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Abstract 

Initially, this paper will explore the history of Chinese Communist Party policy regarding 

religion, focusing particularly on Catholicism, from the founding of the People’s Republic of 

China in 1949, through the reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping in the late 1970s, up to the 

present day. The interaction of the Chinese government with Catholicism will be compared with 

how the Chinese government has interacted with other religions and religious groups, which will 

help to make clear some of the peculiarities and similarities of the methods the Chinese 

government has used to deal with Catholicism. This will additionally provide insight into the 

thinking of the Chinese government and Communist Party when it comes to what they view as 

possible alternative loci of power. I will also examine to what extent the reforms of Deng 

Xiaoping have meant better treatment of Catholics and better relations with the Catholic Church 

and with religion in general.  

 
 
 

Note on Romanization 

 This paper will make use of the pinyin system of Romanization as this is currently both 

the most widely recognized system of Romanization and the one with which I am most 

comfortable, even though this will mean that some names that are already well known in English 

such as Taoism and Chiang Kai-shek will be differently rendered as Daoism and Jiang Jieshi. 

Some of the sources from which I draw quotes, however, do make use of the Wades-Giles 

system of Romanization.  
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Introduction 

Since the Chinese Communist Party came to power in China in 1949, it has had a fraught 

relationship with religion. Partly, of course, this has to do with the fact that Marxism itself is an 

atheistic ideology, utterly opposed to the continued existence of any form of religion. However, 

the Chinese Communist Party’s suppression of religion is best understood as an attempt by the 

Party to concentrate all power in its own hands and to destroy all other loci of power. This paper, 

focusing on Roman Catholicism, will examine the history of religion in China in order to show 

how the Party has dealt with religion through the decades. It will also explore how the 

government’s religious policy has changed and adapted. Lastly, an examination of the various 

approaches the Chinese Communist Party has pursued in regards to religion will help to 

illuminate how the Party builds and maintains control over Chinese society. Ultimately, in the 

realm of religion, the Chinese Communist Party has pursued numerous strategies, which vary 

according to the particular characteristics and nature of each individual religion, to maintain its 

control over Chinese society, refusing to permit any source of power and authority to exist 

outside itself. 

 

Christianity in China Before 1949 

Christianity has had a long and complicated history in China. Christianity is believed to 

have reached China as early as the 7th century under the Nestorians, a sect of Christianity deemed 

heretical by the ecumenical councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon (Covell). Much later, in the 

surge of Catholic missionary activity that followed the Protestant Reformation, Catholic 

missionaries first arrived in China. In fact, in 1552, the famous St. Francis Xavier, after visiting 

India and Japan, is said to have been on his way to mainland China when he died. As time went 
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on, the Jesuits became increasingly prominent among Catholic missionary efforts in China. In 

order to be more successful in making conversions, the Jesuits attempted to make certain 

accommodations between the demands of Catholic teaching and the traditions of Chinese 

culture, especially ancestor worship. Church authorities in the Vatican, however, viewed this as 

compromising the integrity of Catholic doctrine. This debate, known as the Chinese Rites 

Controversy, raged back and forth as to whether such Chinese cultural practices were morally 

permitted, but, in the end, these accommodations were banned. In response, the Kangxi Emperor 

banished all Christian missionaries from China in 1721.  

For around the next century, the Catholic Church in China existed underground and on 

only a small scale. However, at last, “in 1846 the Qing emperor, Dao Guang, issued an edict 

nullifying the prohibition against missionary activity. This edict can be considered the end to the 

church's illegal existence in China” (Lam 8). After that, Catholicism increasingly came to be 

supported in China by the military might of foreign imperialist powers. This foreign support 

certainly protected the Catholic Church from the Chinese government, but it also caused the 

Church to be strongly negatively associated with foreigners and imperialism (Lam 9). In 

addition, the Church in China was primarily run by foreign missionaries and foreign bishops. It 

was not even until 1946 that authority over the Catholic Church in China was transferred from 

Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide (the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the 

Faith), the Vatican department in charge of foreign missions, to the local hierarchy of bishops 

(Aikman 209). In fact, Aikman reports that, even in 1949, around eighty percent of the bishops 

and forty percent of the priests in China were foreign-born (209).  

Besides its foreignness, another important characteristic of the Catholic Church in China 

was its rural character. Catholicism had a strong presence in certain cities, particularly Shanghai, 
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but the majority of both Catholics and other Christians were located in the countryside. This was 

partially due to the bitterness many Chinese elites, who were traditionally strongly attached to 

Confucianism, felt regarding the Chinese rites controversy (“Catholic Revival” 447). In fact, one 

of the primary goals of Catholic missionaries was the formation of villages with entirely Catholic 

populations. To accomplish this end, missionaries either focused extreme pressure on one 

particular village, converting all of its inhabitants, or relocated Catholics into specially organized 

all-Catholic villages (“Catholic Revival” 447). Although this policy at first seems rather odd, this 

concentration of Catholics in all-Catholic villages strengthened believers and help Catholicism to 

survive the difficulties of the Cultural Revolution.  

Both the Catholic Church, as well as some Protestant churches, also became associated, 

problematically in view of later history, with the Guomindang. The Guomindang, more 

commonly transliterated as Kuomintang, refers to the Chinese Nationalist Party, which ruled 

China from around 1928 until it was driven out of mainland China and to Taiwan in 1949 by the 

victorious Chinese Communist Party. Since republican agitators had frequently taken refuge in 

the foreign concessions, not only were these republican agitators familiar with Christianity, but 

many Christian leaders were acquainted with them as well. Jiang Jieshi himself, while 

functioning as national leader of China, became a Christian by having himself baptized (Aikman 

44). With the support of foreign powers and the friendly relationship with the Guomindang, 

Christianity experienced growth such that, by 1949, there were “approximately 3 million Roman 

Catholics and three-quarters of a million Protestants” (Aikman 44). These two positive factors in 

the growth of the Catholic Church, however, quickly became hindrances with the official 

establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.  

 



Merrill 5 
 

 

Information about Catholicism 

 An important point to keep in mind during this discussion is the relationship the Catholic 

Church has had with communism, as this has affected and continues to affect the relationship 

between the Catholic Church and the Chinese government. The French Revolution of 1789 did 

grievous damage to the Catholic Church in France through appropriation of Church property and 

violence against the clergy. As a result, ever since then, church leaders have been tremendously 

wary of any movements that claim to champion social change (Ramet 29). The popes had long 

criticized Marxism by means of their encyclicals on social teaching, but, in 1937, Pope Pius XI 

promulgated in quick succession an encyclical condemning fascism and then another encyclical 

condemning communism (Ramet 11). The condemnation of communism was further 

strengthened when: 

 Troubled by the threat of communism in Italy, Pius XII issued a decree in July 

1949 forbidding Catholics to join the Communist party or to encourage it in any 

way. The decree forbade the faithful, moreover, to publish, distribute, or even 

read books and papers which upheld communist doctrine. (Ramet 36) 

Although Pope Pius XII was primarily reacting to the increasing electoral strength of communist 

parties in Italy, this strong condemnation ensured that relations between the Catholic Church and 

the Chinese Communist Party would be negative from the very beginning.   

This anti-communist stance has become strongly embedded in the Catholic Church. With 

both the Catholic Church and communist parties mutually disposed against each other, the 

Church has only been able to maintain diplomatic relations with two communist countries: Cuba 

and Yugoslavia (Ramet 343). With the inauguration in 1978 of Pope John Paul II, who had 

grown up in communist Poland, this stance became more muddied. Pedro Ramet argues that 
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Pope John Paul II “clearly rejects communism and classical Marxist analysis, but he uses 

Marxist concepts to criticize capitalism and consumerism in the Western world” (Ramet 41). 

However, Pope John Paul II’s association with the Solidarity movement in Poland, which, in 

turn, is closely associated with the fall of communism in the Soviet Union, ensured that the 

Chinese Communist Party would not allow him to have any access to the Catholic Church in 

China.  

 It is also important to understand what Canon Law, the law of the Catholic Church, says 

about the method of creating new bishops. According to Canon Law, the pope alone has the 

authority to select new bishops and that “all who would act on their own authority without his 

permission would incur automatic excommunication. This includes those who were consecrated 

as well as the consecrators” (Lam 36). This means that, if a bishop is created without papal 

approval, both the man that has been chosen to be bishop and those that consecrate him as bishop 

are automatically excommunicated from the Catholic Church. In the exact terminology of the 

Church, an episcopal ordination that lacks the approval of the pope is an illicit ordination (Lam 

174).  

However, there is a strong distinction between illicit and invalid. Ordination as a priest or 

bishop is considered one of the seven sacraments of the Catholic Church. According to Catholic 

sacramental theology, something real is happening in the performance of the sacraments. For 

example, the bread and wine of the Eucharist, after the consecration, are no longer bread and 

wine, but have actually been changed (i.e. transubstantiated) into the body and blood of Jesus 

Christ. Similarly, a real change is believed to occur in the sacrament of ordination. Thus, there is 

an important distinction between whether a sacrament is licit, meaning it has the approval to take 

place from the proper Church authorities, and whether a sacrament is valid, meaning it has its 
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intended, real effect. This distinction becomes particularly important in the case of China 

because of the existence of the official, communist-backed church. In general, the bishops 

associated with the official church have been consecrated without papal approval and, therefore, 

are considered illicit. Nevertheless, many of these ordinations have been conducted under the 

proper rubrics and, therefore, are considered valid, meaning that they can truly administer the 

sacraments (Lam 174). This puts the Catholic Church in China in a very unique and troubling 

situation. 

