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INTRODUCTION

Opiate of the Masses with Chinese Characteristics:
Recent Chinese Scholarship on the Meaning and
Future of Religion®

Thomas David DuBors (F19E) and Crir Zhen (G H])

Along with the revival of religion itself, China since the 1980s has scen a flow-
ering of thearetical scholarship about the nawre of religion, its role in soci-
ey, and its ultimate fave under socialism, This sort of scholarship divides into
themes and schools. The held of religious studies, which is grounded in variows
branches of the social sciences, has only recently emerged as a discipline in
its own right. This field is small but growing, albeit slowly. It stands in stark
contrast o Marxist or Marxist-Leninist theory, the study of which continues
to occupy a place of prominence in universities and research institutes nation-
wide, and which alse has much to say about the essemtial features of religion.

This collection draws on essays from Heligions Studies Theory {Zongjicoxue
lifun) and Marxist Approuches o Religion and lssues in Chinese Contemporary
Neligion (Makesi sheyi zongjiao guan ya dangedai Zhongguo zongiiac), two vol-
wmes in the series "Highlights of Contemporary Chinese Religion Research®
{ Daxrgpedeni #fromgg o songgjian vanjiu fingxuan congshu), originally published by
Minzu Press in 2008, On its own, each of the original volumes comprises a
survey of the state of the field as it is practiced at a particular level in China.
Together, they provide insight into how these two perspectives relate 1o cach
other, the changing landscape of ideas about religion and Marxism them-
selves, and the role that this very particular sphere of high-level scholarship
might play in the formation and promotion of government policy.

Thee nuthors presented this paper at the Australion Centre on Ching and the Warld, and the
Asia Research Institute In Singapore, anl gratefully scknowbedge helpful supgestions made
by Yang Bin, Wang Luman, Nico Volland, [i Fengywan, Misako Suaoki, Jack Fairey and Wang
Jinping. For purposes of establishing a chronology, chapters in the present volume are cited
i e form of their first pulblication.

 EONINKLIJKE BRILL NV, LEIDEN, 2004 | DOD 60169 /9TES0AT42A022 002



2 DUBOIS AND CHI
Marxist Theory and the Study of Religion

A cursory reading of current trends in China would give the impression that
the rise of religion is a direct consequence of Marxism's increasingly ap parent
irrelevance. It is not difficult to see the two as directly opposing forces, par-
ticularly given the truism that political Marsism itself bears at least a pleenom-
ehologicel resemblance to religion.! Even without taking the phenomenon of
popular worship of Mao Zedong himself into aceount, the mass extremism
of the 1960s and 70s seemed 1w tick all of the boxes that identify religion:
the prominence of a divine figure and orthodoxy of text, as well as rituals of
purity, nbeisance, and belonging? Leaving aside the very problematic ques-
tion of what properly constitutes religion, many observers have linked the
recent resurgenee of religion in China to the social disloeation ereated by
three decades of market reforms, and specifically the ideological and spiritual
vacuum ercated by the decline of Marxism as a guiding social force.® Given
these circumstanees, it would be easy to assume a fundamental incompatibil-
ity between these two scholarly worlds, with intellectual growth in the field
of religious studies coming at the expense of a moribund Marxism; one might
even be tempted to view scholarly sttention towards religion as a realm of rela-
tive autonomy, i not resistance.®

Vet the relationship between religions studies and Marxism is not simply
a matter of one totalizing ideology replacing another. The recently deceased
V' The question of Marxism as seligion has been taken up by genemtions of scholars, One of the
better-knewn examinations & o be found in Trevor Ling, Kard Marx and Religion (London:
Macmillan, 1950
Regarding the rigeal life of Communist fgunes, see Adam Chau, Mikeeufous Response: adug
Fapuatier eligion i Contemeporary China (Stanfond, cac Stanford University Press, 20065], (.
47, 5L Recent Beldwork !J:.' Yu Luo Rioox introduces the p||c'|mn:|.-:||u. of ritual attendance of
Mae's spirit, amd of pigricage wosites of revolutionary significance, nan woprecedented
level of detail. Yo Lo Riows, Marketing the Revalutior; Taunsm, Londseape and [deofogy in
China (Ph.D, thesis, University of Colordo at Beubder, 2007 ), especially pp. 397404, The
pitfalls of viewing Mardsm as o surrogate religion ane taken up by o momber of the suthors
referenced here, notalily by Gong Xwereng and Arif Didik.
¥ Rioux makes this point repeatedly. Others have done so with respect 1o the recent emer-
gence of patriotie education campaigns. See, for cxmple, fohn Kennedy, “Mainiaining
Popular Suppoert For the Chinese Communist Party: The [Influence of Elucation and the
Seate-Controlled Media” Political Studies 57.3 (2000} 517-5336; Peter Hays Gries, China's
New Nationalize: Pride, Politics, and Dipfomacy | Berkeley and Los Angeles, ca: University of
Californin Press, 50051
It i somewhar ironic in the conext of this volume thar the klea of religion as a locus of
ideological resistance iself derives from the work of the lalian Mamdst Antonlo Gramscl.
IJwisht I I‘I-i||il1;;:. '|I1.-]igi|:||| s n||-|mxi"|.il:m: A Grainiscian :‘I.llal}‘xix." .l.lhrv'fnrﬂ_ﬁmnju! .n,lr
Sociotogy B {1990): 1-31.



OPIATE OF THE MASSES WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS 3

scholar Li Daji (524255 ) not only edited both of the Chinese volumes from
which this collection draws, but contributed a substantive article Lo each one,
confirming that it is possible to remain conversant in both approaches without
being tom asunder ideologically. More generally, the two approaches coexist
because they address the same fuestions, albeit from different directions, As
a purely theoretical diseipline, religious studies seeks to uncover the nature,
mechanisms, and functions of religion, in a way that may touch upon thealogy
but remains distinet from it As an ideological svstem, Marxism is premised on
the transformation of belief and consciousness, which will necessarily prompt
a certain resemblanee w religion, and in any case it views the development
of religion within society as a fundamental historical process. As purely aca-
demic coneemns, the two approsches are equally interested in uncovering the
nature of religion itsell, and of the place of religion within a larger framework
of soeial evolution. They make natural, if not necessarily amiable conversation
partners.

