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Religious “Modernization” and Challenges in Post-War Taiwan
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1. Introduction: Historical Background of Religious Development in Taiwan

Secularization represents a particular path of religious development in Western society. In the
context of Western world, it indicates the development of differentiation between politics and
religion. Taiwan had never, however, a period which could be characterized by an unified system of
politics and religion. For this reason, in the strict sense of the notion, Taiwan did not experience the
process of secularization. Notwithstanding, the various religions in Taiwan always keep reacting to
their changing social environment and carry out the process of transformation in their own way.
Without resorting to the concept of secularization, this article aims at examining the religious
development in Taiwan and shows its characteristics.

According to the latest religious statistics “Taiwan Social Change Survey,” which was carried
out by the national research institute, Institute of Sociology at Academia Sinica in 2014 of the 1,938
respondents, 48.3% identified themselves as a follower of “folk religion” (FF5Z#%); around 14.9%
of the total respondents identified themselves as Buddhist and 15.6% as Daoist; Christians
accounted for only 5.3%; and the all others are respectively less than 5%. These statistics clearly
show a multi-religious landscape in Taiwan. This structure of religious pluralism has a long history.

Before Japanese colonization began in 1895, the population on the island of Taiwan mainly
consisted of Chinese immigrants. The first significant wave of Chinese immigrants was the army
led by Zheng Chengong (¥)%2))), a loyal general of Ming dynasty (1368-1644), conquering Dutch
outposts in Taiwan. This is the beginning of the later widespread of deity-worshipping rituals on the
whole island of Taiwan. The army, consisted of those Han people mainly coming from the south-
east coastal regions of China, primarily Fujian Province, who brought with them their local beliefs
and rituals to Taiwan. After taking over the island in 1683, the Qing empire (1644-1912), as an
alien ruler, did not suppress local culture in Taiwan, including the belief and ritual practices of the
common people, in alignment with its policy of cultural autonomy regarding the Han people’s
culture in China. The religious codes of the Han people continued to be implemented in different
fields of Taiwan, including politics, economy, civil defense system, etc. At the same time, the
culture and religion of Taiwanese aboriginals had been gradually marginalized and partly integrated
into the Han people’s everyday life. Folk religion, characterized by practicing deity worshipping

based on local temples of Han people, expressed the religious mainstream in the period of imperial
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Chinese rule, because these practices had become an essential part of the foundation in many
different social fields. In addition, there also existed sporadically distributed groups of laity
Buddhism in the Qing periode of Taiwan. Generally speaking , both the rituals of deity worshipping
based on local temples and laity Buddhism depicted the whole picture of Taiwan’s religious
landscape before Japanese colonization.

During the Japanese colonial period (1895-1945), the folk religion immediately lost its multi-
dimensional embeddedness in the ruling system. But folk religion was still able to continue its
minimal development in local communities before the outbreak of the Pacific War in 1941. The
policy of “Researching and Registering Taiwanese Temples” (57 #PLEH)) began in late 1930s
and was forcibly implemented since the early 1940. Thousands deity statues were collectively
burned and many temples were destroyed. In the last few years of the Japanese colonial period, the
Japanese government also attempted to integrate Taiwanese Buddhism into its policy of nationalism
in terms of Japanese Imperial Buddhism. After this short period of religious destruction, religions in
Taiwan began a new chapter when the new government of the Republic of China took over Taiwan
from the hand of Japan. In the post-war period, the religion in Taiwan began their new dynamics of

development, which has determined the religious landscape nowadays.

2. Religious Growth in the Post-War Taiwan

Buddhism and Christianity had a rapid growth after World War II, due to the influx of Chinese
monks and Christian missionaries from Mainland China. But this only represents the growth of the
number of believers resulting from immigration. Regarding religious growth in terms of gaining
local popularity and public support, there were three waves of religious growth in post-war Taiwan.

