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Gender dimension of religious revival in post-Mao (post 1976) China


In the years following the end of the Mao Zedong-era, the Chinese policy towards religious activities shifted from suppression, avoidance, and opposition to adaptation of religion into the socialism of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) with political key words such as positive guidance and adaptivity of religion[footnoteRef:1]. Buddhism, Christianity, and the self-enhancing activities related to Daoism flourished especially in the 1980s and 1990s in what is seen as the religious revival in China. This revival boomed until the popularity of certain sects, the charismatic style of some religious leaders and concern over increased influence on domestic religious affairs from abroad, led the government to increase the monitoring of religious activities and enforce restrictions and control. During the religiously, and economically, booming years, resources poured into the reconstruction of temples and establishment of charitable organisations. Religious organisations and groups began to fill the voids in the changing social support structure of a society changing from communism to a new socialist market economy model, and since 2012 preferential tax treatment and government subsidies have been given to the state-approved religious sectors undertakings of charities.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Xinping Zhuo, Religious Faith of the Chinese, p. 251.]  [2:  Ibid. p. 253.] 


This paper will look at the gender dimension, more specifically certain angles to the role of women, in this religious revival.  When researching religion and gender, two broad categories in themselves, one encounters a “double blindness” situation where two categories are generally researched separately however less frequent as a relationship between the two.[footnoteRef:3] Before proceeding to look at the religious revival, it’s worth considering the situation of women in the Chinese society. Historically, China can be characterised as a patriarchal society. Highly based on the Confucian value system of filial piety. During the great leap in 1958, communes were created, and new social roles and social construction led, at least in theory, to new opportunities for women and more equal rights. However, in the communes each person would earn work points according to work tasks. Younger women were made to work outside their homes and were put to work in the fields performing task which were considered lighter than that of the men, and since the elder women looked after the children which was also a lighter task, women did not earn as many work points as men[footnoteRef:4]. With the Post-Mao de-communization, autonomy was given back to the rural household, resulting in a dual burden on women as the domestic tasks were moved from the commune back to the women.[footnoteRef:5] Often leaving rural women with limited sources of income. This has led many, with encouragement from the state, to start engaging in domestic side-line production of small-scale production of handicrafts, weaving, embroidery, and food products, and this has slowly become a major source of income for rural women.[footnoteRef:6] The dual role of women is largely seen as an added inhibiting factor for the participation in local leadership and politics. Also, overall higher priority was placed on class struggle rather than gender struggle during the revolutionary years, and post-revolution higher priority was placed on modernization rather on the women’s liberation.[footnoteRef:7] Although the post-Mao political changes of land reforms and marriage laws gave more rights to women, the Chinese society was and still is dominated by patriarchal society norms. Land distributed to women is often controlled by the husband or father, and there continues to be a reliance on filial piety and on the traditional family support systems in raising children, looking after the sick and the old. In this way the patriarchal system persists both at government and household level. In some ways, the patriarchal relations have strengthened post-Mao and in the socialist market economy and “get rich is glorious culture” as it leaves many women in a vulnerable exploitable place. There have also been some very positive changes for women such as the fact that the literary rate among women in China has increased from 51% in 1984 to 95% in 2018.[footnoteRef:8] [3:  Jinhua Jia, Xiaofei Kang and Ping Yao, Gendering Chinese Religion, p. 1.]  [4:  Kellee S Tsai, Women and the State in Post-1949 Rural China, p. 504.]  [5:  Ibid. p. 508.]  [6:  Ibid. p. 509.]  [7:  Ibid. p. 517.]  [8:  https://www.statista.com/statistics/271336/literacy-in-china] 


There are currently five official religions in the PRC: Buddhism, Daoism, Catholicism, Protestantism, and Islam. The government under President Xi Jinping is showing interest in adding Confucianism to this list as they see it as being “the cultural soil that nourishes the Chinese people”[footnoteRef:9] as harmonising with the other religions and as promoting respect for authority. However, at this point and in this paper, Confucianism will be included as an underlying guiding and ideological principle of conduct rather than a religion. The role of women in Islam in the PRC will not be further explored here, as Islam in China is highly related to ethnicity (Uighur, Kazakh and Mongolian) and is less likely to attract modern day religious seekers and converts. [9:  The Economist: How did Confucianism win back the Chinese Communist Party?] 