Moreover, the two fields as they are represented in this volume share a num-
ber of practical realities. Each draws from the highest level of China's academic
elite, most of whom spent carcers crossing paths with each other in a variety
of scholarly and official capacities. Both fields adhere to similar political con-
towrs, and in their development they followed the same timeline of events that
shaped the transformation of perspectives on religion, as well as on ideology
more broadly. These constraints are particularly evident in the sort of schalar-
ship that makes its way into the top tier of academic journals, and thus into
these two volumes. As members of the scholarly and political elite, the authors
themselves necessarily present only a very selective view of a much larger field.
Bt that is by no means o say that this scholarship is simply a restatement of or
propaganda for political orthodoxy. While these articles, the earliest of which
go back to the early 19905, do demonstrate the changing scope of what subjects
may be addressed in scholardy debate, they also highlight these wpics that ane
of particular interest to Chinese schaolars, a dynamic that in many ways exists
independent of political necessity. This is true for the burgeoning discipline
of religious studies, which must necessarily react to the rapidly changing cen-
tral policy towards religion in China. It is even more true for Marxist scholar-
:5!1i|} (of which this work on religion is a relatively small subset), which is itsell
part of a constant and ongeing process of retroactively recreating the entine
narrative of the Chinese revolution® The links between these two types of
scholarship is evident in their chronology, which reveals parallel developments

Artl Dk, =The Discourse of “Chinese Mardsm” ® n Mdoderm L'ﬁiﬂm-lﬁ'lli:gll'urj.' Ve h'_':th
i J"rzmsﬁlrﬂhrﬁurl. TR50- Preseil, ed. Vincenil GIKMI'I'I'I.JIIIH Kit'l:.;=||v||_|uh||.].:g:-m'l':,.'ﬁh'i-:h-ll
anil Boston: Brill, forthooming).
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in both fields. Contrary perhaps to expectations, in neither one are the changes
easily charcterized by something as simple as greater or lesser permissiveness
on the part of state censors,

Religiouns Stodies

While the study of religion has a very long history in China, the Western disei-
pline of religious studies is firly new and somewhat rudimentary. By religious
studies, we mean the discipline as a selfidentified, distinet subficld of the
humanities and social sciences, one with its own theoretical perspectives and
debates, a5 well as its own institutional identity in terms of scholarly centers
and publications. The study of religion was of course part of the theological and
social science training available in China before 1949, but that particular chan-
nel of inguiry was narrowed and eventually cut off during the first decades of
the People’s Bepublic. While the study of religion continued into the 19505, the
concerns of the field moved in a starkly different direction, and by the mid-
19605 had disappeared altogether. It was only with the change in religion pol-
icy during the late 19705 that religion and religious studies made their current
scholarly comeback, In a thirgeyear retrospective of the field, He Guanghu
shows the significant growth in the feld from nearly nothing 1o its present
state of about 800 scholars, but emphasizes that on the whaole religions studies
remains litthe more than a drop in a vast ocean, and that the field as a whole
continues to face significant external pressures in everything from publishing
to academic employment.®

In this context, the two decades of religions studies scholarship represented
in this volume are the record of a field strugeling to carve out an identity, This
dhuality of purpose is evident in cach of the book's chapters, beginning with
editor Liv Daji's 1998 overview of the Gheld of religions studies as it developed in
Ewrope. The article focuses primarily on the intellectual transformation of the
field during the second half of the nineteenth century, showing how the evolu-
tion of the discipline kept pace with the major milestones of Western thought.,
While of value as a work of intellectual history, the article speaks most directly
to scholars of religions studics, Liv's goal is to make the Western discipline, at
this point still somewhat alien to China, intelligible to Chinese scholars, pre-
cisely so that China can create its own school of religious studies thought. That

& He {iuanghu. "J'hirq:.'“*;lnn[ Ih-liginuuﬁud ies i Chiria,” in .'{uwfa!.‘\'drﬂ!fﬁrﬁ'ﬂ:rd{mqfﬁdwfnn
it Chene: Methoalwlogies, Thearles, and Fingdings, e, Fenggong Yang aml] Graeme Lang (Leklen
anid Boston: Brill, 2001}, pp. 23=46.
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said, the article reveals little indication of what a Chinese approach to religious
studies might actually entail, or how a distinctly Chinese school might develop.
Lii maintains a distance from each of the thinkers and their ideas, with the
single exception of his lengthy plea for his fellow scholars to dispense with
the fetishization of Marx and Engels. In a theme that would reoccur during the
subsequent decade, Li passionately decries textual fundamentalism and advo-
cates frank and creative discussion of the classical canon precisely in order to
adapt the spirit and essence of Marxism to a changing world.”

The second chapter, taken from an article by Zhuo Xinping (5287 ) in the
following year, echoed Lii's expansive view while espousing an approach that
wis both more theological and more overtly grounded in Chinese thought. For
this piece, Zhuo mined the Chinese classics both for evidence of religion as an
evolving historical institution, and for Chinese ideas of the nature of divinity
Zhuo's article is remarkable both for its ambition to tackle big themes, and for
the rather striking absence of the wels that would have been necessary 1o do
so, On the one hand, the vast conceprual ambition of the article prevenied
Zhuo from going into depth, but more fundamentally, his eagerness w demon-
strate that China had its own answers to the great questions of religious studies
forces Zhuo w rely upon modern concepts and terminology, through which he
retroactively analvees his sources. Like Lii, Zhuo is content to end his article
without much in the way of conelusions. His one caution is for fellow scholars
to be aware of the inherent complexity of religion, in particular to separte
religious beliel from its social manifestations, and 1o understand thay there
may be good and bad woven into each. Like Li's eall to defetishize Marx, this
idea may appear somewhat innocucus in retrospect, but it carried o great deal
of political significance at the time the essay was first published ¥

Within a few years, the contours of the cll':.'r_'ipiinu haad ulrm.“lf become much
clearer, In a chapter that was first published in 2006, Jin Ze {427%) builds an
overtly instrumentalist argument that China must harness religion to its own
advantage. Jin begins with the reality that religion is growing globally, as well

L Daji A, *Cong dui jindal xifang zangjinoxue fuehan de diensi tantae songjlaoxue de

xingzhi he nelrong goucheng” MR SRR B ER S S R R
FIEFIRY [ The nature and substance of the stuly of religion: A critical perspective from the
development of madern Wistem religious studics], in Zomgifoo e torglior xinbion 57505
,'-_-!] 3{{ ﬁ'rfh-‘ |."'|. new mirductbon o I'l"lj“,llﬂl % @it ||.-.t]..1-|:“|. Lii |]:Lji {I:h'i'ring: :f.l'ml'l:gp.lll:l ahehul
loirxeice chiibarnshe, EME)L

