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Religious Organizations and Local Self Rule in Rural
China

Richard P. MADSEN
Department of Sociology
University of California, San Diego, USA

Religion is one of the important new social forces in rural China.
According to the government’s own — certainly underestimated figures —
there are 100,000 religious practitioners in China today. But if we
consider “religion” to include any form of evocation of supernatural
powers — and therefore include traditional folk practices like fortune
telling, geomancy, and burning incense to the gods or ancestors at life
cycle rituals or seasonal festivals — then, according to Peter Ng of The
Chinese University of Hong Kong, as much as 95 percent of the
population could be considered religious to some degree.! Although
there are certainly important religious movements among urban
residents (Falungong was one of the most important of these), religious

belief and practice are most prominent among rural people.

After having been severely repressed during the Maoist era, rural
religious organizations are demonstrating a remarkable ability to
mobilize believers and to influence local economic, social, and political
life.2 This religious ferment takes many different forms: revivals of
traditional practices, adoption of new practices, and various
combinations of the two. Rural religious organizations are vehicles for
grass roots self-governance and can be competitors with Party control.
Sometimes the competition is a relatively friendly one — the religious
organizations reach an amicable modus vivendi with local political
officials — and sometimes it is hostile. In any case, religious
organizations have the potental to affect local governance. When thete
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are local elections, religious leaders can either run for office themselves
or influence their followers to vote for certain candidates. If the
competition between the religious organization and the local Party is
hostile, the Party obviously must find a way to get the organization out
of the political process. Even if the competition with the Party is
amicable, the participation of religious organizations can increase the

complexity of political contenton and lead to unanticipated outcomes.

To help us think in an orderly way about the rather bewildering
variety of rural religious forms and to explore the implications of these
forms for local governance, I will outline several models of rural
religious development. These are based on actual cases, but the cases are
used as the basis for ideal types, whose value may come from their
usefulness is developing analytical frameworks rather than from their
ability to fully reflect all of the complexities of the phenomena from
which they were derived.

General Political Context: State Opposition to Religion

A fundamental challenge to all forms of religious organization in
China is the state’s opposition to religion in principle. This does not at
all mean that it is committed to suppressing all forms of religion in
practice. China is like the mirror opposite of a state with an established
religion. Secular liberal states, like the United States, are officially neutral
with regard to religion, as long as religion stays within the private sphere.
Theocratic states in principle legitimate themselves through support of a
particular religion. In contrast to a secular liberal state like the United
States which is officially neutral with regard to religion, as long as
religion stays within the private sphere, states with an established
religion use a particular religious denomination (like the Church of
England in the U.K)) to symbolize the core aspirations of the state as a
whole. Primary state rituals are held in the established religion’s

cathedrals; a certain primacy may be given to the established religion in
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official versions of national history. But depending on historical and
political circumistances, a state with an established religion may tolerate a
wide variety of religious belief and association, and adherents to these
may well outnumber adherents of the established religion. The Chinese
state is not a liberal state, officially neutral toward religion. It is based on
an established atheism. It uses the ideology and rituals of Marxist
ideology and scientific progress to symbolize its core aspirations, and it
gives dialectical materialism a primacy in its official versions of national
history, even though in practice it can tolerate a wide variety of religious

belief.

Even when religious organizations flourish within a state with an
atheist establishment, they have to be on the defensive. They can have
no guarantee that the government will be indifferent to them. Their
worldviews are always at least partially at variance with the government’s
legitimating ideology. Their leaders face particular tensions. If they do
not develop a cooperative relationship with the government, they may
suffer various personal difficulties, as well as being unable to deliver
protection and benefits to their religious community. But if they become
too closely identified with the government, they can lose credibility in
the minds of ordinary practitioners.?

These tensions are most stark when religious leaders interact with
state officials at the national level. In many rural contexts, however,
both religion and politics are deeply embedded in local community. The
tensions do not go away when religious leaders and government officials
are both embedded in local society but they are blurred. Different
degrees of this blutring are conducive to different forms of religious
leadership, different substantive forms of religious belief, and different
patterns of cooperation and conflict between religious leaders and the

government.



