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    PREFACE   

  This book has taken about a decade to complete from its 
initial conception to its current form. I began to conduct 
systematic empirical research on religion in China in 2000. 
The original plan was focusing on Christian ethics in the 
market transition, a project that draws theoretical reference 
from Max Weber,   1    one of the founding fathers of sociology. 
If the Protestant ethic, as Weber argues, was conducive to the 
emergence of modern capitalism in the West, would there be 
some Chinese Protestant ethic, and would it be conducive to 
the transition toward a market economy in China? However, 
during the process of collecting fi eldwork and interview data 
in eight cities throughout China, I was frequently puzzled by 
various religious phenomena burning for understanding and 
explanation. To sum it up in one large question: How could 
religion survive and revive in China under Communist rule? 
Without answering this prime question fi rst, I felt it impos-
sible to move further to examine religion as a causal factor or 
an independent variable in the process of social change 
within contemporary China. 
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    T H E  P R E P A R A T I O N   

 To tackle this basic question about religion in China is not an 
easy undertaking for a person like myself, who was born and 
raised in China when religion was very much absent from the 
schools and the larger society. At school, if there was anything 
we learned about religion, it was that religion was the opium 
of the people; only the oppressed and the weak would resort 
to superstitious religious beliefs. In the rural community in 
northern China where I grew up, religion was not part of 
village life. The only remotely religious things in my childhood 
that I can now recall are a few ghost stories told by the old vil-
lagers during long, dark, and boring nights and an occasion 
of Daoist ritualists performing at a funeral. Upon hearing 
such stories or seeing such rituals, people, at least my peers, 
would simply laugh them off. We were taught at school that 
we must establish a scientifi c outlook on life ( jianli kexue de 
rensheng guan ); it was believed that only science and tech-
nology and Mao Zedong Thought would make society 
progress toward the future beautiful Communist Society. 

 My personal experience of growing up in China is not an 
exception. An American visitor observed during his trip to 
China in 1972: “During our visit we saw almost no evidence 
of surviving religious practice. . . . We saw no functioning 
Buddhist temples. Some of those we visited had been con-
verted to use as tea houses, hostels or assembly halls; others 
were maintained as museums. . . . Some Chinese with whom 
we talked were curious about religion. They were amazed to 
learn that educated persons in the West continue to believe 
and practice religion. For them, they said, the study of 
scientifi c materialism had exposed the logical fallacies and 
absurdities of religion.”   2
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 From kindergarten to college, the absence of religion in 
school lasted well into the 1980s. Many years after that, reli-
gion was still absent in most communities, even though, 
beginning in 1979, a limited number of temples, churches, 
and mosques were allowed to reopen for religious services. 
Moreover, even if there was a church or temple in a neigh-
borhood, most of the local residents might not be aware of 
its presence. During my 2000 fi eld research in several cities in 
China, I asked several times for directions to a nearby church 
or temple, but people in the street simply had no clue that 
there was a church or temple in the neighborhood, even 
though the church or temple was within a hundred meters 
from where we were standing. 

 After entering graduate school in 1984, while studying 
Western philosophy, somehow I became fascinated with 
Hegel’s Absolute Spirit, Kant’s ideal of pure reason and postu-
late of practical reason, and the concepts of God and religion 
in general. In my master’s thesis, “On the Evolution of the 
Notion of God in Western Philosophy,”   3    I examined the argu-
ments by major philosophers from ancient Greece until 
modern times. After receiving my master’s degree in Western 
philosophy, I took a job in religious studies in the philosophy 
department of Renmin University of China in Beijing. That 
was in 1987, when both religion and the study of religion were 
recovering from elimination during the Cultural Revolution 
(1966–1976). To my surprise, in the “Introduction to the 
Study of Religion” ( Zongjiao Xue Gailun ) course, which I 
taught for a semester, about 120 students from various depart-
ments were enrolled. Besides the curious and enthusiastic 
students, I also encountered devout believers at tourist or reli-
gious sites. Such phenomena of living religion eventually led 
me to pursue a doctorate in the sociology of religion. 
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 Through a series of fortuitous opportunities, or by divine 
providence, as one may say, I arrived at the Catholic University 
of America in Washington, D.C., in early 1989 and in fall 
began my PhD studies under the guidance of the well-known 
sociologist of religion Dean R. Hoge.   4    After the Chinese 
Communist authorities sent tanks into Tiananmen Square 
and crushed the democracy movement in 1989, many Chinese 
students and scholars studying in the United States began to 
fl ock to Christian churches. Actually, in both China and North 
America, large numbers of Chinese began actively searching 
and turning to Christianity for the meaning of life and the 
future of the Chinese nation. I have been drawn to this unprec-
edented cultural and social phenomenon of mass conversion 
to Christianity in the history of China and Chinese America 
and have conducted a number of empirical studies of it.   5

