent from Eastern philosophy” (Sanskriti Magazine, 2022). Another differential aspect within religion in China compared to the West is that the “lines tend to blur between religion and philosophy”, meaning “all branches of knowledge are seen as aspects of one truth”. This is different to the West who have a tendency “to think in terms of categorisation, definitions, and labels” (Sanskriti Magazine, 2022). 
Ian Johnson highlights the importance of religion in China through stating, “we can’t understand China without understanding religion in China” (Peter Franklin, 2018). “The factory of the world” is one example of how people recognise China, however, they see this as an insult because, to them, they “have a lot of culture and values to contribute to world civilisation” (Peter Franklin, 2018). Moreover, unique Buddhist ideas influenced various degrees of Chinese society, “where monks from Central and South Asia translated Buddhist texts into Chinese, and rulers in China began using the doctrine for political goals”. (Naomi Standen, 2012, p. 40).
However, this is weakened because “in 845 CE, the Tang emperor Wuzong launched a brutal assault on Buddhism and ‘foreign’ religions in China” (Naomi Standen, 2012, p. 40). A Japanese Monk called Ennin visited Tang China and declared that “more than 4,600 Buddhist monasteries were destroyed; land and other property belonging to Buddhist monasteries were confiscated; and 260,500 monks and nuns were defrocked, with the remaining monks and nuns all placed under the control of a government bureau” (Naomi Standen, 2012, p. 40). “This was a ‘pivotal’ event in the history of Chinese Buddhism” that according to Kenneth Ch’en was “the end of the apogee and the beginning of the decline of religion” (Naomi Standen, 2012, p. 40). 
Furthermore, Ch’en highlights that the “decline of Chinese Buddhism resulted from the ‘moral degeneration’ of the monastic community, the rise of neo-Confucianism, and the decline of Buddhism in India”. (Naomi Standen, 2012, pp. 40-41). He claims that no Buddhist monks surfaced following the persecution of 845, no key Buddhist texts were translated, meaning it was unnecessary for schools of Buddhist thought to be formed. In addition, as the Cultural Revolution concluded (1966 – 1976), majority, if not all, “places of worship in China had been either destroyed, closed or repurposed” to ensure “there was no functioning temple, church or mosque in all of China” (Peter Franklin, 2018). As a result, this exposes religion to be of very little significance in China. 
On the other hand, it is important to highlight that as the West is primarily focussed upon the belief in one God, it is astounding to identify that in “atheist, communist, China” there are estimations of “Christians being above 100 million, with China on track to have the largest number of Christians in the world by 2030” (Barry Dunning, 2018). This emphasising the possibility that due to the rise in religious beliefs, religion itself is viewed as being more sacred and a part of one’s identity in China. Nevertheless, even though the belief in Christianity is rising in China, most people in Western Europe “still identify as Christian” and believe it is important to keep “religion separate from government policies”, something that China have failed to do. (Neha Sahgal, 2018). 
To conclude, unquestionably this essay has evaluated a subject matter at the centre of every person’s purpose in life. It is important to acknowledge that the concept of ‘religion’ is not the same in China as it is in the West, primarily because religion in China focusses on “one’s truest self” where “every person is divine”, while the West emphasise the importance of obeying God. Evidently, there is no final argument regarding the importance of religion, as this is hugely dependent on one’s opinion and personal belief. However, from the information evaluated, China have been through periods where religion has dominated and been submissive. 
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