The growth of Christianity represents the first wave of religious growth in Taiwan. Many
Western Christian missionaries came to Taiwan and were actively engaged in their missionary work
supported by different foreign Christian denominations. At that time, Taiwan accepted a lot of aid
from different Western countries. Going through Christian organizations was a common way to get
international aid. Christian organizations in Taiwan organized a lot of social welfare programs since
the 1950s, when the Taiwanese government’s welfare system had not been established yet. In this
way, Christians gained a positive social image and built up a model in terms of the social
engagement of religious organizations in Taiwan.

The second wave of religious growth was experienced in the field of folk religion since late
1970s. Taiwanese folk religion found their opportunity to recover after the government of Republic
of China took over Taiwan in 1945. Its growth did not, nevertheless, really appear until the 1970s.
Since the late 1970s when industrialization began to develop on a massive scale in Taiwan, the way
of living of the common people has been drastically changed. People became richer and local
communities were able to spend money to renovate their temples. Many new temples were built at

that time, and many rituals were practiced in an extravagant way. Thus, folk religion experienced
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its first flourishing growth in the late 1970s. However, the Taiwan government, following the
rationality of state building, did not hold a very positive attitude toward folk religion. The
traditional ritual practices of local temples were often criticized as making few contributions to the
modernization of the country, as well as for the extravagance in their ritual activities. The public
image of folk religion did not begin to improve until the 2000s, when the political mainstream
discourse of localism (fF#ifbawiR) legitimized the religio-cultural elements of folk religion. The
stereotyped view of folk religion was the impression of anti-modernization, but its elements have
since became an integral part of Taiwanese culture and deemed worthy of being preserved. This
changed many people’s attitudes and made more people of different social status get involved in the
traditional rituals now being characterized as Taiwanese cultural assets.

The third wave of religious growth is the expansion of Buddhism since the 1990s. Before
World War 11, Taiwan had only lay Buddhism, which consisted of laymen’s groups practicing
certain buddhist-like rituals, such as eating in the vegetarian way, doing Buddhist chanting and
carrying out different rituals of worshipping Buddha. During the Japanese colonization, this kind of
lay Buddhism turned to Japanese Sotozen (i) for preventing Japanese suppression. After
World War II, many Chinese Buddhist monks and masters came to Taiwan from China and built up
Buddhist institutions, which mainly took the form of Buddhist monasteries. Some of them tried to
disseminate Buddhist doctrines by producing Buddhist publications. This built up a new
public image of Buddhism in Taiwan. Since the 1980s, a new wave of Buddhist movement started,
the so-called the movement of “Buddhism for the secular world” ( A\ [H#%L), also translated as
“Humanistic Buddhism.” This Buddhist reform with more engagement in the secular world
attracted the attention of the public and its popularity rapidly increased since the 1990s. Nowadays,
“Buddhism for the secular world” has become the mainstream Buddhism in Taiwan.

In addition to these three waves of religious growth, we also find in Taiwan other religious
organizations coming from abroad since 2000. Western New Age organizations, Tibetan Buddhism
and Theravada Buddhism coming from Southeast Asia have been imported and have become more
popular since the late 1990s. This makes the religious landscape in Taiwan more diversified, which

characterizes the phenomenon of religious pluralism.

3. “Modern” Characteristics of the Religious Development in Taiwan

Changes in the religious landscape speeded up, when the process of industrialization began
since the late 1970s and political democratization since the 1990s. The changing social environment
has had different impacts on different religions. Christianity has been, for example, facing a long-
term stagnation for decades; the trend of “Buddhism for the secular world,” mainly promoted by
four Buddhist masters has produced a huge social impact; folk religion has regained its social-
cultural legitimacy through the political discourse of localism and democratization, and is newly

activated in the modern governmentality. In terms of the development of religious field in post-war
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Taiwan, three trends can be identified as “religious modernization” in Taiwan.
(1) Religious Groups Are More Conscious of Managing Their Public Image

Facing the massive social change of the industrialization and the political reform, religious
protagonists are forced to find their own way of surviving. Religious relief program is one common
activity organized by religious groups that affects their public image. Particularly for the Buddhist
organizations, various charity programs were massively adopted, because it is easy for them to be
integrated into Buddhist doctrine. Some Buddhist organizations of the reform trend “Buddhism for
the secular world”, such Tzu-Chi and Foguangshan, are very active in encouraging people to take
part in their charity programs. Charity has become a very positive and attractive term which can
easily motivate more people to be their members and enhance the social visibility of these
organizations. Before Buddhist organizations began with their own charity programs in their
modern form, Christian organizations had been a representative model for a long time in Taiwan.
However, nowadays, Christian organization do not have an advantage anymore in social
engagement. This might be one of the reasons for the ongoing stagnation of Christian growth for
the past three decades.

