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ior of the Chinese in their social life and their cultural identity in

relation to religion. In the process of the modernization of Chi-
na during the twentieth century, religion has been understood by the
Chinese in many ways. Today there is no single understanding of reli-
gion and it is discussed from various viewpoints. In any case, religion
is evaluated in its spiritual, cultural and social structural sense. Spir-
itually, religion is seen to be a personal or mystical experience. In this
sense religion should be a private matter and it is understood to be hu-
man spirituality. Seen culturally, religion is understood to be a partic-
ular tradition of a people or to be an expression of human civilization.
Religion is namely a cultural phenomenon in the history of mankind.
Seen from the viewpoint of society’s structure, religion is understood
as a social organization or a political power. Religion as collective coex-
istence and a social structure certainly has its function and influence in
society. In this case religion is interwoven with the problem complex-
es of political stability, national unity and continuing social amity. In
this context religion is both considered and accepted a highly complex
social and cultural phenomenon. For this reason, for most Chinese to-
day religious understanding is a sensitive topic. The religion politics
of the Communist Party of China (CPC) and the government of China
are closely connected to this understanding. Based on the current im-
provements in religious understanding as a result of China’s opening to
the outside and recent economic and political reforms, it has become
possible for religion politics to develop in China today.

The concept of religion in China corresponds closely to the behav-
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The Historical Background of Religious Understanding in China

In China, the twentieth century began with an unfavorable climate for
religion. At the turn of the century, most Chinese had nearly no strong
religious self-assurance. The concept of religion was also not partic-
ularly clear. The traditional religions such as Buddhism, Daoism, and
Confucianism experienced a decline in China just in this period. After
the Opium Wars, Christianity had left a negative impression on most
Chinese as being an indivisible part of imperialist aggression and col-
onization. In the period of social upheaval in which China found itself
at the beginning of the twentieth century, resistance developed not
only towards the religious traditions of China’s past but also towards
religious influences from Europe, especially Christianity. In the Rev-
olution of 1911 the demise of the feudal system in China was linked
to the weakening of traditional religious influence on Chinese society.
The New Culture Movement began shortly afterwards, decisive for the
entire process of Chinese modernization in the twentieth century. The
unmistakable and direct expression of the New Culture Movement was
the May Fourth Movement in the year 1919. Characteristic signs of this
movement were the introduction of the concepts of “science” and “de-
mocracy” to China and the criticism of imperialism and feudalism. Con-
fucianism, as a feudalistic consciousness and a conservative remnant
from the Chinese past, was strongly criticized in this context. The Com-
munist Party of China was founded in the year 1921 in this atmosphere
of the new cultural movement. Just after its founding, in 1922, there
was an “Anti-Christian Movement” as well as an “Anti-Religion Move-
ment” all over China, especially in the intellectual circles of Beijing and
Shanghai. Many Chinese communists took part in these theoretical dis-
cussions against religion in general and Christianity in particular. In
such movements as well in the beginning of the communist develop-
ment in China, resistance towards religion was perceptible.

Precisely this trend in the understanding of religion was displayed
in the attitude of a group of well-known scholars in China. Emphasis on
the difference between religion and philosophy was characteristic, as
was the leave-taking of religion in Chinese self-awareness and in the
cultural development in China. Some intellectual reformers in China
carried out comparisons between philosophy and religion in which
they emphasized the special meaning and function of philosophy in Chi-
nese culture. In contrast they regarded religion rather condescending-
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ly. In their opinion, the Chinese intellectual tradition held philosophy
in high esteem. It contained the principle of philosophical skepticism,
which should be the basis for scientific investigation. Philosophy was
conscious of formulating questions. Owing to this intention, namely, to
investigate these questions, rationality was thoroughly employed in
philosophy. An active and curious mind leads to philosophical discov-
eries and mental development. Since an attitude of faith stands behind
every religion, this satisfaction in belief hinders mental exploration and
intellectual curiosity and annuls the necessity for rationality. The de-
cision in the past of the traditional Chinese “literati” to be interested
in philosophy rather than in religion was therefore praised. Such in-
tellectuals were very happy and content, because the intellectual and
cultural tradition in China revealed above all a tradition of philosophy.
In this heritage of ideas there should be no place for religion. One repre-
sentative of this period, Liang Qichao /5 (1873-1929) even stated:
“What differentiates China from other nations is that we have no reli-
gion.”* Thus the Chinese intellectuals at the beginning of the twentieth
century were united in their belief that the Chinese nation was a-reli-
gious and that the Chinese had developed a culture without religion.