I have also studied various immigrant religions in the United 
States.   6    Since 2002, I have been teaching “Religion in America” 
to Purdue undergraduates on a regular basis. Through all of 
these learning and research experiences, I have gained 
knowledge regarding both the various religions and the socio-
logical theories of religion, which has prepared me to tackle 
the basic and general questions of religion in China.  

    T H E  S C O P E  A N D  O R G A N I Z A T I O N 
O F  T H I S  B O O K    

 The rapid social changes in Chinese society have attracted 
many scholars to conduct original research, but until recently, 
religious change has been very much neglected by social sci-
entists both inside and outside China. This negligence may 
have historical and intellectual reasons. Since the May Fourth 
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and New Culture movements around 1919, Chinese elite 
intellectuals, infl uenced by European Enlightenment dis-
courses, have become critical of and despising toward reli-
gion. The received wisdom has been that the Chinese as a 
whole have never been religious. Hu Shih, one of the most 
infl uential Chinese intellectuals in the twentieth century, 
states, “China is a country without religion and the Chinese 
are a people who are not bound by religious superstitions.”   7

Many Chinese scholars and Western sinologists share this 
view.   8    However, this is a problem of the armchair philoso-
phers and theologians who read texts instead of observing 
human beings. Anthropologists and sociologists who have 
been there and done observations report a totally different 
reality. Fifty years ago, the Chinese-born American sociolo-
gist C. K. Yang published  Religion in Chinese Society , which 
argues effectively with empirical evidence that until the 
Communist Revolution, religion was very much diffused in 
all social institutions. “There was not one corner in the vast 
land of China [before 1949] where one did not fi nd temples, 
shrines, altars, and other places of worship [which] were a 
visible indication of the strong and pervasive infl uence of 
religion in Chinese society.”   9

 What has happened to religion since the Communist 
Revolution? Since the work of C. K. Yang, there have been 
some sinological and anthropological studies of religious rit-
uals and local communities that have shed light on some 
aspects of the religious life in contemporary Chinese society. 
However, no publication has described and explained the 
overall religious landscape or the macro process of religious 
change within Chinese society. The exceptional few sociolog-
ical studies of contemporary religion focus on one particular 
religion in Chinese society.   10    With this book, I attempt to 
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present a comprehensive overview of the religious change 
under the Chinese Communists and suggest a theoretical 
explanation for it. 

 The immense diversity of religion and regional varia-
tions within China deserve to be documented and analyzed 
with numerous volumes of books. However, we have to 
struggle to stay above water without drowning in the count-
less details in the attempt to present a bird’s-eye view. 
Throughout the book, I try to be parsimonious yet suffi cient, 
two essential principles of the scientifi c enterprise. 

 To implement this project, here is the plan.  Chapter  1   
reviews the literature of the sociology of religion, discusses the 
shift from the secularization paradigm to the new paradigm of 
religious vitality, and proposes a political-economic approach 
to explain religion in China under Communist rule.  Chapter  2   
presents a defi nition of religion combined with a classifi cation 
scheme, which is needed for the political-economic approach 
that examines religion and its competitive alternatives within 
the larger society.  Chapter  3   examines the Chinese Communist 
understanding of atheism and its implications for the religious 
policy.  Chapter  4   describes the historical evolution of the reli-
gious policy under Chinese Communist rule. Chapters 5 and 6 
make up the theoretical core of the book, articulating the tri-
ple-religious-market model in a shortage economy of religion. 
In the concluding  chapter  7  , I argue that religion in China 
under Communist rule is only one case of religious oligopoly; 
that is, not a single one but a selected few religions are sanc-
tioned by the state. Oligopoly is the most common type of 
religion-state relations in the world today. What we have 
learned by examining contemporary China may be applicable 
to or indicative of religious dynamics in other oligopoly soci-
eties under heavy regulation.    
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                    1 

EXPLAINING RELIGIOUS VITALITY   

   IN CHINA, RELIGION has survived a brutal attempt at eradi-
cation during the so-called Cultural Revolution of 1966–
1976. Since then, in spite of continuous Communist rule, 
many kinds of religions have been reviving and thriving. The 
Chinese Communist Party maintains an atheist ideology; 
continues to enforce atheist propaganda through the educa-
tion system, mass media, and numerous party and state 
organs; and carries out frequent crackdowns on religious 
groups. Yet religion has been growing by leaps and bounds 
throughout the country since the late 1970s. 