While exploring further the role of women in religion in post-Mao China, it is worth having two approaches to gender and sexuality in Chinese religious in mind: sociological and symbolic. The sociological approach explores religion in practice; the inspiration for and regulation of social organisations; division of labour in religious activities and religious source of morality, religious leadership, and religious movement. While the symbolic approach explores the symbolism of rituals, deities, and myths as well as gender ideologies of different religious traditions.[footnoteRef:10] And also noting that the feminine should not be equated with woman, it encompasses a broader sense of aspect of the cosmos. As for female deities in China, as a contrast to male deities, these represent the symbolic values of not favouring the wealthy and influential over the poor, insiders over outsiders or men over women.[footnoteRef:11] Female deities in China are symbols of ultimate wholeness of the total community and are mothers not wives.  [10:  Julia Huang, Gender and Sexuality, p. 4.]  [11:  Ibid. p. 5.] 



Christianity in China has been seen and remains seen as a religion imported from the west. It is partly for this reason that Christianity, compared to the other religions, has been faced with most government control and has a history of periodically being practised underground in China. 

Catholicism is said to have been present in some form in China as far back as the Tang Dynasty (7th A.D) and has during this time fallen in and out of favour. In 1724, Christianity was forbidden by the emperor Kang Xi, when the inflow of scientific knowledge and ideas combined with high acceptance of local customs of the Jesuit missionaries were changed to more conservation and imposing interpretations in debates with the Dominicans. Even with the restrictions, Christianity continued to be practised in secrecy and without clergy which means that Catholic sisterhoods in China have a tradition of being able to operate with substantial autonomy and authority.

These sisterhoods have a long history dating back several centuries with Catholicism being especially deep-rooted in some Chinese regions from the time of Matteo Ricci. The sisterhoods included Catholic consecrated virgins (beatas) “tong zhen”, who made private vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience, continued to live with their family and within the local society, while taking care of places of worship, organising religious education of women, delivering baptism, and visiting and praying for the sick people.[footnoteRef:12] Many places the practice of tong zhen was discouraged in the attempt to make women join more controlled religious congregations. The practice of sisterhoods is still present in China, and these have provided a way to escape arranged marriages, fulfil vows of chastity, and engage in leadership normally unavailable to women. By converting to Christianity, Chinese women engaged in changing Christianity from a foreign religion to a local religion, and projected a promotion of women’s education, gender equality and women’s roles in public places.  [12:  Michel Chambon, Chinese Catholic Nuns and the organization of Religious Life in Contemporary China, p. 3.] 


During the Mao years, all convents were closed, and the sisters were ordered to return to their villages. Some married while others left China for Hongkong, Macau, Taiwan, or other countries. After 1979, many sisters who had left China returned.[footnoteRef:13]  The government started allowing the congregations to recover and build on land which they had held prior to the cultural revolution. Although the country began to open to religious activities, the one-child-policy initiated in the late 1970s led many parents to discourage their daughters from embracing religious life making it an even greater decision to join sisterhoods.[footnoteRef:14] The sisters were not allowed to be involved in educational activities and although they were allowed to serve as medical doctors, nurses, most of the sisters lacked the education for these activities. Instead, the focus became that of pastoral care. Unlike many other places in the world, Chinese congregations do not impose strict community life on each other. Many members live alone, or with other nuns in a parish[footnoteRef:15]. While the sisters may have low status and be under some discrimination due to lack of education, they fulfil a very important role in the Chinese state outsourcing of social welfare and are less restricted in this than the priest who are obliged to spend much time in matters of administration such as meetings and training with state officials. There are also many catholic congregations operating in the China’s religious grey market. In 2015 there were approx. 4570 catholic nuns for a catholic population of between 8 and 10 mill In China. 3170 belonged to 87 registered congregations, 1400 belong to 37 unregistered.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Beatrice Leung and Patricia Wittberg, Catholic Religious orders of Women in China, p. 73.]  [14:  Michel Chambon, Chinese Catholic Nuns and the Organization of Religious Life in Contemporary China, p. 7.]  [15:  Ibid. p. 12.]  [16:  Ibid. p. 1.] 
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With China’s growing commercialism “to get rich is glorious”, Chinese women increasingly started preferring femininity “nuxing” to previous status as Maoist revolutionary youth “qingnian funu”[footnoteRef:17] This meant that convents became more likely to attract women who were not able to join in the new cultural standards of “nuxing” and materialism, such as women from poor often rural backgrounds seeking personal development and an increase in social status.[footnoteRef:18] Some of these women join wishing to increase their chances for a higher education and some to distance themselves from the growing consumerism in China. The convents have also attracted women wishing to transfer their personal registration “hukou” from a village to an urban registration, who then chose to leave the convent when their registration has been changes.  [17:  Beatrice Leung and Patricia Wittberg, Catholic Religious orders of Women in China, p. 71.]  [18:  Ibid. p. 73.] 