This distinction between valid and licit also applies to the level of priests. According to 

the 13 Points written by Bishop Fan Xueyan, the sacraments that are administered by official 

church priests are indeed valid, but they are illicit since those priests are associated with the 

communists. Bishop Fan Xueyan also argues that it is a sin for any member of the Chinese 

Catholic laity to receive the sacraments from these illicit priests (Lam 140). Under ordinary 

circumstances, this is, in fact, the law of the Church. However, Canon Law does declare that “it 

is permitted to receive the sacraments from any validly ordained priest under extraordinary 

circumstances, for instance if no other priest is available when one is in imminent danger of 

death” (“Catholic Revival” 480). Of course, the question arises as to whether the situation of the 

Catholic Church in China can be counted under the “extraordinary circumstances” of which the 

regulation speaks. Naturally, there is considerable debate as to how “extraordinary” the situation 

in China is, but, regardless, it is “ambiguous enough that Catholics often feel that they have to 

make complicated decisions about how they receive the sacraments” (“Catholic Revival” 480). 

 Another important facet of Catholicism in China is the role played by the Vatican. Pedro 

Ramet explained it best, writing that: 
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 State relations with the Catholic church are distinguished from relations with 

Orthodox and Protestant churches by the role played by the Vatican; hence, where 

Catholicism is concerned, church-state relations are not a bilateral relationship but 

a trilateral one involving the local church hierarchy, the regime, and the Vatican. 

This means that the Catholic Church has resources and strengths not available to 

other church organizations. It also means that the regimes are tempted at times 

either to try to play the Vatican against the local episcopate or to pursue dialogue 

with whichever ecclesiastical partner seems more forthcoming. (23) 

Thus, the Vatican through its diplomatic maneuverings has tried to protect the local churches, but 

this has not always been the end result. Even when normalized diplomatic relations do not exist, 

the Catholic Church frequently works behind the scenes to improve the situation of the local 

churches (Ramet 341).  The Vatican is willing to undertake these slow, tiresome diplomatic 

efforts because, according to Cardinal Casaroli, the Vatican’s chief negotiator with communist-

controlled countries, “‘Here, years and decades do not count,’ … recalling the Roman tradition 

of thinking in terms of centuries” (Ramet 346). According to its own understanding, the Catholic 

Church will simply outlast anyone or anything that opposes it, an idea, which, of course, is not 

well received by the Chinese government. 

 

Catholic Church in China Prior to the Cultural Revolution 

 The People’s Republic of China was founded on October 1, 1949 and right from the start 

the Church’s relationship with the Chinese Communist Party got off on the wrong foot. This was 

primarily because the Catholic Church was viewed as being in league with imperialists, the 

Guomindang, and because Pope Pius XII had just explicitly and strictly condemned communism 
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(Ramet 11). Of course, Marxism itself is strongly atheistic, viewing religion as the “opiate of the 

masses” and is opposed even to the continued existence of any religion (Lam 16). Additionally, 

especially as many Western nations, which had primarily acted as imperialists in China and were 

Christian for the most part, began to react negatively to the communist revolution in China, the 

Chinese Communist Party became even more strongly opposed to the Catholic Church (Lam 15). 

 In light of these considerations, the Chinese Communist Party’s United Front policy must 

now be examined. The United Front policy was developed as a method of gaining control over 

Chinese society in spite of the fact that, in its early days as a revolutionary party and later as a 

governing party, the Chinese Communist Party lacked the strength and resources to tackle all its 

enemies (Lam 17). As is clear from the name, this policy was based on the idea of establishing 

broad-based support against the enemies of the Chinese Communist Party. There were two 

prongs to the policy: “(1) keep close contact with the masses and attack small groups, and (2) 

maintain relations with minor enemies but attack big ones” (Lam 17). 

 This policy was applied to religion, in general, and the Catholic Church, in particular. At 

first, the Chinese Communist Party united the indigenous Chinese Catholics against the foreign 

missionaries, claiming that they were the “running dogs” of the imperial powers (Lam 18). The 

Chinese Communist Party then turned against, in turn, the Chinese bishops and priests, the 

Chinese lay leaders, and, lastly, any remaining Catholics that were still willing to oppose the 

control of the Catholic Church (Lam 18). The Communist Party was able to do so by slowly, but 

consistently, re-establishing support in preparation for each new struggle. In particular, 

patriotism was used to establish a United Front. Patriotism and nationalism were, and still are, 

extremely powerful forces in the hands of the Chinese Communist Party. These patriotic appeals 

were based on Catholic associations with imperialist powers, as well as on Christianity’s 
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association with China’s enemies in the Korean War (Mariani 40). They, in beginning the 

campaign against a new “enemy,” at first made a number of trial arrests to test the public 

reaction (Lam 26). Once these had been successful, the Chinese Communist Party made 

sweeping arrests (Lam 26). Since the freedom of religion was technically protected by the 

Chinese Constitution, Catholics were charged with being counterrevolutionaries “hiding under 

the cloak of religion” (Mariani 1). By picking off the opposition one by one, all resistance had 

been crushed by 1966 (Lam 18).  

This step-by-step approach was used to suppress religion in other ways. Some have 

estimated that as much as ten percent of the entire city of Shanghai was owned by the local 

diocese in Shanghai, which clearly means that the Catholic Church exercised a significant 

amount of power in Shanghai (Mariani 33). Thus, the Chinese government used the step-by-step 

approach to great effect in order to appropriate most of the land previously owned by the Church: 

“the government ‘persuaded’ bishops in many places, since they had already yielded in other 

matters, to "donate" churches and their surrounding properties to the government” (Lam 41). 

This frequently left dioceses in ownership only of their cathedral and nothing else. This worked 

both to suppress religion and to ensure the Communist Party greater control over the country. 

The appropriation of Church lands thus both weakened religion and removed a source of power 

outside the Party. 

 Once all these “enemies” had been taken care of, the Chinese Communist Party needed to 

establish an episcopal hierarchy and a clergy that was loyal to the party. To do so, the Party in 

1957 established the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association (CCPA), which was to be the means 

by which the Party exercised control over religion. This paralleled the development of 

communist-controlled religious bodies for the other five recognized religions. As these other 
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religions (Daoism, Buddhism, Islam, and Protestant Christianity) all lacked a strong hierarchy 

and were much more loosely organized, there was considerably less opposition to formation of 

these communist-controlled governing bodies (Mariani 183). Once again, under the policy of 

building a United Front, the Communist Party was able to convince many Catholics to take part 

in this organization, implicitly guaranteeing “that, by yielding to government demands and by 

striking a balance between political demands and one's individual faith, they could preserve the 

church's unity and universality” (Lam 35). Nevertheless, many of the previously consecrated 

bishops and priests were vehemently unwilling to join the CCPA, because of the Vatican’s 

unyielding opposition to communism (“Catholic Revival” 471). Under the authority of the 

CCPA, the next problem that needed to be addressed was the existence of large gaps in the 

episcopal hierarchy. Since, as was previously discussed, around eighty percent of the bishops 

were foreign-born and all foreign religious personnel had been expelled from China, the 

episcopal hierarchy desperately needed to be reconstituted.  

 On December 16, 1957, the CCPA consecrated its first bishop that did not have prior 

papal approval; in return, the Vatican sent a telegram declaring its condemnation of this illicit 

consecration and that local episcopal elections certainly could not override the authority of the 

pope (Lam 36). Although Catholics had previously been allowed to maintain “purely religious 

ties” with the Vatican, Catholics were now forbidden to have any sort of interaction with the 

Vatican (Lam 37). This too exhibits the United Front policy as Zhou Enlai, in order to build a 

United Front in the early days of the People’s Republic of China, had promised in 1950 that 

Catholics could maintain religious ties with the Vatican (Mariani 41). While the Chinese 

Communist Party was undertaking these campaigns, the Vatican was likewise maneuvering to 

protect the Catholic Church in China and to protect its control over that Church. Anticipating the 
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suppression of the Church in China based on the Vatican’s previous experiences with communist 

governments in Eastern Europe, Pope Pius took care to appoint eighteen Chinese bishops in the 

time between 1949 and 1955 (Lam 19). Furthermore, the Vatican loosened the restrictions of 

Canon Law for those priests that stayed loyal to the Vatican. For example, if there was no bishop 

that was loyal to the Vatican present, then the local priests could exercise many of the powers 

usually reserved to the bishop (Lam 22). Despite the fact that these episcopal consecrations were 

condemned as illicit by the Vatican, the Vatican considered many of these consecrations valid 

and definitively declared that the Catholic Church in China was not in schism: “The Vatican 

never accepted the right of the CPA to decide the religious order of Catholicism in China, yet it 

never formally cast into outer darkness those priests and bishops who had been taken over by the 

CCPA” (Aikman 213). 