 That religion can survive and thrive under atheist 
Communist rule raises important theoretical and practical 
questions. How much can the state control the growth or 
decline of religion? Specifi cally, why did eradication mea-
sures fail? To what extent can a secularist state promote sec-
ularization? If heavy regulation is not effective in reducing 
religious participation, what are the reasons and conse-
quences? What theory may help us understand the resil-
ience of religion in a society with one-fi fth of the world’s 
population? 

 For a long time, the dominant theory in the sociology of 
religion was secularization theory, which anticipates the decline, 
or the declining signifi cance, of religion in modern socie ties. 
This theory is apparently of no value for understanding  
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religious vitality in China. In fact, secularization theory has 
served as the theoretical justifi cation for the Communist 
governments, in the name of social and political progress, to 
carry out political campaigns to eradicate religion. By the 
end of the twentieth century, it became evident that 
Communist eradication efforts had failed, as documented by 
an increasing number of scholars.   1    The irreligiousness of the 
masses under Communist rule was superfi cial, illusory, or 
temporary at best. In most of the post-Communist European 
societies, religion rebounded quickly after the collapse of the 
Soviet regimes. A rare exception is East Germany, where the 
rebound of religiosity in conventional religion has been 
modest. However, the deviant case or outlier cannot over-
turn the general pattern, although it is valuable to seek 
explanations.   2

 Against the general pattern of religious vitality, Chinese 
Communist offi cials and researchers have repeatedly 
denounced the “religious fevers” spreading in society. In their 
eyes, religious vitality is abnormal in the current social con-
text. China has been undergoing rapid modernization under 
the leadership of the atheist Communist Party. Within its 
own logic, religion should decline in such a context, as pre-
dicted by secularization theory, be it Marxist or another kind. 
However, this is “abnormal” only because of the Communist 
offi cials’ dogmatic mentality, because they cannot think 
unless it is in terms of secularization theory. But to seek the 
truth in facts ( shi shi qiu shi ), as a mantra of the reform-era 
Chinese Communists goes, one needs fi rst to acknowledge 
the facts before seeking a theoretical explanation. The obvious 
fact of religious change in China is not decline but resilience. 
Then, to explain this obvious fact, we have to seek a suitable 
theory. Secularization theory does not provide the kind of 
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conceptual tools proper for the task in front of us. In spite of 
variably nuanced recent articulations and cautious qualifi ca-
tions, secularization nonetheless remains a theory of reli-
gious decline. It would be simply inept to apply it to explain 
the facts of religious survival and revival in China under 
Communist rule. 

 In the 1990s, a new paradigm in the sociology of religion 
arose to explain religious vitality in the United States and 
elsewhere. Among the various theories within the new para-
digm, the market theory of religion or the so-called eco-
nomics of religion appears to be the most promising approach 
to explain the macro-level of religious change in a society. To 
achieve a clearer understanding of religion in China under 
Communist rule, however, the set of concepts and proposi-
tions that have been developed largely by examining religious 
phenomena in America and Europe needs substantial 
improvement. My theoretical position is that adopting the 
scientifi c approach is seeking to explain general patterns 
amid variations and particularities; conversely, the empirical 
examination of variations and particularities should inform 
and improve the generalized concepts and propositions in 
the theoretical development.  

    T H E  P A R A D I G M  S H I F T   

 Secularization is a social theory, a political ideology, and a 
sociological paradigm, all of which are entangled together. 
As a social theory, it predicts the inevitable decline of reli-
gious beliefs and/or the declining social signifi cance of 
 religion along with modernization. Following many mod-
ern thinkers, including the founding fathers of sociology, 
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Peter L. Berger in the 1960s articulated a refi ned version of 
 secularization theory.   3    Religious pluralism, he argued, 
fractures the “sacred canopy” of a society. As people of mul-
tiple faiths come to interact in the modernized society, each 
faith system becomes inevitably relativized in their truth 
claims. Over time, more and more people would lose faith, 
and religion is destined to wither away. In 1968, Berger told 
the New York Times  that by the twenty-fi rst century, “reli-
gious believers are likely to be found only in small sects, hud-
dled together to resist a worldwide secular culture.”   4    This 
expressed the common view of intellectuals at that time. In 
North America and Europe, “God is dead” was pronounced 
by intellectuals, including some Christian theologians.   5    On 
the other side of the planet, Chinese Red Guards wiped out 
religious vestiges of the past backward times throughout 
China (at least, it seemed so on the surface). 