Strictly speaking, Confucianism was also considered to be a philos-
ophy and not a religion. In the Ming and Qing Dynasties, Matteo Ricci
(1552-1610) and other Jesuits who had come to China stated for the
first time that Confucianism was not a religion but was rather only a
set of traditional customs. They said this in order to avoid the Chinese
“Rites Controversy”. At the beginning of the twentieth century Liang
Qichao also stated that Confucianism was not a religion. However, af-
ter the “1911 Revolution” Kang Youwei 54 (1858-1927) and some
conservative intellectuals in China attempted to see Confucianism as
the state religion and to reactivate it along these lines. However, this at-
tempt failed, and in the process Confucianism as a religion was judged
negatively and was highly criticized. At that time Buddhism was not
considered to be a Chinese tradition but a foreign religious import.
Moreover, the typical characteristics of Buddhism were regarded to be
a philosophy and not a religion. Daoism was actually the only native
religion in China, but it was seen in its connection with folk religions
or even with superstitious practices, traditional customs, and habits
of the Chinese people. For this reason Chinese intellectuals were very

1 Cf.Zhuo 1999, p. 67.
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proud in their assumption that China was the only nation in the world
without a religion.

The Chinese intellectuals of that period realized to a certain degree
that China could not be detached from the religious way of life in antig-
uity. But in this respect religion was understood to be merely a lower
or more primitive step in the historical development of Chinese culture.
The need for a religious way of life in the contemporary development
of China was thus negated. If there was still religion in China, it should
be replaced with aesthetic education. For the Chinese the process of
enlightenment should be from religion to aesthetics. In August, 1917,
Cai Yuanpei 47015 (1868-1949), another well-known reformer and the
president of Beijing University during the period of the new cultural
movements, published his famous talk entitled “Replace Religion with
Aesthetic Education.”” Cai understood religion to be an old-fashioned
pedagogical method. He admitted that every nation had experienced
periods in which education rested wholly in the hands of religious or-
ganizations. Earlier, religious education had encompassed the basic
elements of intellectual, moral, physical, and aesthetical education.
The situation had fundamentally changed through modern scientific
developments. Religion played an ever smaller role in the understand-
ing and self-realization of the individual and his environment. Mystical
phenomena could now be de-mythologized through human reason and
scientific methods. Natural history and social conditions could be ex-
plained scientifically. Religious laws, formed thousands of years earli-
er, were no longer suited to the needs of modern society. Religion had
lost its importance in moral, spiritual and physical education. Religion
was still of value only in the teaching of aesthetics. But Cai Yuanpei was
of the opinion that even here education must depart from religion, be-
cause if one held on to religion in the teaching of aesthetics, connec-
tions to the intellectual and moral aspects of religion would easily oc-
cur. This in turn would stand in the way of pure aesthetic perception.
In contrast, this new education in aesthetics should be free, progressive
and universal. For Cai, replacing religion with aesthetics education was
necessary for the modern development of human society. Religion was
only a temporary product of human history, and the era of religion had
already passed. Cai Yuanpei, in this anti-religion movement, also criti-
cized Christianity strongly. For him, it did not seem necessary for China
to have a religion. In this period most Chinese intellectuals emphasized

2 Cai 1917.
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that the traditional culture of China should be molded by philosophy.
And this culture would be superior to all other cultures that were car-
ried by a religious spirit. Although there were reactions and arguments
from the Christian churches, in China the rejection of religion was over-
riding.