 On the whole, the policy of the Chinese Communist Party in this particular period was 

based on a step-by-step, “give an inch, take a mile” approach and indirectness. This indirectness 

becomes clear when it is understood that “the history of CCP implementation of religious policy 

is complicated for the simple reason that the CCP would often publicly call for restraint, all the 

while practicing violent coercion” (Mariani 32). Communist Party cadres also carried out 

propaganda campaigns in order to arouse the hatred of the people against the Catholic Church. 

Then, the Party, acting as the champion of the people, attack the Catholic Church. Additionally, 

Party cadres frequently used other techniques, such as infiltrating communist cadres into the 

leadership of the parishes, sending cadres to visit the homes of Catholics, and requiring all 

members of a parish to attend a burdensome number of political meetings (Mariani 100). Lastly, 

once the cadres had compromised a single priest, they made the utmost use of that priest by 



Merrill 13 
 

 

parading him before the Catholic laity so that the laity would more readily submit to the Chinese 

Communist Party (Mariani 164).  

 

Catholicism during the Cultural Revolution 

The Cultural Revolution, lasting from around 1966 to 1976, consumed all religious belief 

and activity of all the various religions in China in the blazing intensity of its raging. All 

religious personnel were forcibly laicized; most religious buildings were demolished or 

repurposed into factories or military camps. The climax of the movement came in August of 

1966 when the Red Guards stormed across the country even demolishing all religious statues and 

articles (Aikman 162). There was certainly an increased emphasis on suppressing all Catholics 

who had long resisted compliance with the Communist Party (Ramet 255). Now, however, the 

fury of the Cultural Revolution also turned against the Catholics that had complied with the 

CCPA and even the Party cadres that, as atheists, managed the CCPA. These Church leaders, 

who “had made compromises hoping to gain something for the Church by bowing to government 

demands” (Lam 45), were now persecuted. Many of the CCPA priests were either laicized or 

imprisoned (“Catholic Revival” 472). Regarding the cadres in charge of religion, Anthony Lam 

writes: 

When the Cultural Revolution erupted in earnest, those leaders working in the 

combined Government-Party Bureaus such as the United Front, Nationalities 

Department and Religious Affairs Bureau, and who were responsible for winning 

over minority groups to accept Party policies, including Li Weihan and Xu Bing 

among others, were accused of being: counter revolutionary revisionists, 

capitalist roaders, traitors, and spies for which they were persecuted. (Lam 46) 



Merrill 14 
 

 

Clearly, even the atheist Party cadres were viewed as being too close to religion for their own 

good. 

 This intense persecution served both to drive the Catholic Church underground and to 

permanently make Catholics wary of any sort of compromise with the Chinese government. 

Catholicism was able to be kept alive in many of the predominantly Catholic villages, which 

were discussed previously. Increasingly, religion was passed on within the home and religious 

rituals occurred in the home; priests were entirely lacking, so children were usually quietly 

baptized at home by their parents to avoid persecution (Lam 87). These persecutions also made 

the Catholic Church unwilling to comply with the Chinese Communist Party. Many Catholics 

had been willing to compromise with the communists because of patriotic appeals and the 

promise that, if they submitted to the authority of the Communist Party, they would be allowed 

to freely practice their religion. This promise had now been broken. 

 

The Reforms Following the Cultural Revolution 

 With the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976 and the rise of Deng Xiaoping shortly 

after, the Chinese government undertook a campaign of reform. This policy was focused 

primarily in regards to economic matters, but was also felt in the realm of religion. These 

reforms were formally enacted by the Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee of the 

Chinese Communist Party, which took place in the middle of December in 1978 (Lam 52). Local 

governments as early as 1979 began to allow religious sites and buildings to be reopened (Lam 

55). Furthermore, although another illicit episcopal consecration occurred in 1979, the Vatican, 

in an attempt to improve its relationship with the Chinese Communist Party, merely expressed 

regret rather than making a declaration of excommunication (Lam 56). Regarding episcopal 
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consecration, the bitterness between the Vatican and Beijing was further alleviated by a 

relaxation of the enforcement of certain rules. Previously, all bishops, in their consecration 

ceremony, were required to swear that they would have nothing to do with the Vatican. 

However, this regulation, according to Anthony Lam, stopped being enforced in the early1980s 

(60). 

 Also, Catholic prayer books, which are collections of prayers intended for the private use 

of the laity, almost always contain some sort of prayer for the pope. With the breaking of 

relations between the Vatican and Beijing and the communist calls for an “independent” church, 

these prayers had been entirely removed from all officially published prayer books; in 1982, 

however, the Diocese of Shanghai was officially permitted to return a prayer for the pope to its 

published prayer book (Lam 65). The canonical Prayer for the Pope, which is required to be 

spoken in every mass, had likewise been forbidden, but slowly began to be said once more in the 

late 1980s (Lam 66). Papal primacy was no longer an entirely forbidden topic at Church 

conferences (Lam 66). 

 However, based on misapprehensions regarding how much the Communist Party could 

be trusted to stand by its promises after the betrayal of the Cultural Revolution, Catholics flocked 

to the underground churches (Lam 52). Plus, the religious policy of the Chinese government 

seems to follow cycles of repression and relaxation (Tan 215). The re-formation of the 

underground Catholic Church was also spurred on by the release from prison of many of the 

religious leaders that had been imprisoned in the 1950s (Aikman 82-3). This was meant to be a 

highly visible sign of a new relationship between the Catholic Church and the communists. 

Instead, this olive branch entirely back-fired on the government. These men were allowed to 

return to the work of the Church and, in so doing, created a deep rift. The laity came to view 
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them as living martyrs and increasingly came to view the CCPA priests as traitors to these saintly 

martyrs.  

In response to these disputes and the re-formation of the underground church, the Vatican 

made a unique and highly confrontational move:  “In 1978, the Congregation for the 

Evangelization of Peoples bestowed faculties and special privileges on the clergy and Catholics 

of China. This provided a legal basis for the existence of an underground church” (Lam 123). 

These privileges included the right for priests, who are normally confined to ministering within 

the diocese to which they have been assigned, to minister anywhere in the country and the right 

for bishops to ordain new priests even if they lacked the formal theological training that is 

usually required (Lam 124). The formation of a second, underground episcopal hierarchy was 

formalized in 1981 when Bishop Fan Xueyan made the unprecedented decision to secretly 

consecrate three bishops; his reasoning was that, with the passage of so many decades since the 

founding of the People’s Republic of China, very few bishops still remained that were loyal and 

in communion with the pope (Lam 126). In the period from 1980 to 1993, many people estimate 

that around eighty bishops have been consecrated in the underground church (Lam 127). These 

new underground bishops even formed an underground national bishops’ conference to parallel 

the CCPA. This allowed a certain level of national cooperation among all underground Chinese 

Catholics (“Catholic Revival” 473).  

 The re-formation of the underground Catholic Church was also spurred by the intense 

distrust many Catholics felt towards the government and the Party. In the 1950s, they had been 

promised safety if they only pledged their loyalty to the Chinese Communist Party. Yet, despite 

their cooperation, many of Catholics were severely punished in the Cultural Revolution. The Red 

Guard actually used the member list from the CCPA to pursue religious believers (Lam 91). 
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Thus, Catholics today are extremely wary of officially registering in any way, a fact which 

further stimulates the growth of underground churches. Additionally, many people are afraid of 

attending official churches because “Catholics widely assume that government agents have 

infiltrated both the official and underground churches and, among other things, try to keep the 

Church off balance by fomenting discord” (“Catholic Revival” 482).The Chinese government 

engenders further distrust through its inconsistency. Policies and laws are commonly worded 

vaguely enough that they can be interpreted in a vast number of ways by the leaders in local 

government. In fact, one Chinese bishop comments that: 

Their attitude towards the underground church springs from whatever is to their 

own advantage. If they think that repression will give them the opportunity for 

promotion, they will do that. If they think that winning over the leadership of the 

underground church will help stabilize the situation and help them be promoted, 

they will choose to act in that way. (Lam 128) 

Further inconsistency is created through the frequent changes that occur in the local government 

leadership: “Cadres and officials move from one post to the next periodically and thus may have 

shifting objectives” (Chau 141). Regarding the formation of the underground church in the late 

1970s, it is important to understand that to many Chinese Catholics this struggle was not based 

on politics or obduracy, but rather was based on objective truth and the teaching of the Catholic 

Church. To these people, “a ‘patriotic’ Catholic is not simply an alternative way of being 

Catholic. Rather, it is equivalent to being called a traitor” (Mariani 212). 