Fhoo Xinping EL R, “thongguo dangdai zongjiao lilun® o [ 2L (R TR [Theorics of
rellighon b Comtemporary China |, in Zeagitee e [Understanding religion] 558 00RE, ol
Zhuo Xinping { Beljing: Shehui kexue wenxian chubanshee, 1959),
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as in China, particularly among ethnic minorities. This reality presents a cer-
tain risk, but the threat is not religion as such. In response w an carlier view
that religion was by definition a threat o China's security, Jin presents religion
as an opportunity, and thus advocates ap proaching it with a scalpel mather than
a sledgehammer. He slices religion into distinet social and political “orienta-
tions,” each of which has positive and negative potential, and cautions that
compressing all of these manifestations into a single phenomenon not only
runs the risk of offending believers at home and abroad, but also sacrifices
opportunities o use religion’s positive potential w build social cohesion and
values, as well as wo strengthen ties with China's neighbors, Like Li, Jin takes
pains to play down the novelty of his stance, emphasizing that this approach
is not merely reconcilable with Marxist historical materialism, but that it is in
fact the correct interpretation of Marc®

Li Xiangping's (4[5]°F) ambitious chapter attempts nothing less than a
sociology of religion in China, and begins by taking aim at the model of adver-
sarial civil society, one that holds up organized religion as a check on state
power. Li hearkens w the debate, which played out in the journal Meodern
Ching during the 1990s, over whether civil society existed historically in China,
and echoes that debate’s wltimate conclusion that the idea of civil society is
simply a poor bt Li prefers instead to view religion through the Chinese con-
cepis of gong 2 and s FL, which loosely translate as “public® and “private,”
but without the connotation of antagonism implied in the civil soctety thesis.
He further qualifies this idea by stating that Chinese religion is not precisely
public, but communal, although it is increasingly centering around discrete
social “units™ ({017 damved). Retuming, as much seholarship in this field does,
to policy principles, Li compares religions to 8605 (a comparison that Jin Ze
rejects) and advocates a political approach to religion that is neither public nor
private, and thus neither controls religion, nor relinguishes control entirely. 1

Jin Fe 235, "Ouanmian v jin mongjiao wai wenhua fchon zhanliie ath:lt‘I; e eliwed vu
zucyung” 5 [0 EHTE IR O (R EURE AR S PERE [An overall inguiry into
the rule relighon plays in the strategy of coltura] development ], Zhexe o 79587
|Philosophy research] 12 (2006 ) 31=36, [ Transbator's note: The original tile in Chinese is
*Hexie shehal jlangou yu zongjlao yanjiu #1115 #1280 558N (The Creatlon of
Harmoniows Society and Religious Stodics). ]

1o Li Xlangping 04, “Fongjleo shehubdng [ g biasda—Zhonggmoe zongfiao shehabone
e jiben mingni® SEEE i B LR —— P N E S A Sy B [ Thee socind
dimension of religion amd its representation: A fundamental thesis of Chinese sociology
of religion ], in Zongiaorue B 50T ELE [Theories of Religious Suady], od. Li Daiji
(Beijing: Minzu chubanshe, 2008), ppe 129-163,
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The revival of religion, both in China and globally, also presented a moment
of erisis, A tradition of Chinese scholarship continued 1o view religion primar-
ily as a threat, not merely because of the actions of the believers themselves,
but because of the weaknesses thae religion revealed within society, In a vari-
ety of ways, Chinese scholars of this period sought to externalize the reasons
behind the rise in religion, One example is Gao Shining’s (5 1777°) 1999 dis-
cussion of new religions movements (xEms). Like the previous two articles,
Gao begins by enumerating the sources of social dislocation, explaining why
these lead o a rise in Mrms. However, while contemporaries were beginning
to emphasize both positive and negative aspects of religious beliel and reli-
ginus belonging, Gao treats the rise of mitas as a kind of social pathology, The
examples she mises, including those of Heaven's Gate, Aum Shinrikyo, and Jim
Jones's E’l,'.::l]_'lh:'s Tem !'lll,: all fall under what the Chinese government would affi-
t_'iu“y l:!usedry as cults, pi.t!"l'ld:ulilrl}' in the heat of the CHTPaign to eradicate
Falungong." In an essay originally published in 2003, He Qimin ({7 HE) ook
a slightly gentler approach, outlining the complexities thar transformed hoth
China and the world over the previous two decades, and the variety of religious
responses they elicited. Among these, she distinguishes three types: secular-
ization, fundamentalism, or innovation, which in this context refers specifi-
cally to the development of New Religions Movements.? Unlike Gao, however,
He is more willing to concede positive and negative aspects among each type
of response. A few vears later, Wang Xiaochao { FHREH) ook a compamble
approacl. Again leaning towards the negative, Wang explained the revival of
religion in China as the confluence of numerous external factors, including
general social transformation and a low level of education that leaves people
susceptible 1w manipulation.® One of these many factors, that of social con-
tradictions, is worth noting and will feature prominently in the subsequent
section,

This quick sprint through twenty vears of religious studies reveals certain
trends. The most obwious is the surprising absence of politically prominent
Gao Shining F17, “Shilun xiandaihun yu xinxing songjiso de guanxi® WHIEELTES
PR T A2 | A tentabive analysis of O relationship between modemization and
new religion ], Shijte zongiian wanie (RS EEHEE [Studies in world religions] 4 (1999
2 He Qimin {516, “Xiandal shehul de fazhan e songjiae de vanbian™ 3 {0 S0

BT [The development of medern society and the svalution of religion],
in Zowgjirweere gangyae SEEISEHE [Introduction o religlons studies], ed. L Daji
{ Bedjing: Guodeng jisoa chubanshae, 2003).

