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One of the unpredicted corollaries of thirty years of reform and opening in
China has been the enormous blossoming of spiritual and religious activities of all
kinds. These range from the reconstruction of annual festivals for village gods—
some of which again attract tens of thousands of people—to rapid increases in
people affiliated with Buddhism , Christianity, or other institutionalized religions.
We even see a revived Confucianism and new life to the discussion about whether
it can be considered a religion. These changes already affect hundreds of millions of
people. If the experiences of Taiwan and Hong Kong offer us any guidance, then
economic growth may continue to push these numbers even higher. Certainly
empirical experience around the world has led us to reject the idea that modernity
brings an inevitable secularization, and to accept the idea that high levels of
religiosity can be consistent with political health and economic success.

One of the difficulties we have in understanding these changes is that our

primary analytic category of “religion” has such strong roots in the early modern