The Chinese government has responded in a number of ways to the development of an 

underground church. It seems to be widely agreed that one of the primary goals of the reforms 

regarding religion was to bring everything out of the darkness and into the light. The Chinese 
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government hoped that, if the restrictions on religion were loosened, rather than form secret, 

underground religious organizations, over which the Chinese Communist Party would exercise 

no control, religious individuals would join public churches. By attending public churches 

controlled by the Chinese government, they are allowed to freely worship but they are under 

close government surveillance. Thus, the re-creation and expansion of the underground Catholic 

Church was entirely unexpected. The Chinese Communist Party was further unprepared for the 

vast expansion in underground activity because of their view that religion is an obsolete 

phenomenon, which they had purged from the people through education and the Cultural 

Revolution, and because the focus of Deng Xiaoping’s reforms were economic not religious: 

“‘Religion’ was probably the last thing on their minds when Deng Xiaoping and other 

Communist party-state leaders initiated the economic reforms and opening-up policies in the late 

1970s. Thus the enthusiasm among the people to revive religious practices caught them by 

surprise” (Chau 5).  

There have, however, been some positive steps taken to improve relations between the 

Catholic Church and the Chinese government. Originally, the CCPA was primarily run by 

communist cadres and members of the Catholic laity. Many Catholic objected to the fact that 

these non-ordained individuals were frequently making important doctrinal decisions. In 

response, the Chinese government established an official Chinese Catholic Bishops’ Conference 

in 1980. This body was composed of all the CCPA bishops in the country and it was now their 

responsibility to make doctrinal and theological decisions for the Chinese Church (Ramet 260). 

This moves the Catholic Church in China much closer in an organizational sense to the 

worldwide Church. It also opens up the possibility of a return to normalcy through the retiring of 

the CCPA and the transferal of all Church authority to the Chinese Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
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(Lam 76). The Vatican offered its own olive branch by deemphasizing its diplomatic ties with 

Taiwan, which it still officially recognizes as the true government of China. It did so by reducing 

the rank of the ambassador which it accredits to Taiwan. Rather than sending an apostolic 

nuncio, which is equivalent in rank to an ambassador, the Vatican decided to instead send a 

chargé d’affaires, which is a diplomatic officer of lower rank (Ramet 257). It may seem a small 

move but, in this delicate game of chess, even slight movements can have significant effects.  

 

Recent Developments 

 Following Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, the Catholic Church in China has continued to 

grow. In fact, according to a survey completed by the State Statistical Bureau, there were around 

twelve million Catholics in China in 1992 (Lam 85). Numerous Catholic seminaries have been 

opened in China (Lam 94). Catholic monuments and memorials, destroyed during the Cultural 

Revolution, have been rebuilt with the permission of the local authorities (Carbonneau 20). 

There is still an intense shortage of priests in many areas of the country, but Catholics get by just 

as they did during the Cultural Revolution; they hold whatever lay-led services they can and, 

when a traveling priest visits, receive the sacraments from him (Lam 89).  

Also, many scholars and commentators see the rapid resurgence of religion in recent 

years as filling an ideological vacuum left by the complete refutation of Marxist ideology 

following the Cultural Revolution (Lam 199). For many people, the horror and blood-letting of 

the Cultural Revolution clearly demonstrated that Marxism was ideologically, philosophically, 

and morally bankrupt (Aikman 15). Thus, the Cultural Revolution, despite its campaigns against 

religion, may actually have served to benefit religion greatly. The discrediting of Marxism has 

also marked something of a shift in the way that the Chinese government seeks to deal with 
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Catholicism: “Nowadays, atheism is no longer a dominant ideological factor in the Chinese 

government’s religious policy. What the government is concerned about is whether or not it can 

control all aspects of society” (Phan 118). On the other hand, some in the Chinese government 

have come to see religion, in the place previously held by Marxist ideology, as a way of 

stabilizing society (Mariani 221). 

The Catholic Church in China was further benefitted by the Cultural Revolution’s purge 

of all foreign influence (Lam 212). Following the Cultural Revolution, all the clergy and bishops 

are now native Chinese and the church buildings that had been destroyed in the Cultural 

Revolution could be rebuilt in accord with Chinese ideas and Chinese culture. Additionally, the 

persecution of the Cultural Revolution created a whole new set of martyrs. The Catholic Church 

has long believed, as declared by the 2nd century Church Father Tertullian, that “the blood of 

martyrs is the seed of the Church” (Phan 117).  

 The Catholic Church in China also faces some serious challenges. Although there has 

been an increase in the number of men who feel a vocation to the priesthood, the majority of 

these men come from the countryside and are so lacking in education that they are unsuccessful 

in seminary and, even as priests, are unable to interact effectively with well-educated urban 

Catholics (Lam 110). There are also intense theological conflicts both between and within the 

CCPA and underground Church. For example, when Bishop Fan Xueyan of the underground 

Church circulated his 13 Points, a criticism of the CCPA and its members, the Chinese 

government was happy to allow the document to circulate widely as this weakened the Catholic 

Church by creating further dissension and bitterness (Lam 145). These conflicts have even, at 

times, boiled over into open violence such as the murder of CCPA priests by underground 

Catholics (“Catholic Revival” 470). The Chinese Communist Party has further attempted to 



Merrill 21 
 

 

undermine the Catholic Church by forbidding anyone under eighteen from receiving religious 

instruction (Lam 195). This is clearly is meant to prevent a new generation of Catholics from 

ever arising in the first place.   

Nevertheless, the Vatican and the Chinese government have not been able to fully come 

to an agreement. Beijing demands that the Vatican both recognize the PRC, rather than Taiwan, 

as the true government of China and stop interfering in the affairs of the Catholic Church in 

China (Lam 202). The first demand is certainly possible, but the second is a non-starter. The 

Vatican has a long memory and is absolutely unwilling to allow the formation of an 

“independent Catholic Church” in China, a proposal which is strikingly similar to King Henry 

VIII’s formation of the Anglican Church. In fact, in return for official recognition, the Vatican 

demands just the opposite: “It has demonstrated willingness to shift its ties to the PRC in 

exchange for getting more oversight over the religious life of Chinese Catholics” (“Catholic 

Revival” 474-5). The Chinese government, on the other hand, looking to the Catholic Church’s 

influence on the fall of the USSR, is similarly wary of allowing the Vatican any authority in 

China:  

The Church has remained strongly associated with the anti-communist cause … 

there were some [Catholics] who hoped that the Church in China could help to 

accomplish what Church-inspired organizations like Solidarity in Poland 

accomplished, the destruction of communist regimes. (“Catholic Revival” 478) 

Refusing to recognize CCPA bishops, the Vatican continues to list many Chinese dioceses in the 

Annuario Pontificio as sede vacante, which means that the episcopal see is vacant (Mariani 220).  

Plus, the Chinese government is still applying the idea of the United Front. In the current 

situation, it does so by enticing as many people as possible to join the official Church, the CCPA, 
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and then, with the support of that majority, punishing all those that opposed it (Lam 130). In the 

year 2000, reconciliation seemed more possible than ever before, but hopes for an imminent 

reconciliation were dashed when the CCPA illicitly consecrated five bishops (Aikman 224). In 

return, Pope John Paul II announced that a group of Chinese martyrs, many of whom had died 

during the Boxer Rebellion, would be canonized on October 1 which, of course, as the National 

Day of the People’s Republic of China, was a deliberate slap in the face (Aikman 224). Another 

factor that troubles the relationship between the Vatican and the Chinese government is the 

differing levels of importance attached to these negotiations. In the view of the Chinese 

government, Catholics are of minor importance as they comprise only about one percent of the 

population (“Catholic Revival” 468). For the Vatican, however, Chinese Catholics are of much 

greater importance as there are about as many Catholics in China as there are in Ireland 

(“Catholic Revival” 468). 

Interestingly, there have been slow, quiet moves towards union between the official 

Church under the guise of the CCPA and the underground Church. As the Nicene Creed 

emphatically declares that “I believe in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church,” these moves 

towards unification are motivated by the desire, felt on both sides, that there can only be one 

Catholic Church (Lam 92). Over the years, Vatican insiders have quietly spoken of the fact that 

many of the bishops associated with the CCPA have been reconciled with the Vatican (Mariani 

220). This has commonly been done without the knowledge or approval of the Chinese 

government when bishops in the Vatican hierarch visit China and meet privately with CCPA 

bishops: “In effect, Roman Catholic Christianity was infiltrating Chinese Communism” (Aikman 

217). An amazing development occurred in 2001, when “Through oblique channels, [Rome] has 

let it be known that it would no longer allow the consecration of underground bishops … In that 
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year, a government-approved ‘official’ bishop was consecrated in China with prior Roman 

approval. For its part, Beijing did not insist that the Vatican keep its approval a secret” (Mariani 

220).  

Finally, an even more striking move was taken by Pope Benedict XVI in 2007. That year, 

the Pope, hoping for unification between the CCPA and the underground Church in the near 

future, revoked all the canonical privileges that had allowed the initial formation of the 

underground Church and the consecration of underground bishops (Mariani 223). Currently, 

even official CCPA churches are really not all that separate from the worldwide Catholic 

Church; many CCPA parishes display pictures of the pope, send men to study in seminaries the 

world over, and publish articles from the official Vatican news agency in their parish bulletins 

(Chau 205). Furthermore, many CCPA priests and bishops not only know of underground priests 

and bishops, but also have worked closely with these members of the underground Church 

(Aikman 217). Increasingly, men that will be consecrated bishops or priests in the CCPA ensure 

that CCPA bishops that have reconciled with the Vatican perform the consecration rather than 

other CCPA bishops that have not done so (“Catholic Revival” 480). 