Pointing Out the Social Aspects in the Term Religion in China

Religion is translated into Chinese as “zongjiao” >%#{. The term zongjiao
is actually made up of two words, namely zong 5% and jiao #{. Originally
jiao was used very often for religious forms in Chinese history, as for
example the names in Chinese for Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism
which are, respectively, ru-jiao %%, fo-jiao % and dao-jiao FE#. Jiao
is a Chinese word that carries the parallel meanings of religion, preach-
ing, upbringing and instruction. However, in the original concept of jiao
there was no obvious semantic level that indicated “religion”, but rather
jiao most commonly meant instruction and upbringing. The following
expression for the origin of jiao is given in the “Book of Changes” (Yijing
%#): “Thus the Saint used the godly path to bestow instruction, and
the entire world joined him.” Confucius explained the relationship be-
tween tian K (heaven), dao i& (path) and jiao (instruction) in the work
“Proportion and Centre” (Zhongyong &) as follows: “What heaven
determined (for humans) is their being. What leads this being (to righ-
teousness) is the path. What trains the path is the upbringing.” Gener-
ally ru-shi-dao san-jiao f# ¥ =%}, namely the three religions Confu-
cianism, Buddhism and Daoism, can also be translated as “the three
teachings of Confucius, Buddha and Dao”. The origin of the combina-
tion zongjiao is found in the context of Buddhist expressions. Buddhism
called that which the Buddha said “jiao”, and that which the disciples of
Buddha said “zong”. Jiao is therefore the “teaching” of Buddha, whereas
zong are the schools resulting from this teaching. To reiterate, in Bud-
dhism zongjiao is merely the Buddhist doctrine. In this tradition jiao is
not normally understood as religion, but rather as the enlightenment of
the Chinese.

Only at the beginning of the twentieth century did the European idea
of religion enter the Chinese language, by way of Japanese, as zongjiao.
With this introduction of European theology, the term religion received
a complex of meanings in China. In this understanding of religion the
Chinese usually emphasized the concrete social existence of religion
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in the form of groups of people or social organizations. When speaking
of religion, one meant primarily the social structure and the sociolog-
ical function of religion. It is for this reason that the Chinese religion
philosopher and Christian thinker Wang Zhixin T3> (1881-1968)
at one point said: “When we think of religion we are reminded of tall
temples, majestic churches and all the well-structured and well-or-
ganized material aspects that are tied to this concept. It is difficult to
believe that, in the final analysis, every material aspect of religion re-
sults from a supreme spirit. Originally the word ‘religion” didn’t only
mean a system, but also human feelings of devotion and worship. In
our translation of the word religion with zongjiao, the term has lost
some of this original connotation. When we hear the word zongjiao we
tend to imagine a structured organization with which a certain por-
tion of mankind identifies.”® With this understanding of religion as a
social structure and organization, the Chinese intellectuals considered
only a minority of the Chinese population to have a religion. In this, the
concepts of “spirituality” and “belief” were clearly separated from that
of “religion”. To be more precise, this understanding of religion devel-
oped at the expense of humanity’s religious spirit and of the existence
of religious interests beyond religious organizations. Another theolog-
ical philosopher and Christian thinker, Xie Fuya #f#5Hf (1892-1991),
drew the following comparison in this respect: “There are, in fact, large
differences between the Western concept of religio and our zongjiao. If
we look for synonyms for the word religio in Chinese dictionaries, the
word dao is possibly suggested. Two connotations are associated with
this word simultaneously: substance and function [...]. The image of
harmony between the individual and the cosmos resonates in dao, but
it also includes aspects of activity, and the conforming of the individual
to society.” Until today, the focal point of the understanding of religion
of many theoreticians of religion in China has rested primarily with the
study of religious organizations or institutions. In China, a faith with-
out a social organization or structure is not recognized as a religion,
or as a perfected form of religion. Religion, spirituality, and faith are
clearly distinguished from one another here. In this sense, religion is
understood to be only a sum of religious ideas (spirituality or faith),
religious practices and religious organization.

3 Wang 1988, p. 1.
4 Xie 1950, p. 250.
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The Religious Politics of the Communist Party of China

The Communist Party of China (CPC) was founded in 1921 in the at-
mosphere of the new cultural and the anti-religion movements. From
its founding, the CPC’s understanding of religion was closely tied to
the party’s political and economic considerations. In addition, its un-
derstanding of religion was deeply influenced by Marxist and Leninist
religious theories. However, with the founding of the CPC the following
principles were very clear and decisive for its relation to religion:

1. There were differences in ideology and world view between com-
munism and religion. However, the CPC would not combat religion
directly. Religious phenomena had surely their economic, social, and
existential reasons. The CPC should be aware of these reasons, and,
at the outset, reform and improve the society that was responsible
for religion’s emergence. Thus, the political and economic conflict
with feudalism and imperialism should replace the battle against
theocracy and superstition.