Wang Xisochao TB23H “Guanyw quangiu zongjiae fiing de lilun fenxi yu sikoo® 535
SRR R B e FR AR S TS I8 A theoretical examination of and reflection on the
glehal revival of religion]. in Zangjiaaxue flun, ed. Li Daji, pp 311-325.
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topics. Neither the Dalai Lama nor Falungong are mentioned in any of the
articles. The allusions are certainly unmistakable, in references respectively to
ethnic separatism and cults (and to a certain extent, ¥ rms), but the fact that
six prominent articles on the place of religion in China all manage w avoid
naming the government's two most conspicuous villains does speak w the very
real constraints under which this work was conducted. Another less obvious
omission is that of superstition as a foil w religion. Superstition has a long
career as the bugbear of Chinese intellectuals, one that reaches back o before
1949, when the difference between legitimate, progressive beliefs and those
old beliels that deserved to be discarded or eradicated was boiled down to that
between two newly minted concepts: religion and superstition, respectively.
Early attempts at social engineering through the hat-mandated trmnsforma-
tion of religion wok this difference very seriously. The Bepublican governmment
not only outlawed divination, spirit writing, and the vse of shamanistic rituals
in funerals and healing, it took the “poison of popular superstition” seriously
enough to give the term a legal definition in an addendum to its own code™
Yet it appears to have disappeared here. Superstition is mentioned, but only
in the context of historical quotations: at least for these scholars, the term has
lost its conceptual currency,

Moving past these easy points, we can look at what these articles actually
do sav. In different ways, and with different degrees of emphasis, cach of the
articles addresses the same three questions: the nature of religion, the reasons
behind its recent resurgence, and the role religion does and should play in soci-
ety. Some take a global perspective, others focus specifically on China, but all
of the articles aim at the same very ambitious goal of making a coherent and
comprehensive statement about the essential nature of religion, In doing so,
they are all forced to remain at a very high level of abstraction. This is per-
haps to be expected from work that is conceived in theoretical and disciplinary
terms, and many of the same authors do write very differently in their more
specialized work on the histories of religion in China and Europe. Nevertheless,
the paucity of detail ultimately weakens complex arguments, and moreover
pushes the authors towards overly simplistic and essentialist explanations,

It also blurs the lines between the place of the author as an examiner of
social trends and as the voice of an aspirational ideal, Each of the authors rep-
resented here advocates not merely an understanding of how religion operates

1 Shercd rni[fn' Bioasher TETHTREE by |5i|.'|.1lr|r||.‘ch for the presenvation or el beathon
of geads]. prommulgated 1928, Text in Zhomghur mingeo fogui habien: Neizheng ™ i
[EAERT S N EL [Compiled lows and regulations of the Regublic of Ching: Internal
administration|, vol. 3 (Shanghai Zhonghua shujo, 1933), pp. 806-81.
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in society, but also a vision of how it should or should not develop. Certain of
the pieces lean very overtly in the latter direction. This is not necessarily a criti-
cism, particularly given that most of these authors also operate with one foot
in the political realm. However, it does give us reason to observe all the more
closely subtle changes in attitude and advocacy, of which two deserve men-
tion. Comparing the papers over time, those written after the year 2000 are
more confident in asserting the positive benefhits of religion, and end w0 take
for granted the separation of refigion into personal belief and social manifes-
tations. Toappreciate the significance of these changes, we now turn our atten-
tion to the seetion an Marxism,

Marxist Perspectives on Religion

The Chinese volume from which this section derives was edited jointly by Li
Daji and Gong Xuezeng ( #£°7°55 ), and here again the editors provide the intel-
lectual anchor for further explomtion of the field. Li again begins by looking
backwards. As if in answer to the expectation that Marxist scholarship would
have devolved into a pro forma propaganda exercise, Lii's 1994 historical over-
view of Marxist perspectives on religion already suggeses that it is this section
that will support the more idealogically ambitious agenda'® In this anticle, Li
focuses on the early years of Marx and Engels's intellectual development, trac-
ing their ransformation from students of Christian theology to the publica-
tion of the Communist Manifesto in 1848, Li emphasizes that the root of this
transformation was not disaffection with religion as such, but rather the logi-
cal imperatives of the shift from Hegelian idealism to the materialism inspired
by Fewerhach, In this view, materialist relations are the foundation of society,
of which man is a product. Material reality thus prodoces religion as a symp-
tom of its own contradictions, not merely as a social construct, but also as a
product and reflection of the inner estrangement that man feels as a result of
his material condition. This portrayal shows religion as an inner crisis, rather
than an external conspiracy, and lends new significance to the idea of reli-
giom as the “opinm of the masses” (a phrase that would be subject to repeated

ki Lih Daji, "Gaishao Makesi, Engesi lishi welwo shuyi zongjine guan de jiben lilun yu lishi

fchan™ HEIR S R0E L PURSITET SR SRR ER I SRR RE A
oaitlinee of the: baske theories and developrmsent of Mare and Engels's historical-materialist
virw of rr|ig;im|]. in La [3aji, .\'{,I‘hr:g ;n.-w,ifqn-.wamhwshf ] ..‘J':.'-T':-'g"j"]-;.':#:'}[_ |.-\ Tistarri-
cal skepeh of Western theories of religion] (Beijing: Zhonggeo shelni kexee chistunshe,
M)
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reinterpretation over subsequent decades), one that is more profound even
than the usual interpretation of religion as an externally generated lie perpe-
trated to keep the lower classes quiescent.™

Ar the same time, Lii vses the opportunity to repeat his call for scholars
o open the Marxist canon to critical examination. By separately tracing the
development of Marx and Engels's ideas, as well as emphasizing the points of
difference between them, Lin underscores the point that both men were prod-
ucts of thelr time and so their ideas must be continually reviewed and updated
in order to retain their relevance. Here Lii is speaking both w policy, as well as
1o China's histery of Marxist fetishization which, at the time this article was
first published, was not such a distant memony