As it currently stands, there is great hope for reconciliation, but there are also a number of 

obstacles that stand in the way of that hope. The three main obstacles, as previously discussed, 

are the Vatican’s official recognition of Taiwan, the fact that most CCPA bishops have been 

automatically excommunicated according to canon law, and the continued ordinations and 

consecrations of underground priests and bishops. On the other hand, one of the main reasons for 

hope that reconciliation is possible is the convergence of the interests of Rome and Beijing. Both 

would like to establish a “rationalized system of control” (“Catholic Revival” 483). For the 

Vatican, this is due to the importance placed on a single, unified hierarchical structure for the 
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entire Church, whereas for the Chinese government, it is due to the desire to ensure its control 

over the country and Chinese society. In effect, the Chinese government is offering the same deal 

that it has offered from the very beginning of its existence; namely, if Catholics declare their 

loyalty to the Party and cause no disturbances, they will be allowed to practice their religion as 

they desire. Hopefully, this time this deal can be trusted.  

 

Government Dealings with Buddhism and Daoism 

 Both Buddhism and Daoism were ravaged by the policies and actions of the Chinese 

Communist Party, particularly during the Cultural Revolution. As early as 1949, all ordinations 

of monks were forbidden from taking place, a restriction that was not lifted until 1978 (Road to 

Heaven 53-4). Monasteries and temples were burned down or turned into factories and military 

barracks by the Chinese government (Road to Heaven 9). By the 1980s, many monks both in 

Taiwan and Mainland China were convinced that there were no more Buddhist or Daoist hermits 

left in China (Road to Heaven 4). 

 Just as Catholics were organized under the authority of the CCPA, communist-run 

religious organizations were founded for Buddhism and Daoism. The National Daoist 

Association was founded in 1957 (Chi-Tim 415). Once again, just as the CCPA and its members 

were persecuted during the Cultural Revolution, the cadres and religious individuals that 

participated in the National Daoist Association and the National Buddhist Association were 

similarly persecuted (Chi-Tim 415). Since Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, one of the great challenges, 

particularly of the National Daoist Association, is exercising control over this largely diffused 

religion. Both national associations have focused on establishing regulations, managing the 

monasteries and temples, and regulating the life of the monks and nuns (Chi-Tim 417). The 
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existence of the sanju daoshi, Daoist clergy that live at home and are permitted to marry, has 

posed a particular problem. This type of Daoist monk has a long history, but is troubling to the 

Chinese government because, since they live an ordinary life and are largely unregulated, they 

are hard to distinguish from shamans, who are still outlawed, and, even more importantly, are 

hard to distinguish from lay Daoists (Chi-Tim 421). The trouble the Chinese government faces in 

regulating just this one type of Daoist monk symbolizes the troubles the Chinese government 

faces in controlling diffused religions like Daoism and Buddhism.  

 Even with the reforms undertaken by Deng Xiaoping, things have not improved 

significantly for Buddhists and Daoists. Many religious sites, particularly if they have any sort of 

historical significance, are still owned by the government, although monks are frequently 

permitted to inhabit them (Road to Heaven 42). According to many, the Chinese government has 

permitted the revival of Buddhism and Daoism simply for the purpose of promoting tourism and 

the economy. One Daoist monk, speaking about temples, said: “They’re for tourists. Everything 

has changed. The tourist officials are in charge now … things were getting worse for Daoists, not 

better. Religion was being resurrected by the government for the purpose of promoting tourism” 

(Road to Heaven 67). If a temple is judged to have tourist potential, the government spends vast 

amounts of money to fund its renovation (Road to Heaven 213). For example, the Shaolin 

Temple has become such a tourist trap that many other monasteries refuse to accept monks 

coming from that temple (Road to Heaven 113). Other religious sites, if they do not have enough 

monks to care for them and are too far from major cities to be a tourist attraction, are 

permanently appropriated by the government (Zen Baggage 44-5). However, this government 

interference in Buddhist and Daoist practice whether it be to support or to regulate their activities 
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is not a new thing. Many of the Chinese imperial governments similarly managed the existence 

of religion (Birnbaum 443).  

Other indirect restrictions on Buddhism and Daoism have also been imposed. For 

example, men and women interested in becoming monks and nuns are required to change their 

household registration with the Chinese government if they remain at a temple for more than a 

brief period of time. As the process of changing household registration is extraordinarily 

difficult, this effectively serves to bar, for the most part, the recruitment of new monks and nuns 

(Road to Heaven 55). At one temple, a monk told Bill Porter that they refuse to select an abbot 

because, if they were to do so, their selection would have to be approved by the local Communist 

Party officials (Road to Heaven 220). 

 Buddhism and Daoism have had some success under the rule of the Communist Party by 

positioning Buddhism and Daoism as integral facets of Chinese culture and thus ‘de-

religionizing’ them (Chau 7). In line with this policy is the attempt by Buddhists and Daoists to 

reintroduce Buddhism and Daoism to generations of Chinese people who have only known 

Chinese society as an atheistic society (Road to Heaven 104). Since the Buddhist Association 

requires all monks and nuns to have at least a high school education, another source of strength 

for Buddhism was the high level of education of many of its monks (Road to Heaven 105). This 

allows them to better appeal to modern Chinese people.  

Since Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, there have been numerous temples and monasteries 

renovated by religious people rather than only by government officials interested in promoting 

tourism (Chi-Tim 415-6). However, these renovations have been supported by a flood of money 

from overseas Chinese communities in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore (Chi-Tim 418). This 

money has, of course, helped to speed along the pace of reconstruction, but it has also conflicted 
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and compromised many Buddhists and Daoists with materialism and ambition. Some temples 

have even actually contracted out the management of the temple itself to entrepreneurs so that 

the temple can be profitably run like a private business (Chau 11). Nevertheless, it is important to 

understand that “Donations to monasteries from lay devotees are not new in Chinese Buddhist 

history, nor is ritual for hire” (Birnbaum 442).  

 Buddhism and Daoism have also done well in China by simply taking advantage of the 

nature of these religions. Unlike Catholicism, which clearly distinguishes between members and 

non-members through the initiation ceremony of baptism, Buddhism and Daoism are both much 

more diffused and fluid in their identity. Thus, the regulation of these two religions becomes 

quite difficult, because “‘Laypeople’ within the Buddhist community are not so easily 

recognized. A Buddhist temple filled with worshippers who offer incense and bow before deity 

images is not necessarily filled with Buddhists” (Birnbaum 429). However, this fluidity and lack 

of hierarchical structure can also be a serious weakness for both Buddhism and Daoism. The 

Chinese Communist Party, taking advantage of the lack of a central authority, was able to use the 

tactic of divide-and-conquer by focusing all its pressure on each temple one at a time. In doing 

so, the Party was enormously successful and was able to appropriate almost all the land that had 

been owned by the monasteries, thus depriving them of their only stable source of income 

(Goldman 148).  

 On the whole, the position of Buddhism and Daoism, like that of Catholicism, is fraught 

with difficulty. Buddhism, in particular, has undergone an enormous expansion. According to 

some figures, there are possibly as many as 100 million Buddhist practitioners and believers in 

China today (Chau 32). In addition to the simple fact of strength in numbers, Buddhism is of 

particular concern to Beijing because of its association with troubled regions within China such 
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as Tibet and Inner Mongolia, as well as other countries where Buddhism is the majority religion 

such as many of the other Asian countries (Chau 42).  

 

Protestant Christianity 

 Next, it is important to take stock of the ways in which the Chinese government has 

interacted with and exerted control over Protestant Christianity. As was done to control the 

Catholic Church, the Chinese Communist Party early on established a national, communist-run 

organization to govern all of Protestant Christianity in China. Party cadres encountered much 

less opposition in the establishment of this organization (Potter 330). This was partly because of 

the lack of a central organization like the Vatican, which, as previously discussed, both utterly 

condemned communism and refused to recognize the existence of an independent “Church” in 

China, and because many Protestants already fully agreed with the Chinese Communist Party 

(Mariani 42). In fact, many Chinese Protestants applauded the Party’s efforts to drive the 

imperialist “running dogs” from China and from Chinese Protestantism as they felt that the 

Protestant churches in China were too heavily dominated by foreign missionaries and religious 

personnel. For example, Y.T. Wu was a well-known figure in Chinese Protestantism and, 

through his acceptance of communist domination, paved the way for many Protestants to accept 

communist control (“Catholic Revival” 471). Furthermore, in a strategically odd maneuver, the 

Chinese Communist Party ordered the end of all denominational distinctions, creating a single, 

unified “Protestant Church” (Bays 347). Since all these different denominations had foreign 

origins and were under foreign control, this served to sever all foreign influence. However, it 

also means that Protestants that might once have been distracted from resisting the government 
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by denominational conflicts have now been unified with one set of beliefs and one style of 

religious service.  