In contrast to modernized Buddhist organizations, folk religion has been able to maintain its
growth without focusing on institutionalized charity. One reason is that the solidarity of their
followers is basically dependent on territorial affinity and blood relationship. Local temples are,
when organizing their ritual activities, mainly concerned with the needs of the local community and
with enhancing the mutual relationships with other temples. Their charity programs are, hence, only
targeted at solving the local problems and are often based on the traditional form of donating relief
goods and materials. The charity in the form of modern institutionalized program is hard to find in
folk religion. Besides, a local temples can, without involving programming charity, enhance their
popularity by promoting the cultural value of their traditional rituals. Due to the political-cultural
discourses of localism, local temple’s religious rituals are valued as a part of Taiwanese cultural
identity and legitimated as important cultural assets. Some representative ritual activities, like
regular parading procession for making pilgrimage, easily gain public attention and even become
tourist attractions for outsiders. Even though every temple may not own a authenticated cultural

assets, more and more temples are developing and preserving their traditional rituals.
(2) The Trend of Self-Spiritualization

Both in Buddhism and folk religion there exists the trend of self-spiritualization. In Buddhism,
many new organizations mainly focusing on the ritual of self-cultivating method, which like
“meditation” in a broader sense, is performed under a supervision of a master. Most of these kinds
of Buddhist organizations do not belong to the system of traditional Buddhist institutions. They are,
perhaps suprisingly, often identified as pagan from the viewpoint of Buddhist “orthodox” system.

Also Tibetan Buddhism has gained popularity by providing the methods of self-spiritualization in
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Taiwan since 2000.

One can also find the trend of self-spiritualization in the field of folk religion. Since the 1980s,
new forms of folk religion have appeared and kept growing. For example, new temples worshipping
Xiwangmu (Fairy Mother Goddess), that come from the belief system of Chinese cosmology,
appeared since the late 1970s and rapidly produced a lot of daughter-altars all over Taiwan within
30 years. The establishers of the daughter-altars claim to have the ability to directly communicate
with the Goddess. They provide certain ritual services to the people who have problems that cannot
be solved in ordinary ways of everyday life. In addition, there exist since the late 1980s one other
kind of self-spiritualized group, which resorts to the self-ritual for seeking direct contact with the
transcendental ling (spirits in nature) at some prescribed places, such as at certain temples or
special sites in natural landscape.

Regarding Christian development, the groups of charismatic movement have achieved its
growth in the last two decades in Taiwan. Most of them come from the Western world and
emphasize self-spiritualization. An other representative one of the trend of self-spiritualization is
New Age groups imported from the Western world since the late 1990s. They organized different
courses for teaching the method of self-spiritualization.

Nowadays, individual religious needs are not determined by family or local social relations as
much as in the past. Providing rituals for individual spiritual care has become an issue in many
religious groups. This trend shows, however, different geographical distribution depending on
different religions. The groups promoting self-spiritualized rituals in Buddhism and in the New Age
movement are often widespread through the urban areas with higher grade of individualization. And
the groups of self-spiritualization in folk religion are special cases which are less related to certain
geographical characteristics. Its widespread distribution very much resultes from the weaker control
of a local temple of people’s ritual practices, so that they can be established and develop without

the permission of public temples as it had ever been.
(3) Religious “Mediatization”