Protestantism arrived in China in the early nineteenth century with a slow growth up through the century. Today Protestantism is considered to be the fastest-growing faith in China with about 38m followers in 2020 (about 3% of the population) compared to 22m in 2010.[footnoteRef:19] However, it is assumed that the true number is much higher as many follows unregistered underground churches.  [19:  The Economist, Protestant Christianity is booming in China.] 


During the re-opening of protestant churches in the late 1970s, most were opened in the cities where the followers are mostly young academics and the educated middle class. However, the greatest growth of protestant Christianity during the 1980s and 90s took place in the countryside. Christianity had secretly been practised by some, mainly women, during the cultural revolution, which meant that it was mainly women who sparked the growth in the Protestant Church in the 1980s and 90s. These women were often elderly women who took charge as preachers and leaders of bible study groups, prayer meetings and choirs.[footnoteRef:20] There was an empowering effect on these women, both in terms of new leadership roles, increased literacy and sense of community belonging. Julia Huang states that in China there are 2 schools of thought. The first is that women don’t have so much power in social world, so they look for it in religion. This is a compensation/reward thought. The second thought is that women are exercising power in religion which they don’t have in the social world. In the society, it is for example looked down upon if a woman appears more powerful than her husband. So, in the female dominated religious groups, this concern is of less importance than in the world of business. This does not mean that many women hold powerful positions at the leadership level in the protestant church, as only about one third of official pastors are women, while women make up about half of theological students[footnoteRef:21]. There is also clear dominance of men in the China Christian Council (CCC). Within the protestant church the term “Martha” or “Sister Martha” has become synonym for the devout woman believer. Many of these participate in religious practices through their congregational activities that can resemble traditional Chinese folk religious practices such as healing prayers and prayers on behalf of others and appear slightly doubtful from a conservative Christian point of view[footnoteRef:22] Freedom of religion is protected in the Chinese constitution however proselytizing is forbidden, and the RAB (Religious Affairs Bureau) conducts inspections to control this. However, groups of Christians have found ways to get around this by spreading Christian messages in traditional style folk performances in town and neighbourhoods. [20:  Katrin Fiedler, Invisible and Invincible: Changing Female Roles in the Chinese Protestant Church and Their Perceptions, p. 2.]  [21:  Ibid. p. 3.]  [22:  Ibid. p. 4.] 


Interestingly, there is a growing following of New Calvinism in China, which especially attracts highly educated rational thinkers and young well-educated women who choose to join a religious congregation where they are not equal to men. The New Calvinism appears to be part of a re-traditionalization of the Chinese society, where the thinking is in line with Confucian philosophy on roles of women and men. So even though conversion to and the following of Protestantism continues to liberate and empower many Chinese women, the conservation female roles and theology are gaining ground. 



Buddhism has the second largest following in China just after Folk religion. Buddhism, Taoism, and Folk religion often overlap in practices due to co-existence and blending of ideas over 2000 years. Most Chinese Buddhists follow Mahayana Pure Land Buddhism which is based on devotion to Amitabha or Amida Buddha, the celestial Buddha. Amitabha is said to be based on a monk called Dharmakara rather than the traditional Buddha (Siddhartha). Devotion is expressed through prayers and chanting, whereby one is assured a place in the Pure Land (heaven). This expression of devotion determines one’s access to heaven rather than one’s own action on earth. The other line of Mahayana Buddhism in China is Chan or Zen Buddhism. Zen Buddhism leans closer to the original teachings of the Buddha in which there is no promise of Heaven. Instead, practices, especially meditation, are means to alleviating suffering which stems from desires. One’s true nature is “nothingness”. 

The deity Guanyin (Avalokitesvara in India) is highly worshipped in China and has interestingly undergone a change of being male in India to being female in China. Historically, there has been cultural and doctrinal bias against women in Buddhism as in most other religions. However, Buddhism is also a religion which has provided ground for women to gain authority and ideological substance in China, standing up to the Confucian norms of patriarchy. An example of this is the Empress Wu Tse -t’ien, who used Buddhism and the distribution of the Big Cloud Sutra to retain ruling power. Throughout time, Buddhist women have been very involved as nuns, Buddhist vegetarian sisterhoods and as supporters and singers of sutra in the Buddhist communities (Sanghas).