 As has been seen in the discussion of the experiences of Catholicism, Buddhism, and 

Daoism, all believers, even those who had willingly complied with the authorities, were 

persecuted during the Cultural Revolution. Once again, when religious policy was loosened 

during Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, Chinese Protestants lacked any sort of trust in the Chinese 

Communist Party. Plus, just as happened with the Catholic Church, the few Protestant leaders 

that had opposed the communists and had been arrested in the 1950s were now released, thus 

creating further divisions among Protestants (Aikman 82-3). The underground house churches 

were also spurred on by the inconsistency of the Chinese government. In the time since Deng 

Xiaoping’s reforms, even those that loyally participated in the official churches are persecuted if 

they become too popular (Aikman 137). In addition, there are even reports that some local 

government officials promote the spread of Christianity in their region because they believe that 

the adoption of Christianity will instill a strong sense of morality in their people (Aikman 139). 

Lastly, it came out in the persecutions of the Cultural Revolution that a significant number of 

Protestant leaders were actually Party agents sent to infiltrate the Protestant churches, thus 

further engendering distrust of any official church (Aikman 146). 

 Similar to the situation of the Catholic Church in China, many underground Protestant 

churches have been formed in order to avoid government surveillance and control. For the most 

part, these underground churches take the form of house churches, which are independently 

established by various Protestant believers and, as the name suggests, generally meet in peoples’ 

houses (“Catholic Revival” 473). The independent, cell-like nature of these house churches is 

both a source of strength and weakness in regard to the Chinese government. Their independence 
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makes it easier for them to slip through the net and entirely avoid the notice of the authorities. 

However, once they have been discovered, they are quashed much more easily than underground 

Catholic churches because the Protestant house churches lack the network that provides 

Catholics with aid and nationally coordinated action (“Catholic Revival” 473). Thus, the Chinese 

government has, time and again, attempted to destroy the house church movement, but its 

disparate nature has prevented that (“Upsurge of Religion in China” 62).  

 As the situation currently stands, it is extraordinarily difficult to estimate the number of 

Protestants in China today. Some people claim numbers around 100 million, but that is highly 

questionable as the number of Protestant Christians would then rival the estimated number of 

Buddhist practitioners. According to estimates coming from the house churches: “There are 

approximately 10 million believers in the Three Self church but eighty million believers in the 

home churches in the House Church” (Aikman 91). Even further, Aikman claims that “at the 

present rate of growth in the number of Christians in the countryside, in the cities … it is 

possible that Christians will constitute 20 to 30 percent of China’s population within three 

decades” (285).This confusion is partly due to the fact that no official counts of the number of 

believers can be undertaken because the house churches have no legal status. It is also due to the 

fact that the division between members of underground house churches and members of 

government-run churches is not clear cut; many Protestant Christians will attend services at both 

(C. Chen 187). On the whole, Bays sums it up best when he states that “The Protestant church of 

mainland China today is growing at a good pace, but it is still weak, loose, poor, and incoherent” 

(Bays 352). 

 

Other Religions 
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 Lastly, the attempts of the Chinese government to exert control over a number of other 

religions and religious groups, such as folk religion, Falun Gong, and Islam, will be briefly 

examined. These religions experienced many of the same things that the religions already 

discussed experienced. All religions were persecuted during the Cultural Revolution and then, 

after the reforms of Deng Xiaoping, were allowed to return with certain restrictions (Covell 157). 

 First, the Chinese government’s dealings with the Falun Gong movement are of particular 

interest to many people, especially in regards to human rights violations. Regardless, the reason 

that the Chinese government so violently persecutes the Falun Gong movement is not because it 

is not one of the five officially recognized religions or because it is “superstitious,” but because 

the Chinese government felt politically threatened by the Falun Gong movement. Within just a 

couple of years of its creation, the Falun Gong movement could claim tens of millions Chinese 

followers, rivalling the number of Chinese Catholics despite the Catholic Church’s almost 400 

year head start in gaining Chinese converts (United States 98). It was also believed that a 

significant number of government officials had actually joined the Falun Gong movement as 

well, thus raising fears of an internal power struggle (Potter 331). The final straw came when a 

large number of Falun Gong members staged a protest outside Zhongnanhai, the seat of the 

Chinese central government, in April 1999 (Potter 331). For many in the Chinese government, 

this was the realization of many of their fears about a power struggle and clearly demonstrated 

that the Falun Gong movement must be absolutely and unequivocally crushed.  

 The Chinese government has also tried to control folk religion, though with considerably 

less success. Chinese folk religion, as it currently exists, is particularly hard to discuss as it has 

no set definition and is mostly understood with regard to certain types of rituals (Yang 506). 

These rituals of folk religion mostly occur at home, but can also occur at village temples (Yang 
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507). Although the exact delineation between a person that is a folk religion practitioner and one 

that is not is unclear, by most definitions there is a huge number of folk religion practitioners. 

According to the CSLS survey discussed in Yang’s article, around 75% of Chinese people take 

part in some sort of ancestor veneration and around 20% participate in the worship of local 

deities (Yang 514). In addition, the number of Chinese people participating in at least one of the 

many rituals of folk religion constitutes a majority of the population: “When considered 

altogether, 51.9 percent of people had engaged in at least one of the individual folk religion 

practices in the previous 12 months. This corresponds to over 540 million adult people in 

mainland China, a surprisingly large number” (Yang 515). This number is considerably larger 

than the 22% of people that the CSLS reports adhere to one of the five official religions (Yang 

513).  

Furthermore, there are even reports that around half of all high-ranking government 

officials have some sort of association with folk religion (Yang 515). Lastly, the continued 

existence of folk religious practices is a failure of policy in the eyes of Party leaders as the Party 

has long labored to eradicate all “superstition” (Yang 518). Based on these characteristics, the 

Chinese government should be eager to exert its control over folk religion. Yet, as was the case 

with Buddhism and Daoism, the diffused nature of its belief and practice makes it considerably 

difficult for the Chinese government to regulate folk religion: 

The sociologist C. K. Yang (1961) proposed a distinction between institutional 

religion and “diffused religion.” Whereas institutional religion functions as a 

separate system from other social institutions, “diffused religion” functions as a 

part of the secular social institutions. Its theology, rituals and personnel are “so 

intimately diffused into one or more secular social institutions that they become a 
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part of the concept, rituals, and structure of the latter, thus having no significant 

independent existence” (Yang 1961:295). (Yang 507) 

This diffused nature of folk religion protects it from most persecution as the only means of 

destroying it would be to destroy the very fabric of Chinese society.  

 Another religious movement that the Chinese government desperately desires to control 

is a schismatic Christian group called Eastern Lightning. This group is rather small and not all 

that important, but an examination of how the government has attempted to deal with them will 

help to elucidate the policy of the Chinese government regarding religion. Eastern Lightning 

recognizes its founder as Christ reborn and believes that its mission is to destroy all opposition, 

particularly other Christian groups; in the pursuit of this mission, Eastern Lightning members 

have committed kidnappings, beatings, blackmails, and even murder (Aikman 240). This is, of 

course, horrible, but the truly interesting part is that the Chinese government has allied with 

Protestants and Catholics, even those belonging to underground churches, in order to root out 

this violent sect (Aikman 243). Aikman even declares that: 

 Perhaps the most promising sign of change at the official level in China is the 

slow-dawning understanding by the Public Security Bureau in Beijing that there is 

a big difference between a religious group, Christian or otherwise, that believes in 

strange, even ‘superstitious’ things but is otherwise law-abiding and patriotic, and 

a band of thugs seeking to enlarge their national and international influence 

through lying, kidnapping, blackmail, torture, and possibly murder. (Aikman 244) 

This once again indicates that Chinese government policy regarding religion is not primarily 

based on atheistic conceptions about the extermination of superstition but rather is based on the 

desire to control Chinese society and ensure social stability.  
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 Lastly, the Chinese government has also faced interesting problems when it comes to 

controlling Islam. There are two main Muslim social groups in China: the Hui and the Uighurs. 

The Hui are recognized minority group composed of ethnically Han Chinese people that have 

become distinguishable from the rest of the Han by their adoption of Islam, whereas the Uighurs 

are an ethnic group living in the Xinjiang region and are closely related to the neighboring 

peoples in Central Asia (Covell 21). Both groups pose certain challenges to the Party authorities. 

The Hui are spread throughout China and are, thus, difficult to manage. On the other hand, the 

Uighurs live in an area which is strategically significant because of its resources and location 

(Covell 15). Plus, Islam has increasingly come to be associated with notions of Uighur 

nationalism: “Regulation of Islam in Xinjiang also appears to reflect conclusions about 

convergence between religion and nationalism” (Potter 329). Due to these concerns, the Chinese 

Communist Party has generally attempted to tread lightly concerning Islam, even allowing Party 

cadres that work among the Muslims to become Muslims (Covell 25). However, it is also 

important to understand that because of Western concerns about Islamic extremism and trouble 

in the Middle East, China has been given a free hand to deal with the Muslims and not much has 

been critically written about Chinese repression of Muslims.  