The term “media” is used to be understood as traditional tools of communication, such as
newspaper and radios and television. However, the new media, the interactive APPs
like Blog, Facebook, Line, which appeared in the 2000s, has fundamentally changed the religious
communication. Some studies show the impact of media on the religious development and view
media not only as a tool of communication,' but as constitutive moment of religious development.
Regarding the religious development in Taiwan, the effects of new media are particular salient in
the field of folk religion. Relying on communication via new media, many new forms of religious

community appear since the 2010s. Their solidarity and operation are not based on the territorial

' See Stig Hjarvard (2008) “The mediatization of religion. A theory of the media as agents of religious

change” in Northern Light, 6(2), pp. 9-26. Stig Hjarvard (2011) “The mediatization of religion. Theorising
Religion, Media and Social Change.” in Culture and Religion 12(2). pp. 119-135.
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affinity or any link by blood relationship, but on the taste affinity which means the fan page
followers’ personal interests in certain ritual artefacts or activities. The fan page followers often
meet each other for a ritual event, wherein they can have experience with certain ritual and have
contact with ritual artefacts they are interested in. The interesting thing is, while taking part in the
ritual event of folk religion, the fan page followers could, according to the empirical data of my
interviews, eventually develop their personal link with religious belief, through emotional moment,
bodily reaction or habitualized understanding in their real ritual experience.

In other words, the role of territorial solidarity and blood affinity which used to be the essential
constitutive elements of religious community in folk religion, can now be replaced by the taste
affinity mediated by new media communication. This phenomenon is possible particularly in the
field of folk religion, because folk religion is characterized by its religious construction primarily
based on ritual practice, rather than belief. In opposition to the new phenomenon of “believing
without belonging”, an idea proposed by Grace Davie in her examination of modern Christian
development in modern Western society,” we can find a lot of cases indicating the contrary form -
“belonging without believing” in the field of folk religion in Taiwan. For many people, this involves
consciously taking part in ritual groups of temple, which focus on certain bodily techniques like
playing music, performing different martial arts, etc. without necessarily identifying themselves as
believers. There are also many of these participants I interviewed who (even regularly) take part in
a religious procession, but view themselves as outsiders without any particular belief in the deity
they accompany in procession. Some of them explain their participation as cultural experiencing or
just as conventional particiaption. These cases are regarded by devout believers as being in the
transient state and as a way to build their solidarity with deity. Although it is hard to prove
empirically whether “belonging without believing” is the previous state of “believing” in the
context of Taiwanese folk religion, this transformation from “belonging without believing” to
“believing” is surely not of rare occurrence. Based on the religiosity of folk religion, new media
creates now many new forms of religious community which were not possible without territorial

solidarity in the past.

4. Social Condition of Religious Development

After examining the trends and characteristics of religious change in post-war Taiwan, three
factors are found to be relevant to the religious development: the political agenda of modern state
building, the secular trend of individualization, and flourishing new media.

The process of modern state building in Taiwan promotes the cultural discourses of localism
and the discourses about social function of religion. Any local religio-cultural particularity can be

manipulated by local temples as symbolic capital and be used to enhance their cultural value and

2 See Grace Davie (1990) ‘Believing without Belonging: Is This the Future of Religion in Britain?’ in Social

Compass, 37, pp. 455-469.
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eventually to gain social visibility and popularity. On the other hand, to Buddhist organizations,
“charity” has become a symbolic term because of its positive social function in the framework of
modern state building.

The second one is the trend of individualization, which can be traced to the economic
modernization. The change of economic structure creates new ways of living in Taiwan. People’s
everyday life is now not as strongly linked to the local community as it once was. Individualization
makes the religious grouping lose the territorial-bounded community base. That means the religious
organizations have to produce programs targeting at individual need, like the activity of self-
spiritualization, without referring to local community.

The third one is related to technological revolution. New media creates new forms of religious
management. Internet connection replaces, to some extent, the role of the territorial solidarity and
blood affinity which had been ever essential to religious grouping. Media is now not only a tool
anymore, but has become a new constitutive part of religion in the development of folk religion.