2. In the process of the Chinese revolution it should be possible for
communists and religious followers, on the basis of mutual respect,
to create a political alliance in the fight against imperialism and
feudalism. At the ideological level there was no compromise or sim-
ilarity between the CPC and religion. At the political and practical
level however, there was indeed a consensus between the two and
a unified front had to be founded. The communists and religious
followers should find a mutual basis for the liberation of China and
avoid their ideological conflicts. The theory of the unified front was
namely one of the most important secret weapons of the CPC during
the Chinese revolution.

3. The freedom of religious belief should be respected and protected.
Religious beliefs were namely the private matter of religious fol-
lowers. The CPC’s duty should be the development and reform of
society. With the progress and improvement of Chinese society, re-
ligious followers will have no further use for their beliefs, and thus
will give up their religious beliefs of themselves. In this process of
social development and historical progress, religion will gradual-
ly disappear from human history. For this reason it is unnecessary
and improper for the CPC to fight against religion directly.
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After the founding of the People’s Republic of China, religious freedom
was theoretically guaranteed in the new constitution. The principle of a
political alliance and unified front with religious followers is, as always,
emphasized by the CPC. During this time, the CPC had a theory of the
“five characteristics” of religion in this framework, namely that religion
had a mass characteristic as well as national, international, complex,
and long-term characteristics. At the same time, however, a reform or a
conforming of religion itself to the new society should also be called for.
All religions in China must shift from their connection to the old Chi-
nese society to conformity with the new socialist society. This means
that religion must overcome, on one hand, as in Buddhism and Daoism,
its feudalistic elements, and on the other, as in Christianity, its impe-
rialistic pressures. In reality, religion was considered for a short time,
especially from 1957 to 1977, to be merely a passive, negative factor in
the establishment of Chinese socialism. After the Cultural Revolution,
especially since the opening of China to the outside and its economic
and political reforms since 1977, freedom of religious beliefs is again
valued. In addition to the “five characteristics” of religion, the cultural
character of religion has been included. In 1982, Document 19, “About
the basic viewpoints and basis politics in relation to religion in the so-
cialist period of our nation,” was published by the CPC. This document
demonstrates a new starting point for religion politics and the under-
standing of religion through the opening of China to the outside. In the
new state of social development of China and its relations abroad, the
CPC maintains the standpoint of “extreme care”, “absolute seriousness”,
and “constant reflection” in relation to religious problems. Specifically,
the proper treatment of such religious problems by the CPC affects the
stability of society, the unity of the nationalities in China as well as the
influence or reputation of China in the world.

To elucidate the basic viewpoints of the CPC’s religion politics in this
period, the following ten points must be noted:

1. Religion has a process of emergence, development and decline. Re-
ligion will exist for a long time in socialist society. In socialism, reli-
gion may not be abolished or developed by the government.

2. Freedom of religious belief is protected by the constitution. Citizens
have not only the freedom to believe in a religion, but also the free-
dom not to believe in a religion.
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3. On one hand, it is important to propagate atheism, but the differ-
ence between theism and atheism must not be seen as a political
dichotomy. The correct relationship between the two should be sol-
idarity and cooperation in politics and mutual respect of beliefs.

4. The state should supervise the law concerning religious issues,
protect normal religious activities and their lawful interests, and
prevent and repress unlawful and criminal activities in the use of
religion.

5. The discrepancy of the Chinese religions is primarily a discrepancy
within the people. However, under certain circumstances it is also
possible that antagonistic discrepancies arise. These two dissimilar
discrepancies must be rigorously differentiated and dealt with ap-
propriately and carefully.

6. China will adhere to the principle of independence, self-sufficiency,
and self-governance in religious matters, and resist any sort of infil-
tration into religious practices through foreign enemy powers. The
interference in China’s religious affairs by any religious organiza-
tion or a public figure from a foreign country is not allowed.

7. The patriotic religious organizations are good bridges between the
CPC, the government, and the religious believers in China. Their
positive role should unfold to its fullest extent.