Lii's article is very much in the spirit of China's early reform ens, In conjunc-
tion with his signature economic reforms, Deng Xiaoping had firmly cstab-
lished the idea that China must adapt Marxism to a new e Social reforms
would be more sporadie, but did include a mdical reevaluation of religion,
This mew policy was outlined in the 1952 “Bagsic Viewpoint and Policy on the
Religious Question during Our Country's Socialist Period” {Guenye woguo sfe-
fuii shteyi shigi songfiae wenti de jiben gueandian e fiben shengee 55 T3RETL
£2 8 BT SRR B A I BIEE AL, also known more simply as
Document 19), which departs from an earier orthodoxy by stating that religion
can be a socially progressive force, Its provisions include support for patriotic
churches and an claboration of religious rights, most notably a categorical
defense of the right w personal religious beliel or disbelief, Although under
the new policy, religious organizations would remain subject 1w significant
serutiny (the patrictic churches were placed under the newly created Bureaw
of Religions Affairs, and were prevented from engaging in political activity
or receiving f::ln.-ig'n funds, among much L']SI'."]-,. thr_v_'.r would nevertheless be
allowed w operate legally, and would see the return of propenty seized over the
course of previous vears. As an ideological justiication of the change in policy,
Document 19 explained that religion nefther could nor should be destroyed
by fiat, a point that Liv underscores in his reiteration of the disastrous effects
decades of such policies had ereated in the former Soviet Union. But even as
Lii echoes the spirit of Document 19 in its policies, his materialist interpre-
tation of religion as iscll as a kind of spiritual barometer of social ills was
already passing into history. Later works would grow ever more vague in their
references not only to the existentialist challenge that religion poses o social-
ism, but increasingly even to Marx himself.
15 This lawer view Is often cossally attributed 1w Mars, but s more properly the work of
Antonio Gramsci,
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This difference is already evident in Gong Xuezeng's 2008 reappraisal of
Lenin. At the time this picce was first published, Lenin had for many already
become associated with the worst of China's revolutionary pase, the “leftise
deviation™ of the 19605 and 705, In the case of religion, Gong rejects this inter-
pretation on two grounds, not merely because itis inaceurate, but also because
it takes Lenin's ideas out of the context of his time. Gong emphasizes that
Lenin's well known and violent clash with the Russian Orthodox Church was
due to that institution's political lovalty o the sarist regime and antagonism
to the young Soviet Union. Gong emphasizes the fact that Marx and Engels
were first and foremost thinkers: their apparently soft approach towards belief
derived from the fact that neither had ever actually faced religion as a political
force. Conversely, Gong takes special pains to demonstrate that Lenin not only
accepled the freedom of E'n:rsmn-ﬂ religious belief, even among revalutionaries,
but that he had claimed that it was the Church who was the genuine encmy of
such freedoms!?

Gong's article seeks both to humanize Lenin personally, and more impor-
tantly to rehabilitate him as a figure of continued relevance for Chinese social-
ism. ITis highly sympathetic portrayal of Lenin as a historical hgure focuses on
the political crises of the early Soviet Union. As with the previous article, the
implication here as well is that Mandst truths are not static, but must adapt
to circumstances, and be reinterpreted in each generation. This admonition
is particularly important given that Gong’s particular emphasis on Lenin's
division of religion into separate spheres of personal belief and social orga-
nization, either of which may be friend or enemy, so closely echoes similar
themes in religious studies scholarship produced after the year 2000, Ar the
same time, Gong's close hew to policy hints at the ways that his reinterpreta-
tion is itself a process of selective memory, Lenin's rehabilitation comes at the
expense of a large portion of the historical record, most notably of Stalin and
Tratsky, but also of other movements o reconcile with the resurgenee of the
Russian Orthodex Church since the breakup of the Soviet Union. Like all of
the articles in this section, Gong's defense of the Marxist tradition is also a pro-
cess of redefining the canon, one that retroactively imposes an internal coher-
ence on the evolution of Marxist thought, and omits as much as it leaves in,

17 Gong Xuezeng 550, “Quanmikan bawo, kexue pingjin Liening ahuyvi songjian guan®
FOEE . FEETRT O ASE T [A comprehensive understanding and scien-
tific appraisal of Leninist perspectives on religion|], in Gong Xoeeeng, Shefu shuw ye
zongilae 15 F LS50 Socklism and religion] (Beljing: Zongjizo wenhua chulan-
she, 2003),
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The subsequent article, also from Gong Xuezeng, gives an overview of
Chinese Marxist perspectives on religion from 1949 to the present. The time-
line is broken into three periods: the early stage from 19491966, the period of
ideological extremism from 1966-1976, and the current stage, which began in
1978. The period before 1978 is discussed only bricfly, as the stage in which work
consisted of sorting out the general principles of Marxist-Leninism, albeit ones
that had alrcady been subjected o heavy Stalinist redaction. Scholarly debates
af the time echoed a familiar divide between Chen Duxio and Mao Zedong on
the proper handling of religion, but inereasingly relied on doctrinaire manipu-
lation of the canon, most notably by laying claim to the true meaning behind
Marx's iconic characterization of religion as the "opium of the people.” By the
late 19505, these debates had largely devolved into black or white statements
ol ideological purity, and were soon drowned out completely by the shrill slo-
gancering of the Cultural Revolution'®

The body of this article is concerned with the period after 1978, in which
not only research on religion itself, but also scholarship specifically focused
on Marxist interpretation of religion again flourished. As was the case dur-
ing the 19505, the points of departure for this new wave of scholarship were
the problems of interpreting Marxist truths in light of current circumstances,
With religion now under partial rehabilitation, scholars explained the com-
plete rejection of religion as a Leninist (shorthand for leftist) aberration. Some
even went as far as reinterpreting the iconic comment about apium in a posi-
tive light, by means of the somewhat tortuous claim that Marx was referring
to the use of opiates as 8 medical anesthetic. Although it is somewhat strik-
ing that there is no scholarly consensus of interpretation on this poing, it is
perhaps even more sa that other, more significant questions were no longer
|:|1:|'r|f; asked. Gong's 2008 essay has ulruad}r taken the next step forward from
the separation of personal belief from organizational religion, by defining his
subject solely in wrms of the laer,

Gong Xuezeng's portrayal of Chinese Marxism reflects many of the changes
that separated him from the perspective Lii put forward fourteen vears earlier.
Coinciding with the country's economic takeoff, the 19905 were also the begin-
ning of a vast and ongoing expansion of religion in China, This development
posed two challenges to the party-state: how 1o explain the new attraction

B Gong Xuezeng “Xin Zhonggue Makest 2hoyl zongfiae guan vanjiu gaisho® $ref 0w
_I"_-,I. = i.-.f,'af el ki F'i-ﬁ 1‘1; |.-'k SUFvry of Marzist prerspectines on religion in New l:hi.ll:LE.
prefaoe to Makesi 2y songjine guaan v dargsi Zhongguo zongjiee | Marxist approaches
v relighon and ksues in Chinese contemporary relighon |, ed. Li Daji and Gong Xeezeng
(Beifing: Minzo chubanshe, 2008), pp 1-2%
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of religion as something other than a symptom of secial and economic dis-
location, and how to deal with the increasingly powerful and potentially
unruly religious sector that lay outside of the control of the patriotic religious
arganizations. The first strike against this new religious ebullience was the
1999 campaign to suppress Falungong, followed by containment of protests
within lama temples in Tibet, Gansu, Sichuan, and Qinghai. Globally, the
Seprember 11 auacks in New York and the indtiation of the v.s.-led War on
Tervor marked a distinet change in the tone of some of the most strident critics
of Chinas religious policy, and no doubt produced a cenain sense of vindi-
cation among those in Chinese policy circles who had previously advocated
amore hawkish stance towards contral of religion,