The religious communication in the new media does not only promote the “religious
deterritorialization.” The new media also creates a new form of religious communication, that is
mainly based on the encoded digitalized information. The experience of living together is thus not
prerequest for this kind of communication. The solidarity of this kind of delocalized religious group
is constructed on the base of their member’s common interests in some ritual practices or because
of having similar beliefs. Although this kind of new religious grouping is not very popular yet, it

represents a new religious form and makes the Taiwanese religious landscape more pluralistic.

5. Conclusion: Challenges of Religious “Modernization” in Taiwan

Religions in Taiwan are facing different challenges on their way of “modernization.” Programs
sponsored by religious organization, targeting secular affairs in their social environment, are often
difficult to distinguish from those promoted by non-religous organizations. The boundary between
the programs of non-religious non-profit-organizations and those of religious organizations is, for
example in terms of charity engagement, not easy to find. An associated problem is that the more
religious organizations engage in secular affairs, the more likely they are to become involved in
affairs in dispute. In 2015 Tzu-Chi, the pioneer of the movement of “Buddhism for the secular
world,” had foreign investments in stocks of weapon companies and cigarette companies. This
news seriously damaged 7Tzu-Chi s public image. Due to its particular role as religious organization,
its controversial social engagement will be examined in public with a stricter standard. That is to
say, as religious organizations develop the discourse of secular engagement to build a positive
social image for themselves, they are at the same time taking the risk of coming in for a lot of
criticism that could harm the public trust in them. This is the dilemma religious organizations are
facing in modern times.

In addition, the festival-like rituals of folk religion are easy viewed as cultural activities. And
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the function of some self-spiritualizing exercises, including those of new Buddhist organizations
and New Age, is very much like spiritual curing without necessarily being linked to religious
redeem. Many phenomena show the boundary between religious and non-religious is getting vague.
But this is actually not the problem. In fact, the blurring of boundaries is a necessary tendency
resulting from modern individualization. The real problem is, religious organizations could “get
lost” when engaging too much in secular activities, so that they overly put emphasis on the
techniques of management with less religious concern. The internal debates regarding the way of
management are often found in local temples as well as in the religious organization. The conflicts
can only become more salient than ever when the social environment is on the way to the

modernization.
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During the years under review in this outline, China was under the leadership of successively
Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping. More importantly, in terms of the periodization of Chinese
religious policy, it begins after the suppression of Falun Gong and the institution of the Anti-Cult
Law, both of which took place in 1999. This marked a new period in attitudes both towards
officially recognised religious groups and what the Chinese Party-State chose to call “evil cults.”
This was a new coinage in Chinese English-language discourse but it translated a very old word in
Chinese, namely xiejiao FF#Y, that would be more accurately translated as “heterodox teachings.”
This essay is in three parts: religion and the Chinese state, religious flashpoints, and new forms of

religiosity.

Religion and the Chinese State

It is crucial to understand that the Chinese Party-State arrogates to itself the right to rule over
religion. Religion is not a sphere of activity that is protected from state intervention nor has it rights
that can be defended in court. One indication of the one-sided power relationship between religion
and the state in contemporary China can be found in the continuing promulgation of regulations
controlling religious organisations and the publication of collections of these regulations by official
government presses. In addition, any large bookshop in China will have guides for cadres involved
in “religious work,” and studies of the pertinent issues in society concerning religion. The
underlying assumption in these publications is that it is the state’s right and duty to “manage”

religion.
i. Xi Jinping’s Speech at National Conference on Religious Work

On April 23, 2016 Xi Jinping gave the first major speech on religion since he came to power in
2012. As reported by the Xinhua news agency he instructed the religions of China to “merge
religious doctrines with Chinese culture, abide by Chinese laws and regulations, and devote
themselves to China’s reform and opening up drive and socialist modernization in order to

2l

contribute to the realization of the Chinese dream of national rejuvenation.”” That religions should

1 http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-04/23/c _135306131.htm
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abide by the law and assist in government policy implementation is unexceptional for China; what
is novel and interesting here is the statement that religions should merge their doctrines with
Chinese culture. During 2016 most religious groups in China that have foreign origins — Islam and
both Protestant and Catholic forms of Christianity — held meetings to discuss how this new policy
should be implemented. Clearly this new policy pronouncement is focused on two targets, one old
and one relatively new. The old target is the “foreign control” of the Catholic church, the new one is
the perceived threat of foreign followers of Islam who allegedly inspire terrorism. Thus, he
continued, “We must resolutely guard against overseas infiltrations via religious means and prevent
ideological infringement by extremists.”