 

Policy Similarities 

 A number of important similarities exist between the different approaches the Chinese 

government has taken to control each of the different religions. As has been seen, religious 

policy, in a broad sense, has generally been the same in regard to all religion. National, 

communist-controlled organizations were established for each of the five recognized religions 

(Buddhism, Catholicism, Protestantism, Daoism, and Islam) in the 1950s. Then, during the 
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Cultural Revolution, all religious believers, as well as those Party cadres that had helped to 

manage the official religious organizations, were severely persecuted. Next, there were Deng 

Xiaoping’s reforms in 1978, which, along with economic reforms, significantly lifted restrictions 

on religion and religious practice (Tong 871). Since that time, the religious policy of the Chinese 

Communist Party has been more or less stable, despite alternating periods of loosening and re-

tightening. Some have argued that the Party’s current religious policy is based primarily on the 

fact that Marxism was discredited in the Cultural Revolution (Tong 868), but, in fact, the Party’s 

religious policy continues, just as it always has, to be based on the ability to exert control over 

Chinese society.  

 One important similarity in the experiences of all religions in China is the existence of 

numerous legal restrictions and restraints. For example, the simple registration of the existence 

of a religious facility with the government is an enormously difficult process: “Registration of 

religious venue is a cumbersome process where the applicant needs to demonstrate compliance 

with twenty-six sets of central government legislation, plus many local regulations” (Tong 861). 

The hukou, household registration, system severely restricts the ability of religious believers to 

join a religious organization that is not located in their immediate vicinity. This has curtailed the 

growth of a new generation of religious leaders by preventing Catholics, Protestants, and 

Muslims from entering the seminary and by preventing Buddhists and Daoists from entering life 

at a monastery or temple.  

The list of restrictions goes on and on, but does depend on the situation of a particular 

time and of a particular location. At some times and in some places, religious people have been 

entirely forbidden from meeting with any foreigner and from accepting any money from 

foreigners. At other times, this is permitted. One consistent restriction on religion, however, is 
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the inculcation of atheism in the school system (Potter 320). In fact, according to one scholar, 

since a particular Buddhist academy where monks are trained in Buddhist scriptures and rituals 

was considered a part of the national education system, this religious academy was required to 

officially promote atheism and to teach its students that religion is a false phenomenon 

(Birnbaum 435). The Chinese Communist Party had long hoped that through education 

campaigns all religion could be extinguished, but it has clearly not worked out that way. 

Although these sorts of restrictions do not explicitly infringe on anyone’s ability to freely 

practice their own religion, they are clearly meant to undermine the continued existence of 

religion under the guise of public safety, bureaucracy, and social stability (that catch-all excuse).  

 

Policy Differences 

 Finally, much can be gleaned from an examination of the ways that government policy 

has differed to meet each religion individually. The religious policy of Beijing can differ 

significantly according to the hierarchical structure or lack thereof of each religion. The Catholic 

Church has an extraordinarily strong hierarchical structure which, as has been discussed, has 

been both a source of strength, such as through concerted national action, and of weakness, as 

the members of the hierarchy were easily tracked down and eliminated by the Party. On the other 

hand, Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, and Protestant Christianity lack much of a hierarchy with each 

religious site effectively operating independently. This allowed them to slip under the radar 

much more easily, but since the Party was able to pick them off one by one as it concentrated all 

its effort against a single monastery, temple, or church, also made them very weak. In the period 

since the reforms of Deng Xiaoping, the policy for these two hierarchical structures has differed 

significantly.  
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Following the Vatican’s involvement in the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Chinese 

Communist Party is extremely wary of allowing the Vatican to exercise authority in China. 

Nevertheless, the Party understands that, if an agreement could be reached, the Vatican hierarchy 

could, for the most part, keep its people in line. Beijing does not want to weakly give into the 

Vatican’s demands, but ultimately, the Chinese government has been inching towards allowing 

the CCPA, the Chinese underground Catholic Church, and the Vatican to be united. A working 

relationship and tacit understanding has been built up between the Vatican and Beijing. For the 

non-hierarchical religions, on the other hand, no such understanding can exist. Each individual 

church, monastery, and temple must be separately negotiated with. This creates a tangled web of 

differing types of relationships and leads the Chinese Communist Party to much more closely 

regulate these religions, as well as to find ways of undermining them.  

 The methods of creating new religious personnel, such as monks, nuns, priests, and 

pastors, also has a significant effect on the way that the Chinese government attempts to regulate 

a religion. Once again, the less-organized religions pose a problem for the Chinese government. 

Buddhism and Catholicism both have a substantial number of regulations regarding ordination, 

requiring specific training and a special ordination ceremony. Protestant Christianity and 

Daoism, on the other hand, have much less concrete ideas about religious personnel. Although 

Daoist monks must undergo an ordination ceremony, the sanju daoshi, in particular, can receive 

ordination privately without the government’s knowledge. As was seen with regard to hierarchy, 

the Chinese government feels that it can come to something of an agreement with the educated, 

specially selected clergy of Catholicism and Buddhism, but the fluid nature of the clergy in 

Protestantism and Daoism produces little trust.  
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 Geo-political concerns also certainly play a part in how the Chinese government relates 

to religion. This factor has been clear from the very beginning of the People’s Republic of China 

with the severe persecutions of both Catholicism and Protestant Christianity because of their 

connections with imperialism. In the present day, however, new geo-political concerns have 

arisen. For example, regarding Islam, geo-political concerns pull government policy in two 

opposing directions. First, Beijing desperately desires to suppress Islam, particularly following 

the attack in Kunming on March 1, 2014, since it is associated with both extremism and Uighur 

nationalism (Potter 321-2). Second, in order to ensure the continued flow of oil from the Middle 

East for its growing economy, the Chinese government must not too harshly deal with Islam. 

Buddhism too holds a certain geo-political importance. In its attempts to become a global 

superpower, China’s first goal is to become a regional hegemon in Asia, which requires cozying 

up to predominantly Buddhist countries in Southeast Asia and East Asia. Conversely, the 

Chinese government largely has a free hand when it comes to the regulation of Catholicism, 

Protestant Christianity, and Daoism. For Catholicism and Protestantism, although many 

important countries in the West have large Christian populations, almost none of these countries 

publicly supports or advocates Christianity abroad as many Western countries did during 

imperialism.  

 Lastly, it should come as no surprise that the number of believers or practitioners of each 

religion has a significant effect on how that religion is dealt with by the Chinese government. Of 

course, the measurement of the number of believers or practitioners is substantially muddied by 

the existence of underground churches and by the diffused nature of Buddhism and Daoism, in 

particular. In addition, concerns about the number of members of these religious groups are also 

tied to the hierarchical structure of each particular religion. For example, according to some 
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surveys, around 50% of the Chinese population may have some sort of association with folk 

religion. Yet this fact poses little concern to the Chinese government because folk religion is so 

loosely organized, lacking even a formal clergy, that it cannot truly function as a locus of power. 

Alternatively, the Catholic Church, despite its very small number of believers, poses a threat to 

the communist government as a source of power beyond their control: “the Chinese government 

is afraid that even if the Vatican formally agrees to its conditions, the pope has enough spiritual 

authority to influence Catholics in ways beyond the government’s ability to control” (“Upsurge 

of Religion in China” 68).  

 

Conclusion 

 Ultimately, the religious policy of the Chinese government is best analyzed and 

understood in the context of Chinese history and the religious policy of the imperial dynasties.  

Going even further back to the very foundations of Chinese civilization, the Chinese 

Communist Party’s religious policy is in line with the ancient Chinese governing philosophy of 

Legalism. In fact, Mao Zedong was well educated in Classical Chinese and was likely influenced 

both by Legalist writings and by the experiences of the imperial dynasties as found in the 

historical writings (D. Chen 15). One Legalist idea that is prominently used by the Party is that a 

state is most effectively governed when a strong system of rewards and punishments is 

established: 

The Legalists advocated that rewards and punishments ‘should be so definite and 

clear that everybody should know at once the consequences of his own or of his 

neighbor’s action.’ The causes for reward and punishment have to be publicized 
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to warn the majority. Fairness is very important in the operation of this system. 

(D. Chen 17) 

In the current situation, the problem the Chinese government faces is that this system of reward 

and punishment has become disordered and even partially overturned. This is due to historical 

reasons, as well as the current structure of the Chinese government. Historically, a Legalist 

system of reward and punishment had been, for the most part, effectively established in the 

1950s. Under the United Front policy, those that submitted to the Party were mostly free to 

practice their religion, whereas those that resisted the Party were persecuted and crushed. With 

the advent of the Cultural Revolution, the system itself was crushed, with everyone, even the 

loyal and obedient, being punished.  

Then, in recent times, there were attempts to rebuild that Legalist system, but the Chinese 

people no longer believed in the existence of the rewards, only in the existence of the 

punishments. Plus, as has been discussed, the Chinese government goes through cycles of 

loosening and tightening religious policy. Therefore, the Legalist system is distorted by the 

constantly changing definition of what is deserving of reward and what is deserving of 

punishment. The failure of the current Legalist system in China also stems from the very 

structure of the Chinese government. Party cadres are transferred from place to place and are 

mostly given a free hand to implement religious policy in whatever way they think best. This 

leads to a level of inconsistency that significantly undermines the functioning of the system of 

rewards and punishments. Once again, the dividing line between what deserves punishment and 

what deserves reward is both unclear and constantly changing.  