High-level deliberations about how to react to the new challenges posed by
the religious resurgence commenced with a work meeting convened joingly
by the cor Central Committee and the State Council in 2001, ultimately lead-
ing to the promulgation of the Regulations on Beligions Affairs (Zongfico shive
tinodi SEELH S AR(R) in 2004, The Requlations begin unremarkably enough
with a reiteration of the stance that had been put forward in 1982 (and repeat-
edly since then ), recognizing the social contributions of religion and the rights
of religious believers, The novelty of the document lay in its call for a frmer
hand not merely in establishing the boundaries of religion, but in actively
guiding religion w “adapt o socialist society” (ve sheluizhow sfiefued xiong
shiying 51E 25 T 2548 BB L), The phrase itself is not new: it had already
appearcd over ten years earlier in the 1990 *CCP Central Committee Circular
on the Reinforcement of United Front Work® (Zhonggong zlhongeang guanys

jinqiang tongw shanxien gongsuo de tongzlei HH35 0 S g S5 2
T{ETIEE ). But it was only in the early twenty-first century that the ideal
was actively promoted. The precise meaning of adapting religion to socialism
is never defined, and prictical interpretations can vary considerably, Like any
political slogan, itis both an ideal, and “code and cover® for a varicty of private
agendas !

The remaining articles in this section reflect these changes more overtly.
In his 2005 article on the "Sinicized Marxist® view of religion, Fang Litian
( FarF) alludes to recent policies, including the 2004 Regedations, but heads
off the gquestion of change by emphasizing the overarching unity of Marxist
approaches to religion, in particular the continuity of Chinese policy before

W gyun Dunch, “Christianity and “Adaptation to Socialism) " in Chivese Religiositics:

Afffietions of Modermily and State Forntion, oo, Mayfair Yang ( Berkeley, ¢a: University of
California Press, 2008}, pp. 155-178.
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and after 1978.2" Through a judicious {and very selective) use of quotations

from Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, Fang places considerable attention on the

leniency of religious policy during the early vears of the People'’s Republic,

Putting aside for a moment the question of what Fang leaves out, he does very

successfully outline the carly articulation and continuity at least of the theory

that separates religious belief from political affiliation. But in fact, this idea
reaches back well before 1949, Although Fang is less concerned with Marx or

Lemin, it is surprising that neither he nor any of the other authors go into the

earlier writings of the Chinese communists. Mao himself strongly condemned

the Soviet-inspired tactic of destroying religion as a part of revolutionary agita-
tion: in his iconic 1928 “Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in

Hunan,” Mao insisted that *1tis the peasants who made the idols, and when the

LN COmes |.|1|;],-' will cast the idols aside with their own hands; there 5 no need

for anyone else o do it for them prematurele™! At the same tdme, Fang's nar-

row scope leaves him somewhat prone to exaggerating the innovations of the
early cor. For example, Fang paints the separation of individual helief from
the political stance of organized religions as one of these unigue innevations,
whereas this is precisely the idea that Gong Xuezeng had auributed w Lenin,

Fang also overstates the internal coherence of the Chinese stance, even after

1978, As for the problem of interpreting Marx's characterization of religion as

the “opiate of the masses,” one that both Lii and Geng show as having deeply

vexed the rehabilitation of religion in China, Fang dismisses it with an offhand
quote from Zhouw Enlai o the effect that all ideas need w adapt 1o new ecir-
cumstances.® Even if Fang is on the whole correct in his interpretation, it is
guite striking wo see the degree to which the Marist tradition had by this point
become self-referential to the Chinese experience, particularly that after 1978,
The heart of Fang's article centers on events after 1991, particulardy the *Five

Matures” (wu xing) theory of religion. Adapted from a minor section of the 1954

“Summary of the Party's Principal Working Experience among Minorities over

w0 Fang Litinn 711 Fz, “Lun Fhongguo hua Makesi shuyi songjise guon® :||}5-|:'L|-.J|"|"I_'. : :} ':'E,,',:-.I,

L5EEA [Om the Sinicized Marxist view of religion ], Shonggoa shefid booe 0 [E[FH
1 | Sociol Scievces in China | 4 (2005): 41-53,

a Mo Zedong, “Report on an Investigation of the Peasint Movement in Hunan,” 1928,
English translatken availa bbe athoops) fvwmarsistsorg) reference farchive/man selectod -
works/volume-1/mswvl_2Zhin

£ Allseln one that bs very much in the splrid of Mao's own criticlsm of the worship of texis.
Saie Mo Zendong, “Fancui benbon chayi® EtaEs S (Opypose Boek worship, in Mas
Fedong sorgen diceche wenfi BRI ETETE I (Collection of Mao fedong’s vil-
loge Investigations), vd- The coope Party Literture Research Office (Beijing: People's
Puldlishers, 1963}, po. 111
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the Past Few Years" (Guanyn guoge jinfan nei dang zai shaosha minzg zhong

Jjinxing gongsuo de shuyao jingyan songfie it ILEASEVIER
o T LAY SR 0E 2148, the Five Natures theory has developed into
an evolving (in the sense that others continue to add o it) statement of the
essential features of religion in China, specifically its longevity, popularicy,
ethnicity, globality, and complexity®® As Fang briefly mentions, and other
authors go on to develop more fully, this very comprehensive statement on the
mature of religion (a concern that now brings us firmly inte the disciplinary ter-
ritory of religious studies) will become increasingly prominentas both a guide
and justification for policy.