According to Sun Yanfei, there are 3 major types of actors[footnoteRef:23] in post-Mao Chinese Buddhism[footnoteRef:24]. [23:  These can also be categorised as red, grey and black religious actors]  [24:  Sun Yanfei, The Chinese Buddhist Ecology in Post-Mao China, p. 499.] 

1. State recognised Buddhist temples and institutions (the majority are in this group)
2. Buddhist groups with precarious relationships with the State (for example following teachers from outside of China such as Tzu Chi and Master Jing Kung. As well as groups that follow Theravada and Tibetan Buddhism).
3. Religious groups located on the fringe of or outside institutional Buddhism (either mixed with popular religion, self-appointed nuns or monks or religious sects with a Buddhist tinge)

The number of state-recognised Buddhist temples has grown rapidly since the 1980s. In 2008 there were around 15000 temples, and the number has continued to increase. The local governments have supported this increase as it provides income from religious tourism, and Buddhist donations supports the social welfare for the community. It is not only the local governments that have benefitted financially, but there has also been a great growth in earnings for the temples, sometimes leading to a decline in public opinion and morale standing. 

The second group’s activities in PRC are highly dependent on the positions in state policy, as non-Chinese are not allowed to engage in religious activities in China. However, even though the monitoring of religious activities has increased, the government see benefits in having these present in China as they bring in foreign capital, and the organisations, based in Taiwan, create a link to the state-desired future re-unification. 

One of the major players in this group is the Tzu Chi (Ciji) organization, led by the Buddhist nun and Dharma Master (biquini zhuan) Cheng Yen[footnoteRef:25] also called the “Mother Teresa of Asia”. Tzu Chi was founded 55 years ago in Taiwan as a small grassroot charitable women’s group with less than 40 members. Today it has around 10 million members. It is a charismatic and compassionately led organisation where most of the devotees are female who share the charisma (the gift of grace) and love for the venerable Cheng Yen.[footnoteRef:26]. These women are devotees through action not through the reciting of sutra, meditation, or charismatic healing. The emphasis is on the contributions to social welfare and other humanitarian missions as a path towards becoming a bodhisattva. The Tzu Chi organisation have provided assistance in emergencies in many places in the world. There are stories of Cheng Yin’s filial piety in praying to Guanyin for the recovery of her mother, promising to give up 12 years of her life and become a vegetarian for the recovery. The act, she said, was of filial piety not religious devotion.[footnoteRef:27] She saw Buddhism as a way to contribute to society which cannot be achieved inside the household and that Buddhist filial piety should be seen as an alternative to marriage and not as in Confucianism as a supplement to marriage and has been an inspiration for many women. [25:  Her birth name is Wang Jinyun]  [26:  Julia Huang, Gendered Charisma in the Buddhist Tzu Chi (ciji) Movement, p.30]  [27:  Ibid. p. 34.] 


In the group of type 3 temples, one finds a large number of community temples in rural China founded and managed by laypeople often elder rural women. Since there is no clergy, these temples can be Buddhist or folk religious or even a mixture. The temples operate outside the State and regional religious registrations under the RAB. The official offices have an ambivalent attitude towards the revival of these temples as they consider them to have association with superstition while at the same time playing a part in the preservation of Chinese cultural traditions. The ambivalence also goes for the women running these temples as they are seen both as illiterate and backward, as well as an important link to pre-communist Chinese traditions.[footnoteRef:28] These temples have sprung up partly as a response to the post-Mao collapse of the state sponsored public health system with the state turning to the Confucian traditions of filial piety, duties, and sacrifices of young to look after the elder. But with increased emigration, changing society and economic competitiveness, the traditional values are pressured, and many elderly people are left with limited support and find support in each other and the deities. Some places in China, such as in Songpan, local traditions dictate that husbands and wives are not to be seen together in public, so while the elder men are in tea houses, the elder women are in the temples. And because many working men and women are too busy to go to the temple, they ask their mother and mothers-in-law go on their behalf. Since many of the elder women are illiterate, men are called upon for the reading and writing of scriptures at the temple at special occasions. However, even during these occasions, the women will retain sovereignty of the temple by providing all cooking of special vegetarian meals in temples during festivals, and hereby gain religious merit[footnoteRef:29].  Interestingly, the women running these temples often make attempt to legitimise their temples by doing the right social actions such hanging up government slogans in the temple and assisting where needed. [28:  Xiaofei Kang, Rural women, old age and temple work, p. 2.]  [29:  Xiaofei Kang, Rural women, old age and temple work. p. 8.] 


