Is Religion accepted in China and How is it Controlled?

Religion in China has evolved over many centuries with evidence dating as far back as the Neolithic period where activities have been found relating to the worship of the dead. As the centuries passed and various Dynasties came and went so did various religions rise, fall, and evolve with Confucianism, Daoism and Buddhism, being the three main ones to have survived in one form or another and have been instrumental in shaping much of China’s social and cultural values. But regionally too, rituals and practices, have over the centuries evolved, and survived till today. Confucianism remains one of the most influential philosophies in China, whilst Buddhism is the most widely practiced religion and Taoism was almost wiped out since the ban on religions in 1959 but is slowly returning in modern day China. This has not been helped by aa atheist communist government that does not wish to recognise religion. They want the population to be atheist too. As Overmyer (2003) noted “For many hundreds of years, the Chinese state in all its forms has assumed that it has the right and obligation to control every aspect of life, including religious beliefs and practices.” However, “Until the mid-20th century poor communications and weak local government administration hindered the application of this ideology of control” (Overmyer, 2003)
[bookmark: _Int_PEpGroCV][bookmark: _Int_VRbIuriB][bookmark: _Int_z9ddnGWj][bookmark: _Int_JVIufYJ2][bookmark: _Int_WoHu7jeZ]China’s attempt at controlling and stifling religious practices has not been successful. The methods of control have included the construction of re-education centres which are primarily to indoctrinate people into taking on atheistic beliefs. Children are only allowed to be educated by the state and in some areas, it is the law that they are not to be taught any religion by their parents. China has granted religious freedom to five religions, Buddhism, Taoism, Catholicism, Islam, and Protestantism but in reality, this is within the confines of their dictate and omits the majority of local Chinese traditions and practices. The plight of one particular minority group are the Uyghurs of Xinjiang who have occupied the province for around 1500 years. The Uyghurs are Muslim and originally came from neighbouring countries of the west such as Afghanistan and Pakistan. They were “once the masters of the famed Silk Road......with a cultural legacy that predates Genghis Khan.” (Mabry, 2015) But since 1949 they have been under China’s control and been reduced to minority status with their freedom eroded and little chance of retaining many of their social and cultural values. 
[bookmark: _Int_X6r3EIPd][bookmark: _Int_q7VaPDEf]It is hard to imagine life in a country which is governed by authoritarianism with the lack of freedom of choice and movement. The United Kingdom for example enjoys such freedoms. It is unimaginable to be dictated to about the education a person should have or the beliefs they must hold. To be restrained for unknown reasons and violating a person's rights is unfathomable. Yet China is ruled in this way and being a country with a strict regime makes it exceedingly difficult for foreign journalists or aid to gain access to get a clear idea of what is actually happening within minority communities. Only a few years gone there were reports of the Uyghurs being targeted even further by banning the men from having beards and the women from wearing veils. Economically, the Han are given the better jobs and although there are Uyghur speaking primary and secondary schools there is no benefit since further education is taught in Chinese and getting a well paid job requires Chinese speaking employees. Chinese attempts to assimilate minorities into the Chinese governments vision of creating a unified culture is proving too difficult. 
[bookmark: _Int_ARv3nnEs]The fact is back in 1982, “the Communist Party pledged to allow what it thought would be a small-scale practice of religion under government supervision. But the faithful have expanded far beyond the Party’s expectations” (The Economist, The Christian Science Monitor, 2017). This was unexpected which has seen the Chinese trying to bring the population back in line with their nation state policies. As stated above the re-education centres and destruction of the less favourable religions. It is evident that China is finding it difficult to accept religion in a country whose ideology is atheism and the desire for the people to follow the state. The strength of faith among the various religious practices depicts that. A look again at the Uyghurs, a people who are indigenous to their region and having practiced Islam for hundreds of years are not willing to give up their religion and their customs to adopt an alien philosophy. Since within their culture, their religion holds many customs such as the men growing their beards and women wearing veils, then there is the rituals and the social customs linked to religion, the prayers. To give these up would surely mean giving up identity.
[bookmark: _Int_r3RfbXS4]It does not seem possible that China will succeed in achieving its aim of having a nation state. The Chinese people whether indigenous or otherwise have customs and traditions that extend far into the past and it has been evident that, as events have unfolded over the years, the Chinese are not giving up their traditions easily. The Uyghurs have solidly defended their right to their religion even under the threat to detention, birth control, high surveillance, and other untold harsh treatments. Having freedom of choice is something that is taken for granted here in the United Kingdom. All religions are allowed and accepted. There is respect for another's beliefs and practices. This was not the case many years ago but has evolved to a better understanding of human rights right across the board and not saved for a select few. Hard as it is to envisage a life with the restrictions the Uyghurs face every day there seem very little an outsider can do but watch helplessly and hope that China will change their views over time because religion, in all its various guises, is here to stay.
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