In his article, Zhu Xiaoming #0205, then the Executive President of the
Central Institute of Socialism, builds on this relationship between the under-
standing of religion expressed in the Five Natores and the formation of policy
on religion. Like Fang, Zho begins by defending the current policy’s Marxise
credentials, echoing the sentiment that it is enly by adapting theory to present
circumstances that China has been able to remain faithful to the fundamental
spirit of Marxism. Zhu emphasizes the ways that the Chinese Party has leamed
from its own experience. Even more than Fang, Zhu restricts his scope to recent
events, particularly the decades since the 1982 promulgation of Document 19,
Fhu recounts the major policy milestones of these years but does not really
demonstrate much progress, instcad emphasizing the continuity of policy
and purpose. Within the Five Natures theory, Zho larches on to the “longevin”
{cheengad xing 1218114} of religion o explain the persistence and expansion
of religion in the People’s Republic, in these terms praising the wisdom of the
Party’s long-term strategy of bending religion o adapt to secialism, Like Fang,
Zhu sceks to emphasize the novelty of the current approach, a stance that
forces him to overlook nearly a full century of attempts by a series of Chinese
governments to bend religious institutions to their will® Moreover, apart from
reitemting a few general principles (e, religion cannot oppose socialism or
the state, nor can it be controlled by foreign interests; the Party must take extra

B S Yie Xiaowen B0 2, *Dangglon woguo de sengfios wientl—guanyw songjioe waing

de zai tantao S50 SET S R AT —— S TR B A M PR O [Immediate ques-
tions conceming Chinese religion: A re-examination of the five natures of religion], in
Ehogguen sentgitne Ve niegan PERRIFRE T 1997-1998 [Ching Yearbook of
Relighons Stubles, 197-1998 ] (Bebjing: Zongliao wenhus chubanshe, 20040).

4 Shuk-wal P, .:"l'!:l‘rﬂfrlﬂ'ﬂly Hr.fl_‘g.\iwr i Moderm Chirn: Stale and Comimon I‘r"n;.lﬁ' ot
Cuepngzhow, 1900-1937 (Hong Kong: Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2011k Relsecen
Nedostup, Superstifions Regimes: Religion and the Politics of Chinese Modersity (Came
bridge, sia: Horvard University Asia Conter, 3008,
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care in guiding religion in the countryside, and in ethnic arcas), Zhu is equally
unwilling to speak in detail about precisely how religion should adapt, how
the tmnsformation is to be carried out, or how its success is to be measured **

In his brief article, Ye Xiaowen H3 08, long-serving director of the State
Administration for Religious Affairs (sana). argues for the legal, as opposed
to administrative regulation of religion. Echoing sentiments heard throughout
this seetion, Ye begins with the statement that since religion is an idealogy that
derives from and belongs to the masses, the Party must respect the principle
of freedom of religious belief. From there, he moves on to the Five Natures
theory (a topic on which he had already written elsewhere), within which he
focuses specitically on two points, Like Zhu, Ye notes that the longevity of reli-
gion demands that the Party prepare for the long future existence of religion
in China, and for a long strugele to bend religion 1o socialist ends. From there,
Ye moves on to another of these natures, the inherent “complexity” (fleza xing
E2ME) of religion, which he says demands flexibility in how the Party inter-
prets each individual ease, but also a firm set of guidelines that transeends
these details. In policy terms this idea translates in encouraging self-gover-
nanee of religious affairs and administration according to law.2®

Ye's emphasis on law deserves closer examination because it iterates a
theme that appears in a number of other articles. Law is by no means new
in China, but only became a political buzaword in 1957, when the Fifteenth
Party Congress ealled for “rule by low” For this reason alone, it is not surpris-
ing to see law as a recurring motif, at least on a cosmetic level. But beyend
this, law figures naturally into the theoretical perspective on religion that links
the two halves of this volume. Li Xiangping claims that it is law and existence
within a legal framework that separates religion from belief, quoting legal
scholar Harold Berman's statement that “religion without liw loses its social

% Zhu xhlm‘ﬂn# TIE'IL?‘;;I.I]. “Lum ':l".hung“uup tese el uhu:.'l FOIE s ﬂIEITI‘—(:I.IiIH}'lI
xinahicgh songjise gongeuno shijian Gehan he lilen chusngen de sikeo” i =P R
s R — — PR R N S R e T8 [On the
“soclalist view of religion with Chinese characteristics:” Bethink of practical devidopament
ana theoretical innovation of religious work in the New Era, Zhongyang shefiud 2heyi
mieeweren xuehae POtk ORTESME [ Joumal of Central Insticwte of Soclalism] 1
(2005 5-I7.

oy Xlaowen, “Pojbe nantl’ de langla jinzhan—~Laetan shier nlan lai wogoo de zongkeo
lilun he fuehi jinnshe® BYRTHERE ——B5 8 AR BN S R b R E N B 1
I'I'm1 grent i'r|'.||1:nn1-n|r||ts in mh—ins Hiﬂimh]:ur‘l:h'msf A brief discussion on theories of
veligion aid legal reconstruction over the past twelve viears |, Zovtgeguee sovigitac W ES
1 [China religion] 5 (2005 4=8,
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and historical character and becomes a purely personal mystigue™7? Li
Xiangping emphasizes the importance of legal personhood for religions.
Building his analysis around the trinity of law, religion, and society, Li explains
that “the state’s requirement of religious legitimacy is the legal control of state
power aver religion, that society’s requirement is the recognition of religion
and social control, and that the religious corporations own requirement is
the mutually beneficial interaction between religion, state, and the existing
laws—in which religion creates its own space for activities and has itsell freed
from the state's and society’s illegal intervention within the established frame-
work of law.” Beyond such practical considerations, law is also another realm
of ideal and absolute principles, and provides a bridge between the articles on
Marxism and the exploratory articles in the section on religious studies. Yet
on the whole, this was an opportunity missed. Interestingly, for all the erapha-
sis on law, there is no strictly legal perspective represented in the volume s
But again, as a statement of principle as much as policy, a legal perspective
would help to bridge the considerations of religion in this velume and compa-
rable deliberations, such as those surrounding the rapid expansion of China's
charitable and NG o sector®

Finally, Wang Zooan {5, successor o Ye Xinowen at sana, closes the
volume with its most up-to-date article. Wang’s article reiterates many of
the basic ideas outlined elsewhere, and provides a glimpse of how thinking
and policy toward religion might reflect the new ideal of a hanmonious society
{fexie shehed TR FE25).30