Additionally, the application of punishments frequently seems inconsistent because 

“there are too many leaders in too many decentralized organizations for even China’s security 
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forces to arrest, the detentions seem arbitrary, with the great majority … being unaffected” 

(“Upsurge of Religion in China” 62). The one partial success of this system of reward and 

punishment has been in regard to the Catholic Church. Unlike other religions, the Catholic 

Church effectively functions as a single organism with the Vatican as its head. Therefore, in this 

one-on-one negotiation, both sides can come to something of a détente, with Beijing applying 

Legalism by rewarding the Catholic Church for the tacit understanding that it will not threaten 

social stability and the existence of the People’s Republic of China.  

Another similarity between the current communist government and the imperial dynastic 

governments is the promotion of an official, state religion. Although it is debatable whether 

Confucianism can be considered a religion, many of the imperial dynasties promoted 

Confucianism as the state religion or state philosophy. Now, it is clear that the Chinese 

Communist Party officially promotes atheism. Therefore, one certainly might ask how the 

Chinese government could establish a state religion. Nevertheless, it has clearly done so. Rather 

than make use of any existing religion, the Chinese Communist Party chose to invent a new 

political religion based on the deification of Mao Zedong (Zuo 99). This was necessary because: 

“Throughout Chinese history, the legitimacy of the political regime was built upon the 

charismatic authority of the emperor … this style of leadership did not change when the Chinese 

Communist party came to power” (Zuo 99). This new political religion functioned in many ways 

like Confucianism had, strengthening the legitimacy of the government and ensuring social 

stability (Zuo 100). The religious aspects of this Mao-based religion are highlighted by the 

existence of numerous ritual activities that were enjoined upon the people. Jiping Zuo describes 

many of these activities, which included the confession of sins to the family’s picture of Mao, the 
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studying of Mao’s writing as religious scripture, and special dances performed to express loyalty 

to Mao (101-2).  

Mao Zedong was also religiously portrayed as the sun that nourishes the entire Chinese 

nation. This political religion must be understood in terms of the dynastic establishment of a state 

religion as this Mao-based religion undermined certain key tenets of Marxism: “In the eyes of 

the masses, there still existed a ‘supernatural’ power (Yinger, 1970). The ‘manna’ proceeding 

from Mao prevented a man from believing himself to be the master of his own fate or that social 

progress could be achieved solely by human effort, as Marxism claims (Zuo 103). Marxism 

argues that religion is the opiate of the masses because paradise can actually be achieved here on 

earth through the concentrated efforts of human beings. The Chinese government, however, 

purposefully uses this political religion as an opiate of the masses, keeping them docile and 

dependent on Mao and the central leadership. This created a sense of religious fervor that 

ensured the success of Cultural Revolution (Zuo 104). 

 However, with the death of Mao and the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, this 

political religion was no longer able to hold sway over the people. Then, the reforms of Deng 

Xiaoping, by loosening religious policy, sounded the death knell for the Mao-based religion. 

Interestingly, the Chinese leaders have again sought out a state religion. Many have once again 

turned to the traditional state religion in China, Confucianism. However, the possible adoption of 

Confucianism as the state religion is highly controversial both because it is so closely associated 

with the imperial dynasties and because Mao and the other founders of the People’s Republic of 

China were so utterly opposed to Confucius and Confucianism. There surely must also be a fear 

that, if the PRC were to adopt Confucianism as its state religion, this would only make it clearer 

that the current Chinese government is just another dynasty in the dynastic cycle. Some Chinese 
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leaders and Chinese academics, in particular, have advocated Christianity as the new guiding 

religion and morality for Chinese society (Zhuo 69). Of course, Christianity’s associations with 

the West make that extraordinarily distasteful to the Chinese government. Nevertheless, a moral 

and spiritual gap exists in China that many people desire be filled with something (Goldman 

153). This search for some philosophy or religion to fill this gap has intensified as the Chinese 

people increasingly feel that their society, based solely on materialism, lacks compassion and 

decency.  

 Another proof that the current Chinese government, with regard to religion, ought to be 

classified among the imperial dynasties is its approach to laws and the legal system. David Chen 

described it best when he said that, like the imperial governments, “[communist government’s] 

similar view is that law exists not to protect people’s rights, but to ensure their allegiance to the 

regime and the fulfilling of their obligations to the state. Although Mao has always claimed that 

the government is the servant of the people, in fact, his state is everything and its authority is 

superior to all else” (D. Chen 18). Similarly, the Chinese Constitution very clearly declares that 

the people have religious freedom (Potter 325). Yet, in a very Legalistic understanding, Article 

33 of the Chinese Constitution states that only those who obey the Chinese Communist Party are 

allowed to enjoy the “reward” of legal rights (Potter 325). Regardless, Goldman is correct in 

declaring that “Chinese Communist history has demonstrated that the Chinese constitution does 

not prevent China's leaders from ignoring it when they wish” (Goldman 150). Lastly, even the 

punishments that are set out for those government officials that infringe upon religious peoples’ 

rights are not really applied. According to Lam, only one Party cadre has ever been punished for 

infringing a person’s freedom of religion (193). Thus, in a way, the government officials are 
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permitted to act monarchically; they are above the law. For China is not a nation of laws, but 

rather a nation held as the personal property of the Chinese Communist Party. 

 There have been reforms to allow religion and religious people greater freedom in China, 

but, ultimately, ensuring the continued existence of the People’s Republic of China trumps all 

other concerns. Potter summed it up best, by saying that “despite recent suggestions about 

liberalization, the discourse of control remains strong” (Potter 324). Indeed, many scholars point 

out that the Chinese government, abandoning its old claim that human rights were merely a 

Western cultural concept, has been much better about protecting and ensuring human rights in 

China (Tong 878). Nevertheless, like the previous dynastic government, the current Chinese 

government must finely manage religion in China. For, as has been seen, religion can be used to 

legitimize the government and ensure social stability, but historically, religion has also, at times, 

been a destabilizing force in such cases as the Taiping Rebellion, the Yellow Turban Rebellion, 

and the Red Turban Rebellion, which ended the Yuan Dynasty (Potter 317). Moreover, the 

movements toward further religious freedom must be weighed against the Party’s ability to 

maintain control (Potter 318). 

 However, when it comes to exercising control over religion, the Chinese government has 

become much cleverer. Attacking religion as a whole, as was done during the Cultural 

Revolution, merely drove religion underground and outside the surveillance and control of the 

Chinese Communist Party. Therefore, by loosening restrictions just enough, the Party has been 

able to coax these underground groups into the light of day and thus, better watch and control 

them (Goldman 150-1). Nevertheless, even once they have emerged from underground, these 

religious organizations still function as a locus of power outside the Chinese Communist Party. 

Hence, the Party still feels the need to undermine these religious organizations. The Chinese 
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Communist Party has attempted to do so in a number of indirect ways. For example, as has 

already been mentioned, children are not only forbidden from being taught any religion, but also 

are indoctrinated with atheism while they are at school (Potter 323). Also, government officials 

have attempted to undermine the very core of Buddhism by turning Buddhist monasteries and 

temples into money-centered tourist sites. 

Thus, the People’s Republic of China, despite peculiar characteristics like the official 

promotion of atheism and the Marxist struggle for a classless society, is really only the current 

incarnation of the dynastic cycle, stretching back thousands of years: 

 Chinese history and traditional political culture are more significant than Marxist 

ideology in explaining the style and outcome of church-state relations in the 

People’s Republic of China. This statement is even truer at the end of 1988 than it 

was in 1980 because of the subsequent dilution of Marxist ideological influence. 

(Ramet 254) 

Regardless, the Chinese Communist Party has not been completely successful in regulating 

religion and maintaining control. Both the Party and many academics outside China believed that 

religion had been entirely wiped out by the Cultural Revolution. Yet, religion has risen from the 

ashes and continues to grow stronger with each passing year. Granted, the Party has been 

extremely economically successful in the past couple decades, but it is difficult to not see the 

cracks in the façade of power when the Chinese Communist Party, absolutely dedicated to the 

extinction of all religion, has so spectacularly failed to quash it.  

Although it would be absurd to make any sort of prediction about the future of the 

Chinese Communist Party, if the current government is understood as the current phase of the 

dynastic cycle, it is interesting to examine how other dynasties ended. According to some 
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scholars, the Qing Dynasty, in particular, the end of which Mao personally experienced, ended 

due to the rise of other loci of power: 

The historical record suggests that dynastic weakness and instability tended to 

arise not from tolerance of pluralism and diversity, but rather from the 

government's inability to respond to socio-economic change. In the late Qing, for 

example, the court failed to respond effectively to the emergence of the private 

sector as a locus of power, and was thereby unable to protect its own political 

authority. (Potter 336) 

Therefore, the rise of religion as a locus of power that appeals to something beyond the reach of 

the Party’s materialistic ideas could ultimately be extremely destabilizing to the system as it 

currently exists.   
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