Religious groups, moreover, should “dig deep into doctrines and canons that are in line with
social harmony and progress, and favorable for the building of a healthy and civilized society, and
interpret religious doctrines in a way that is conducive to modern China's progress and in line with
our excellent traditional culture.” This statement underlines previous official commentary that
religions can have a positive role in society and may become involved in the provision of social
support. As underlined in successive Communist Party statements, religions should never, “interfere
with government administration, judiciary and education,” and members of the Party must act as
“unyielding Marxist atheists, consolidate their faith, and bear in mind the Party's tenets.”

While overseas religious organisations and commentators typically took a negative view of
this speech, a more optimistic view was presented by Italian scholar and journalist Francesco Sisci
in Asia Times.”> Sisci points out that Xi appears to have changed official vocabulary in the way he
describes the relationship between the Party and religions, noting in particular the use of the word
vindao 5|5 rather than the more typical zhidao ¥§55. Yindao may be understood as “guiding by
reacting to an action taken by others.” In English we might translate this as “to lead.” Zhidao, on
the other hand implies passivity on the part of religions and an appropriate translation would be “to
direct.” Sisci discusses the ramifications of the new terminology in this way: “With this formulation
the party maintains the lead but ... must guide by reacting to the stimuli and impulses of religious

bodies.”
ii. The Draft Revisions {&1TE % to the Regulations on Religious Affairs #5555

On September 7, 2016 a set of draft revisions to the 2005 Regulations on Religious Affairs
were released for comment. According to Katharina Wenzel-Teuber, these regulations are, “the
basic administrative legal norms for the State’s dealings with the religions.”* Comments on the draft
revisions were due on October 7 but at the time of writing (August 2017) the final revised

regulations have not been released. The draft revisions indicate changes in several areas:

2 http://atimes.com/2016/04/xi-signals-new-party-stance-on-religion-via-subtle-change-in-words-sisci/

3 http://www.china-zentrum.de/fileadmin/downloads/rctc/2016-4/RCTC_2016-4.21-24 Wenzel-Teuber
The State Council Publishes a Draft Revision of the Regulations on Religious Affairs.pdf
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a. they accept the existence of religious “schools” and acknowledge religious charities but deny
the right to spread religious ideas through them,

b. they indicate new concerns over harm to national security, spreading extremism, inciting
ethnic separatism, terrorism, importation of religious material, and use of the internet,

c. they mandate that approval or rejection of applications for “religious activity sites” needs to be
given at a municipal level and must take account of the “needs of urban planning,”

d. they forbid the building of large-scale outdoor religious statues outside religious sites,

e. they allow donations to religious organisations but demand that those over Y 100,000 must be
reported, and

f. they insist that religious organisations must be properly regulated financially and audited.

To what extent the draft revisions are changed will only be clear when the final Regulations
are released. In passing, and with regard to Sisci’s comments about Xi Jinping’s April speech, the

September draft revisions use the term ziidao four times, and never use yindao.

iii. Banned Religions

One aspect of the power the Chinese Party-State has over the regulation of religions is their
ability to declare them illegal. Making followers of certain religions into criminals is something that
Chinese governments have done for hundreds of years. Declaring those religions to be “heterodox
teachings” (or “evil cults” in the Chinese government’s current translation, see above) does not mean
that they are “false” or “spurious” as, say, declaring them to be “superstitions” — mixin $£{g — would.
Rather, it acknowledges that they have spiritual power but they are not approved by the state. The
opposite of “heterodox teachings” are “orthodox teachings” zhengjiao 1E#{, which are approved by
the state.