 Secularization theory served as the theoretical justifi ca-
tion for the political ideology of secularization. As British 
sociologist of religion David Martin fi rst suggested in the 
1960s, “it was  in part  an ideological projection on history 
based on an apotheosis of reason, on an existentialist anticipa-
tion of autonomous man, and on a Marxist leap into freedom 
and into reality with the conclusion of the historical dialectic 
in class society.”   6    With secularization as a political ideology, 
believers in secularization have mobilized state power and 
other resources to fi ght against religious beliefs and to drive 
religion out of political, educational, and other social institu-
tions. This has happened in France, the United States, and 
many other Western societies. The ideological nature of secu-
larization took a violent turn under the Communist regimes. 

 Both the social theory and the political ideology were 
fossilized and reinforced by the sociological paradigm of 
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 secularization. As Martin puts it, “certain assumptions taken 
together constitute a paradigm, and as Thomas Kuhn argued, 
we are extremely reluctant to alter that paradigm. Evidence 
may pile up against it, but we prefer to keep explaining  away
the evidence to altering the paradigm.”   7    Martin very well 
summarizes the secularization paradigm: “what, then, of 
what used to be the undisputed paradigm of secularization? 
Sociology and modernity were born together and so the 
focus of sociology was on what happened to religion under 
conditions of modernity and accelerating change. Basically it 
characterized modernity as a scenario in which mankind 
shifted from the religious mode to the secular. Secularization 
was made part of a powerful social and historical narrative of 
what had once been and now was ceasing to be.”   8    In other 
words, as a sociological paradigm, it frames macro-, meso-, 
and micro-level theories that treat religious decline or 
declining signifi cance as the norm, against which it tries to 
explain away the so-called exceptional or temporary phe-
nomena of religious persistence in modern societies. This 
paradigm began to erode in the 1960s through the 1980s. By 
the 1990s, it was effectively dismantled by an increasing 
number of sociologists of religion in the United States and 
elsewhere who were actually “seeking the truth in facts” 
through empirical studies. 

 The massive fact is that religion in the United States 
remained vibrant throughout the twentieth century and is 
still vibrant today. While mainline Protestant denominations 
have been losing members since the 1960s, evangelical and 
Pentecostal churches have been growing.   9    While some indi-
viduals have lost their faith and dropped out of church, 
others have returned to church, and still many more have 
switched denominations or converted to different faiths.   10
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There certainly have been religious changes but no clear sign 
of overall religious decline in this modernized society.   11    In 
fact, some scholars have shown that between the founding of 
the United States and the 1990s, when American society went 
through the modernization process, the proportion of reli-
gious adherents in the population increased.   12    Moreover, as 
José Casanova and many others have shown, religion con-
tinues to play signifi cant roles both in American politics and 
in other parts of the modern world.   13

 Facing this empirical evidence of religious vitality within 
the United States, the secularization paradigm at fi rst led 
some people to resort to American exceptionalism as an 
explanation. That is, the United States must be exceptional in 
going against the modern trend of all-encompassing secular-
ization; it is only a matter of time before the United States 
begins to follow the norm of the modern world and see reli-
gious decline. However, dissatisfi ed with the secularization 
assumptions that go against the mounting empirical facts, an 
increasing number of American scholars began to develop 
alternative theories to explain the religious vitality in the 
United States. By the early 1990s, this innovative theorizing 
had reached such a level that R. Stephen Warner heralded the 
emerging new paradigm of the sociology of religion in the 
United States.   14    This new paradigm, in a nutshell, treats reli-
gious vitality in the United States as a normal state, although 
the theoretical explanations of the religious vitality by var-
ious scholars vary. Warner’s conceptualization of the new 
paradigm stirred up intense debate.   15    By the early twenty-
fi rst century, the new paradigm has consolidated and pre-
vailed,   16    even though a number of scholars continue to carry 
on the secularization debate. Indeed, some European scholars 
have continued vehemently rejecting the new paradigm, 