2 Originally In Harold | Berman, The fateractioe of Law and Relfgion (New York, sv:
Abingidon Press, 1974}, p. 1

8 Sew, for exampbe, Ben Jie (£, Zhongpuo gongehandang de songine shengee (PR

FEH R RET R (Beijing: Renmin chbanshe, 2007 ), pa. 136-104

Reeent years have soen p vast expansion of scholarship on the XGo sector i China, most

notably Karla Siomon's recent velume, Chal Sociely it China: The Lega! Freniewark from

Ancient Times to the New Refarn Erg {Oxford: New York, ®v: Osford University Press,

2003). The best source for up-te-date information is the China Development Brief L5

45 R 4R (hetpefwwwechinadevelopmentbrichon/ ).

30 Wang Fuoan T{H9E, SGonjian hexhe shehul yu wongilan gonggeuo xin linian™ HEEE
F‘i E L _r_.;..ﬁ_'_l‘l-ﬁ.‘ﬂ'? [Buﬂliiﬂ.ﬁ a harmodious mu'_'i.:'l}- amd e il eas of n'iigiuu\
wuork]. Zhongmo zengjine 0 [E5EE [Religion in China] 9 (2005): 16-19, See also the
insightful essay by Anna Sum, “Dobng "Religbon Work® e China? (b logsssecorg/
Efi 2013 /10722 /doing-religion-work-m-china [},

e
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The Spiritual Significance of Marxism

Any discussion of the translation of ideology into policy begs the question
of which comes first, The battles that have historically divided the Party over
;lul::sll'(nls such as the pace and nature of social reform and induostrializa-
tion were at least as much ideological as they were practical. Certainly in the
decades before Deng Xinoping's rise o prominenee, the maintenance of pure
and correct Marxist/Maoist ideology and socialist spiric was the paramount
concern, particularly for those in the so-called *Red” faction of the Party. A
cursory reading of recent history would suggest that the pragmatic economic
policies of Deng and his successors have doomed Mardism, and ideology more
generally, to a distant second tier of concern. If that is the case, is scholarship
(hoth Marxist and otherwise} on such essential questions as the nature and
future of religion anything more than a cover and retroactive justification for
policy decisions that have already been made? OF course the authors in this
volume are themselves all very close to government, particularly Ye Xiaowen
and Wang Zucan, who in their official capacity both form and represent offi-
cial religion policy,

There is, moreover, an unmistakable unanimity in the timeline that links
the two halves of this valume, most notably the shift in emphasis between the
19905 and 2000s. Although we can only specolate about how this came abowut
and what it means, we can certainly dispense with the idea that Marsism is
a casualty of China's economic growth, or that ideology more broadly has
become purely rhetorical. On the one hand, it is easy o exaggerate in ret-
rospect the guiding role that ideological purity played in the past. However
fundamentalist his followers, Mao was himsell highly pragmatic even in such
L'clllrull_r impnrtunl quu.l.'tinn_l;as how and when to carry out class stru Fg;lu; the
essavs in this volume demonstrate that he and Zhoo Enlai were equally prag-
matie where religion was eoncerned ™ Moreover, while the intense rejuvena-
tion of interest in Marxism over the past decade—what u Daping has called
a “re-Marxization™—is in part a product of political sponsorship (such as the
“Marxism Project” | Makesi zhun gongelteng |, initiated by Hu Jintao in 2004
to reinterpret the Marxist elassies in light of contemporary circumstances), it
is also a response 1o the country's new ceonomic, political, and social promi-
nence. China’s new place in the world gives scholars both reason and license
to think about China charting a new course, one that differs from that of the

3 See, for example, Philip C. C Huang, “Rural Class Struggle in the Chinese Revolution:

Represemational and Objective Realitkes from the Land  Beform o the Culral
Revolution,” Modern Clime 211 (1905): HiG-H3.
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West [whether what is often called the “neoliberalist order™ more generally, or
the specific terms of human rights discourse). In this setting, Marxism departs
from its past life as a guide to the implementation of socialism, and takes on
meaning as a touchstone and inspiration for China's future, Early signs suggest
that these trends will continue or even accelerte during the Xi Jinping em,*

The reinvigoration and reinvention of Chinese Marxism also helps explain
the change in wone concerning religion specifically. The religious sphere expe-
ricnced momentous changes at the trm of the millennium: the wenacity of
Falungong and Tibetan Buddhists in the face of intense suppression, and the
rapid expansion of religion in China, ceinciding as it did with the abandon-
ment in all but name of anything resembling socialist egalitarianism. It would
be plavsible to link these events to the change in scholarly tone, to say that
Cvenis plam::l Chinese scholars on the defensive, causing them o draw a sell
referential eircle of truth around themselves and the most recent generations
of Chinese leadership. Based on the transformation of Marxism, we would
draw just the opposite conclusion, that the self-referentiality of more recent
scholarship is not a retreat from eriticism, but a sign that Chinese scholars are
less dependent on the Marxist canon, or on external models of thought more
generally, This includes even critical ones, such as the human rights discourse,
a topic on which China as a whole is far less defensive (orat least less resctive)
than it had been two decades carlier.

Finally, where does the scholarship in this volume Bt into a larger world of
ideas, cither of religion or of Chinese Marxism? It seems 1o have very litle con-
nection to applied religious studies, whether the study of religious texts or the
ethnography of religious communities, which is all the more surprising given
that many of the volume's contributors are well known for their work in pre-
cisely these arcas. Yet despite the very close connection many of these anthors
have to policy cireles, their work is equally vague as a guide to policy forma-
tion, Both sections, particularly the newer scholarship, tend overwhelmingly
to favor principles over specifies. There is very little in either one that points
either to specific policies or to policy recommendations, The distance from
any form of lived religion, | think, points less to censorship than to the fact that
religion continues to maintain an ioonie value—religion as what Anf Dirik
has called “an cssential moment of cultural and political identity™—that is
entirely separate from any form of actual religious life or religious regulation 8
In thisaspeet, religion as a fetishized object remains one of many ideals with ties

iz Dirlik, forthooming, especially footnotes 3 and 87, Hu Daping, “Marx in China,” Sociafism

el Democraey 24.3 (200 | 193-E07.

| pidik, forthcoming,
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to long-evalving discourses and deeply held but equally abstract beliefs con-
cerning modernity, ideology, and scientific sccularism. This is not only beeause
religion continues o inspire such strongly held beliefs (such as Li Xiangping's
passionate rejection of the characterization of Marxism as China'’s state reli-
gion), but because it is ofien all the more meaningful when presented in an
abstract form, as it is here.
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