As mentioned earlier many of these temples take from both Buddhism, Daoism, and traditional folk religion. Daoism is ingenious to China and a mixture of a philosophy of intellectual and spiritual harmony with nature, and a popular often rural form of religion with worship of ancestors, deities and spirits which dwell in rocks, trees, rivers, mountains. Daoism does not have a formal theology and therefore tends not to be controlled top down instead there is a philosophical foundation, the Daodejing, which includes health practices, rituals, talismans and reception of spiritual messages and writings.  The most important feminine deities worshiped in Daoism are Queen Mother of the West, Mazu, Goddess Taishan and Lady Linshui. These are non-territorial deities as opposed to the territorial and hierarchical male deities such as the Jade Emperor, local gods, and house gods. Many Daoist rituals are performed by men, while women act as caretakers of temples, providing offerings to ancestors and deities, and practicing worship in the homes.  Daoism is well-known for the concept of yin and yang. Yin being the feminine while yang is the masculine. However, there is an important difference between women and femaleness or femininity. Many sections of the Daodejing challenges the patriarchal societal structure of masculine strength, achievements, and power. This and the positive valuation of yin in Daoist texts does not fully carry over to actual women. The feminine qualities of modesty, nurturing and caring are strong values among the Daoist for women using the metaphor of water.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Li Xin: Daoism and Feminism. p. 74.] 


Within Daoism, there is a tradition of self-cultivation, Neidan, and within this a practice of female alchemy, Nüdan[footnoteRef:31]. In Nudän, a woman’s quest for immortality is achieved through physical and mental transformation. Transformation is brought about through practices of breathing exercise, internal visualizations, self-massage, mental concentration, and the suppression of emotions. This is mostly done at home and represented a transfer of spiritual practice from the public to the private sphere during Qing. The three main stages of nüdan are transforming blood (xue) into qi, transforming qi into spirit (shen) and transforming spirit into vacuity (xuwu).[footnoteRef:32] So transforming blood in order to reach immortality, not as in Chinese medicine to achieve a good flow and increase the fertility and health of the woman. In this transformation the aim is for the female body to become more like the male body that is to produce a pure yang, not a pure yin in the case of women. Nüdan is very much linked to healing. Healing skills which in many places in time have led to the empowerment of women. The healing aspect is one of the reasons why the tradition stayed alive through Mao-time and up into today’s world. There was significant revival of interest in Nüdan in the 1980s and 1990s with the republishing of texts often used for medical self-help, Qigong and medicine. Texts aimed at Qigong changed the name from nüdan to nüzi liangong (practice for women) in order to downplay the Daoist religiosity and allow for a broader interest group. Qigong is essentially a type of body technology allowing qi to enter the body from the infinite spiritual resource and convert this to physical energy. The popularity of Qigong grew immensely throughout the 80s and 90s, reaching around 200 million practitioners in the mid 90s. The government supported these interests as a way of keeping the population healthy. However, with the crackdown of the Falun Gong, who were seen as an evil cult (xiejiao) movement, there was an increased scepticism towards the practice. Qigong was and continues to be very popular among middle age and elder women in China who find it a way to keep their bodies fit and an opportunity to meet up in social groups outside the home in parks and other public places. Middle aged and elder women, who in many ways have been seen as holding back on modernisation in China, have played a very important role in reviving religious knowledge and sustaining local religion and ritual folk practices post-Mao. These practices range from religious devotion and rituals to the less regarded fields of spirit mediumship, geomancy, and calendrical guidance.  [31:  Much of the writing on these done through spirit writing.]  [32:  Elena Valussi: Female alchemy and Paratext, p. 158.] 


It is clear that women have fuelled the religious revival in China post-Mao and in many cases have been instrumental in keeping religious practices alive during the Mao-era. Some have found a religious based piety and sought new ways of being in and contributing to a society in which there are new needs and voids in social welfare. These ways may be triggered by desires to break free of family bonds and expectations but also a desire to contribute outside the household. The charismatic leadership under which the elder women grew up with during the Mao-era may also have led to a new seeking of charismatic leadership, as is seen with Tzu Chi, Master Jing Kong and Falun Gong. Women are also seeking new ways to create a sense of social belonging in a fast-moving market economy with great focus on consumerism and status. Younger women are often driven towards religion to find a base in which to reflect and self-determine their roles in society. Some choosing sisterhoods and some choosing conservative value-based family structures.
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