8. The priests of patriotic religious organizations should have a sys-
tematic education that includes administration.

9. Religion should be positively guided to actively conform to the so-
cialist society. The circle of religion should keep its activities within
the lawfully allowed framework.

10. All religious organizations and public figures must uphold the dig-
nity of the law, the interests of the people, the unity of the national-
ities, and the unity of the state.

These principles are primarily portrayed on the political and social lev-
el. However, some basic theoretical considerations about the existence
and function of religion in China are present in the new situation:

1. Concerning the nature and the conception of religion: The first and
most fundamental question concerning the understanding of reli-
gion is that of the nature of religion. According to Marxist under-
standing, religion is a “reversed view of the world” that reflects a
“reversed world”. In this context, Lenin understood the thesis “reli-
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gion is the opium of the people” to be “the cornerstone of Marxism’s
entire weltanschauung on the question of religion”. However, with
this theoretical premise it is very difficult to assess the existence of
religion in socialist China today. If religion is a “reversed awareness
of the world”, is then our socialist nation a “reversed world”? This is
really a dilemma in the discussion about the nature and existence
of religion in today’s China. One must either accept this thesis and
thus criticize and deny our own social basis, or simply cautiously
ignore this topic. At the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the
1980s this difference of opinion lead to heated debates in Chinese
theoretical circles. This debate, called the “opium war between
north and south China”, brought the analysis of Marxist statements
about religion a step further, and had a positive effect on the under-
standing of religion in China. In such an analysis, religion is defined
as a spiritual belief or ideology. Thus the question stands: Is religion
necessarily the unavoidable adversary for the Marxist or socialist
ideology and weltanschauung? At this level it is still difficult in Chi-
na today for the Marxist theory of religion to come to a consensus
or compromise, but the principle of “progressive development with
time” and “progressive renewal with time” in today’s Marxism with
Chinese characteristics brings us new hope. The primary distin-
guishing feature of the dialectic method in Marxism is the empha-
sis on the movement, development and continual transformation of
all things. Cultural patterns are subject to a continual modification.
Every period has its own conditions. Not only ideas and thoughts,
but even epistemological norms are continually renewed. In histor-
ical development both religion and Marxism can and actually will
continually renew themselves and change. In the future, a consen-
sus of the two will be thereby also possible. This can guarantee the
ultimate normalization of the relationship between them.

. Concerning the social function of religion: At the present time there

are theoretical, sociological and ideological definitions of religion in
China. That is to say, the concept of religion is apprehended either
from the viewpoint of its ideological beliefs or judged by its social
function and meaning. If one has difficulties with an ideological con-
sensus, one rather examines the meaning and value of religion from
the viewpoint of its social function. In this understanding, however,
both the positive and negative functions of religion are stressed.
Included in religion’s positive functions in socialist China are name-
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ly its function of psychological conformity, social integration, the
socialization of individuals, and the awareness of equality, culture
and good manners. However, the possible negative functions of re-
ligion are also not ignored, such as conservatism, fatalism, fanati-
cism, the psychological repression of reality, the division of society
through the emphasis on individual denominations instead of social
unity, etc. Here the subjective evaluation or differentiation between
correct and incorrect is not mentioned, but rather only an objective
description of religion’s positive or negative function for society.
The active adaptation of religion to Chinese society is namely to de-
velop its positive functions and avoid those that are negative.

. Concerning the existence of religion in contemporary China: It is
clear that religion will long exist in China and will influence the
broad masses. In this respect one must answer the question: Is re-
ligion a basic part of the social superstructure in China? Are the re-
ligious faithful also a part of the broad masses that President Jiang
Zemin YLK emphasizes in his theory of the “Three Representa-
tives”?