At various times in recent years the Chinese authorities have made lists of what they call

“cults.” In 2014 they issued a list of the eleven most active of them:*

The Church of Almighty God ®BE##IZ{ <> (Eastern Lightning 7R 77 [N/ F. )
The Shouters FEIE IR

The Disciple Society [ J{E2>

The Unification Church 4i—#{

Chinese Mainland Administrative Deacon Station HH #& K [ifi {7 B g i
The Bloody Holy Spirit Il7K &R

The Full Scope Church 4711 (£

The Three Grades of Servants =H{ A\ Ik

4 http://jb.sznews.com/htm1/2014-06/04/content 2895965.htm
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The Quan Yin Method W35 i5(7]
The True Buddha School Al E{# 52
Falun Gong %481

While this is not a fixed or definitive list, it is worth noting that the first eight of the eleven of these

groups find their origins in some form of Christianity, while the next two are based on Buddhism,

and the last is derived from gigong.

Religious Flashpoints

i. Islam

One of the religions that has attracted most attention from the Chinese state in recent years has
been Islam. The concerns have generally centred on Uyghur Muslims from Xinjiang rather than
those of what the Chinese call the Hui nationality. Typically, the focus of concerns has not been the
religion but various movements that have intersected in important ways with it. Thus, in some
ways, the real concern of the state has been on Uyghur activism rather than Islam in itself. There
are four main streams of Uyghur activism: the defence of religious rights, Uyghur nationalism, pan-
Turkism, and Jihad. Across Xinjiang and in China, various Uyghur protests and demonstrations
have taken place but as is the case for most activities of this sort in China, only the most violent are
reported. These have included suicide bombings, random stabbings, bus bombings, etc. The state
has condemned all these activities while blurring the boundaries between terrorism, separatism, and
religious fundamentalism.

The government has responded in, broadly, four ways: “strike hard” campaigns of arrests,
detentions, etc.; attempts to speed up economic development; increasing migration of Han people
into Xinjiang; and the hardening of border controls where Xinjiang borders Central Asian states.
The arrest in 2014 of ITham Tohti, an academic economist at the Central Nationalities University in
Beijing, drew serious attention overseas as this indicated that the Party were willing to suppress
even moderate Uyghur voices. In the cultural field, the wearing of the veil by Muslim women has
been banned, and even overseas, the Chinese government has tried to silence Uyghur voices, for
example by demanding the Australian government rescind an invitation to Rebiya Kadeer, President
of the World Uyghur Congress, to attend the Melbourne International Film Festival in 2009 when a

documentary about her life and struggle - The 10 Conditions of Love - was being premiered.
ii. Tibetan Buddhism

During this period the Chinese government has not lessened its opposition to the Dalai Lama

but has continued accusing him and his supporters of separatism. Their opposition has partly played
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out in an underlying tension over his succession, with the Chinese insisting on their right to approve
the next Dalai Lama. We have already had a preview of what may take place: there are currently
two claimants to the title of Panchen Lama. The one who makes public appearances was approved
by the Chinese authorities; the one nominated by the Dalai Lama disappeared from view in Beijing
and is presumed to have been arrested. In a related measure, in January 2016, it was announced that
a database of “living Buddhas” had been created by the religious affairs bureaucracy, listing the
names, addresses and details of 870 incarnations that had been “verified.” In more direct action, in
July 2016, what was claimed to be the biggest Tibetan Buddhist institute in the world - Larung Gar
in Sertar, eastern Tibet — was attacked, with many buildings being demolished. The officially stated
goal of these actions was to halve the population of the settlement from 10,000 to 5,000.

One of the most striking features of Tibetan Buddhism in contemporary China is its growth
among Han Chinese, especially among the urban middle class. Some wealthy Han people have
even become patrons of reincarnate lamas and important monks but there is some disagreement
over whether this support represents genuine belief in and respect for a religious guide, or whether

it is, in John Osburg’s term, “spiritual protection money” that will protect them from trouble.’
iii. Roman Catholicism

In recent years Roman Catholicism has experienced strong growth, although exact figures are
hard to ascertain. About six million people belong to the “patriotic church,” but other estimates that
include non-approved congregations put membership at between nine and twelve million. The
province of Hebei is the church’s stronghold with about one million members.