. Concerning the relationship between religion and politics: Through
religion’s “intermediary condition”, in modern society the political
function of religion is normally indirectly realized as being “ a-polit-
ical”. The principle in contemporary society is, for most states, the
separation of religion and politics or of religion and government.
However, religion in China remains in a very difficult relationship to
politics. It should not be entirely clear whether it exists separately
from politics or inseparably. On one hand, one stresses the differ-
ence between religious world views and the current mainstream of
the socialist ideology, and on the other hand, religious organization
has a very strong political consciousness. This is a contradiction
that does not seem to be in harmony with the present day devel-
opment in China. At the moment one talks about legislation for re-
ligious matters in China. However, such legislation is very difficult
without a consensus on the basic concept of religion and religious
understanding. To put it clearly, in this state of affairs one does not
understand whether such legislation should protect the rights and
duties of believers or limit religious activities.
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New Developments in Religion Politics and the Understanding of
Religion in China

From December 10 to 12, 2001, a national conference about religious
matters and religion politics in China was convened. At the conference
President Jiang Zemin listed three characteristics of contemporary
world religions:

1. The existence of religion has its deep historical and social roots. Re-
ligion will exist for a very long time and will have lasting effects.
Marxism holds the view that, with the development of social pro-
ductive resources, the progress of civilization and the increase of
reflective awareness of the population, and through these, the grad-
ual reduction of the basis and prerequisites for religious existence,
religion will finally vanish. However, the disappearance of religion
is a very long-term process that may last longer that the final ex-
tinction of classes and states.

2. Religion is closely tied to economic, political, and cultural problems,
and therefore has a large influence on the stability of society. The
prerequisite for the existence of religion is faith in broad masses of
the population. This mass character of religion very often gives rise
to tremendous social force. If handled correctly this force can have
a very positive role in the development and the stability of society.
If not, it can have a negative and even destructive function. This
crucial point is dependent on the effective establishment and ad-
ministration of religion.

3. Religion is also very often involved in international conflicts and
real battles and is therefore an important factor in international re-
lations as well as in world politics. Through their expansion, some
of the world’s large religions are already multi-national religions.
In this sense religion is not only an important factor in internation-
al relations and in world politics, but is also interwoven with their
contradictions and conflicts. For this reason one must not underes-
timate the influence of religion in contemporary world politics. If
not handled correctly, religion can churn up a stormy sea in inter-
national affairs, and can give rise to the so-called “clash of civiliza-
tions”.

This conference made the fundamental tasks needed for the new cen-
tury in religious matters even clearer. The required work entails these
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five aspects: 1) the integral implementation of freedom in religious be-
liefs in the politics of the CPC, 2) the administration of religious matters
in accordance with the law, 3) the active guiding of religion to social
conformity, 4) the adherence to the principles of independence, autono-
my and self-organization of religions in China, and 5) the establishment
and development of a patriotic united front between the CPC and the
religious sphere.

Shortly after this conference, on December 16,2001, a young vice-min-
ister named Pan Yue {#%{% from the office of State Advisory Board for Eco-
nomic Structure Reforms published an article entitled “The necessity for
the development of Marxist religious theories over time”. In this article
he described his understanding of the relationship between the Commu-
nist Party and religion. He stressed: 1) Religion is no longer “opium for
the masses”. The significance of religion as a “theory about the hereafter”
and as “wisdom for the next life” is that the Communist Party should not
treat it as an enemy but rather as a mirror. 2) The function of religion’s
spiritual recompensation is irreplaceable. One must respect the spiritu-
al world and the religious way of life of the population. 3) Religion has
special functions for the population as, for example, psychic, moral, and
cultural functions as well functions in the service and well-being of the
people. 4) In socialist society it is necessary to create a new scientific
and rational relationship between religion and the government as well as
between religion and politics. It is namely possible that they work very
well with each other. Quoting Lenin, he even implied in his article thatre-
ligious believers, inasmuch as they are part of the political consensus and
work together on the united front, would be allowed to become members
of the Communist Party. His opinion immediately set off heated debates
and also sharp criticism in China. The differences of opinion regarding
religion can once again be clearly observed. It is interesting to note that
this article had very positive reactions in religious circles on the Chinese
mainland and also received fantastic speculations in Hong Kong and its
vicinity.

To conclude we should observe that religious politics and religious un-
derstanding in China today stands at a crossroad. The deliberation about
religious matters in China is primarily motivated by political and social
interests. If religion, both in China and abroad, can contribute positive-
ly to Chinese development and transformation, then we certainly have
wide possibilities for the active acceptance of religion by the CPC and the
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Chinese population, not only in the sense of politics, society and culture,
but finally also in the sense of weltanschauung and spirituality.
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