The continuing issue with this church is the status of the Pope and the Holy See. For the
Chinese this equates to “foreign control” — the PRC and the Vatican do not have diplomatic
relations, with the Holy See still recognizing the ROC on Taiwan and maintaining an office there.
In practice, the core problem this creates is the appointment of bishops. The orthodox position is
that bishops can only be appointed by the pope, but the Chinese insist that bishops be appointed by
the Patriotic Association. Nonetheless, in fits and starts, ties between the Vatican and the PRC are
becoming closer. The appointment by China of Joseph Li Shan as Archbishop of China was “tacitly
approved” by Vatican in 2007. And in 2008, the Chinese Philharmonic Orchestra gave a concert for
the pope in the Vatican.

iv. Protestantism

The growth of Protestant Christianity in China over the past few decades has been immense.
With the same caveats as Roman Catholicism, there are currently between 40 and 50 million
Protestants in China with some sources claiming up to 90 million. In some ways, Catholicism is an

casy target for the authorities with its unified structures, its set liturgy, its hierarchies, etc.

5 http://international.ucla.edu/ccs/event/11572
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Protestantism, on the other hand, is much harder to control as it is, by its nature, more diverse,
flexible, and local. For example, since there is no need for a priest to be present in Protestant
worship, a large number of small and informal churches have appeared that meet wherever they
can, and often move.

The concerns the features raise for the authorities focus on the involvement of foreign
churches and religious personnel, their alleged political aims, and increasingly questions of
visibility and size. This latter concern is evident in the case of the city of Wenzhou in Zhejiang,
sometimes called China’s “New Jerusalem.” Wenzhou’s relative isolation and lack of party control,
its wealth, and its capitalist activities all led to successful early evangelization. This city alone now
has more than one million Protestants, as well as many other active religious believers from other
forms of Christianity as well as non-Christian religions. The visibility of Protestantism in Wenzhou
led to widespread church demolitions in 2014 and the removal of up to 1,500 crosses from the tops

of church buildings — including those of the patriotic “Three-Self” association.

New Forms of Religiosity

i. New Forms of Buddhism from Taiwan

Taiwan has experienced a creative flourishing of Buddhism since the lifting of Martial Law in
1987. One of the best know new associations is Ciji Z4J# . Active in China since 1991, its work on
the mainland has followed that in Taiwan working in disaster relief, but also in hospitals, old
people’s homes, schools, and day-care centres. As in Taiwan also, it has sponsored bone marrow
donations. It was officially registered in China in 2010 in Suzhou. Its activities do not appear to
have been affected much by the ups and downs of Cross-Straits political relations.

Less strong in China than Ciji but more politically active has been Foguangshan {#fi Y% [1]. The leader
of Foguangshan, Master Hsing Yun met Wang Yi, the head of Taiwan Affairs in China, in Beijing in
May 2010. At that time, the Peoples Daily reported Wang as saying Hsing Yun “has played a

‘special and positive role’ in promoting exchanges across the Taiwan Strait.”
ii. Quasi-Religions

In recent years, and especially since the suppression of Falun Gong, the activities of gigong
groups have become much more low-key and consistently secularized. The focus now, in these
groups and in society at large, is much more on health. However, in the Chinese context, practices
that lead to real or alleged health benefits — sometimes verging on claims of the miraculous — can
easily acquire religious overtones. The key term at present is yangsheng 7#%F or “nourishing life.”
This can include practices such as diet, fasting, meditation, medical treatments, exercise, spiritual
teachings, and beauty treatments. The popularity of yangsheng activities has led to the growth of

yangsheng tourism with the establishment of middle and upper class retreats. In some cases,
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temples, both Buddhist and Daoist, have been converted into resorts while still being staffed by
monks and priests. These kinds of activities and establishments have often been endorsed by
celebrities and the word yangsheng itself appears to have become a selling point, with at least one

golf course claiming golf as a yangsheng activity!
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